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THE UNIVERSAL, THE PARTICULAR AND THEORIZING 

URBANIZATION 
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Abstract: Over the last twenty-five years or so urban studies has witnessed increasing skepticism towards 
universalizing claims and a greater interest in the particularizing. Recent arguments for a view from the global 
South exemplify this. This raises the question of what the relationship between universalizing and 
particularizing tendencies might be. This is explored firstly through an exploration of how the two might be 
reconciled. Two case studies then follow. One focuses on the ‘view from the South’ controversy; and the 
other on the politics of urban development in the US and in Western Europe and a subsequent trans-Atlantic 
divide. 
 

CONTEXT 
Urban studies has a history which, in effect, has 
moved from one extreme to the other. Until the 
1960s there was no such recognizable field. What 
would be then its flagship journal, Urban Studies 
appeared for the first time in 1964, a cooperative 
project of American and British urban 
economists, though with somewhat different 
commitments to theory. The urban economics 
origin of the journal meant an urban studies with 
strong generalizing tendencies and roots in an 
urban economics that was an offshoot of the 
neoclassical mainstream. On the other hand, this 
was common in the social sciences as a whole. 
The contrast with today is stark indeed. The 
critiques of positivism did a lot of damage and the 
urban economists who turned a blind eye to it, 
went their own way, creating the Journal of Urban 
Economics 1974. Claims to the universal in urban 
studies are far from dead but the posts and their 
critique of grand narratives have had their effect. 
There has been a renewed interest in the particular 
as in claims for a view from the South; an urban 
theory which sets itself at odds with that 
emanating from the academies of North America 
and Western Europe. This should not be 
exaggerated. A lot of work in urban studies is of 
the case study sort and the specificity that might 
be lent by a particular national context is no more 
than background; or at best a contextual variable 
to be drawn on in assessing claims about, say, 
gentrification.  
 
In this paper the focus is the universal / particular 
as it affects contemporary urban studies. I want to  
 

 
call the simple opposition into question and 
demonstrate their dialectical interrelationships but 
in a way that retains the universal as the dominant 
moment. The viewpoint from which this is 
undertaken is historical materialism. This might 
seem odd since Marx was mostly concerned with 
the more abstract moments of the social process, 
whether talking about capitalist or pre-capitalist 
societies, regardless. Certainly there are 
discussions of a concrete nature, like that of 
primitive accumulation in Capital Volume 1 or the 
historical studies of nineteenth century France, 
but while they were more than simply illustrative, 
that is not where either his or the exegetic 
emphasis has lain. Those parts of his work which 
emphasized the teleological development of 
society have come under particularly heavy attack, 
and not least with the emergence of the posts and 
their rejection of grand narratives. For them 
historical materialism is one more example of will 
to power. 
 
In human geography and derivatively in urban 
studies a notable advocate of this point of view 
was Doreen Massey and I want to take her work 
as a particularly useful starting point when trying 
to mediate between the universal and the 
particular. In the first section of the paper I lay 
out her claims, draw out their limits and then 
show how nevertheless they can be useful in 
understanding the concrete forms that have been 
assumed by the historical geography of capitalist 
development. I then turn to two particular 
instances in urban studies where the relation of  
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the particular to the universal is in question. The 
first of these is that of the view from the South 
referred to above. The second concerns a case 
focusing on the politics of urban development in 
the US and Western Europe respectively. Here 
there have been strong generalizing impulses that 
I regard as thoroughly questionable; but where the 
focus of national urban studies communities on 
respective countries have made them vulnerable to 
the same sorts of misplaced assumptions about 
the rest of the world as those exhibited in 
Northern theory.  
 
 

THE PARTICULAR AND THE 
UNIVERSAL: AN ABSTRACT VIEW 
Massey’s argument was a highly abstract one. 
Places, regions, cities, or whatever, were different 
because they emerge from the happenstance 
relations of multiple narratives. Influences and 
conditions come together to make places what 
they are. As those influences change so too does 
the character of a place. The future is open, 
therefore. Places should be interpreted as the 
meeting and un-meeting of the previously 
unrelated; they are space-time events. Most radical 
of all the implications of her understanding is that 
there can be no universal tendencies.1 
 
The most notable problem is that there is no 
mechanism that might select in or out the various 
influences coming together in a particular place. 
The issue is one of what gets selected in, what 
random events, what aspects of the various 

                                                 
1 Though interestingly she has drawn back from an 

anti-essentialist position: “Geographical imaginations 

(for instance of regions and of regional uneven 

development) are not simply mirrors; they are in 

some sense constitutive figurations;  in some sense 

they ‘produce’ the world in which we live and within 

which they are themselves constructed. On the other 

hand, the very fact of the attempt at intervention 

implies a rejection of that position which would 

entrap us in a prison house of language to which 

there is no outside with any force whatsoever. (In 

other words, I am loathe to turn up on the steps of 

Downing Street in order to offer another 

metaphor/story/imagination whose relationship to 

‘the extra-discursive reality’ of the North-South 

divide is either nonexistent or totally unknown.)” 

(Progress in Human Geography 2001:10) 

‘comings together’ or ‘happenstance 
arrangements’ are pertinent and what gets 
discarded as of no significance or as another failed 
experiment. But Massey gives us no indication as 
to how this might work. One retort is that capital’s 
accumulation process is central. Some things can 
be taken advantage of, either by capital or by labor 
as it resists or tries to determine the conditions of 
the accumulation process to its advantage, but not 
others.  
  
This also sheds a more skeptical light on just how 
happenstance or random these juxtapositions are 
anyway. Uncertainty is not something capital is 
passive about. Rather it tries to anticipate events 
and to control them so as to limit surprises. A 
firm takes measures to limit uncertainty by taking 
over its rivals, by vertical integration of its 
operations and by spreading risks across several 
different markets. Capitalist firms plan, and one of 
the things they plan for is uncertainty and the 
same goes for capitalist states. Insurance policies 
are taken out so as to take the ‘natural’ out of 
‘natural disasters.’ In turn insurance companies try 
to minimize the possibilities of loss from the 
unforeseen.2 In addition, much of what comes 
together in a place is intentionally brought together; 
assembled. Capital intervenes and pulls in the 
distant whether it is ideas about organizing 
production from Japan or labor from Mexico.  
 
Without Marx, we probably would not be talking 
about the capital accumulation process. But that is 
what is at the center of his master work Capital. 
He identifies the conditions for it in the separation 
of immediate producers from the means of 
production and the social relations it then 
necessitates – value and its circulation, surplus 
value, the class struggle, cost competition, the 
technical division of labor, accumulation, the real 
subsumption of labor to capital, and the industrial 
reserve army. These then set in motion a set of 
historical tendencies: the subordination of science 
to capital, continual technical revolution in the 
labor process, the centralization of capital in larger 
firms, tendencies to overaccumulation and crisis. 

                                                 
2 Insurance companies in the nineteenth century were 

active in the upgrading of fire protection standards, 

including increased water pressure in hydrants and 

the purchase of equipment to tackle fires in multi-

story buildings. See Teaford (1984). 
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In still other of his works and statements, 
production is placed at the heart of the social 
process, a process that includes institutions, 
beliefs, and discourse. Everything starts with 
production and returns to it. Under capital 
production is about the pursuit of value. Value 
then circulates and irrigates everything else. 
Without that circulation society as we know it 
loses its coherence. 
 
All this is, to be sure, very abstract. And while we 
might accept those abstractions, the concrete 
forms that they have assumed over time and space 
have been highly varied to say the least. Marx lived 
at the time of the steam engine and the dominance 
in England of the classic industries of the first 
industrial revolution. He could not have imagined 
the invention of electricity, the gasoline engine or 
the computer and the different ways in which they 
would revolutionize capital’s historical trajectory 
and its implications for the social process in toto. 
The same goes for the continuing procession of 
new and newer consumption goods and their 
implications, as for example, in the case of gender 
relations. No-one could have assumed the 
appearance of the automobile and its 
transformative implications for social life. And 
there again the division of labor has changed 
remarkably, as Doreen Massey observed in a paper 
(1979) on the geographical implications of that 
change. The same applies to other aspects of the 
social process. The American and British states are 
both capitalist states but they are quite different 
from one another, though definitely ‘capitalist’ and 
so much more alike than they are like the neo-
patrimonial states of Sub-Saharan Africa.  
 
In other words, the actual course of capitalist 
development and of the concrete shape of the 
accumulation process and how they have 
materialized over space and led to its further 
differentiation are far from predictable. As David 
Harvey (1985: 144) asked in a different context 
and with reference to capitalism’s geography: 
“Geographical space is always the realm of the 
concrete and the particular. Is it possible to 
construct a theory of the concrete and the 
particular in the context of the universal and 
abstract determinations of Marx’s theory of capital 
accumulation?” Substitute for ‘geographical space’ 
‘geohistorical space’ or ‘geohistorical time’ and the 

same problem presents itself. It is here that 
Massey’s claims about juxtaposition of influences 
and conditions in time-space might help resolve 
this problem. Her framework lacks social theory 
but Marx provides it. Marx talked little about the 
determination of the concrete in any formal sense, 
but Massey might help.  
 

CASE STUDIES 
#1: ‘THE VIEW FROM THE SOUTH’ 
Context 
A central theme in post-colonial theorizing is that 
of Western thought imposing particular 
interpretive templates, reflecting its own highly 
specific context, on what are regarded as the very 
different ones, historical and social, of the global 
South, qua developing countries; in other words, 
an intellectual imperialism which denies the 
particular circumstances of the South and erases 
that particularity. This has been taken up in urban 
studies by various people, including Jenny 
Robinson and Ananya Roy. Here the argument is 
that urban theory is part of that Western legacy 
and requires a response in the form of theory 
from the South. In other words, they call into 
question the possibility of universal propositions 
about the urban and urbanization. 
 
This has met with some critical response by 
established figures in urban studies; notably Scott 
and Storper (2015) and by Peck (2015.) I want to 
take up Scott and Storper in more detail and 
suggest that their retreat into what is at best a 
market-centered understanding and at worst an 
attempt to provide a theory of the urban devoid 
of any recognizable assumptions about concrete 
forms of society is clearly not an adequate 
response. There is a case for the particularity of 
the South but one rooted in the continuing 
presence there of social relations of a pre-capitalist 
sort. These give a particular complexion to 
urbanization even while it combines with forms of 
a more recognizably capitalist sort. This is the case 
for cities in Sub-Saharan Africa and even South 
Africa. 
 
Scott and Storper 
Scott and Storper attempt to rebut arguments for 
a view from the South by appealing to a theory of 
urbanization of a radically universalizing nature. 
According to this, urbanization goes back to the 
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earliest forms of society and the creation of a 
surplus which then allowed an expanding division 
of labor. This division of labor benefited from the 
advantages of proximity or rather agglomeration: 

“… throughout the course of history, 
urbanization has been generated by a 
complex but persistent interaction of 
economic development, divisions of 
labor, agglomeration, specialization, and 
trade.” 

And:  
“Economic expansion and urbanization 
should therefore properly be understood 
as being intertwined in a recursive path-
dependent relationship over time with 
its critical hinge point focused on 
processes of agglomeration.” 

Within urban areas there is then a characteristic 
arrangement of land uses that they call the urban 
land nexus, i.e., a mosaic of interacting land uses 
and locations forming the essential fabric of intra-
urban space. In other words, their theory draws a 
sharp division between the inter-urban and the 
intra-urban, which is interesting in itself and 
suggests a pluralism worthy of critique. To the 
extent that social relations of a more specific sort 
enter in, it is market relations. Hence: 

“… firms seek out locations for 
production and households seek out 
places to live.  These behaviors are 
structured in large degree by market 
mechanisms generating land prices that 
arbitrate uses and that sustain distinctive 
patterns of land allocation.  In addition, 
owners and users of land (both firms 
and households) demand selective 
forms of proximity to one another while 
simultaneously avoiding locations where 
they might suffer negative spillovers and 
other undesired effects on their 
activities.”   

This is an odd juxtaposition of claims. First there 
is a statement about urbanization regardless of any 
structuring social relations other than a division of 
labor; among other things, one has to wonder 
what is shaping the development of that division 
of labor. Then, as far as the urban land nexus is 
concerned, market relations enter into the 

explanation. There is nothing wrong with these 
statements as far as they go. But they don’t go very 
far. In neither of them is there any trace of how 
particular modes of production, like capitalism, 
generate distinctive forms of urbanization.  
 
If we argue that urbanization is about the spatial 
concentration of people then under capitalism that 
assumes new dynamics in addition to those 
identified by Scott and Storper. Capitalism 
generates its prodigious feats of productivity, of 
piling up the wealth, through the socialization of 
production. It is important that we be clear about 
what that means. It is certainly about the division 
of labor; Adam Smith was partly right, therefore, 
but it is not just a matter of the subdivision of 
tasks; it is also about equipping workers with more 
specialized instruments of labor and the 
development of the latter in turn allows further 
specialization on the part of the worker. It is also 
about shared means of production. Economies are 
generated by means of production that can be 
shared. Firms don’t need their own airports, nor 
their own water and sewage works or even bus 
service, for that matter. 
  
This is widely recognized in urban studies. Less so 
is the fact that these relations aren’t necessarily 
external to the firm; rather under capitalism they 
are often internal to it and to particular 
workplaces (Table 1.) This is not to deny that the 
bigger the urban complex the more likely it is to 
be an expression of the sorts of external clustering 
relations that Scott and Storper emphasize. But 
urbanization is clearly more than this. It also 
includes cities dominantly dependent on a single 
employer, typically smaller cities like Rochester 
MN (the Mayo Clinic) or major mining centers, of 
which South Africa can boast many. In some cases 
a chance juxtaposition of major employers has 
given rise to shared means of production like the 
Northwest Arkansas Airport which functions as 
the airport for neighboring Springdale (Tyson 
Chicken HQ), Bentonville (Walmart HQ), and 
Lowell (J B Hunt Transport Services): an urban 
complex formed from the convergence of 
independent cities, each with their own dominant 
employer. 
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Table 1: 

 SHARED MEANS OF  
PRODUCTION 

DIVISION OF LABOR 

BETWEEN 
FIRMS 

Airports, urban infrastructure, downtown 
municipal parking lots 

Vertically disintegrated firms engaging with 
one another: parts-process relations and 
auxiliary functions, both. 

WITHIN 
FIRMS 

Assembly lines, blast furnaces, mines, 
workforce parking lots 

Massey’s parts-process, just-in-time, the 
division of labor on the shop floor, 
internalizing auxiliary functions. 

 
When we turn and examine the external relations 
of firms, then again capitalism makes a difference 
giving them their own dynamics, logics and 
contradictions. The division of labor between 
blacksmiths, cabinet makers, weavers, in the 
medieval city was not embedded in the same sorts 
of competitive relations as contemporary 
equivalents of the sort thrown up by the literature 
on governance: the issues of trust that arise in 
bargaining of the bilateral sort, particularly when 
amortizing the cost of a very expensive piece of 
equipment is in question (Lorenz 1993.) 
  
Perhaps most significant of all is the fact that in 
the developed world, the motor of urbanization 
has been industrialization. It is a truism that this 
was the reason for the rapid growth of cities in the 
course of the industrial revolution and since, and 
in the instances of so-called shock cities like 
Chicago, Middlesborough or Le Creusot it was 
dramatic. But in every instance, and pace Scott and 
Storper, the growth of population was 
conditioned not just by the external economies of 
urbanization but by a socialization of production 
that was occurring, in some cases more, in some 
cases less, within the confines of the plant itself. 
Their combined growth could then be the basis 
for externalizing some functions, promoting the 
growth of existing ones, like banking and retailing, 
or the creation of new ones altogether. Then, as 
cities came to specialize to the degree that only 
cities in industrialized societies can, so the division 
of labor would assume new geographic forms: a 
specialization in terms of product; and later a 
specialization in function as firms expelled the less 
skills-intensive parts of their labor processes to 
smaller towns, but in the course of that, spreading 
urban growth and relieving pressures on housing 
and labor markets elsewhere. 
 
 

Retrieving ‘the view from the South’ 
Capitalist cities are exactly that: capitalist. They 
reflect the population concentrating logics of the 
socialization of production under capitalism, and the 
latter lends a distinctive character to them. Change 
the social relations of production so that those 
logics don’t apply and the concentration of 
population in places assumes new forms.3 And the 
world is by no means homogeneously capitalist. 
The necessary condition for capitalist 
development is the separation of immediate 
producers from the means of production, 
including the land. But over large parts of the less 
developed world, this does not apply. Parts of 
Central America, Andean South America and Sub-
Saharan Africa, are cases in point. Over much of 
the latter, land tenure is still customary, even while 
the land in most instances is legally state property. 
This has been a major obstacle to the capitalist 
form of development and a major reason why 
they are not as developed, not nearly as industrial, 
as many seem to think it should be (Cox and Negi 
2010.) 
 
These are, to be sure, social formations of a 
hybrid nature where in some instances capitalist 
forms of development, like that of Zambia’s 
Copper Belt or those occurring in capital cities are 

                                                 
3 Compare Parnell and Pieterse (2016): “Given the 

clear uncoupling of urbanization and industrialization 

across much of Africa, our notion of cityness is 

unlikely to ever align with that outlined by Scott and 

Storper (2015). Their somewhat dated position, like 

that of the World Bank’s (2009) landmark report, 

recentres economic agglomeration above all other 

expressions of urbanism and is, by implication, either 

dismissive or ignorant of most Southern urban 

realities, characterized by economic informality, 

multiplicity, marginality and dispersion, not 

agglomeration.” (2016:236) Indeed! 
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like islands in a pre-capitalist sea. In other cases 
like South Africa, it is otherwise; labor tenancy 
and share cropping on white farms are long gone 
and the access of immediate producers to the land 
is now confined to what used to be called the 
native reserves. But even in South Africa, this 
hybridity, however qualified, makes a difference to 
urbanization and its forms. 
 
The shack lands that surround cities in Sub-
Saharan Africa are testimony to a number of 
different features of those, still largely, pre-
capitalist societies. Some are certainly the homes 
of permanent urban residents. Rural areas have 
been vacated, stimulated by the lure of a wage that 
can give access to the myriad consumer goods 
from the West, awareness of which is readily 
available in the most remote areas courtesy of the 
TV dishes sprouting from the roofs of rural 
drinking establishments. Women come to escape 
the oppressive patriarchies of the countryside. 
From the standpoint of employment the city will 
be a disappointment. These are not cities that, 
through capitalist development, generate an 
increasing demand for new workers; the 
conditions for such development do not exist. So 
the informal economy is a distinguishing feature 
of urbanization in the South.  
 
On the other hand, many of those in the shack 
areas will be migratory workers with one foot in 
the city and one in the rural areas. This too is in 
very sharp contrast to Northern forms of 
urbanization and is testimony to the continuing 
possibilities of access to land that exist in what 
used to be the native reserves.4 This is partly 
driven by urban insecurity, partly by the challenge 
to patriarchy represented by urban living and from 

                                                 
4 Just what the calculations are can vary. Leslie Bank 

(2015) has suggested that it is less about building up 

a rural homestead on the basis of whatever can be 

earnt in the city. Rather in a study of those from the 

Transkei living in Mandela Park, south of Cape Town 

he suggests that the meaning of the rural areas as 

changing from one of subsistence and tradition into 

one of rural anchorage and modernity. Urban 

insecurity drives attachments to areas of origin and 

money is invested by siblings in building modern 

homes there, even while they are little occupied, but 

with significance for the status of the family in the 

wider community. 

which patriarch migrant workers wish to protect 
their families (Cox, Hemson and Todes 2004.) 
Meanwhile there are aspects of cities in Sub-
Saharan Africa which are undeniably of a capitalist 
form and which make them seem like homes away 
from home for people from North America or 
Western Europe. 
 
There are good reasons, therefore, why the global 
South and urbanization there might have their 
own specificity. I have emphasized the role of pre-
capitalist production relations, often existing 
alongside some capitalist enclaves and even in 
more hybrid forms. But this doesn’t sound much 
like Massey’s arguments about chance 
juxtapositions. Rather it is much more about the 
sorts of historically specific relations of 
production from which she tended to abstract.5 
These, however, do need to be set in the context 
of a broader set of forces and influences, some of 
which came from outside. When the Europeans 
carved out colonies in Africa land tenure was 
customary and there was a debate about what to 
do about it. In the case of South Africa, where 
there were relatively large numbers of settlers, land 
would be divided for the most part into large 
farms held in fee simple. Elsewhere, though, the 
imperial powers held back. On the one hand, they 
were few on the ground and sought to govern 
indirectly through those they nominated as ‘tribal 
chiefs’ (Mamdani 1996.) The power of the tribal 
chiefs would be secured by giving them the 
authority to allocate land. They also feared the 
permanent urbanization of the indigenous peoples 
because they believed that it would result in a 
normative void: a so-called ‘detribalized native’ 
who had no moral moorings and who would be 
available for mobilization by all manner of 
demagogues, including those who wanted to see 
the back of the colonial powers. Aspects of their 
analysis can be criticized but not their recognition 
that extension of private property rights across the 
length and breadth of colonies would lay the 
foundations for capitalist development and 
urbanization of a capitalist sort.  
 
 

                                                 
5 When she went to apply her ideas empirically, this 

was a contradiction that had to be resolved, which it 

was, usually by reference to what she called power 

relations (2007.) 
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#2: COUNTRIES MATTER TOO. BUT 
HOW? 
Shorn of the claims of intellectual imperialism that 
are part of the ‘view from the South’ literature, 
there remains the more general claim of 
postmodernism that people’s imaginaries, and 
those of academics no less, are embedded in 
particular societies. This includes particular ways 
of framing things; ways that make limited sense 
when projected on to other societies but which, 
nevertheless, tend to get projected anyway. The 
projectors can be exporting their understandings; 
or, for whatever reason, importing them from 
somewhere else. And it doesn’t help that people 
tend to study cities, first and foremost, in their 
own country and rarely engage with those 
elsewhere. Such has been the case in the literature 
on the politics of urban development. 
Decontextualization is all too often the name of 
the game and universalizing claims need to be 
viewed with considerable skepticism. 
 
In the American literature a central concept has 
been that of the growth coalition: a group of land 
based interests, largely developers and property 
companies, who come together in order to 
promote the growth of ‘their’ city, and in 
consequence, their rents, and who then mobilize 
local government to that purpose. There have 
then been attempts in Great Britain to import the 
idea so as to shed light on urban development 
there; but not, as some have recognized, very 
successfully (Harding 1991; 1999.)6 The reason, 
quite simply, is that the sorts of conditions that 
have facilitated the formation of urban growth 
coalitions are very American ones. One should 
also note in passing how language can sometimes 
immunize academics against this effect. There was 
no corresponding French or German interest. 
  
An idea closely related to the growth coalition idea 
has been that of urban competition. One way of 
expressing this has been through the idea of the 
entrepreneurial city, struggling, through its 
competition with cities elsewhere, to channel value 
through its businesses so that they can expand. 
This fits the American case very well but the cities 

                                                 
6 There is a similar story with urban regimes: another 

idea that only makes sense in the American context 

whence it came. 

of Western Europe, less so. Nevertheless, David 
Harvey’s (91989) paper on the shift from what he 
called ‘managerial cities’ to ‘entrepreneurial cities’ 
achieved, and still achieves, quite extraordinary 
and positive resonance. As one reads this paper, it 
is clear that it was intended to apply not just to 
North American cities but to the cities of the 
advanced capitalist societies more generally. The 
problem is that it is a serious overgeneralization. 
Harvey is arguing that from the late 1970s on, 
municipal governments on both sides of the 
Atlantic shifted from managerial policies more 
geared to social provision, to more entrepreneurial 
ones. The problem is, American cities have a long 
history of being entrepreneurial, going back to the 
immediate postwar period and were never ever 
distinguished for their concerns for the welfare of 
the masses: the dismal provision of public housing 
is only the most obvious instance. In Western 
Europe, though, the balance of political forces has 
always favored the ‘managerial’ option and this 
remains still vastly more significant than in the 
American case. Meanwhile, and relatedly, urban 
studies in Europe celebrated the decentralization 
of state functions to local governments; a 
decentralization that was indeed intended to make 
them more entrepreneurial. But the convergence 
with the American case will be a long time coming 
since, in contrast to the sort of decentralization 
that is characteristic in the US, the West European 
measures have been much more anemic, such is 
the ignorance among the Europeans of exactly 
how the American politics of urban development 
functions (Cox 2009.)  
 
And ‘functions’ are at issue. All capitalist countries 
have similar functional needs. This includes the 
provision of premises of all manner of sorts: 
factories, shopping centers, airports, housing, 
office buildings, hotels, industrial parks, and so 
on. In order to provide for this need in both the 
US and the countries of Western Europe, a 
distinct property sector has emerged. But in the 
US, while this sector takes the lead, pushing state 
officials at both local and more central levels, to 
complement their efforts with public 
infrastructure, the necessary permits and so on, in 
Western Europe the division of labor operates 
rather differently. Since land use planning became 
a recognizable state function, the role of the 
state’s central branches has always been more 
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important and planning as a whole more proactive 
and less, as in the US, reactive. Housing is unlikely 
to go in until all the supporting infrastructure, 
including highways, has been inserted. Regional 
plans may reserve particular sites for industry, and 
only those sites. Confronted with the demands of 
developers, planning officials tend to be more 
inflexible. In the US local government has been 
happy to go along with the developers because 
they will get a share of the rent in the form of 
property taxes. In Western Europe, on the other 
hand, urban development has been more about 
employment (Cox 2016: Chapter 3.)   
 
How, therefore, might we understand particularity 
in cases like this? Countries clearly matter. State 
form in this instance is hugely important. The 
American state is a radically decentralized one 
providing an ideal opportunity structure for those, 
like the developers, with interests in rents in 
particular places, including cities: they have ready 
allies in the form of local governments anxious 
about their tax raising abilities and are able to get 
local representatives to pressure state and federal 
governments for regulatory and financial support. 
In the states of Western Europe this is much, 
much less the case; state power tends to be far 
more centralized. The role of the local planners is 
indicative: far more constrained in what they plan 
and in their development decisions than in the 
American instance, where remarkably there is no 
central oversight by the individual states.  
 
But state form is part of a much broader complex 
of relations, internally related to beliefs and class 
relations in the manner that Harvey talked about 
(1985) in his references to structured coherences. 
Decentralization goes along with ideas of anti-
statism and extolling the merits of competition. 
Meanwhile, and indicative of how classes relate in 
the US, it is a country that has never had a 
conservative party like those of Western Europe. 
‘Conserving’ for the latter has meant not just 
markets but also features, duly transmuted, of a 
pre-capitalist past. Since the US scarcely has any 
of the latter, the Republican Party has been able to 
concentrate purely on preserving ‘freedom’, aka 
capitalism. The fact of large scale immigration 
during the latter part of the century would provide 
the bases for stories of individual success: the 
upward mobility of the individual, therefore, 

through the capitalist virtues of hard work and 
providence. The frontier experience would then 
be reworked discursively as a crucible of 
individuality and freedom and, of course, 
antagonism to the state except when it appeared in 
the form of the US cavalry coming to the rescue. 
 
The labor movement has also been much weaker. 
In part this is because, in contrast to Western 
Europe, the granting of the male franchise prior to 
the industrial revolution took away a major 
organizing objective for workers; they were given 
the right to vote before they had to fight for it. In 
the West European countries, on the other hand, 
and once there was a universal franchise, male, at 
least, elements on the political right were willing to 
make concessions to parties of the left because, 
with a basis in agrarian property and the historic 
institutions of church, ancient universities and the 
like – in short, an ancien régime – they had always 
been dubious about the merits of the sort of 
capitalism that in the US, the Republicans have 
been so keen to defend. They saw the merits of 
the welfare state and therefore of a central state if 
the former was to be a reality and not wither in 
the face of competition between more local 
branches of the state for inward investment, as 
indeed has happened in the US. 
 
One can see here the merits of Massey’s 
framework. Things come together to provide the 
basis for particularity, albeit in both cases, a 
particularity that has worked from a capitalist 
standpoint though perhaps more in the US case 
than in Western Europe. In the US capitalist 
development occurred virtually on a tabula rasa: 
no remnants of an ancien régime to contend with 
there. From the start the state was highly 
decentralized. Within that context there would be 
new comings together; juxtapositions that would 
generate struggle and whose outcome would result 
in a further deepening of that state fragmentation 
so important to urban growth coalitions and in 
contrast to the state centralization on the other 
side of the Atlantic.  
 
In the first place, it is noteworthy that the quite 
extraordinary jurisdictional fragmentation of 
American urban areas was a product of late 
nineteenth century struggles: the result of an 
encounter between the progressive movement on 



9 

 

the one hand, keen to rationalize the operations of 
the state and make it conform to the bureaucratic 
rationality of the corporation, and the party 
political machines of the cities, notably the 
Democrats, then home to growing numbers of 
European immigrants. The machine was a sort of 
patron-client relationship funded by the party in 
control with money raised by the sale of municipal 
monopolies in public transport, electricity and gas 
to private firms. The solution of the progressive 
movement was to promote state legislation that 
would relax the stranglehold that the machine had 
on urban politics by creating alternative sorts of 
local government which would be run by a 
professional city manager and a council elected on 
a non-partisan ballot. The virtues of competition 
would then be restored to the political 
marketplace, first by abolishing single-party rule in 
central cities; and second, by setting up 
competition for residents between local 
governments. To make the latter possible it had to 
be easier for people to incorporate as a local 
government and in many states that is indeed what 
happened (Teaford 1984.) So, and for example, 
the number of property owners required to 
incorporate was lowered in some states to quite 
absurd degrees. 
 
A second wave of change that would play into the 
hands of urban growth coalitions came in the 
1930s and then just after the Second World War. 
The occasion was struggles around the form that 
the American welfare state should assume. Again, 
the territorial form of the American state was at 
the center. The charge was led by Roosevelt’s 
New Deal governments along with the labor 
movement, pushing for a truly federal welfare 
state where standards would be uniform across all 
the constituent states.  
 
Opposition was centered in the Southern states 
where wages were much lower than elsewhere. 
The big issue was one of agricultural labor, which 
turned out to be largely African-American, of 
course and the fear of welfare state supports, 
including income supplements, competing with 
wages. For a variety of reasons, including their 
ensconcement in strategic House and Senate 
committees, Southern representatives and senators 
were able to push the tide back. Crucial income 
support aspects of the nascent welfare state would 

be state responsibilities; and agricultural workers 
would be excluded from the pension benefits of 
the Social Security Act altogether (Gordon 1991; 
Farhang and Katznelson 2005.)  
 
The South would be preserved as a low wage area, 
therefore, and this would then become a resource 
as the Southern states, as the plantation economy 
faded, began efforts to attract the branch plants of 
corporations from the American Manufacturing 
Belt (Wright 1986.) The territorial competition for 
which American urban and regional development 
is noted, was receiving further impetus. This 
would be intensified still further after the war as 
the Republican Party sought to undo the success 
labor had achieved through the New Deal by 
making it harder to organize workers. Again this 
would assume, among other things, a territorial 
form in the misnamed right-to-work clause of the 
Taft-Hartley Act of 1947 which, if a state so 
choose to act on it, would make it harder for the 
unions to organize workers. The urban growth 
coalitions in those states would take note and use 
it in promoting their particular cities. 

***** 
Things come together as Massey argued. A space 
that was relatively easy for Europeans to settle and 
transfer into it, a set of institutions around private 
property that they saw no reason to change and 
whose implantation would not have to contend 
with the remnants of an ancien régime. For many of 
the early settlers of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, it was a matter of flight from an 
oppressive British state, which gave a particular 
inflection to state formation from the start. 
Meanwhile, the slave trade left its residue in the 
South, laying a foundation for the plantation and, 
once slaves were emancipated, anxieties about 
preserving the region’s low wage status (Wright 
1986.) The decentralization of the state would 
then play into the dominance of capital over labor 
by facilitating a regime of territorial competition.  
 
We should note in conclusion two things, one 
methodological in a narrow sense, the other of a 
more theoretical character. I started out by 
drawing contrasts between the politics of urban 
development in the US and that in Western 
Europe. The two are conditioned by quite 
contrasting socio-historical contexts. But in going 
about this, and looking back on my own research 
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process in this regard, I am struck by something 
that Jenny Robinson wrote when talking about 
comparison. She suggests that we “reimagine 
comparison as involving the broad practice of 
thinking cities/the urban through elsewhere 
(another case, a wider context, existing theoretical 
imaginations, connections to other places), in 
order to better understand outcomes and to 
contribute to strongly revisable broader 
conceptualizations and wider conversations about 
(aspects of) the urban” (2016: 20.) I think that this 
approach has a lot of merit and to the extent that 
it mimics a hermeneutic in which one works from 
the case one knows best to other cases, adjusting 
one’s interpretation as different materials are 
brought into a relationship one with anther, 
particularly so.  
 
On the other hand, and this leads into my second 
conclusion, her approach risks a particularizing 
move that downplays the significance of more 
global determinants that have to do with what 
Marx referred to as production relations. In 
discussing the various comings together that 
provided respective contexts for the progressive 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

movement and its role in creating the fragmented 
metropolitan area in the US and then for struggles 
around the territorial form of the American 
welfare state, beliefs, practices, social relations of 
all sorts, get filtered through the lens provided by 
those production relations. The progressives were 
energized by ideas of government efficiency 
acquired through observation of the emergent 
corporation and its ideologists, like Frederick 
Taylor and his arguments about ‘scientific 
management.’ In the case of the American welfare 
state, the emancipation of slaves becomes 
important because they are now wage workers. 
Likewise in understanding urbanization in the 
global South and the distinctive forms it has 
assumed we need to observe it and its 
development in relation to the way in which still-
dominant pre-capitalist production relations 
articulate with capitalism.  
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