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INTRODUCTION 
In the United States, the two decades following 
the Second World War are commonly regarded as 
the period when suburbanization first seized the 
public imagination. They also happened to 
coincide, for the most part, with a stiff political 
reaction against the progressive elements of the 
New Deal. Led by big business and marked by 
major assaults on labor, not least the Taft-Hartley 
Act of 1947, and then bolstered by McCarthyism, 
the way was paved for a Republican hegemony. In 
some minds the two facts of suburbanization and 
a shift to the right were connected. This generated 
a debate among political scientists and particularly 
those interested in voting behavior. Did increasing 
suburbanization, therefore, imply a long term tilt 
to the advantage of the Republicans? Or could any 
contextual effect be disregarded in favor of one 
that emphasized the socially selective nature of 
suburbanization, so that explanation for the 
Republican resurgence had to be found elsewhere? 
 
This is mentioned at the outset to emphasize the 
close relation that was seen, at least by some, 
between what was happening in urban areas, a 
new socio-spatial nexus perhaps, to the national 
level. This book is about urban politics and there 
are certainly logics of social change and of power 
relations distinct to urban areas. But these have 
not only fed into developments at the national 
level; the federal government in turn has been 
implicated in creating that context within which 
seemingly distinct urban processes would unfold. 
 
For subsequent to the Second World War, politics 
in urban areas did change and not necessarily in 
the immediately partisan ways that interested the 
political scientists. Rather what is concomitant of 
the – admittedly expansive – suburbanization of 
the period, and which continues down to the 
present day, is what some have tried to grasp  

 
through the idea of a politics of turf: a highly 
territorialized politics focusing on the activities of 
neighborhood organizations and resident groups 
as they try, through various exclusionary and 
inclusionary tactics, and not just in the suburbs, to 
structure their living place environments. In fact 
the term ‘politics of turf’ does not quite grasp 
what has been going on since class relations in the 
loose sense of social stratification have been 
absolutely constitutive. Rather what has unfolded 
over the last seventy years has been more a 
territorialized class politics, and one with very 
serious distributional effects in urban areas: 
matters of the distribution of real income (Harvey 
1973: Chapter 2.) 
  
It is this particular politics that is the present 
focus: how it came about, what it implies for 
people’s identities, both in urban areas and 
nationally; how, that is, it has tended to nurture 
support for a broader socially conservative 
alliance. At the same time, it has been 
underpinned by developments, including 
government policies, at that same more all-
embracing scale. 
 
In thinking about urban politics, including its 
spatiality, I take the centrality of the accumulation 
process as axiomatic. The question then becomes 
one of how it has unfolded over space, the 
contradictions that it has generated as a result of 
its spatial integument, and the subsequent social 
tensions. Harvey (1985a) has written about this 
but largely in the context of what is usually 
referred to as the inter-urban: a focus emphasizing 
the importance for urban politics of competition 
between urban areas, the class relations underlying 
that competition, rather than what occurs within. 
What he has emphasized is the contradiction 
between capital’s necessary fixity in urban areas 
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and the general indifference to that fixedness of 
capital in its more mobile forms: bolstering 
economic bases here, undermining them 
elsewhere and calling forth strategies to structure 
that movement to local advantage. Cross-class 
coalitions of capital and fractions of the working 
class with their own immobilities and which see 
themselves as also threatened by, say, plant 
closures, or simply seduced by the promise of 
belonging to a major league city, come together 
around programs of defending a particular inter-
urban geography; even deepening it to their own 
advantage. 
 
But in many respects these relations, tensions and 
tendencies are mirrored by processes within urban 
areas. There is the same sort of business 
orchestrated competition over space, 
incorporating factions of the working class, and 
designed to ensure that value continues to flow 
through particular areas and neighborhoods. 
Typically it has been developers with anxieties 
about rent appropriation, that have taken the lead, 
though sometimes in alliance with local 
governments which have their own particular 
interests in appropriating rents through the 
property tax. The struggle between the older, 
inner suburbs and the outer ones that have the 
advantage of access to the large swathes of 
undeveloped land favored by the developers is 
exemplary. In an alternative riff on this theme, the 
owners of older shopping centers see their anchor 
stores departing for newer ones further out and 
do battle to the extent that they can, drawing on 
the support of local residents who see them as a 
stabilizing force, a symbolic barrier to sans-culottes 
beyond, and who will willingly join in the 
campaign to frustrate the competition: as in 
opposing through referenda the tax breaks or 
infrastructural improvements that the city 
government is about to offer the upstarts. A 
developer planning a major shopping center may 
also join forces with neighborhood groups to 
stymie another center which is ahead in the 
planning game. It is certainly not the case, though, 
that shopping centers are always part of the story. 
Developers of long stay residential projects will 
ally with their recent homebuyers to beat off the 
proposals of another developer which threaten 
values already in place. 
 

Cross-class coalitions like these are by no means 
always assured. There is often conflict between 
developers and residents around who will pay for 
the social costs of development: expansion of 
local schools, improvements to local highways, 
expanded water and sewer provision – anything, 
in other words, that developers will habitually try 
to push off on to somebody else. There is also 
what is, in effect, a metro-wide struggle among 
different factions of the working class, organized 
seemingly along territorialized lines – this or that 
neighborhood or even independent suburb – but 
representing wider social strata and their interests. 
This is that massive majority of the population 
living off wages, salaries or pensions, as opposed 
to property income, but divided along stratum 
lines: something so clearly evident in the struggles 
to avoid displacement by gentrification, or to 
exclude the housing projects from which the less-
well-to-do are likely to benefit – smaller houses, 
apartments or, dread the thought, public housing. 
 
This chapter is about understanding how this 
politics came to be. What did the world have to be 
like for it to be possible? In part it has been a 
question of social changes of quite striking 
diversity: not just the expansion of 
homeownership that has given so many fits about 
what new developments will do for their property 
values, but changes in types of employment, and 
family structure, including gender; and even the 
expansion of automobile ownership that has 
allowed the creation of a metropolitan housing 
market and made that social mix that is so 
repellent to some, a possibility. But social change 
aside, social changes that could not necessarily be 
anticipated, the real estate industry, that branch of 
capital responsible for the provision of all manner 
of premises, including housing, has been massively 
involved in providing the conditions for this 
politics. And it is no coincidence that the 
explosion of residential exclusion and defense of 
turf corresponds to the maturation of property 
capital; its perfected separation from capital’s 
industrial, commercial and financial branches. 
Here though we are dealing with something more 
systematic than conjunctural. Again, as with the 
various social changes that have been significant, 
attention has to turn to developments that have 
been much more national than urban. The urban 
has been made by changes beyond its boundaries. 
But by the same token, what has transpired in 
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urban areas has had implications for national 
politics: its own contribution, more specifically, to 
the great moving-right show.  
 
TERRITORIALIZING THE CLASS POLITICS 
OF THE LIVING PLACE 

“After the mid-1960s, then, the 
metropolitan area seemed to be 
composed of a mélange of service and 
economic areas, varied in size, which 
existed to foster pursuit by individuals 
of personal goals and objectives. Each 
of these areas competed for economic 
resources, power and ‘top-notch’ 
citizens, and the competition not only 
pitted Cincinnati against its suburbs but 
also big city neighborhood against big 
city neighborhood, suburb against 
suburb, and neighborhoods within a 
particular suburb against one another. 
Each of these communities, in other 
words, comprised a community of 
advocacy. And the larger units, such as 
Forest Park or Cincinnati, constituted a 
community of advocacy made up of 
smaller communities of advocacy” 
(Zane Miller 1981: 239.) 
 
“The most important motivation 
contributed by the socio-cultural system 
in advanced capitalist societies consists 
of syndromes of civil and familial-
vocational privatism … Familial-
vocational privatism … consists in a 
family orientation with developed 
interests in consumption and leisure on 
the one hand, and in a career orientation 
suitable to status competition on the 
other. This privatism thus corresponds 
to the structures of educational and 
occupational systems that are regulated 
by competition through achievement.” 
(Habermas 1973: 75.) 

 
In his book on neighborhood politics in the 
Cincinnati area, Miller does not make reference to 
Habermas’s familial-vocational privatism, nor 
even to Young and Willmott’s (1975) 
suburbanizing ‘symmetrical family’ though, and 
despite the European provenance of these ideas, 
he might reasonably have done so. And if there is 
an error in Miller’s description it is that it is 

insufficiently attuned to the obverse of the 
‘competition for “‘top-notch’ citizens”, which was 
and remains, of course to keep out those who 
aren’t ‘top-notch.’ It would not be till 1976 that 
exclusionary politics in itself was given some 
lengthy academic attention (Danielson 1976.) 
There is, though, empirical evidence of an 
impressive post-war surge of resident opposition 
to multi-family projects, to re-zonings to high 
density as well as to rezonings for non-residential 
use (Cox 1984: 289-292.) Equally if not more 
significant is the way social science attention 
shifted to questions raised by the jurisdictional 
fragmentation so closely associated with the 
competition that Miller refers to and with 
exclusionary policies. The economists tried to 
explain it through a Candide-like salve bookended 
by Tiebout’s 1956 public choice approach in 1956 
and Wingo’s 1973 likening of local governments 
to clubs. Sociology and political science tended to 
be more critical. Newton (1975) provided a 
stinging rebuttal to the economists. Researching 
intra-metropolitan inequalities became something 
of a cottage industry and the political scientist 
Oliver Williams (1971) was the first to provide a 
synoptic view linking them to fragmentation and 
exclusion.   
 
Even so, analysis remained incomplete. In 
particular it lacked any sort of historical depth, 
linking what was happening to broader social 
changes of the sort that Habermas attributes to 
‘advanced capitalist societies.’ One starting point is 
the change in how people related to their living 
places: from the living place as community, a 
highly particularized notion of something of a 
non-substitutable sort; to a position in which it 
was viewed as more of a commodity – as 
composed of various separable attributes like local 
schools, exclusion of commercial uses, a particular 
neighborhood aesthetic,1 and social environment 
which could be compared across places, given a 
price and traded. This would then become the 
object of attention of the home value studies that 
proliferated from the 1970s on, assigning so much 

                                                           
1 The ‘social class aesthetic’ defined by Werthman, 

Mandel and Dienstfrey (1961): winding, tree-lined 

streets, equipped with numerous cul-de-sacs and 

bordered by single family homes to create a park-like 

atmosphere. 
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explanatory significance to one attribute relative to 
that of others. 
 
Living places as self-referential, inward-looking 
communities could and did emerge around 
different nucleating and isolating forces, 
sometimes overlapping and sometimes reinforcing 
one another. Limits to personal mobility were an 
important condition for occupational 
communities clustering around places of 
employment. Sharing a common origin from 
elsewhere and, as chain migration entered in, not 
necessarily speaking a different language, could do 
the trick. In both instances, the occupational 
community and the immigrant one, inter-marriage 
would add the cement of expanded kinship ties. 
People worked and lived alongside each other, 
they worshipped together, they rented houses 
from each other, and they even circulated their 
savings through the neighborhood through a 
savings and loan exclusive to it. 
 
From the 1950s on the breakup of these intensely 
face-to-face, interactive, communities starts 
attracting academic attention. Much of this was 
British. A landmark study was that of Bethnal 
Green in East London by Young and Willmott 
(1957) tracing the movement of younger married 
couples outward to suburban housing 
developments and the social changes that that 
seemed to set in motion: like a different way of 
valuing people, not so much in the round but 
more in terms of their outward display of 
possession. At the same time, and simply in virtue 
of dispersal, family structure started to shift: away 
from the strongly kin-focused environment of 
East London towards a more inward looking 
nuclear form. 
 
Some of these themes were echoed in a later 
(1965) study of family change in South Wales by 
Rosser and Harris. Focusing on a community of 
tin-plate factory workers on the edge of Swansea 
they documented the breakup of what they call 
‘the cohesive society’ and its displacement by ‘the 
mobile society.’ This advances the argument a 
little since it moves beyond the traces of spatial 
determinism evident in Young and Willmott and 
shifts attention to broader social change. In their 
book they document the dispersal of a younger 
generation from a community in which kin and 
neighbor had worked alongside each other, helped 

one another at times of unemployment and need, 
and, though they don’t remark on it, one 
structured along the lines of a traditional gender 
division of labor – as had been the case in Bethnal 
Green. The change is both locational and 
occupational as the young move into a more far 
flung marriage market, take up more white collar 
sorts of work, marry from within the wider 
metropolitan area giving multiple meanings to the 
idea of a ‘mobile society’ that carries in its wake 
the dissolution of the ‘cohesive’ one. 
 
There are no truly comparable studies for the 
American case but plenty of supportive evidence 
for similar sorts of processes. The fact of the 
occupational community, what John Bodnar 
would call the ‘enclave community’ is well 
documented (Bodnar 1982.) Kin lived alongside 
kin to a remarkable degree. The effects of urban 
renewal in the 50s and 60s would then focus 
attention on the disintegration of some of these 
communities, recorded most notably in Herbert 
Gans’ The Urban Villagers. John Alt (1976), 
recalling Young and Willmott’s Symmetrical Family, 
then carried that breakup forward to a world of 
family-based, privatized consumption built around 
family vacations, home improvement and the 
television; a theme that is also apparent in Maurice 
Stein’s (1960) survey of American community 
studies.2 
 
How, therefore, might we understand what led to 
this change and brought about new connections 
to the living place that would be so pregnant in 
their implications for urban politics? The 
conjuncture of forces at work turns out to be 
quite complex. Not all of what came together 
moved in tandem. Habermas’s ‘familial-vocational 
privatism’, like Young and Willmott’s ‘symmetrical 
family’ is an ideal type, necessarily 

                                                           
2 Stein echoes some of the themes of British 

sociology though dating the changes a little earlier. 

He sees traces of them in the Lynds’ 1929 

Middletown: “… the essential fact remained constant 

– that life plans, whatever they may have been, had to 

be reoriented around the pursuit of status through 

money and commodity display. Thus the willingness 

that the second generation of urban Americans of 

every nationality showed to move to ‘more modern’ 

areas of second settlement rested upon this 

commitment” (p.54.) 
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overgeneralizing and lacking analytical depth. 
What one can say, though, is that the changes 
were latent in the concrete trajectory of capitalist 
development: expanding out from the workplace 
therefore to affect how people lived their lives 
outside it. 
 
In first place has been the deepening of not just 
the social division of labor but also the technical. 
The balance between mental and manual forms of 
labor, in the conventional senses, has changed. 
Job hierarchies have become more elongated. The 
probabilities of ‘moving up’ have increased. 
Sectoral change and the growth of state 
employment and of skills-intensive forms of 
manufacturing have had similar effects. Labor 
demand has shifted in the direction of 
employment requiring some sort of formal 
qualification, at one time a high school diploma 
and now a degree. Meanwhile the diversification 
of jobs, the increased locational discretion of firms 
in newer sectors, has helped spell the demise of 
the occupational community.  
 
Family structure has been transformed: a more 
nuclear, child centered family, distancing itself 
from parents both literally and metaphorically, and 
with gender roles somewhat less segregated than 
they used to be.3 The meanings of the child and of 
gender roles both, have changed. In place of the 
child as the little worker of the nineteenth century, 
working from an early age to supplement the 
family budget has emerged the child as, in effect, 
an object of parental consumption: to be delighted 
in and to be shown off in public; even to be 
treated vicariously as a vehicle for their own 
frustrated ambitions or as potentially their oeuvre. 
Zelizer (1985) has linked this change to the late 
nineteenth century campaign of middle class 
philanthropists to eliminate child labor; something 
that would then be reinforced, and over working 
class protests, by the introduction of mandatory 
schooling and minimum school leaving ages. 
Children now became expensive, paving the way 

                                                           
3 Compare Young and Willmott in discussing what 

they term the symmetrical family: “The young 

couples had had to, or have chosen to, move to new 

houses and away from relatives. Husbands have often 

been the most willing because it meant that their 

wives could be wrestled away from the influence of 

their Mums.” (p.93) 

for the widespread adoption of contraception and 
the transition to smaller families so apparent in the 
earlier years of this century. In other words, at 
least one of the conditions for reducing domestic 
labor and allowing women, still subject to gender 
norms, to take up wage work, was being put in 
place. Changes in occupational structure, towards 
employment less demanding of the classical 
‘masculine’ attributes would lend further impetus 
to this and, in effect, hoist the masculinists keen to 
keep women out of the workplace, on their own 
petard. 
 
Those changes in the character of occupations, 
the possibilities of upward mobility, would then 
combine with child centeredness to create the 
career orientation that Habermas referred to. 
Parents wanted what was ‘best’ for their children 
and this has in significant part been defined in 
terms of their future life chances: putting them in 
a position where they can indeed, like their parents 
in their turn, engage effectively with ‘structures of 
educational and occupational systems that are 
regulated by competition through achievement.’ 
 
This has occurred against a background of family 
centered consumption: certainly the car, which 
initially was indeed the ‘family’ car, but most 
notably the privately owned home. This has made 
its own contribution to family-vocational 
privatism: a symbol of occupational achievement, 
an expression of individual enterprise, therefore, 
and of the middle class norms of independence 
and providence. But this particular ingredient of 
familial-privatism, complementing other 
components in different ways, has proved central 
to the idea of the living place as commodity; as 
something to be bought and possibly sold and 
certainly a store of value for the family savings. 
 
Home purchase provides access to a status-
endowing address, a favored school district, access 
to open space, a particular ambience. But it also 
exposes owners to the risk of devaluation. The 
disintegration of living place as community and an 
associated increase in personal mobility, releases 
people for the process of what would come to be 
called by the urban studies people, and 
significantly, ‘residential choice’: something to be 
pandered to, even engineered, by the expansion of 
a speculative housing industry. From the 
standpoint of those who have already made ‘the 
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choice’ the new developments promised by this 
turn of events can threaten values in place. New 
development can be contested and almost 
certainly will be. The house can clearly be sold 
but, even while new development is being 
opposed, this will likely, in virtue of the 
uncertainty, be at a lower value than otherwise. 
Homeownership, in other words, brings with it 
the dangers of fixity; the house can’t be moved in 
order to take advantage of better market 
conditions elsewhere! And even when the decision 
is made to sell, the transaction costs of realtor 
fees, and the more intangible ones of putting the 
house in shape for buyers and looking for a house 
elsewhere add to the immobilizing effect. In other 
words: The living place now becomes something 
to be defended. As a commodity subject to 
devaluation, it assumes a new meaning. 
 
It was in consequence of this that the newly 
developing suburbs on the urban periphery 
became battlegrounds in the 50s, 60s and 70s. 
Meanwhile those making the move, embracing the 
living place as through-and-through commodified, 
left behind the decaying remnants of living places 
redolent of a different era; that of their parents 
who were brought up in a world populated by 
communities which by today’s standards were 
more closely knit. What would hasten the final 
demise would be the emergence of the post-
industrial city and renewed interest in living there 
on the part of people with money. 
 
Gentrification produced a different sort of 
relation between the social strata. In the suburbs it 
was the better off trying to keep out the lesser 
mortals who threatened to come and live in tract 
housing or, so-called ‘starter’ homes, or worse yet, 
apartments. In the inner city, though, roles were, 
at least initially, reversed. Now it was those of 
lesser means trying to keep out the more affluent. 
The living place in question was to some degree 
seen in commodity terms: relatively low rents 
close to downtown sources of employment. But 
bonds of community might also be present, 
originating in some shared place of origin. 
Cybriwsky (1978) showed quite early on just how 
strong these ties could be as well as the depth of 
the resentment at the arrival of the early 
gentrifiers. But usually resistance has been a losing 

cause, Once incursions were made, the gentrifiers 
would take steps to further the process4 and as 
real estate values turned to their advantage, to 
expel the recalcitrant; and then by a blanket 
rezoning to single family5 granted by a city equally 
keen to promote ‘neighborhood improvement’ or 
‘renewal’, try to ensure that they would not return. 
 
In sum, this is a politics of the living place that 
deepens the uneven development of the urban 
area, chasing away the démunis into the older 
housing, so long as the gentrifiers have yet to 
discover it, the weaker school districts and the 
blue collar suburbs: the neighborhoods that get to 
be defined as ‘gritty.’ For the very poor there is a 
different sort of fixity; instead of one that is 
chosen, it is imposed. They are trapped: consigned 
to parts of the city that they wish they could 
escape. Interest in any form of action to improve 
conditions is weak and confined to a core of 
stranded homeowners possibly supplemented by 
urban ‘pioneers’, struggling against brownfield 
contamination, housing abandonment, the 
homeless shelters expelled from a tarted-up 
downtown (Mair 1986) and drive-by shootings. 
Meanwhile people move around a few blocks at a 
time in search of something that is a marginal 
improvement. 

 
This is an uneven development that gets 
reproduced, in part quite effortlessly and partly by 
the expenditure of political muscle. The effortless 
bit is a politics of difference that is utterly taken 
for granted: a division between those who ‘made 
it’ through their own hard work and those who 

                                                           
4 The formation of a residents’ association is often 

the first step, followed by guided tours for the sake of 

the bankers in an effort to lift any redlining 

restrictions on lending to those wanting to buy into 

the area, and by pressure on a typically all-too-

willing city council for some ‘ye oldeing’ of the 

streetscape as in cobbles and turn-of-the century gas 

lamps. 
5 A lot of older single family housing in the United 

States is located in areas zoned for apartments. One 

can only speculate on the motivation behind this 

curious conjunction. Certainly in the 20s and 30s 

homes were viewed in part as safety nets; not just the 

safety net of having a roof over one’s head at times of 

unemployment but of having space that could be 

rented out to provide an income. 
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could have done but in virtue of personal 
shortcomings, didn’t. The absurdity of this, and 
the fallacy of composition aside (can everyone be 
a lawyer?) is obvious. It is both self-congratulatory 
and dishonest and wreaks appalling psychological 
damage on those who are, at least in terms of the 
accepted norms of argument, defenseless. It is a 
politics, though, that has institutional, as well as 
discursive underpinnings and this is where the 
effort is required. The benefits yielded by a 
particular living place, benefits that will show up 
among other things in property values, have their 
conditions. Not the least of these is the quite 
extraordinary jurisdictional fragmentation of 
metropolitan areas in the US: a division into local 
governments and most crucially of all for 
Habermas’s familial-vocational privatism, school 
districts. 
 
This is something that has to be defended, and it 
is. In most states inequalities of per pupil spending 
between metropolitan school districts achieve 
levels of a quite alarming magnitude: among the 
three major urban areas6 of Ohio only for 
Cincinnati does the difference between the 
smallest to the largest spending district fall below 
a factor of two. Aside from the single case of 
Vermont, school financing reform has met 
stubborn resistance from those in the high 
spending districts that stand to lose their 
privileges; reform, ironically, tabbed as ‘Robin 
Hood-ism.’ Suburban exclusionism has clearly had 
more than a simply fiscal rationale, though. It has 
also been explicitly socially exclusionary and 
schools have been at the center of those anxieties.   
 
All of this might seem to suggest that what has 
been discussed here is a politics of social 
stratification projected onto space and 
independent of other tendencies in the capitalist 
form of society in which it is embedded. This 
would be a major mistake. Just because resident 
organizations and even school districts have taken 
the lead does not mean that other interests of a 
relatively non-territorialized nature have not been 
in play, as we will now see.  
 

                                                           
6 As defined by the central county of the metropolitan 

area. 

METROPOLITAN HOUSING MARKETS, 
PROPERTY CAPITAL AND THE SEARCH 
FOR CLASS MONOPOLY RENTS 
In Harvey’s geopolitics of capitalism, the 
contradiction between fixity and mobility looms 
large. It is a contradiction apparent in the current 
discussion of a territorialized class politics of the 
living place. It is, though, a class politics in a 
limited sense of the term ‘class’: class as a 
distributional category, so more a matter of 
stratification. What is missing is class in the sense 
of a production relation: the relations that people 
enter into with one another in order to produce. 
These are capitalism’s more fundamental class 
relations: between the owners of productive 
capital on the one hand and the mass of the 
working class on the other, for sure, but also those 
different claimants for what productive capital is 
able to appropriate from labor, including the 
developers and other agents of property capital. In 
other words, in coming to grips with the 
historicity of this territorialized class politics, while 
familial-vocational privatism has been one element 
of the story, itself embedded in highly mediated 
ways in the trajectory of capitalist development, 
there has been another condition; viz., the 
emergence of property capital as the dominant 
moment in urban housing markets. 
 
After the Second World War housing provision 
was transformed. Prior to that most houses for 
single family occupation – the term itself is 
evocative – were custom built on lots purchased 
by the future homeowners, or even self-built. The 
large scale, speculatively built development lay for 
the most part in the future. Anxieties during the 
depression about boosting domestic demand 
would start to change things by lending urgency to 
the creation of the institutional underpinnings of a 
mass market for housing. At the center of this 
effort was the Federal Housing Administration or 
FHA, established in 1934. The FHA is most noted 
for the introduction of mortgage insurance, to 
which is widely attributed the loosening of the 
housing finance spigot: reduction in the risk of 
mortgage loans made lower interest and longer 
term loans possible. Home ownership, after a 
decline in the depths of the depression, did indeed 
start to take off. Less well known is the fact that 
the FHA, through its mortgage insurance policies 
also gave incentives to stiffening up local zoning 
rules. Whether or not a house qualified for 
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mortgage insurance depended on a variety of 
criteria. One of these was local zoning: how 
resistant were zoning designations to change? This 
was something that an incipient class of 
speculative developers, organized through 
NAREB or the National Association of Real 
Estate Boards, had pushed for and in fact they got 
to write the rules: rules intended to protect 
investments in their long term projects (Weiss 
1987.) 
 
In other words, the developers were in it from the 
start. In fact the push to expand home ownership 
had been under way since the 1920s. This started 
in 1922 with the federally initiated ‘Own Your 
Own Home’ campaign which then morphed into 
‘Better Homes in America, Inc.’: a coalition of 
bankers, real estate development companies, 
builders, and building supply firms scattered 
across the US in over 7,000 local chapters pushing 
for government support for the development of 
houses for owner occupancy (Hayden 2001.) In 
the post war period, the fate of any tenure other 
than private and particularly private 
homeownership, would then be sealed by a very 
different war – that on public housing; a war 
which drew unabashedly on the anti-communist 
hysteria of the time (Parson 1982; 2007.) 
 
In other words, an essential aspect of the fixing of 
the more nuclearized families moving out of the 
older rental housing in the city is to be laid at the 
door of the developers, the housing industry, and 
the real estate lobby more generally. The 
advantages of home ownership were constructed, 
for the most part, from the bottom up by those 
who stood to benefit directly from it.7 The 
popular classes collaborated but things could have 
been otherwise, as they were in other of 
Habermas’s ‘advanced capitalist societies’: 
homeownership in France and Germany was for a 
long time not the preferred tenure and in 

                                                           
7 Compare Dolores Hayden: “Vast American suburbs 

of the post-World War II era were shaped by 

legislative processes reflecting the power of the real 

estate, banking and construction sectors, and the 

relative weakness of the planning and design 

professions. Despite the fact that FHA programs were 

effectively a developer subsidy, they were presented 

as assistance to the American consumer” (2004: 151) 

 

Germany that remains the case. But then, once 
people were effectively immobilized in space and 
given an asset to defend against devaluation, 
property capitals would then became a crucial 
aspect of the subsequent politics, sometimes 
collaborating with residents, sometimes provoking 
them through what was being planned, and all in 
the interest of what Harvey (1974) called class 
monopoly rents. 
 
What emerged in full clarity after 1945 was in 
many respects symbolized by the much publicized 
Levittown: a highly competitive home building 
industry, often integrated upstream with land 
purchase and development, bent on speculative 
construction, and therefore committed to a 
combination of cost cutting8 and product 
innovation. The big money though has been in 
creating the conditions for enhanced rents: the 
clever design of developments so as to (e.g.) 
internalize its externalities: building and retaining a 
shopping center or creating a golf club; or adding 
to the desirability of lots by putting them around a 
lake or indeed the golf course. This has meant an 
increased commitment to scale. The pull has been 
towards developing on such a large scale as to 
form the character of the suburb as a whole, 
particularly its schools. The patience demanded of 
long-stay projects has been of the essence, 
creating part of that island-like structure of 
advantage that David Harvey saw as key to class 
monopoly rent, though the sheer distinctiveness 
and cutting-edge novelty of developers has been 
another.  
 
But while housing developments, pushed forward 
by the speculative nature of the business, have 
become bigger, that has been a problem for those 
who got there earlier. In part this has been a 
matter of the subsequent congestion that all have 
to confront and who then get charged for cleaning 
up the mess. Schools have been a central issue, 
often requiring new construction which then has 
to be paid for through increases in the property 
taxes, and not just those of the new arrivals. This 
in turn has given impetus to large lot zoning so as 

                                                           
8 This has included the increasing use of pre-

fabricated components of the house and, in so-called 

tract housing, the simulation of assembly line 

techniques, where the workers move to the structure 

in process rather than the other way around. 
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to control the numbers of the newcomers and this 
in turn has imparted a social bias to construction. 
 
Not that this social bias is entirely a matter of 
minimizing the cost to the residential taxpayer. 
Quite to the contrary, for there is always the worry 
that the new houses may be priced so as to appeal 
to buyers who, to use Zane Miller’s expression, 
are not quite ‘top notch.’ And of course the 
temptations from the developer’s point of view 
are there. The demand coming from the ‘top 
notch’ is limited. On the other hand, 
developments that cater to the less so in a highly 
rated, even celebrated, school district can be an 
attractive source of rents. And to the extent that 
exclusionary forms of zoning become more 
widespread as a defense against ‘them’ so the 
attractions to the developer of a re-zoning, the 
increase in land values resulting from the 
proverbial stroke of the pen, become all the more 
attractive. There is no formal market in re-zonings 
but the demand for them as a result of the gains to 
be made and the willingness to ‘supply’ them by a 
notoriously corrupt officialdom means that there 
is an informal one. As a result new value 
continues to flow through the suburbs, while 
threatening to undermine values already in place 
and provoking battles around the shape that new 
development should assume, and even referenda 
to throw out the re-zonings.  

None of this, though, this could not have 
happened without corresponding changes in 
financing homeownership. It wasn’t just the real 
estate industry promoting ‘Own Your Own 
Home’; banks were in it as well. The rise of a 
speculative home building industry was 
conditional on the availability of finance and not 
just for purchasers but also for itself; given the 
huge amounts of money that can go into a 
development, developers are inevitably highly 
leveraged. As the size of developments increased, 
so these needs became more and more pressing. 
So while FHA mortgage insurance did indeed 
make it easier for people to buy, less widely 
recognized is the way in which it also facilitated 
the financing of the developments themselves. 
From 1934 on, in addition to sheltering bank risk 
when making mortgage loans, the FHA also 
insured the loans that the banks and savings and 
loans made to the developers (Hayden 2001) and 
many of the savings and loans had in fact been 

created by builders and developers: nice work if 
you can get it. After the war the financial markets 
for the development industry would be 
increasingly deepened as banks and savings and 
loans sold their developer loans and mortgages on 
to secondary markets. Not least, this released 
urban housing markets from the limits of local 
saving.9 

Concomitant with these changes has been the 
enhanced mobility of people that came with the 
automobile. This furthered the breakup of the 
living place as a community and set in motion the 
creation of a housing market on a metropolitan 
scale, which in turn would greatly increase not 
only the possibilities of class monopoly rents, but 
also the tensions around the living place as a 
commodity.10 Initially the attention of the 
speculative developer focused on the urban 
periphery, soaking up customers from both the 
center and from outside. The pressures from the 
center were in part due to population growth, 
notably in the postwar period, of African 
Americans; and in part a result of the demolition 
of housing to make way for so-called ‘urban 
renewal’ and freeways. This then put pressure on 
an inner ring of older suburban development 
going back to prewar years, generating a set of 
studies of what was called ‘neighborhood change’: 
something facilitated in its turn by a complex of 
conditions including the seductions of newer 
housing, the decline of mass transit and the shift 
to an automobile-centered way of life but which 
would also stimulate rearguard actions on the part 
of those about to be displaced (Ginsberg 1975; 
Leven, Little, Nourse and Reed 1976; Molotch 
1973; Wolfe and Lebeaux 1969.) Recently, 
gentrification has absorbed much of the critical 

                                                           
9 This was particularly important since financial 

agencies were barred from inter-state and in some 

states, inter-county branching until the laws started to 

be relaxed in the 1970s. This was not, though, a limit 

for insurance companies which after 1945 and the 

relaxation of state legislation, became increasingly 

involved in financing developments as well as 

mortgages. For a case study see Hanchett (2000.) 
10 This is ongoing as through the realtor practice of 

multiple listings and less intentionally through the 

diffusion by the newspapers of school district 

rankings; something resulting in turn from the 

practice of statewide testing.  
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attention formerly accorded exclusionary zoning 
on the urban periphery11 completing the 
disintegration of the living place as community 
that had started to take shape in the 1930s. 
 
CONCLUDING COMMENTS 
In conclusion there are several points about the 
approach adopted in this chapter that merit 
emphasis. The first is the power of Harvey’s 
(1985a, 1985b) vision of the geopolitics of 
capitalist development. Central to this was the 
drive to accumulate, to create ever wider spaces 
through which capital could circulate in search of 
enhanced profits, and then the subsequent 
contradictions as it ran up against earlier 
investments in fixed capital that stood to be 
devalued. The result was a geopolitics of 
simultaneous competition over space and of 
pressures on the working class that could then 
generate struggles among the latter. In the 
instance reviewed here all these elements are in 
play. On the one hand, the popular classes 
experienced a new fixity in space: in part a result 
of broader social changes induced by capital’s 
developmental trajectory, but also of property 
capital’s insistence that the dominant housing 
tenure should be that of homeownership. On the 
other the emergence of a metropolitan wide 
housing market, the result of speculative 
development searching out new niches, spatial and 
otherwise, and the revolution in personal mobility 
ensured that those fixities would be challenged 
and in ways that would create tensions among 
different factions of the working class. 
  
The second point concerns the way the discussion 
here has been limited to the American case. It is 
true that much of the above, taken at a sufficient 
level of generality, finds strong echoes in other of 
the advanced capitalist societies. There is evidence 
there of the same exclusion and resistance to new 
development and to gentrification, similar sorts of 
anxieties about schools and property values, and a 
dominance of housing provision by speculative 
developers. The US, though, remains quite 
different; even peculiar (Cox 2016 forthcoming.) 

                                                           
11 Drawing on the Google Ngram viewer, references 

to exclusionary zoning take off very rapidly after the 

mid-1960s and then decline quite sharply after 1978. 

‘Gentrification’ takes off about 1970 and has 

continued to increase at a rapid rate ever since. 

This is a complex area to which complete justice 
cannot be done in the space available here. In part 
it is a matter of a very different state structure: in 
particular a high degree of decentralization of 
formal power. From the standpoint of the 
territorialized class politics of space in urban areas, 
what is most relevant here is the quite 
extraordinary jurisdictional fragmentation of 
metropolitan areas into entities with both powers 
and needs to influence the development process: 
powers over zoning, including the power to call a 
referendum over rezoning ordinances, which can 
be used by resident groups bent on exclusion; but 
also their own need to raise revenues, which can 
affect their position on appropriate forms of 
development.  
 
This radical fragmentation of state power in the 
US is in part an expression of a quite different 
social formation: still a capitalist one but formed 
discursively in distinct ways. The absence of a 
strong labor movement has long been recognized. 
Rather there have been pressures towards the 
fragmentation of the working class. This has been 
propelled in significant part by notions of 
individual upward mobility and enterprise, and the 
blame and shame heaped upon people to the 
extent that they are unable to move up: from inner 
city, to inner suburb, from inner suburb further 
out, from tract housing, to something more 
individualized. And so on. To them are denied the 
moral resources of an inward-looking, self-
referential working class. Of course, the working 
class in Western Europe is not what it was; but the 
embers remain and the sort of ‘socialist’ label 
given public housing in the US, as the big 
developers swept away its challenge in the 1950s, 
hardly on the horizon. The balance of political 
forces remains somewhat different therefore, 
giving residential politics its own differentiae specifica 
even while similarities remain. 
 
Finally, there is the way in which new working 
class sensibilities induced by new relations to the 
living place have informed politics at the national 
level. In part this has been about the rise of 
homeownership and the sense of belonging – 
deceptively – to the propertied classes. But more 
has been at stake than that. At the same time as 
American political scientists were investigating the 
relationship between suburbanization and a shift 
in partisan sentiment towards the Republican 
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Party, in Great Britain, the question was being 
asked Must Labor Lose? (Abrams, Rose and Hiden 
1960) and housing was once again part of the 
picture but not just private housing; the public 
housing estate was also being fingered as the 
culprit for shifting political loyalties: not just the 
breakup of the old working class communities like 
those studied in Bethnal Green by Young and 
Willmott (1957) or Rosser and Harris in Swansea 
(1965) but also the incorporation of the dispersed 
into new residential environments – ones that 
fragmented and induced, as Young and Willmott 
suggested, a status-driven aspirationism which 
would, as Abrams, Rose and Hiden suggested 
create fertile ground for that displacement of the 
political center of gravity that has been underway 
ever since. 
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