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THIS IS A BOOK  about an American city: Columbus, Ohio, a Mid-
western city of over 850,000 people set in a metropolitan area of over 
two million. It is the fourteenth largest city in the US, which comes 
as a surprise to many and is an aspect of not just its particularity but 
its peculiarity. But why Columbus? Partly this is because I have lived 
here for over fifty-six years. I was a faculty member in the Department 
of Geography at Ohio State. From the ’70s on, I became absorbed by 
urban development and its politics—something hard to avoid given 
the prominence given to it in local newspapers in the US and an inter-
est sharpened by how different it all was from my native England. 
Columbus turned out to be a fascinating city to study, and this book 
should appeal to all those who share my fascination. If you are inter-
ested in how Columbus came to be what it is today and why, this book 
will be of interest.

Urban development and its politics is also an area of interest where 
there is a large literature shared with sociologists, political scientists, 
and urban planners. There is theory that generalizes across cities, and 
there is the particularity of each city. In the US, that particularity is 
heightened compared with the cities of Western Europe. In the US, a 
highly decentralized state structure means that there is no single tem-
plate for urban institutions and subsequent politics. Every city in the 
US is different in often quite striking ways. This book is about how 
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theory comes into contact with a particular American city, Colum-
bus, and what that instance in turn tells us about US cities taken as a 
whole. In short: What are the more general issues of urban analysis and 
theory that the Columbus case can shed light on?

First, the Americanness of Columbus is something that should 
be emphasized. As I said, American cities and the processes through 
which they develop are different from what one encounters in, say, 
Western Europe, and the degree of difference between them is also dif-
ferent—a staggering variety that puts the more monochrome character 
of municipal government in France, Germany, or Great Britain utterly 
in the shade. Yes, there is a sense in which all American cities are the 
same: not least, the sprawl. And there are, to be sure, dominant social 
relations that apply across all American cities. In contrast to European 
ones, the property development industry holds pole position. Local 
government is turned to its purpose rather than having to confront a 
more implacable, West European–style state with its own views as to 
what development patterns should be: no greenbelts, anxieties about 
the less well-off, or intrusive central state here, just a local government 
that seemingly bends to the will of those in pursuit of rent. Part of the 
reason for this, of course, is the high degree to which the American 
state is decentralized: a radical federalism—perhaps the most radical in 
the world—in which states, in their wisdom, have seen fit to delegate 
a remarkable degree of power and responsibility to local governments. 
This also means, though, that the particularity of places can assume an 
enhanced significance, and it does.

The dispersion of formal political power has provided scope for 
local governments to find their own institutional “solutions” to the 
contradictions of (capitalist) urbanization as it affects them, and local 
state representatives have typically been happy to help in securing what 
turns out to be legislation designed to satisfy the interests of—or inter-
ests in—particular cities. The fact of the nonpartisan ballot in many 
cities also helps, for under particular circumstances it can lead to rapid 
shifts in city policy, particularly in smaller cities where a social move-
ment can grow to the point at which a takeover of city council is pos-
sible, as indeed happened in Santa Cruz and Santa Monica, and with 
very “interesting” consequences. The drama of geographically uneven 
development also factors into the creation of particularity: Compare 
Detroit and, say, San Francisco. Local economic bases rise and fall, 
but there is nothing of the sort that is available in the more central-
ized states of Western Europe to brake the rise or counter the collapse. 
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Serendipity can be cruel, as San Bernardino has recently learned. And 
to drive home the point: There is nowhere in Western Europe that 
approaches the situation of contemporary Detroit.

There are, of course, many studies of particular cities, but they are 
dominantly of the larger ones: cities like Atlanta, Boston, Chicago, 
LA, New York, and San Francisco have all been given their due, and 
in some cases ad nauseam. They are prominent in the public eye, and 
they command wide interest. They are not just national cities; they are 
international cities. One might say that they are overstudied and do 
not reflect the entirety of urban America.

Middling sized cities, like Columbus, Kansas City, Sacramento, 
Milwaukee, or Austin, or even Portland and San Diego, have been 
more of a problem. Why bother? Yet they pose interesting questions, 
and this is my second point of justification. They certainly share things 
with larger cities, most notably their capitalist dynamic and the fact 
that federal urban policy leaves a common imprint: urban renewal, 
busing for racial balance, deregulation of airlines and of railroads, to 
mention a few. They may share certain things with some of the major 
metropolises: Those of the Western US are different from those of the 
East. But they also share certain things that set them apart from the big 
urban centers, and in some ways they are also distinct from each other.

So what do they share with each other, and in contrast to the larger 
cities? First, they compete for investment, but the stakes are differ-
ent than for the bigger cities, the competition all the more intense, 
whether it be major league franchises, airline connections, or a big cor-
porate headquarters. The big metropolitan centers have advantages that 
smaller cities lack, not least the relative size of their markets and the 
diversity of their labor forces. Their advantages have cumulative effects. 
Because of their markets, they will attract the airlines and be con-
nected both nationally and internationally. That in turn makes them 
more attractive for corporate headquarters functions—something very 
clear in the recent decision of Amazon to divide its HQ2 between New 
York and Washington, even while the former would eventually demur. 
We should note in passing that this competitive advantage seems to 
be increasing: With airline mergers and takeovers, there are now fewer 
hubs to distribute, and the big hubs are monopolizing traffic raised to 
a power. Middling cities, including Cincinnati, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, 
and St. Louis, have all lost their hub status.

On the other hand, and orthogonal to this distinction between 
the major metropolitan centers and more middling, there are issues 
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of history that have imposed a second layer of difference. There are 
big differences, encapsulated in part by the Coldbelt/Sunbelt contrast: 
differences in emphasis on mass transit, and in population density, 
and differences in the relation between central cities and suburbs. The 
classic fiscal disparities problem of the 1960s and ’70s was particularly 
intense in the older central cities of the Coldbelt since they were typi-
cally surrounded by independent suburbs cutting them off from a sub-
urbanizing tax base. Sunbelt (central) cities, overall, have been able to 
grow by annexation, and this has provided them with a much more 
favorable fiscal situation. In short, there is what might be called a “sec-
ond-generation” urbanization that was more automobile based, and in 
which central cities could learn from the mistakes of an earlier cohort 
of cities and ensure their future through annexation.

It would, though, be a mistake to reduce second-generation urban-
ization to broad regional contrasts. There are some Coldbelt cities that 
are much more like Sunbelt cities: most notably Columbus, Dayton, 
Indianapolis, and Minneapolis. This is because they share the situation 
of being relative latecomers, which imposes a further layer of particu-
larity. The classic Coldbelt cities were ones of the steam age. They grew 
up around heavy industry on the basis of the access to coal afforded by 
navigable water: the Ohio River, the Great Lakes, the Atlantic. Cities 
like Columbus and Indianapolis are quite different. In terms of popu-
lation growth, they did not start to take off until the age of electricity, 
and then largely on the back of consumer goods–producing branch 
plants. Columbus and Indianapolis also gained from being state capi-
tals, while Minneapolis benefitted from being cheek-by-jowl with the 
state capital, St. Paul; this was an important aspect of their economic 
bases that would help them survive the regional crisis of the ’70s. Day-
ton is the exception that proves the rule.

Accordingly, Columbus lies at the intersection of a number of axes 
of differentiation among US cities: It is middling, it is a case of sec-
ond-generation urbanization, and it is a latecomer. Even so, Columbus 
cannot be read off from this particular intersection. It has the features 
of a Sunbelt city, but it is in the Coldbelt. Like Sunbelt cities it is a 
latecomer, but a Coldbelt location makes a difference for it has been a 
latecomer in a regional environment where there were already cities of 
substantial size that claimed the major league franchises, the corporate 
headquarters, and the hubs before Columbus had achieved the neces-
sary thresholds. It is a regional environment therefore, one of more 
closely spaced cities, that has made an important difference.
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Yet how to tackle particularity from a theoretical standpoint? 
Returning to studies of American cities, there are particular genres. 
One approach is that of Mike Davis in his widely praised City of 
Quartz: a set of particular slants or angles on the city with no single 
story to tell. In other cases, like Elizabeth Shermer on Phoenix, Harvey 
Graff on Dallas, or Richard Gendron and William Domhoff on Santa 
Cruz, the stories told are more linear and topically focused. But inso-
far as the particularity of places is concerned, an explicit theoretical 
undergirding has proven elusive, which makes it harder to bring these 
sorts of studies into a relation one with another, aside, that is, from 
the use of a common vocabulary of growth coalitions, developers and 
landlords, and shifts in the wider space economy. This book, therefore, 
is one that looks both at a particular city, and how one might theorize 
cities in their specificity more generally.

At one level, as Massey (2007) would have argued, the particularity 
of a city is simply the result of a coming together of diverse influences 
and conditions: ones like government policies, discursive environ-
ments, sectoral change, and population movements. The juxtaposition 
of elements can result in their interactions, with further consequences 
for what a city is. Some of the forces and conditions so converging may 
be shared with other cities and some not. As a latecomer in the annals 
of American urbanization, as we have seen, Columbus bears strong 
likenesses to some other cities in terms of its conditioning factors and 
outcomes—which facilitates the posing of questions as to why the cit-
ies in question are otherwise different. In a number of respects it is 
more like Sunbelt cities than those of the surrounding Rustbelt.

There are other commonalities one can point to beyond the idea of 
Columbus and its suburbs as a Sunbelt city marooned in the Midwest. 
Wedged in by the once much larger metropolitan areas of Cleveland 
and Cincinnati, it has a similar subordinate regional status as Milwau-
kee, San Diego, or Sacramento. Austin and Kansas City have impor-
tant similarities to Columbus in terms of their size and the recency of 
their growth, but they have not had to deal with the regional hege-
mony of a Chicago, San Francisco, or, for Columbus, Cincinnati and 
Cleveland. On the other hand, what Columbus does share with Aus-
tin is a very large state university, a state government, and an ability 
to expand horizontally in all directions with limited topographic hin-
drance. Unsurprisingly, in both cities housing supply is extraordinarily 
responsive to changes in demand, which makes it a relatively cheap 
city in which to live. There are also things that they do not share. For 
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a start, respective economic bases vary. Austin has a much stronger 
concentration of computer and information science researchers, while 
Columbus is more reliant on the insurance industry.

This is to focus on how cities differ one from another and the 
complex ways in which things get combined from one to the next. 
Clearly, this is only part of the story. We need a stronger sense of social 
process and resort to more general logics of urbanization. Synergies 
clearly count for something, like that between universities and major 
white-collar employers. Students come from very different locations, 
and decide to marry or live together and split the difference by staying 
where they are, which works to the benefit of employers like Nation-
wide Insurance in Columbus or IBM or Dell in Austin. In addition, 
corporations need office buildings, people need housing, and retail-
ers need shopping centers: an extraordinary field of opportunities for 
the development industry, and one that they further promote through 
their support of those who are keen, for their own reasons, to expand 
employment in the area, like the utilities. Developers are a major pres-
ence in cities, of crucial significance for the urbanization process, but 
a process in which they will encounter not just each other, in compe-
tition, but those who seek to protect themselves against all the con-
sequences, intended or otherwise, of development. Accordingly, in 
any study of an American city, developers have to loom large. And in 
Columbus they have been a major force, with an agenda that city gov-
ernment has found hard to resist.

One final note: It should be clear from this foreword that my geo-
graphical perspective on the world is central to how I conceive urban 
studies. Differences in urban development within major metropolitan 
areas, between different cities and different countries, all figure in to 
varying degrees in this book. When a layperson thinks of geography, one 
of the things that comes to mind is maps. This book contains a num-
ber of maps. They are an indispensable tool in following the argument 
at various points. However, there are still instances in the text where I 
refer to events, or particular configurations of events, where there is no 
map. In those instances, I strongly urge using Google Maps. This will 
not only help in orienting the reader but also, through the Street Scene 
option, one can achieve an enhanced sense of the Columbus area.




