
ern vitality and identity is the role of mass consumer culture. More than any
other region, the Midwest has spawned the institutions of mass consumer
culture in America and exported them to the rest of the world. It is very
likely that the distribution of income and wealth was much more equal in
the Midwest than in the East or the South, which would have provided fer-
tile ground for mass production techniques and the institutions of mass
consumer culture. Well before World War I, mass production developed in
the beer brewing capitals of Milwaukee and St. Louis. The two largest mail
order firms in the United States were located in Chicago and served con-
sumers in small towns and rural areas. Mass retailing subsequently devel-
oped with the founding of large department stores in Chicago, Minneapo-
lis, Detroit and other large cities.

By the 1920s, major advertising firms were conducting sophisticated
marketing surveys on consumer buying habits in the small-town Midwest.
Chain stores were competing aggressively against family-owned grocery
stores, and discount “five and dime” variety stores were proliferating. After
World War II, the first enclosed suburban shopping mall was built in the
Midwest and others soon followed. A number of the largest international
fast food chains (McDonald’s and Dairy Queen) and major “big box” chains
(Wal-Mart, Target, and K-Mart), had their start in the Midwest. Combined
with the relative decline of agriculture and industry in the Midwest, these
institutions of mass consumer culture over the long run seem to have
sucked the life out of the rural areas, the small towns, and the small cities
that lay at the heart of the Midwest’s role as the embodiment of the pastoral
ideal in America.

Yet in the first decade of the 21st century, there are indications that the
Midwest is reviving. Hitching biotechnology to agriculture may put that sec-
tor on firmer footing and an upward trajectory (Longworth, 2008). Although
major cities like Milwaukee, Saint Louis, Cleveland have lost traction in the
last few decades, Minneapolis-St. Paul, Columbus, Indianapolis, Madison,
and Ann Arbor are prospering as homes to major public research universi-
ties and the externalities they create. Some medium-size cities like Grand
Rapids, Michigan are staking their economic future on medical infrastruc-
ture and technology, education, and a vibrant arts community. Many small
towns are recovering through aggressive efforts at selling their Midwestern
past through tourism.

This revival, still in an early stage, means that the Midwest may well be a
bellwether for America’s future. Having served as the preeminent region in
America over a century ago, it lapsed into relative decline during the last
half of the 20th century as other regions caught up. Midwesterners, both
long-term and newly arrived residents, are marshaling their considerable
strengths in carving out a largely non-industrial future of unknown shape.
Globalization presents both major challenges, and vast opportunities for
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