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CONTEXT 
Research in social science often expresses what 
might be called a home country bias. The framing 
of the research and the practices and structures 
being investigated are bounded by the limits of a 
particular national society. Typically the society is 
that of the researcher: the society within which he 
or she has grown up, received first impressions, 
and acquired numerous taken- for-granted 
assumptions about social practice; and seemingly 
regardless of the critical view that is supposed to 
be the hallmark of academic inquiry. More often 
than not, it forms the research field, study site or 
focus of theorizing. And while concepts and 
framings are developed that are appropriate to 
that instance and only that particular instance, they 
can then get normalized as the general case. Other 
countries are assumed to be the same or varying in 
minor details.  
 
One research area in which this bias has been 
particularly evident is in studies of the politics of 
urban and regional development.1 The 
overextension of claims from one country to 
another is commonplace. Harvey’s arguments 
about the displacement of what he has called ‘the 
managerial city’ by the ‘entrepreneurial city’ are 
widely and approvingly cited, even while they 
apply much more to the US than to Western 
Europe. Jessop, in his book The Future of the 
Capitalist State (2002) postulates a shift in local 
development politics from government to 
governance since the ’seventies. While this might 
apply to the West European instance, informal 
arrangements between business and different local  

                                                 
1 An earlier one was the urban question: something 

vigorously debated in the early ’80s. The views 

coming from different sides of the Atlantic were 

radically different from one another and reflected, 

apparently unwittingly, sharp differences in 

respective social formations. See Cox (2012.) 

 
government agencies around local development 
issues have a history in the US that goes back long 
before then.  
 
Overextension of tendencies and transformations 
from one country to another is one problem. A 
related one is de-contextualization: the uncritical 
transfer of concepts from the national context 
within which they were developed to others where 
they turn out to be quite inappropriate. Urban 
studies in the 1970s received a significant stimulus 
from Harvey Molotch’s paper ‘The City as a 
Growth Machine.’ In understanding urban 
growth, he argued for the role of coalitions of 
landowners who lobby local government for 
policies designed to do just that and, not 
uncoincidentally, enhance their rents. There were 
then attempts to apply this to the British context, 
where it encountered difficulties. The same applies 
to another American idea that certainly seemed to 
fit the American case, but worked quite 
differently, if at all, in Western Europe: this was 
the urban regime.  
 
In fact in the United States, urban and regional 
development policy and politics is quite different. 
This is despite recent claims of a West European 
convergence on the American model (Cox 2009.) 
Urban and regional development policies emerge 
at approximately the same time and exploit similar 
tendencies and practices; but the way they come 
to condition policy is radically different. In 
Western Europe, central state planning and 
supervision of local level planning have historically 
been much more significant. In the US, there has 
been very little federal or state planning. 
Individual states have then tended to delegate 
responsibilities for development, particularly 
interventions into the distribution of employment 
and housing, to local governments. This does not 
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exclude a role for central branches of the state but 
it has been a more passive one, particularly for the 
federal government: far less an initiator, as is the 
case in Western European governments but a 
crucial source of regulatory favor and financial 
assistance.   
 
The American model has tended to be more 
business led, as in Moloch’s arguments about rent-
focused growth coalitions. Property companies 
exercise disproportionate influence over local 
government policy: an influence all the more 
important because it is local governments rather 
than state and federal branches which tend to 
count. In the Western European instance, and 
despite some clear variation between individual 
countries, it is the planning officials, at both local 
and central levels, who dominate. Accordingly, 
there is a different role for competition. In the US 
the territorial competition of cities, localities and 
states is taken for granted; a competition in the 
first place for corporate investments coming from 
the outside, and second, for the favors of state 
and federal governments that will facilitate it. This 
is far less the case in Western Europe where, if 
anything, this sort of territorial competition is 
regarded negatively. Rather, and historically, urban 
and regional development have been seen as 
adjuncts of the welfare state: redistributing 
employment to areas of high unemployment and 
raising living standards in backward regions. This 
has tended to weaken with the advent of neo-
liberalism but is still in contrast with the American 
case. Equally distinctive, and exercising influence 
over development policy, though less so now than 
in the immediate postwar period, has been anti-
urbanism. This was vividly on display in Gravier’s 
(1947) polemic but also in post-World War I 
Germany, and interestingly before the Nazis 
(Mullin 1982a, 1982b; Dietz 2008.) In the US this 
sort of yearning for a world that had been lost was 
absent, simply because it had never been there to 
lose. 
 
There are, in brief, quite sharp differences that 
raise issues of interpretation that, given the sort of 
overgeneralization and de-contextualization 
characteristic of their study so far, merit closer 
attention. At the same time, and in regard to the 
issue of home country bias, it will allow some 
lessons to be drawn for comparative study. 

THE COMING OF URBAN AND 
REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
Urban and regional development policy as it is 
known on both sides of the Atlantic, and 
regardless of other of its conditions, would have 
been inconceivable before the twentieth century 
and in particular before the second industrial 
revolution and the emergence of mass 
consumption. In both the US and in Western 
Europe, policy has been predicated on the ability 
to move things around. The capacity of local 
governments in the US to do this obviously 
depended on the relative indifference of industry 
to where it located; an ability to disinvest from 
one place and invest in another or to put new 
branch plants in entirely new regional markets. In 
the nineteenth century, this would have been 
difficult. The steam engine tied industry to coal 
mining areas or to tidewater sites where raw-
materials could be assembled relatively cheaply. 
Alfred Weber had published his theory of 
industrial location in 1909, but already it risked 
obsolescence. The weight gain or weight loss of 
the raw-materials in the course of their 
transformation was central to his argument. Given 
weight loss, as in iron and steel production or 
even something like glass, then transportation 
costs would be reduced by locating close to the 
source of the raw-materials. Where on the other 
hand, there was weight gain, as with the 
incorporation of relatively ubiquitous raw-
materials like water for brewing or clay for 
brickmaking, then the attraction might be towards 
the product’s market. But Alfred Weber’s world 
was undergoing rapid change. Electricity was 
allowing a greater dispersion of industry. The mass 
consumption industries were assembly industries, 
putting together the finished product from 
components transported from diverse locations 
and typically indifferent to Weber’s calculus of 
weight gain or weight loss.  
 
What seals the success of the new model of 
location is a change in the institutional form of the 
firm. One effect of the introduction of the joint-
stock company was the ability of firms to acquire 
rivals elsewhere. The result was the multi-
locational firm. In a context of enhanced 
locational discretion, this allowed firms to take 
advantage of new markets or assembly 
opportunities by locating branch plants there. Not 
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least, the fact of branches already in existence 
elsewhere allowed a spreading of location risk. 
There again, when the component firms 
established branches close to the assemblers, that 
served to reduce their risk too.  
 
Meanwhile, the emergence of property capital as a 
distinct branch of capital’s social division of labor, 
alongside industrial, commercial and finance 
capital, helped lubricate mobility. A separate 
branch providing premises in diverse forms – 
industrial, commercial, residential – does not 
emerge with clarity until after the Second World 
War, though there were already intimations of it 
and the distinct character it would give to its 
function (e.g. Weiss 1987.) Essential features are 
its speculative character and a drive for a share of 
the surplus in the form of rent. This meant the 
displacement of custom building where premises 
were provided to order and sold on to the 
occupier. The shift to building for rent introduced 
a competitive element that had been absent 
hitherto; a competitive element that could 
embrace the full gamut of development functions 
from purchasing the land, obtaining the permits, 
ensuring the availability of utilities, design, 
construction and the letting of the property. On 
the other hand, developers also became 
speculators since there could be no assurance that 
there would be tenants or, in the case of housing, 
buyers. Henceforth real estate development would 
be characterized by an endless search for new 
products that would lure the tenant away from 
existing developments and, hopefully, drive the 
rivals out of the market. Only with this as 
background can one make sense of the succession 
of new sorts of housing in new sorts of 
neighborhood, the evolution of shopping centers 
in terms of both size and amenities, as well as the 
office and industrial park, the introduction of 
parking lots and a campus environment and so on.  
 
But to then talk about drawing on these elements 
as the basis for something that might be called 
development policy remains a big leap into the 
dark. For while there might have been motivations 
to intervene in location in this way – the desire of 
developers to find tenants, or the desire of 
governments, local or central to intervene for their 
own reasons – acting on that motivation assumes 
it would be accepted as a legitimate role for 

government. Here the way had been prepared by 
the development of city and regional planning, 
which had emerged in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries as a response to the 
social and physical dysfunctionalities of a rampant 
urbanization (Preteceille 1976.) The newly 
emergent profession of city and regional planning 
would then play an important role in the emerging 
problematic of urban and regional development.  
 
Yet how all these conditions and agents – the new 
mobility of industry and the offices and retail and 
residential developments that went along with it, 
the rise of the developer, and the city and regional 
planning function – would be put together in 
some sort of coherent development policy would 
be quite different. In the US, the new mobility and 
the emergence of branch plants as a crucial aspect 
of corporate organization would be the conditions 
for the bottom-up policies of localities competing 
with one another for the location decisions of the 
corporations and later for those of government 
agencies, as the state expanded and there were 
military facilities, prisons, federal buildings and 
research centers to locate. Developers would 
speculate on the future by constructing shopping 
centers, industrial parks, residential 
neighborhoods, hospitality centers, but they then 
had to worry about obtaining tenants: which is a 
major reason why the local growth coalition and 
promoting the charms of a city as a location, 
became so central to the American politics of 
urban and regional development.2 The planning 
function of local government would then, 
essentially, be hijacked to the purpose of attracting 
in new branch plants, corporate headquarters, 
shopping centers and residential development; in 
short a meaning that for the most part would not 
be replicated in Western Europe. 
 
What would emerge there would be quite 
different. Rather the same conditions of a new 
industrial mobility would be harnessed to central 
state policy aimed at achieving a mix of welfare 

                                                 
2 It was not the only reason. Developers tend to be 

embedded in particular local markets. This is because 

of the importance of local contacts with local 

government, of a reputation with banks that is built 

up only slowly and, for residential developments, a 

reputation with local builders who will, if so 

persuaded, buy your lots.  
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state goals and dispersion of employment from 
major cities. Planning would perform a different 
function: to use the title of Harvey’s article, more 
managerial and less entrepreneurial: the world of 
Jon Davies’s (1972) ‘evangelistic bureaucrat’ or 
Ray Pahl’s (1975) urban managerialism. Likewise 
the balance of local and central planners would be 
different; whereas in the US there was no central 
planning worthy of the name, in Western Europe 
it would assume the dominant position in 
development policy, at least until the mid- to late-
1970s and even then it would be more significant 
than in the US. Developers would have a more 
subordinate role. Their innovations were not 
disregarded. Rather they were taken over for their 
own purposes by the planners. The early 
incarnation of the industrial park, the trading 
estate, was adopted by the British government in 
the 1930s as a cornerstone of policy aimed at 
alleviating the heavy unemployment characteristic 
of some areas; buildings would be erected ahead 
of demand and then offered at heavily discounted 
rents.3  
 
The distinction in policy approach would not be 
evident till the immediate post-war period. The 
’thirties were characterized by quite sharply 
differentiated regional fortunes in both North 
America and in Western Europe and set the scene 
for interventions of a highly diverse sort. In the 
US, growth coalition activity went back to the turn 
of the century (Davis 1997.) This would later 
attract negative attention from the federal 
government (Cox 2016: 77) and even moves 
towards federal planning of the space economy. 
This included federal river basin development in 
both the South and the Pacific Northwest to 
provide low cost electricity as a means of 
stimulating regional economies. In Western 
Europe there was a similar mix of approaches. 
Local governments drew on their powers of utility 
provision to attract in industry, even while there 
was the beginning of central government 
experimentation in intervening into the 
distribution of employment. But by the immediate 
post-war period, the differences had become 

                                                 
3 This in turn assumed a particular sort of industry 

that would find premises of a modular sort entirely 

suitable: a non-specialized space, in other words, in 

which to put an assembly line or other set of 

interconnected work stations. 

clarified. In the US, the move to planning would 
be rejected; while in Western Europe planning, 
orchestrated from the center, would triumph. The 
question is: Why? 
 
WHY POLICIES DIFFER4 
There are some obvious candidates for explaining 
this variation: most notably, difference in the 
structure of respective states. In the US formal 
power is radically decentralized, to a degree that is 
commonly not appreciated. On the one hand 
there is a radical federalism. The individual states 
have responsibility for major areas of social 
provision, including education. They also have 
important powers with respect to labor law, 
including unemployment compensation, limits on 
unionization of workers and compensation for 
injury. The US does not have one single welfare 
state; rather it has fifty of them. The federal 
government has a mitigating role but provision 
remains highly variable. On top of that the 
individual states have then delegated 
responsibilities to local governments. None of this 
is irrelevant to development policy and the way in 
which it has been assigned by default to local 
governments and to a lesser degree to the states, 
including the raising of money. 
 
Local governments have the power to plan the use 
of land with virtually no state oversight apart from 
statutory law. They can zone and rezone and there 
can be no appeal to a higher level of the state. 
They are responsible for the provision of water 
and sewerage and the extension of water and 
sewer lines – something ardently sought by 
developer interests. If they want to expand the 
water or sewer system or the local airport or build 
new highways, then they can raise money by the 
sale of bonds: again no oversight except in terms 
of state limits to what is called bonding capacity 
and even there local governments have been 
nothing but industrious in finding ways around 
those limits. And finally they can expand city 
boundaries by annexing land that is not yet part of 
a city, again without any state supervision aside 
from a body of annexation law. This is immensely 
important because it means the incorporation of 
those large acreages of land under single 

                                                 
4 For a more detailed treatment see Cox (2016: 

Chapter 8. 
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ownership beloved by the developers of regional 
shopping centers, industrial parks, and large 
residential developments. Given state powers over 
labor law – a major component of what has come 
to be called ‘business climate’ – they can then 
lobby for changes, typically a degradation of labor 
law – that will make their cities even more 
attractive to certain sorts of industrial activity. 
 
Complementing this extraordinary set of powers is 
an equally remarkable access to the federal 
government. In its structure it facilitates pressure 
of a territorialized sort. All legislation has to gain 
the approval of committees and congress-persons 
and senators make sure they are on those 
committees with power over the respective 
economic bases of the places that they represent: 
so the house finance committee is 
disproportionately populated by representatives 
from the New York and Charlotte (North 
Carolina) areas: in other words, major financial 
centers. And if a bill should move from the 
committee to a vote in the house or senate, party 
discipline is sufficiently weak to allow bipartisan 
coalitions that will secure the fortunes of 
particular cities or of cities in particular regions. 
 
In short, if developers had been asked what would 
be the ideal state form from their standpoint, it is 
hard to believe that they could have come up with 
anything better. This is so not just in the material 
sense of powers that are accessible to them 
through local governments: local governments 
that are typically willing to respond because of 
their own revenue needs. It is also because it 
provides the condition for a relentless stream of 
propaganda about ‘our city’ and the importance of 
creating conditions that will make it attractive to 
investment. The argument is an unabashed 
territorial one: everyone, business person, 
workers, the currently unemployed stand to gain 
from the jobs and additional property tax 
revenues promised by new development. Class 
issues are converted into territorial ones. ‘Our city’ 
is in competition with others for jobs and tax 
base. Accordingly labor union calls to stiffen up 
state labor law or increase social spending should 
be resisted. Alternatively everyone will lose. 

 
The West European case is clearly quite different. 
States are almost as centralized as the American 

state is de-centralized and particularly so in some 
instances, like those of France and Great Britain, 
and despite recent devolution. Compared with the 
US, in the federal states of Belgium, Germany and 
Spain the balance of federal government and 
constituent provinces is much more towards the 
federal branch than in the US. The territorial 
moment of representation is much weaker and 
class interests much more significant: a sharp 
contrast to the US, where the claims of territorial 
interest have served as a fig leaf with which to 
resist and defuse the demands of the labor 
movement for a much more extensive and truly 
national welfare state. Rather in the West 
European case, the centralization of authority over 
issues of labor law, the welfare state and taxation 
has been seen by labor movements as a necessary 
complement to national union-employer 
agreements on wages and conditions of work. A 
pre-history of absolutism and the centralizing 
priorities of militarism then provided an 
opportunity structure that made it easier to 
achieve this goal. The US was never an absolutist 
state! 
 
On the other hand, important as state structure 
might be, it needs to be placed in the context of 
very different social formations: in particular in 
class formations and the beliefs that they have 
engendered and which they express. Class 
relations in the US have been and remain different 
in a quite fundamental way. For a start, there is a 
heightened subsumption, culturally and politically, 
of labor to capital. So-called ‘organized labor’ is 
viewed, and views itself, as one interest group 
alongside others, like the environmental 
movement or those representing particular 
business sectors. This contrasts with the more 
ideological character of the left in Western 
Europe. Even while it is not what it once was and 
has lost much of its edge, its belief in certain 
absolutes of social justice and a suspicion of the 
claims of the private as opposed to the public 
endures. In the US, though, the interest group 
character of the labor unions makes them more 
available for incorporation into cross-class 
coalitions, including those organized along 
territorial lines. 
 
This availability is heightened by a different set of 
understandings about the claims and 
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responsibilities of the individual. A crucial aspect 
of the American ideology5 is a belief in the power 
of the individual to realize him or herself; to 
achieve his or her ambitions without the help of 
others, and, accordingly, it is argued, American 
society is organized precisely in order to facilitate 
this. This then gives a different slant to social 
mobility. Upward mobility is the responsibility of 
the individual and not that of a collective like the 
labor movement; failure is a result of individual 
shortcomings and nothing to do with the form of 
society in which one lives: which is utterly 
disarming from the standpoint of organizing 
collectively and once again increases the 
susceptibility to the territorializing blandishments 
of local growth coalitions.  
 
Second, and having its own implications for this 
subsumption of labor to capital, in its worldview 
the American ruling class is as pure a capitalist 
ruling class as one can imagine; and this because 
unlike the countries of Western Europe it is 
devoid of any connection to a pre-capitalist past – 
to a landed aristocracy, a peasantry or an 
established church, even as their echoes from the 
past in those countries become increasingly faint. 
One effect of this is that the sort of conservative 
party long characteristic of Western Europe is 
absent. The Republican Party is certainly 
conservative but what it is interested in conserving 
is centered, without distraction, on market 
relations. Instead of having to deal with tensions 
and conflicts with the relics of a pre-capitalist past 
that might have their own reasons for limiting the 
rule of capital, or indeed of labor, its antagonisms 
can focus purely on the state and its supposedly 
detrimental effects on the ‘individual’, or, and less 
euphemistically, on ‘capital.’ Competition is 
glorified and state interventions viewed with 
suspicion, except where they support 
accumulation projects.  
 
In Western Europe the residues of a pre-capitalist 
past have had significant effects on the balance 
between capital and the working class. National 
debate and conflict have come to reflect a still 
ongoing tension between the modern and the 
traditional. No-one talks about modernizing the 

                                                 
5 It is significant that one can talk about an American 

ideology, whereas to talk of a French, British or 

German ideology would seem quite strange. 

American state – even while they should! – but 
they do talk about modernizing, say, the British or 
the French state. Subsequent discourse can reflect 
an ongoing suspicion of the rule of the 
commodity; of the claims of the individual versus 
those of community, even while the latter gets 
redefined; and a continuing belief in the possibility 
of arriving, through deliberation at some absolute 
measure of social justice, in contrast to the 
American instance where a pervasive moral 
relativism opens up the floodgates to one-off 
bargaining. 
 
How this tension has played out historically across 
West European states has clearly varied a great 
deal. In Great Britain, the conflict of the 
traditional and modern had a paradoxical 
outcome. While they benefited from the reduction 
of agriculture to capital’s laws of motion, the 
landed class resented their usurpation in the seats 
of state power by the industrial bourgeoisie and, 
depending on the issue, supported the claims of 
labor, while justifying that support in terms of a 
discourse that drew on traditional values of 
community and noblesse oblige. One result would 
be the idea of one-nation Toryism that would play 
into support for the creation of the welfare state. 
 
In Spain, on the other hand, it has been quite 
different. A relatively weak capitalist class, 
threatened by a militant labor movement, sought 
an alliance with the traditional forces of 
monarchy, army, church and landed aristocracy, 
who also felt threatened (Graham.) But even while 
in one case a consensus politics has emerged and 
in the other there were sharp polarizations 
culminating in civil war, there remain similarities: 
not least a suspicion of the rule of exchange value 
in which both labor movements and the remnants 
of ancien regimes can share; and a skepticism 
towards individualism of the American sort. 
 
COMPARATIVE METHOD 
Home country bias in research in the social 
sciences has had undesirable results. Claims are 
extended uncritically from one country to another, 
resulting in some questionable generalizations. 
Representations of social practice developed in 
one country are displaced from the particular 
material context in which they emerged to others 
where their inadequacy to them is painfully 
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obvious. What makes over-extension and de-
contextualization so tempting is the recurrence 
across the advanced capitalist countries of 
particular institutions, practices, and tendencies: 
democracy, the shift to services, multi-national 
corporations, the women’s movement, city and 
regional planning, and the automobile. But there 
are similarities because they are capitalist countries. 
They share a particular social dynamic which starts 
and circulates back to production, generating 
similar sorts of tension and struggle and similar 
responses. An internationalization equally 
embedded in capital’s inherent logics has then 
added further to its homogenizing effects. 
 
The problem is that this similarity can be 
deceiving. The same practice can come to mean 
rather different things; alternatively different 
institutional forms and practices can perform very 
similar functions. How new industrial sites for 
inward investment are mediated can vary 
considerably, even while the function is the same 
(Cox and Townsend.) Likewise the same elements 
can be brought together in different ways: city and 
regional planning functions very differently in the 
American politics of local and regional 
development; and the new mobility of firms was 
incorporated into that policy in a radically 
contrasting way. Despite their common capitalist 
structure, and in virtue of different geohistories, 
countries vary in their concrete forms, and despite 
the fact that they may all work, more or less, from 
the standpoint of the accumulation process, and in 
some instances, more so at some time in the past.  
 
This suggests an approach to comparison and 
overcoming home country bias. Obviously some 
immersion in another case is important, as is 
recognition that that immersion proceeds from a 
particular position rooted in one’s own country 
and what makes it distinctive. In other words, a 
hermeneutic has to be at the center: interpretation 
proceeds in a circular fashion, interrogating one 
case from the standpoint of another, always 
returning to the case one started with, highlighting 
what hitherto had been taken for granted and 
should not have been; and how different concrete 
aspects have a unity that had otherwise eluded 
attention.  
 

In any particular social formation the different 
aspects form a unity, so that as one particular 
feature is interpreted in terms of one’s experiences 
of one’s own sedimented position, in which home 
country typically plays an important part, it is in 
terms of distinct wholes that the operation should 
proceed. Practices, structures of social relations 
need to be seen as parts of much more complex 
structures which support and give meaning to 
those parts. So at the same time as one moves 
between national formations, one has to move 
within them looking at a particular part not only 
from the home country position, revised as it gets 
in the course of the investigation, but also from 
the standpoint of the structure of which they are 
one part; the territorialization of development 
policy in the US is clearly related to a distinctive 
state structure, but that structure in turn expresses 
more basic features of that society: its 
individualism, the insistence on competition and 
on a weak state and a weak labor movement.  
 
To talk about a common structure is to think in 
terms of some central organizing principle. In this 
instance, I have made the materialist assumption 
that one starts and returns to production; in a 
capitalist society that means that accumulation is 
the immediate driving force; and what underpins 
that process is a class relation. But in virtue of 
contrasting geohistorical circumstances, the 
concrete structures of relations which come into 
being to sustain the accumulation process and 
which are at the center of class contestation vary 
and this will be reflected in country-specific 
discourse, both lay and academic. It is then the 
task and the challenge of comparative analysis to 
show how the functional imperatives of the 
accumulation process get resolved in different 
ways in those different circumstances, eschewing 
both over-extension of claims and the de-
contextualization of what are theoretical claims 
specific to particular times and places. 
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