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Preface

only in the subjective world and in theory and imagination
do we deal with identically similar units. . . . We shall realize
that all this talk of the organization of sociology as though
presently the sociologist would be going about the world with
the authority of a sanitary engineer, is and will remain nonsense.1
When I was a child places fascinated— war-damaged Tyneside,
windswept, maritime and depressed; suburban Cheshire, Edwardian
redbrick, canals and ponded countryside eaten away by new estates;
overspill Swindon, petty in scale, shopping centre swamped, green
downs beyond; the backwater of the Rhondda, a world of memories
held in bare hills, terraces strung along the valleys. Then Oxford,
then London. Could there have been a more marked contrast in
environment, architecture, culture, politics and basic economy?
How could this diversity be aggregated in national statistics, or the
localism of experience be denied in the rubric of ‘society’? N or
could their reality be denied. Industrial conurbations or mining
townships might have no common centre or definite boundary, their
men might commute 20 miles or more in search of work, their young
folk leave for metropolitan areas, their very survival might be a
question of national aid policies, but nevertheless these places were
there, the context in which people lived out their daily routine. The
questions and answers put by Castells2—real object or scientific
object, the scientific status of urban sociology—are ones which
English students reared in a tradition of pragmatic empiricism find
hard to stomach.
Very little of this fascination with the varieties of habitat, the
nuances of dialect or political life, can be conveyed in teaching
urban sociology. The latter shows all the weaknesses of an academic
subject practised from a professional career base in the universities.
vii

PREFACE

Although interest in sociology as the new science was stirred up by
a diffuse concern for the fate of the masses in the great cities, there
was no involvement, no sympathy, with the people; the feel of a
place, the intricacies of culture and language were inadmissible
evidence. Sociology was something to be administered from haut en
has, prescribed in the dosage appropriate to systematic disorders.
Sociologists were expected to categorize, to delineate key processes,
to give guidance to policy-makers with unambiguous theories and
straightforward research reports. Theories were not to be presented
as provisional resolutions of class-related uncertainties, nor was
research seen as confirmation of commonsense understandings.
Urban sociology originated in the last decades of the nineteenth
century as systematic empiricism harnessed social outcry to govern
ment reform. The protest literature of Mayhew or Dickens was
succeeded by surveys like those of Booth or Rowntree; these poverty
surveys together with the later Mass Observation reports were to
constitute sociological research until after 1945. The principal
concern was that of poverty and the associated issues of housing
and community development. Local and regional surveys were
mounted by universities and their extra-mural departments to bring
home some of the realities of life in an unequal society. N ot until
the 1950s did sociologists move into other areas of investigation,
principally education, social mobility, industry and the trade unions,
and the competence in community investigation linked to reform
movements in the Welfare State. Interest in local affairs per se
consequently languished, and only in the mid-1960s was there a
resurgence of interest in a truly ‘urban’ sociology with interests
distinct from those of sociology.
Post-war, urban sociology has had three phases: the first a contin
uation of the native tradition of Fabian empiricism strengthened by
an interest in social anthropology; the second, from the mid-1960s,
saw a flow-back into urban studies of the sociology hybridized in
the universities. The achievements of American sociology had been
set against the writings of the European liberals, in particular Weber
and Durkheim, and these imported thoughtways embedded in the
distinctive British intellectual milieu. The third phase is recent: the
rejection of urban sociology for urban and regional studies and a
recourse to Marxism to fill the theoretical void. In this last move
inspiration comes from abroad—radical community politics in
America, and the engagement of revolutionary socialists in the urban
question in France.
Of the first phase little need be said. The social surveys and
community studies are now invaluable social documents, if some
times limited in scope. They are revealing both for their ideas and
the presuppositions with which they were conducted, and for the
viii
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life experience they documented. They have already become docu
ments in social history. In a generation the second phase will have
been forgotten. There are remarkably few research documents
which will be of value to future historians, and despite the frequency
and tortured quality of debates on the seminar and conference
circuit, little to hand on. A tremendous amount of energy has been
expended to very little purpose; teaching time taken up with
elaborate modification and refutation of ideas readily swept aside
by those responsible for their circulation in the cultural air in the
first instance. The intellectual activities of the last ten years tell us
little about town life and urbanization in Britain, much more about
urban sociologists as a professional group.
Castigation of this phase is now acceptable. The following remarks
were prepared for the position paper for the York conference,3 and
there were no dissenting voices. There it was argued that British
urban sociology had been characterized by the methodology of
positivism in that it had sought to discover the constraints on life
chances as environmentally expressed, in definite measurable
terms. The urban world was a world of buildings. Consideration of
class experience, local culture, and language, political and economic
history, was largely absent. As with all branches of urban studies
the emphasis had been technocratic. It was assumed that control
over urban problems could be achieved if more rational use were
made of existing knowledge about environmental technology. The
focus of concern had therefore been the professions within the
hierarchies of local and national government which have front-line
responsibility for the allocation of resources within urban areas.
The main weight of attack had been against the planners (thus
endorsing their own estimation of professional authority). Change
was sought through the established institutions of British political
life, redress has been considered possible if only rationality were to
prevail. The political bias is evident in the construction of theory
and the direction of research towards those who draw up the plans
and allocate community resources, rather than those who experience
such management. The sociologists have sought to influence the
elite, not the mass of urban residents. The medium for the redress of
inequality was deemed to be environmental—a redistribution of
facilities in space, and the solution to the 'urban problem’ was held
to be administrative, professional and educational. Accordingly
urban sociologists have sought new or modified urban agencies, and
socially committed planning.
Further, in that urban sociologists had responded to the pressures
of immediate circumstances, reacting expediently and without sense
of priority, urban sociology belonged to the liberal pragmatic
conception of science. Urban sociology has followed the shifting
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consensus as to the nature of urban problems. The post-war recon
struction of the British economy threw up new strains in society,
and new demands on the state. All of these were necessarily expressed
on the ground. The contradictions in the society had territorial
definition and so were incorporated into the sociological debates.
Discussions about new housing estates were extended into those
about urban renewal and community development; the issue of
poverty was joined by that of race; to that of housing was added
land and property; questions of housing allocation were succeeded
by consideration of housing finance; wide-eyed bemusement at
mass urbanization was succeeded by shocked appraisal of inner
city neglect; satisfaction in the ‘new’ urbanization was rapidly over
taken by awareness of widespread stagnation in the regions and then
the development of their underdevelopment. The endemic nature of
these issues has been overlooked as sociologists chased from the
banner headline of ‘new town blues’, to that of ‘crack-up of a
community’, from the seven-day wonder of participation in planning
to the novelty of community action, from predictions of new life
styles in the year 2000 to gloomy appraisals of the possibilities for
action on the urban environment in a zero growth economy. The
proud boast of urban sociologists to be in touch with everyday
issues, those of pressing concern to the man in the street, is seen to
carry its price. The moves to a political economy of urbanization
derive in part from awareness of the ephemeral nature of so many
themes in urban sociology. Employment structures, financial
organization, political hierarchies, flows of capital and of population,
have an enduring quality not easily overtaken by events. They can be
charted, pinned down (and used for next year’s lectures).
Wide as the field appears, the range of issues considered is
curiously narrow. Although there is an environmental studies focus
which aligns urban sociology with geography or planning rather than
history, political studies, linguistics or cultural anthropology, many
environmental issues of public and professional concern do not
appear. In neat reversal of the attitudes of planners, neither the town
centre, nor the issue of roads, transport systems and traffic seem to
merit discussion; similarly, only a narrow band of social issues are
included. Educational problems, for instance the question of com
munity schools, despite their effect on residential mobility, go
unmentioned. Despite the shifts in style there is a continuity of
tradition in urban sociology, hence a tacit restriction of the area
of discussion.
Urban sociology is firmly identified as having to do with issues of
land use, the built environment and the organization of space. It is
therefore frankly materialist in conception, the materialism of the
engineer rather than that of the businessman. The concern is how
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men ‘act under definite material limitations, presuppositions and
conditions independent of their will’, and not ‘the specific way [they]
enter into these definite social and political relations’.4 This interest
in the world around us derives from nineteenth-century currents of
thought, an extension of the interests of the geologist, or natural
scientist or explorer. As the world was opened out to the imperialist
nations, and as their emancipated middle classes used their new
affluence to investigate their surroundings, environmental studies
took shape. Geography, for instance, is a Victorian product—a
groping response to the depredations of the Empire, and the collapse
of the old world cultures. The intellectual ancestry runs from
Malthus through Livingstone and Darwin, Mackinder or Semple, to
Roosevelt and the ‘New Deal’. This is a current of thought more
influential than that of Marxism or sociology, more widely held
among the professional middle classes who shape public debate and
academic discussion. Issues of environment take precedence over
the question of where the job or market is. ‘The orientation on
consumption . . . is characteristic of those whose way of life does
not make work or output the central problem. Their peculiar social
situation (or aspirations) are generalised to explain the nature and
problems of society as a whole.’5 It is their doubts as to the environ
mental depredations of capitalism, and their moral uncertainties,
which have outlet in urban, regional or rural studies.
Three specialist disciplines have a stake in this field—geography,
planning and urban sociology. Each of them has undergone tren
chant self-criticism in the last decade. In geography, for instance,
there has been a search for a scientific basis to a humanist-inspired
subject. In planning there has been a return to neo-ecology via
cybernetics, a flight to theory in a world moving uncontrollably
from the plan. Sociology, whose literature has been combed by the
other disciplines, has simply floundered, veering to Marxism in a
desperate uncertainty and dissatisfaction with the guidelines of
liberalism.
Consider geography first. The movement from the synthetic and
regional approach derived in the uncertainties of the inter-war years
to an analytical geography reached a high peak in the 1960s. This
technologism, spearheaded in Britain in Cambridge and Bristol,
relied heavily on utilitarian assumptions and presupposed a naive
behaviourism. The implications of studies carried out in this style,
if not neutral in impact—the elaborate demonstration of what was
already known, as, for example, the association of single-room
furnished tenancies with high rates of occupancy, many small
children and immigrant households in London’s twilight zones—
could be reactionary. The explanation of the presence of poor black
households in the American ghettoes in terms of the inelasticity of
xi
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their demand for transport is the best known example. Now there is
a radical geography in which, on paper at least, is set out a heavy
Marxism which justifies the study of geography as the distribution
of the ‘surplus’ on the ground. This is loosely and uneasily allied
with community action movements as spontaneous and un
certain as the community settlement movements of high Victorian
London.
Planning, increasingly recruiting from geography, has moved
from the empirical formulae instilled by Geddes and his disciples,
to a neo-ecology with strong resemblance to the leading thoughts
and loose formulations of the Chicago School. True, the apparent
language is different—cybernetics systems analysis has replaced the
bio-social language of organism and superorganism, and there is a
greater precision in the models derived and urban studies conducted.
But the effect on the young professional has been the same. A zest
for service has been harnessed by an ideology of professionalism
couched in language whose obscurity prevents too close an inspection
of the agencies of change. In this way shopping models are substi
tuted for an analysis of shop-owning interests and the decisions of
the multinational food corporations, housing market models are
formulated independently of either the finances of the house-building
industry, or those of the households looking for homes. If nothing
else, the adventitious movements of the oil companies and their
subsidiaries have exposed the fallacies of the old empiricism (which
assumed that what was already there would determine future
planning) and rendered suspect this optimistic importation of
scientific methodology.
If the scientific reconstruction of geography and the reorientation
of planning practice in the 1950s and 1960s is now suspiciously
bankrupt, what of sociology ? This, too, has not been able to escape
from its origins in the ideological currents and counter-currents of
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Europe and America. The
British group have merely rewritten a view of the world which
Kingsley, or Ruskin, proclaimed as social or humanitarian gospel,
Wells or Masterman or Geddes as evolutionary optimism. Each of
these disciplines is shackled by its designation. If geography is to do
with the interdependencies of man and the land, planning is ‘town
and country planning’, or ‘amenagement du territoire\ so urban
sociology is similarly bound to the relationship between man and
nature. The city is ‘a product of nature’.6 N or have the recent
Marxist formulations escaped the trap of ecologism or urbanism.
The Marxist dressing to urban and regional studies is all too often
a veneer for traditional concerns and conventional methodology.
The tendency is to exclude certain issues from discussion. Just as
the classical sociologists, and after them the Chicago School,
xii
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excluded in entirety the world of production (the major employment
centres of Chicago are never mentioned in the latter’s writings, much
less the clashes between employers and labour force), so there is
still an emphasis on issues of community and consumption. Hence
the emphasis on the state whose impact is so much greater on these
issues than that of production. Housing, land and now commercial
property, community politics (but not industrial politics), population
movements, residential segregation and neighbourhood associations,
these are still the recognized issues for discussion. The locational
decisions made by the ' controllers of industrial, commercial or
financial capital have not been integrated into analysis. The new
political economy of urbanization has centred on issues of environ
ment and use of land. Regional studies have perhaps been closer to
the concerns of Marxism.
Similarly the formalism of analysis which characterized the
development of urban sociology has remained. Discussion still turns
on statements of systems as measured by living conditions and
material deprivation. The chimera of a universal theory of urban
ization is still there, and despite dawning recognition of marked
differences among cities of the industrialized societies, has disallowed
consideration of the differentials in urban experience within these
societies. And the methodology is very much the same. True, we
have moved from the street gangs of Chicago or Boston to the
street barricades of Paris or Milan, and from the language of process
and evolution in ecological systems to that of the spatial articulation
of the social structure, but the focus of attention is still the urban
environment sui generis. Events and activities are discussed as they
immediately affect the performance of the urban system. Students
of urbanization have ‘stopped the time-machine’, and limited
discussion to externalities.
Marxism is ill-equipped to deal with urbanization. Marx or
Engels gave no systematic thought or consideration to the pheno
menon of the modern big city and the turmoil of mass urbanization
between 1844 and the later fragments of the third volume of Capital,
always excluding Engels’s pamphlets in The Housing Question. To
them urbanization was demonstration of the irrationality of capital
ism and the city was but the stage-set for the drama that was to be
played out in the streets. Now the doctrine of Marxism is brought
sharply against another vocabulary, another tradition of research
and a different sphere of interest. Consumption, planning, the
circulation of the surplus on the ground, bring in issues not wholly
resolved for Marxism by relating the productive process to the
region and that of reproduction of the labour force to the urban
complex. Castells takes the urban out of the productive process
into that of the management of collective consumption.7
xiii
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The attempts to incorporate the issues of urbanization into the
traditions of Marxism are admittedly thought-provocative. For
nineteenth-century Marxists as for their liberal contemporaries the
agglomerations were the products of industrialism and technology,
the evidence of London or Paris to the contrary. They did not
allow for distinctions between the metropolitan centres, locus for
ruling elites, against the industrial towns which housed the novel
productivity of capitalist industry. While it is possible to assimilate
Lenin’s discussions of imperialism, or Gramsci’s suggestions on
hegemony to the literature on urbanization and urbanism, the
classic Marxist formulations on the production relations of industrial
capital are not helpful in understanding the trajectory of urbanization
and the role of cities in the economy. There is an implicit break
between nineteenth- and twentieth-century strands in Marxian
thinking which the urban literature will further emphasize.
No attempt has been made to review the literature of this ‘new’
political economy of urbanization, Marxist and non-Marxist. It is
both too recent and too diffuse to categorize readily. Discussion
would be overlong. Urban studies has ramified into regional studies
and incorporated rural questions; it is moreover an internationally
oriented profession with one world of scholarship, ideas and working
material.
The focus of this book is on the urban sociology criticized by
Marxists and despised by radicals as an eclectic mixture of case
studies, platform-thumping and theory; in short the material
expected of urban sociologists as sociologists. This is not material
that could be presented in itself, to be taken away, cut up and
inserted into research projects, monographs, design exercises and
lecture courses. It has to be considered as part of the long run of
British or American urbanization and the intellectual responses
thereto. Certain responsible groups have reacted in certain ways,
so that only some things have been seen, some problems brought
out for solution; the response has been selective and partial. Urban
sociology is one element in this reaction and move to control.
The emphasis is on British urban sociology. The theories of
urbanization reviewed in the second part are in a sense an appendix.
In fin de siecle Europe and uprooted America theories were derived
which, while they articulated sentiments common to middle classes
throughout the industrialized or industrializing societies, were
constructs specific to those configurations at that time. They are
included here for two reasons—first, they did articulate and to some
extent resolve the problematic of urbanization met by British
sociologists, planners, et a l in pragmatic step-by-step fashion. And
second, those theories have been the professional armoury, a
thicket of words ensuring respect and autonomy. For all their
xiv
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archaic quality they were in their day respected theories and cannot
be summarily dismissed. To understand our own attitudes better,
to appreciate the direction taken by urban sociology, it is worthwhile
asking just how it was these theories were found necessary, and why
they commanded respect for so long. And perhaps still do in some
circles.
This is not a book about urban phenomena—there are no maps,
photographs, charts or diagrams. It is concerned with ideas, prin
cipally those held by a small and specialist group. There is a pro
fessional interest here, for ideas are the lecturer’s stock in hand,
also a personal discomfort when ideas are taken at face value and
bandied about unquestioningly. Louis W irth’s edict ‘Knowledge of
the unstated assumptions and premises of our own and other people’s
premises comprises the foundation of our intellectual house’8 can
only be endorsed. There is also a belief that intellectuals do have a
role in their societies, and that the ideas pushed out into the cultural
air have some significance. While they may not determine policy
they can legitimate policies exercised for other reasons. But given
current economic circumstances perhaps even this argument is
specious. It is hard to envisage a sociologist’s report that might
sway public opinion on government spending on, say, housing,
when it is notorious that new housing construction is crippled by
interest charges and inflated building costs. Arguments for positive
discrimination or community planning belong to the heady days of
growth and affluence. It is perhaps no accident that the lean years
of the 1970s have seen political economy superseding sociology.
What is represented here is the sociologist’s view of the world,
analytical, yes, but concerned to establish cross-references, to present
patterns and similarities at which the uninitiated may grasp. In the
process the subtleties, the variegation, the interest of being an urban
resident are lost. If ordering principles are sought then the emphasis
has to be on national housing policies and professional creeds of
international persuasion which seek to marshal productive forces
into efficient units on the ground. So, perhaps paradoxically, an
interest in local differences, quirks and oddities, which set one place
off from another, took one into the discussion of the ‘universals’ of
urbanization, inner city blight and peripheral expansion, for instance,
and the policies of government in oversight of property investment.
This despite a conviction that unevenness in development can never
be ironed out, and that the contrasts experienced by the itinerant
household post-war will be there, in different kind, at any future
date. Even if history were erased, as in M orris’s Utopian prospectus
for the year 2003,9 England could not be a garden all ‘trim and neat
and pretty’ in which geographical interdependencies did not set in
train regional inequalities.
xv
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It may well be that we all argue too directly from our own experi
ence. For sociologists enmeshed in the metropolitan regions of
urbanizing Europe, street confrontations over inadequacies in
housing, or health facilities, or schools, are a facet of capitalist
development which has to be fed into the mainstream of Marxist
thought. For others directly involved in planning the major urban
regions, issues of poverty, race and housing may take attention.
Equally, from provincial Britain, as other peripheral regions,
different issues are perceived. On the one hand there is the strength
and continuity of local traditions with which any newcomer has to
come to terms, and there is also the pressure for modernization
which might jeopardize the very social nexus on which economic
development is to capitalize. There is a detachment from the metro
politan centres fostered in resentment of the one-sided relationship.
In that sociology is concerned to establish the norm of development
its limitations will be sought out by those not party to the ‘decision
making process’. The greater part of this book has been written
while living in Hull, a place known to few who have not had cause
to work there. It is a place of some character, even on casual acquain
tance very different from London, or Tyneside, or Oxford, or the
Rhondda. And yet so much of what happens there is a matter of
national policy. It is now a matter of personal regret that I did not
attempt to map out some dimensions of its class relations, economy
and culture, to thread through the interrelationships between national
and local in this one town. It is information and analysis of this
kind that we lack.
July 1976
University of Manchester
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Sociologists of the nineteenth century were in no doubt as to the
importance of urbanization in the transformation of Europe.
Some of the key concepts of classical sociology—class, gesellschaft,
anomie, individuation and rationalization—derive from their analysis
of the experience of the new urban populations. The emphasis
differed; for Marx and Engels, for instance, the towns were an
indispensable environment for the generation of revolutionary
consciousness, whereas for Tonnies the metropolis was gesellschaft,
a state of being that would prevent there being a genuine commun
ism; but for them all, the city was a source of economic, political and
cultural change. But no ‘urban’ sociology came out of this interest
and concern. To these men the modern world was becoming an
urban world, and the new science, sociology, was thereby an urban
science. Indeed, it was Weber, in the lecture-papers subsequently
published as The City,1 who effectively dismissed a sociology of
urban communities.
W eber’s argument would seem to be this. The modern city had
its origins in the medieval community of burghers, a free association
of citizens. This community was marked by relative autonomy and
a completeness in its institutional spheres. Here, for a unique
moment in time, at the watershed between feudalism and capitalism,
public and private interests fused, in that each individual’s interests
depended on the defence of the walls of the community, So Weber
terms this total social system a ‘community-association’. But these
communities of traders had only a limited independence and
autonomy, rapidly became the basis of the nation state, and
succumbed to a supra-urban imperialism. They became the
residence of kings and emperors, standing armies, national and
international bureaucracies, and were themselves divided by class
divisions.
1
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With this loss of autonomy came the breakdown in the integration
of the different aspects of social life that had characterized the
guild city. Residence, occupation, religion, politics, legal and
military obligation, ceased to be aspects of a total social experience,
and had to be considered as orders of a social structure extending
far beyond the urban area. As the populations of the cities no longer
shared in this total experience, and as the aggregate of buildings
making up the city no longer had the same, or any, significance for
them, the city ceased to be a relevant unit of analysis for sociology.
In the modern world, the dimensions of class and status, and not
locality, were the basis of community formations within the frame
work of the nation-state. So on these criteria of community auto
nomy, social integration and individual relevance, the age of the
city was at an end.
In situations like that of France, where international labour
migration has coincided with an upheaval in the rural economy, or
in any of the countries of the underdeveloped world, sociological
interest in urbanization remains strong. But in Britain, usually
considered a fully urbanized society, in that, in addition to the high
proportion of the population actually resident in cities, few areas
have escaped incorporation into the urban economies, most socio
logists would probably share W eber’s attitude to locality as a frame
of reference. It is regarded as a primitive category of only occasional
relevance in a world of instant communications, near total annihila
tion of space, international flows of capital and resources, and
impressive centralization and control. Students of communities
have accordingly been pushed into defensive positions, seeking
justifications for community studies and searching for the ‘urban’
dimension to social existence.
Most urban sociologists now are themselves convinced of the
explanatory inadequacy of ‘urbanism’ and ‘urbanization’ and the
ideological inference in their use as categories of analysis in sociology.
There would be little dispute with Castells’s statement: ‘Toute
evolution de la dimension et de la differenciation d ’un groupe
social est elle-meme le produit et l’expression d ’une structure sociale
et de ses lois de transform ation.’2 The urban, the local, the immediate
context of experience, is seen as derivative from structural changes
in the society as a whole to which analysis must always be referred.
Cities in the contemporary Western world appear as ‘a mirror of
abstract impersonal forces—of history, class structure and culture’.3
And yet there has been growing awareness by social scientists
of the local and regional differentials in society. Post-war develop
ment in Britain has widened the regional disparities in wealth,
prestige, employment opportunities and environment,4 so that a
life-span spent in one of the provincial towns of the N orth shows only
2

INTRODUCTION

a passing resemblance to one spent in the ‘Golden Circle’ of metro
politan England.5 We are not a uniformly urbanized society with
the same endowment of resources, but a society comprising many
communities, some diffuse, others compact, some very large, others
hamlets and villages, with different opportunities for their popula
tions, and with differing sense of community and culture. In acknow
ledgment of these differentials new specialisms in the social sciences
have emerged in recent years: regional and urban economics, for
instance;6 the study of local government and regionalism in political
studies.7 Only in sociology has there been little interest in the
comparative study of communities within the national society.
At the same time there has been a growing public concern with
the direction of change in the cities. The ‘urban crisis’ has become a
cliche of the political platform as investment in community resources
has altered in pattern and quickened in pace. People in British
cities have experienced relatively rapid changes in their environment
post-war as the economy has been regeared to growth and mass
consumption. Immigration, the consequent competition for housing
space and educational facilities, slum clearance, decay in the twilight
areas, town centre redevelopment, road programmes, land and house
prices, have all become ‘political’ issues, i.e. those considered of
direct appeal to the mass of the population. It seems as though the
failings of capitalism as a productive system are most readily
apparent at this level, the level of the local community, the im
mediate environment with which we are all confronted. Although
few groups of the population are any longer permanently or con
tinuously resident in the one community, local places are substan
tially the environment of our everyday lives and as such an im portant
basis of our experience and our consciousness of social reality.
They are, in short, the world we live in. From this derives so live a
sense of an ‘urban problematic’.
It is evident that the concerns of the citizenry are bound up with
everyday experience of urban living in ways which Weber did not
envisage. Weber swept away the ecological argument as it had been
phrased by Simmel, and in so doing overlooked the possibility
that the resources of the urban environment might themselves
become the basis of class divisions, and the city defined for its
citizens by the locally restricted allocation of urban resources. The
everyday world of the local community has a significance quite
other than that of citizenship. A possible justification for community
studies might therefore be their focus on ‘the concrete problems
of life’ (Reich) and on ‘the welter of daily experience’ (Mills)8 and a
specifically ‘urban’ sociology directed to the exploration of the
situations with which individuals are confronted in the urban context.
Only if the connection is established with ‘the banal, primitive,
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simple everyday life and wishes of the broadest mass of the popula
tion in all the specificity of their situation in society’ and ‘the objective
sociological process’9 can this urban problematic be restated.
U rban sociologists are therefore in a dilemma. The preoccupation
of their colleagues in the dimensions of class, prestige and power,
and their general disinterest in urban affairs, have to be set against
a widespread statement of the problem of our times as an urban
problem. One response has been a movement away from the main
line sociological issues into the concerns of urban policy and
community planning, thereby accepting that indeed our problems
are ‘urban’ problems, and as such are questions of administration
and reorganization of the cities themselves. More commonly, urban
sociologists would answer to their colleagues’ arguments that the
adoption of an urban perspective only disguises the authentic
source of inequalities lodged in the imperatives of the capitalist
system by pointing to this widespread awareness of the defects in
the urban world. They would claim that the provision and allocation
of community resources has so blurred the inequalities deriving
from the relations of production that a field of study can be de
lineated on this basis. The confusion is there in the real world:
individuals do not directly experience the objective contradictions
of class society, instead they encounter the irrationalities of local
and national bureaucracies, the particularism of local politicians
and the special circumstances in the local provision of community
resources.
And finally there is the view that the issue of the cities is an ideo
logical statement, ‘a last protecting illusion in the crisis of our time,
that it is not capitalism which is injuring us, but the more isolable,
more evident system of urban-industrialism’,10 and as such is worthy
of exploration in a critical sociology. Only now is there awareness
of the entrenchment of the attitudes of the liberal middle classes
of Victorian England to their cities, in the environmental professions
and, with them, urban sociologists.11
However, at a time when urban research commands increasing
investment from the state, and other social sciences are increasingly
turning to urban studies, urban sociology is neither respected in
sociology, nor with authority in this research. The subject disappoints
in that its theoretical statements seem to have only limited relevance
to an understanding of the impulses behind urban change. Some,
indeed, so contradict common experience of city life as to amount
to total mystification.12 Little attem pt has been made to connect
the urban realm with definite relations between societies, and within
the one society, between its constituent communities. For too long
urban sociology has been dogged by the chimera of a universal
urbanism to be defined in purely sociological terms.
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Urban sociology had its origins in the translation of European
sociology into the context of the American colleges and universities
in the early years of the century. There was a cross-fertilization
between the ideas and assumptions of Social Darwinism, pragmatism,
and the sociology of Tonnies, Simmel, Weber, Durkheim, in
Chicago under the direction of Small, Thomas and Park, which was
to yield a distinctively urban sociology. Three features of their
approach concern us here:
(i) Their adoption of the city and urbanism as a frame of refer
ence. Urbanization was considered as an autonomous
process and source of social change, and urbanism as the
expression of modern culture. Change in society was initiated
by the cities through their diffusion of the culture engendered
by the association of individuals in certain conditions of
existence.
(ii) An acceptance of a dualism between country and city, rural
and urban. Despite acknowledgment of the controlling
activities of the city over its hinterland, the two were con
sidered to be radically different cultures, two ways of life.
The u rb a n -ru ra l typology, subsequently modified by the
rural - urban continuum, was a theory of development parallel
to that derived from Parsons’s pattern variables, and in stark
opposition to any Marxist-based theories of development.
(iii) The conceptualization of the city as ‘an externally organized
unit in space produced by laws of its own’ (Park, 1915), an
organic entity of sufficient unity to command its own future.
In effect, changes in the urban environment, a context so
governing individual experience as to set the pace and
direction of change in society, were explained by the process
of urbanization itself.
So was initiated a line of analysis which Marxist sociologists have
not hesitated to denote as ideological.13 The urbanism thesis deriving
directly from the working assumptions of classical sociology,
empiricism, and the study of the ‘social’, meant the ‘concentration
of study rather on definitely bounded units of experience’ (Small),
and the ‘urban’, as the immediately apparent context of individual
association, became the realm for the investigation of ‘the actuality
of concrete life’ (Simmel).14 Cities, therefore, could be studied in
themselves, and urbanization as a process independent of capitalism
as a productive system.
N ot only was sociology as an academic discipline narrowly
defined so as to exclude the issues of power and scarcity, but the
‘social’ became both ‘communal’ and ‘personal’. Weber’s concept
of social action—‘oriented to the past, present and expected action
of others’; Tonnies’s ‘relations of affirmation’, and Simmel’s
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concept of ‘sociation’, linked with the concerns of the American
pragmatists for consensus and communication, meant that sociology
became the study of relationships ‘which involve both mutual
recognition and the sense of something shared or held in common’.
In consequence, the realm of urban sociology was restricted to the
study of ‘community’, and ‘community’ became the world of
women and children. In assuming communities to be traditional
complexes of relations of natural will there was a refusal to acknow
ledge that ‘urbanization ought more logically to represent a peculiar
form of community formation rather than community destruction’.15
The exclusion of the issues of scarcity and power from inquiry
has had devastating consequences for the study of cities deriving
from the effective exercise of power in the centralization of resources,
and themselves creating a new scarcity, land.
British urban sociology
At the time Glass published her critique of the parochialism of
domestic urban sociology (1962), and advocated a convergence
between the study of urban diffusion and the sociology of develop
ment, there was full acceptance of the ecological tradition as the
basis for urban studies. Glass’s critique was itself premised on the
assumption that the urban was denoted by a contrast with the rural,
as environment, which in a long-developed society had become a
trivial distinction. As she acknowledged, ‘it is the regional distinctions
which are clearly noticeable at first acquaintance, it is the class
distinctions which are param ount’. U rban sociology in an urbanized
society had become an irrelevant pursuit, and instead attention had
to be turned to ‘cities both as instances of and contributors to social
change’.16
Subsequently, however, there has been a reorientation of British
urban sociology towards the study of the urban community as a
politically defined arena of conflict within which competing interests
dispute the allocation of a limited range of resources. These resources
include urban space and environment, and the full range of com
munity services. The statement ‘there is a class struggle over the use
of houses, and . . . this class struggle is the central process of the
city as a social unit’,17 deriving from a study of race relations in the
twilight zone of Birmingham, became the reorienting principle for
urban studies in the Welfare State.
The starting point for Rex’s designation of housing classes had
been the observation of the differences in access to resources of
housing and education facilities, between immigrant workers and
their local counterparts. Seemingly equivalent status in the labour
force did not open up the same opportunities for the two groups in
6
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the urban context because of housing policies, which, directly or
indirectly, gave preference to the established and local households.
There seemed, therefore, grounds for a distinction between the class
struggle deriving from workplace relations and that emerging in the
conflict over housing space within the city. In particular the local
working class had gained access to housing of a standard incom
patible with their control over the means of production, while the
immigrant worker was excluded from new housing and restricted
to the twilight areas. There is here a recognition that access to
community resources, what Castells terms ‘collective consumption’,
does not derive straight from the relationships of production.
The themes indicated by Rex for urban sociology—that of the
allocation and use of scarce resources in the urban environment, and
the constraints operative in the urban system—have been amplified
by Pahl. Urban sociology becomes the sociology of constraint: ‘The
basic framework for urban sociology is then the pattern of con
straints which operates differentially in given localities.’18
Marked inequalities in claim over investment into community
resources have meant unevenness in their distribution; this, taken
together with the tax of distance, has meant differential access to
facilities by different groups in society. A low level of command
over space, that is, an income too low to open up access to a wide
range of community facilities, imposes yet another handicap on the
poor in society. Urban sociology has to focus on the politics of the
allocation of collective resources in space. In particular, attention is
to be directed towards the system managers, the local technocrats
and social gatekeepers, who mediate in the allocative processes of
the ‘socio-spatial or socio-ecological system.’19
Clearly the sociological tradition associated with Weber, whose
themes are those of inequality, class, power and conflict, has replaced
the alternative tradition on which ecology and community studies
had been based. The small-scale focus on neighbourhood and
domestic life castigated by Glass in earlier urban studies is dropped
in favour of political analysis o f the urban community as a social
system defined through the conflict over resources that are intrinsic
to that locality—its land and property. Although the parameters
for class conflict are prescribed nationally, the city remains an arena
for struggle in so far as these resources are allocated locally. A local
social unit, or community, is therefore defined by conflict, not con
sensus, a political struggle in which local resources are the subject
of negotiation and threat and temporary truces, and in which the
professions’ intervention may be crucial. The city is no longer the
autonomous community-association as defined by Weber, but, as
at Birmingham, there is demonstrably a local social unit which has
meaning for its inhabitants through its being a material resource.
7
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The British sociologists, therefore, would claim a middle ground
between Weber’s rejection of the urban community as a unit of
sociological interest, and the ecologists’ dismissal of society beyond
the urban limits as irrelevant to urban analysis. They acknowledge
the impact of nationally determined policies for intervention into
local markets, and yet refuse to overlook the particular circum
stances of allocation of resources in the community. In a measure
a balance is held between the local and the national, and between the
premise of class as the base category of existence, and that of
community, or place.
And yet, in reacting against the aimlessness, and possible triviality
of the community studies initiated by the Chicago School, an un
necessarily restrictive approach may have been adopted. This
sociology of constraint, with its emphasis on material conditions
and indices of inequality in life chances, loses sight o f ‘the interactions
of men’s experience’,20 the world of the men in the street. The main
emphasis has been on the distribution of resources and facilities at
the interface between the ecological and political systems; that is, it
has been directed towards those who control or allocate rather than
those who experience such control. Should we not be looking
closer at the ways in which people, not planners, adapt, respond to,
and make use of their community? There is a greater emphasis on
the system, and its management, than on the men and women
within it. We need to bring the people back in, to deal with ‘the
specific way [they] enter into these definite social and political
relations’. Although the situations in which individuals must act
are predefined for them in situations of constraint, they must realize
the situation in their actions, apprehend on their own terms the
action possible in given circumstances.
But British sociologists cannot yet escape the charge of parochial
ism. The use of systems analysis is indicative: there is an inference
that the urban system may set the parameters for explanation as it
did for the Chicago School. Halsey’s comment, ‘There is no city
which is either autonomous or internally homogeneous. It cannot be
the analytical unit for all life chances’,21 indicates the unease pre
valent among sociologists. Moreover, the concern is still with
domestic issues—poverty in the inner cities, race in the twilight
areas, community development in the inner cities, the failure of the
local executives in their professionalism to redress inequality on the
ground. But all these questions are issues which must raise further
questions about national policies for investment and growth, and
the metropolitan society’s command over international resources.
This is particularly so in the case of housing. The personal world
of home and family life is at the mercy of international swings
of fortune in that policies for housing expenditure are governed
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by national status in world markets. The most im portant of
‘urban infrastructural investment’ issues is not in this respect
‘urban’.
What is lacking is a working theory based on a historical analysis
of the British experience of urbanization which, necessarily, must
relate diverse urban communities to their sources of capital and
supply. Urbanization means dependence—on other workers, on
other centres, and the hinterland of nation and world society. It
also means dominance, as resources, capital and labour are drawn
into the centre—first from country to town, then from satellite
territory to metropolitan society, and concurrently from the towns,
to the metropolitan regions themselves. It is these relations of urban
community to nation and world society that have been left un
explored and yet it is these that must underpin any more localized
sociology. This investigation must proceed before ever internal
differentials in the allocation of resources are considered. And these
differences between places are not random, nor can their derivation
be ascertained by empirical inspection of their condition now: they
are firmly rooted in the specific relationship each local area has had,
and must have, to the national and international disposition of
capital, labour, control and resources, through time.
The theory o f metropolitan dominance
There is a widespread view in sociology that local studies are not a
legitimate method of sociological analysis, and in general Weber’s
argument is accepted. Loss of autonomy and completeness of social
experience, with mass urbanization and the growth of the nation
state, means that the latter forms a more relevant aggregate of
analysis. They are, however, to be used as ‘the source for overall
images of society . . . as reference points for doing other research,
and for . . . commentaries on society at large’.22 A survey of family
life in Hull therefore has wider applicability, and a community
study in Bethnal Green has findings generalizable to ‘working-class
families’ irrespective of their local circumstances. The local variations
in resources, environment, opportunities and culture within the
society are disregarded. And yet in any examination of the British
experience of urbanization, it is easy to demonstrate how each place
has had a special occupational history, and has stood in a specific
relationship to ‘society’ throughout its life cycle. The uneven
distribution of the resources of labour and capital has meant wide
variations in the conditions of existence, in experience, and in
culture. Some of these differences in culture are subtle—as between
Manchester and Leeds; others are brutal, as from Glasgow to
Surrey. The specific and regional cultures of Britain have maintained
9
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a relative autonomy despite the small size of the country and the
centralization of authority.
It is all too readily assumed that we live in mass societies in which
local differentials in culture are survivals, soon to be obliterated,
and not societies which might better be analysed in terms of metro
politan dominance and provincial dependency, in which pre-existing
variations deriving from the relational position of one community
vis-a-vis the others are continually being reactivated. Even in a
country as compact and highly centralized as Britain, the continual
recreation of locally-based cultures cannot be overlooked—the
‘Mersey Beat’ from Liverpool, the gangs of the Glasgow housing
estates, Welsh and Scottish nationalism, Geordie pride and trucu
lence—the peripheral regions and provincial communities outside
the Golden Circle of metropolitan England are generating cultures
as pervasive as those from the heart of metropolis—whether West
Indian Reggae, Cockney skinheads or Hampstead socialism. If
culture is taken to be ‘a system of concepts which stand in symbolic
relationship to our experience, as well as fashion it for us’,23 then it
must be considered in the context of the differential opportunities
for social experience derived from the shifting relationship between
peripheral community and metropolitan centre—between localism,
or provincialism, and (national) hegemony.
The idea of metropolitan dominance is not new, but the use made
of it by Frank24 is. Stein had revived the term (attributable to Park)
to denote the impact of urbanization, industrialization and bureau
cratization on the communities of America, but he uses it within
the context of the mass society theme.25 But for Frank, strongly
influenced by the experience of Latin America post-war, dominance
from the centre becomes the process by which the peripheral
communities are restructured; concurrently, the centre, metropolis
is itself transformed. He sums up his own thesis as: ‘That in chain
like fashion the contradictions of expropriation/appropriation and
metropolis/satellite polarization totally penetrate the underdeveloped
world creating an internal structure of underdevelopment.’26
(Emphasis mine.)
N ot a quiet disintegration of the world into an amorphous un
differentiated penumbra to the metropolitan centre, but a polariz
ation which is replicated down the chain of expropriation, world,
national, provincial, local—at each level, there is a community
which replicates the contradictions of capitalism. The global relations
of imperialism are recreated with increasing intimacy as beads of a
chain from world metropolis to remote hamlet. And at the same time,
metropolis and satellites are in a state of tension and antagonism as
metropolitan centre draws further away from provincial community.
Frank poses the same political issues so tortuously considered by
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Tonnies. But whereas Tonnies could only foresee the dissolution
of the older social groupings, including local communities, and their
substitution by the institutions of the modern state centred on the
metropolis,27 Frank’s model embraces the re-creation, not the
dissolution of community formations, and reverses the impulse of
change from centre (metropolis), to periphery (rural-satellite-province).
However, only the looseness with which Frank employs his master
terms ‘surplus expropriation/appropriation’ and ‘metropolis/satel
lite polarization’ allows him to speak both of spatial relations and
the relations between social classes in the same terminology. This
weakness was early seized on by Mexican critics, and it can rightly
be argued that ‘the collapsing of social relations and spatial relations
into the same vocabulary denotes a lack of concreteness, or in other
words, that a substantial residue remains to be properly explained’.28
Equally, the flaccidity of the analogy of colonization and under
development, as used by, for instance, Clark and Carmichael for
the black ghetto, has subsequently been exposed by writers as
diverse as Oppenheimer and Tabb.29 Unlike a typical colony, the
ghetto has no existence prior to capitalist urbanization, and no
possibility of territorial control. The appeal is emotive; the designa
tion of the ghetto as colony impedes progressive analysis of the
context by which blacks are bound to limited neighbourhoods in
the cities.
And if the language of dominance/dependency, metropolitan/
provincial polarization is to be carried from the experience of the
underdeveloped world back into the metropolitan societies, which
superficially at least has attractions for insurgent planners, further
correctives may have to be enjoined. There is another argument,
which can be validated by the many community studies undertaken
by sociologists in both America and Europe. The centralization of
control over resources in the exercise of dominance from the centre,
prevents awareness of this wider social reality, in that capital and
control both become invisible hands, not evident in everyday
experience. Metropolitan dominance in Britain, at least, has acted
to truncate the locally-based provincial class system, and so for the
antagonisms of class are substituted the small-scale gradations of
provincialism. The head of the local status ladder is seen as the head,
and his position is seen to be realizable, in that many of the present
occupants of a high position in the local status hierarchy are known
to have had humble origins. And so an image of boundless oppor
tunity is built up. Only in rare instances has the expropriation been
live, as in the nineteenth-century Oldham described by Foster or
mid-twentieth-century Featherstone,30 and a sense of common iden
tity overwhelmed these claims of status. In fact the global antago
nisms cannot be replicated. The local class structures are only pallid
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versions of the global antagonisms, and so status becomes more
real than class.
In metropolis the argument must be turned. As Williams, echoing
Simmel, writes:31
In the twentieth century, metropolitan experience has been
dominant. Yet no city, no metropolis is a thing in itself.
W hat the modern city concentrates, both physically and in its
dimensions of experience, is still a society, a whole society
which in fact extends beyond the city even while it is
dominated by it.
At the very least this indicates that in studying the cosmopolitan
existences of metropolis, the immediate reality with which one is
confronted is insufficient as explanation. To paraphrase, the appear
ance of things does not signify their real being. The slum populations
of the world cities are in no better position to understand the
circumstances of their expropriation than their provincial counter
parts. For example, Stedman Jones’s analysis of the casual poor
shows how socialism failed to take root in nineteenth-century
London. London did not lead the social revolution, but lost the
initiative to the provinces—places on the periphery such as Glasgow,
South Wales and the N orth East. He concludes, ‘The law of uneven
development had worked cruelly against its creators.’32 In the
language of Althusser, the economic dialectic is never active in the
pure state. ‘The contradiction between capital and labour is never
simple, but always specified by the historically concrete forms and
circumstances in which it is exercised.’33
Analysis of the national society in terms of the differential alloca
tion of resources brought about by the exercise of control from the
central metropolis shows that this contradiction will not be uniformly
experienced within the one society. That is, class consciousness will
not have the same dimensions from one community to another, and
classes can never be national phenomena. So the comparative study
of communities within the national society is vital to the under
standing of class formations, and cannot be dismissed as secondary
to the study of the relations of exploitation between classes.
The comparative study o f settlements
Since the pioneer work of Christaller, and its elaboration by Losch,34
the concept of ‘hierarchy’ has been integral to locational studies in
geography and planning. Order, both in the distribution and
ranking of settlements, within a region, is seen as inherent, indeed
rational, to the conduct of society, in that activities must necessarily
be centralized; accessibility determines the level of control, or
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INTRODUCTION

‘service’, a given settlement provides. To a geographer, therefore, the
uneven distribution of resources between communities and their
discrepant growth rates comes as no surprise. Marxism, however,
has not yet, except incidentally, been concerned with this dimension
of inequality within societies. The refreshing quality of Frank’s
statements is that there is an acknowledgment of a spatial component
to inequality, and an attempt, however opportunist this may be
judged, to assimilate technically correct observations of spatial
inequalities within societies to a Marxist theory of uneven development.
From this orientation it is possible to reopen the debate as to the
continuance of comparative studies of settlements with the following
suggestions:
(i) In principle no distinction need be drawn between metropolis,
towns and villages: they are all local clusters which present
their members with certain conditions of existence and bases
of experience, and whose history is made up of their inter
dependence one with another. Urban sociology then becomes
a specialism in the wider context of settlement studies.
(ii) A comparative, specific, and concrete methodology in which
the position of the particular community formation in the
total productive process is taken as the starting point should
be adopted. Local communities are to be studied as definite
articulations of the social structure, contexts specific in their
life chances, their class systems, their forms of political
association, and their cultures, but always in terms of
their relational situation in a ‘field’ or matrix of other
settlements.
(iii) This matrix of settlements is not random, nor are the varia
tions between places beyond scientific analysis. Factors of
geography, the distribution of the raw materials of economic
activity, for example water, coal, oil and relationships of
proximity, as for instance between the Thames Estuary and
Europe, cannot be discounted. But neither can the control
and centralization of resources from specific urban centres
throughout history. For this reason it is suggested that a
unifying theme for the study of communities could be that
of uneven development or, more specifically, metropolitan
dominance.
(iv) As the basis for a typology, it is suggested that the dimensions
of ‘dominance’ and ‘dependence’, ‘metropolitan’ and ‘pro
vincial’, be explored. While cities comprise our society, in
that in the developed world urbanization has become the
way of life, any one city is not society; some local communities
are wholly dependent, others exercise dominance while
themselves dominated.
13

INTRODUCTION

As local studies proceed, the need for a typology becomes in
creasingly evident. To take two examples: the housing class model
advanced by Rex and Moore in Birmingham, and the criticisms
made by Dennis of planning and housing policy in Sunderland.35
The Birmingham model is not only questionable within its own
context but cannot be extended to other places where immigrants
were confronted with rather different housing situations, as in either
London or Bradford, and have had sharply contrasting opportunities
for occupational mobility subsequently. And what happened in
Sunderland was in a measure special to the depressed industrial
towns of the peripheral regions. National housing policies were being
implemented by professional groups whose criteria for judgment
came from metropolitan standards of living, and were being applied
to a population in a region whose income levels were only 80 per
cent of those in the South East. Dennis’s failure to place Sunderland
in the national context weakens his own analysis,36 in that the
professions arbitrating over the future of the inner districts of the
town are made to seem whimsically arbitrary and personally cul
pable, and not as furthering the hegemony of the directive centre.
Equally, the local politicians’ attempts to redress the region’s
long-standing inequalities of opportunity and living conditions in
face of persistent and bland neglect from national elites, got no
credit.
It is not hard to make a preliminary identification of the metro
politan centres of the developed world. They are all characterized
by high rates of economic growth, from which derive labour short
ages, inward migration, pressure on housing, transitional zones, or
temporary housing, and large-scale commercial development
backed by massive state investment in transportation. In all respects
they are different from the provincial communities of, say, northern
England, south-west France, or the southern states of the USA
whose low rate of economic growth gives rise to a labour surplus
evidenced in their unemployment rates, and the outward migration
of their young adults. Population levels may actually fall, housing
markets are depressed; the problems are those of environmental
neglect, and under-use of the human potential of the local society.
These, however, are the symptoms, and some kind of measure
ought to be found for dependency, as distinct from interdependency.
As this crucial analytical problem remains unresolved even for the
national economies of Latin America and the Caribbean,37 it is
virtually impossible to make a definite categorization for entities
(cities, city-regions), which neither control their own revenue nor
set up the priorities for expenditure. Obviously questions should be
directed towards measuring the strength of local linkages in the
area’s economy: are, for instance, new industries being financed
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locally; is there a local commodity exchange, as in the height of
M anchester’s command over the cotton trade; is existing industry
reliant on policy directives from head office elsewhere; in what
respects is the local economy self-generating . . . ? Similarly, it might
be possible to make estimations of the net outflow of ‘the surplus’
from given regions, or even areas within an urban region. But it is
plausible that in a metropolitan society the most depressed and
seemingly underdeveloped regions might well demonstrate the
greatest economic autarchy, and net inflows of capital in the form
of subsidy and welfare benefits. In fact these become almost academic
questions in an economy where land itself is no more than a counter
in the transactions of the major financial institutions, and the
multinational and national corporations move almost at will across
the territorial board.
Glass, in her review article of 1955, argued for, first, ‘a systematic
outline of recent and present urban Britain, of the variations in
urban conditions—in environment, institutions, and society’, and
second, a ‘concern for the general contours of urbanism’.38 On the
first account, there has been an accumulation of raw data in planning
studies and historical monographs, but without any attempt to
pull them together into the comparative study she sought. For the
latter, the contributions have come from writers outside academic
sociology.39 Both the culture of cities, and the prevailing attitudes
to the modern big city, have been ignored in the search for more
positive models of urban development. And yet the debate as
between ‘dependency’ and ‘interdependency’ needs to be discussed
with reference to the extent of penetration of the local and regional
cultures of Britain by the culture of the dominant bourgeoisies of
the national metropole, i.e. that which Wirth denoted ‘urbanism’.
Experience of, and knowledge about, the peripheral regions of
Britain shows that there is only a limited acquiescence in the metro
politan way of life, and its criteria for private consumption, public
investment and commercial development policies. At a very obvious
level, fashions originating in the metropolis are adapted to local
conventions, and some are never adopted at all. In a measure the
same applies to local government and local firms, whose investment
policies may be governed by local and personal considerations.
‘Provincialism’ has come to mean this localism and detachment
from metropolitan life. The local community comes to have its own
scales of deference and esteem, built up on a wide range of local
associations, and buttressed by the local media, and there is a
widespread but tacit rejection of the metropolitan way of life. The
active resentment of metropolitan control, expressed inthe nationalist
movements of Scotland, Wales or Brittany, is symptomatic of the
failure of the persuasive hegemony of the metropolis.
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As in 1955 it is evident that a major cleavage in British society is
that between the provinces and the metropolitan South East, one
which, moreover, is articulated politically, and may well be met by
devolution of administrative powers by the state. For the mass of
the people, the routine and quiet satisfaction of provincial life is far
removed from the restless cosmopolitanism and search for novelty,
as well as the assurance of the metropolitan existence:
in the Golden Circle they are aware, and they know that
everyone else is aware, however much some of the provincials
may scoff at the idea, that here the national pace is set, and
the national trends formed . . . the people living here are part
of the exclusive set-up.40
The chief value of Frank’s approach to Latin American develop
ment for local studies in the metropolitan societies, is that it refutes,
finally, the u rb an -ru ral distinction on which the ecological theories of
the city were premised, and indicates an alternative basis for com
munity categorization. There may be a distinction between rural
province and dominant metropolis but it is one that derives from the
economic and political connections between the two, rather than
their ecological characteristics. The artificial dualism perpetuated in
the idea of urban and rural sociologies cannot be m aintained: far
more important is the metropolitan-provincial distinction. Cities
depend for their being on a network of activities that far transcend
the boundaries of the urban settlement. They are ‘the initiating and
controlling centres of economic, political, and cultural life that have
drawn the most remote communities of the world into their orbit,
and woven diverse areas, peoples, and activities into a cosmos’.41
On this argument, urban sociology exists in an ‘urbanized’ society
as ‘urbanization’ is never complete. The whole society is not uni
formly urbanized, and communities have differential experience of
the contradictions of expropriation and centralization. The tradi
tional concepts of urban sociology take on a new complexion:
‘urbanism’ can be considered as the culture of the metropolis, and
‘ruralism’ is associated with ‘provincialism’, i.e. detachment and
exclusion from metropolitan life. Urbanization can be considered
either as the transformation of places as their status in the matrix
of communities is altered, or, alternatively, as the incorporation of
groups in society into the way of life of the controlling metropolis,
and their acquiescence in the hegemony of those interests dominant
in the metropolitan centre.
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part one
The British experience

By 1900 the British elite had already lived with mass urbanization
for a full century. This was then a rare experience, for no other
society had undergone so marked a shift in way of life. But only as
satisfaction in the new dispensation clouded in the last decades of
the century were there purposeful moves towards the organization
of the swollen towns. For guidance the urban bourgeoisie and the
new middle classes turned to the Americans, French and Germans,
all of whom had less familiarity with urban problems, but who
already had taken initiatives in directing capital resources into
unprofitable urban infrastructure. The characteristic features of
British urban policy in the twentieth century—restrictions on the
growth of existing towns, the encouragement of suburban develop
ment, controlled rebuilding of old urban districts, all without direct
intervention by central government—took shape in the period
before the First World War. In the decades 1890-1913, the ruling
elite of the most urbanized society in the world were impelled to
take stock of their towns, and the failures of private capital in their
construction and maintenance.
The balance struck between the state as central government, its
agencies the local authorities, and private investors, was, however,
peculiar to Britain. The very earliness of mass urbanization, the
relative isolation of urban aggregates, and their independence of
existing concentration of power and wealth, had resulted in a diversity
of communities resistant to direction by central government based
on London. Arrangements for local government had to take account
of these interests and attitudes. In the same manner, state inter
vention over investment into land or buildings had to respect
existing arrangements for the circulation of capital. State control
over urbanization in Britain has, therefore, been indirect, standard
ization of policy slow, and a considerable diversity retained. Although
17
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this is in statistical terms an urbanized society and in law subject
to remarkable centralization, past experience and present practice
contribute to a notable unevenness of development.
Urban sociology in Britain has its origins in the same period as the
consolidation of policies for urban development by government.
Traditionally it has been concerned with the environmental aspects of
Welfare State policy, i.e. housing and land-use planning, and the
issues for debate have reflected the shifting consensus as to the scope
and directions of state intervention into development decisions. Of
necessity, therefore, a discussion of British urbanization must
embrace its urban sociology. It would be misleading to extract the
academic discussion from this political context for the latter has
given the vocabulary as well as the subject m atter of urban sociology.
Its frequent blandness of language and lack of specificity in analysis,
which the account in this section reflects, are indicative of its role
in this governing consensus. Its weaknesses are of more than
academic significance.
As this section presents British urban sociology as integral to the
response by the ruling elite to the problems experienced in the towns,
the conventional headings—suburbs, slum, twilight area, housing,
urban renewal, planning—have been used. These have been the
debating issues of urban policy in this society. From this it should
not be inferred that they are the basis for any future development
of urban sociological study. As the language of liberalism and the
Welfare State fall into disuse a different range of issues—industrial
investment, labour migration, community politics, as well as
questions of class and class culture, language and ideology—will
come to the fore. A programme for the development of either
urbanization or urban sociology in Britain cannot be derived from
this survey of experience over the last century.
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1 The British experiment "

1 Uneven development in cities and regions
There are in Britain, as in other developed societies, marked regional
distinctions. One in particular is conspicuous, that between the
stagnant economies of the provinces—Scotland, Wales, South West
and N orthern England—and the prosperity of the Midlands and
South East. It is as noticeable in British society as the cleavages
between slums and suburbs; of greater salience perhaps than the
familiar division between town and country. The major differentials
in way of life apparent between these two zones extend to the towns.
Just as the countryside has been remodelled over the centuries to
meet the requirements of international trade and urban markets,
so now existing urban settlements in the provinces find their econo
mic basis removed, reorganized or replaced, their fabric neglected
or restructured, and their population induced into alternative forms
of commodity production. ‘Urban’ as a category of experience pales
in significance as relations of dependency assume new patterns.
In any assessment of British society in the past ten years certain
geographical changes are evident for which there is no adequate
sociological language. There has been a decentralization of pro
ductive activity from the major metropolitan regions, a devolution
of administrative control from the capital, and a general deconcen
tration of population. New areas are subject to development pressures
in the search for alternative sources of energy and raw materials,
ever distant country districts are being penetrated for homes, for
holidays and for work, detached from the major centres, and
formerly remote regions are being reindustrialized. Underdevelop
ment has become a resource, as in Latin America. Cheap labour,
cheap land, minimal congestion costs, and living conditions which
attract the managerial class precisely because they do not raise
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issues of the ‘urban problematic’ are the inducements to capital
investment away from established urban centres. Peripheral com
munities outside the metropolitan regions, some subject to persistent
neglect for a half century, some longer, now find themselves, their
labour force and their resources, reappropriated.
Urbanization, in the sense o f concentration of productive activity
into densely populated settlements, was an im portant phase in the
transformation of agrarian Europe into capitalism. The antagonism
between industrial or commercial town and the countryside was in
the nineteenth century stark; day-to-day experience of work,
housing, social life, political opportunity, confirmed the impact of
the towns on old ways of life. The European sociologists could
therefore argue that there had been a major break with the past (so
shifting attention from class formation to the retrieval of com
munity), and postulate a dualism between town and country.
Urbanization was to become the shorthand symbol for the impact of
capitalism as a fully developed mode of production on social and
political life. ‘The ideas [of town and country] mediate human
interests and purposes for which there is no other immediately
available vocabulary.’1
For example, in the writings of Tonnies, it is clear that he used
forms of community organization—village, town, metropolis—as
illustration of the underlying reorientation of social relations. The
rural/urban distinction located his argument, but on his prediction
‘the rural organization is doomed to dissolution’,2 its usefulness
would soon be outlived. A generation previously Marx and Engels
had also singled out the town/country separation as ‘The greatest
division of material and mental labour . . . here first became manifest
the division of the population into two great classes . . . the antagon
ism of town and country . . . is the most crass expression o f the
subjection of the individual under the division o f labour’,3 but had
related it to specific class relations at a moment of history. The town
signified the beginning of property having its basis in labour and
exchange.
Urbanization once seemed an inexorable process: once traditional
sanctions on rural migration had broken down governments were
powerless to stem the movement from the land to the towns. The
most decisive edicts against new building in the major cities were
disregarded by all classes. The concentration of population and
centralization of activity associated with the development of capitalist
society were seen as inherent to the new mode of production, and
not to be checked by direction, or reform in administration. So
thought Marx and Engels, hence the exhortation to achieve the
proletarian revolution before ‘the abolition of the antithesis between
town and country’.4
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To those familiar with the capital cities of Western Europe, or its
new manufacturing centres, in the nineteenth century, this was a
natural conclusion. Urban growth was traumatic, for both rulers
and ruled. The stagnation, even decline, of smaller centres could be
overlooked, and interruptions in the previous expansion of the large
cities disregarded. Now, however, it is the interruptions, the changing
relationships between towns and cities that intrigue. Growth no
longer impresses, the inevitability of urbanization is in doubt. Is it
strictly accurate to speak of ‘the accelerating concentration of the
means of production . . . monopolistic state capitalism . . . progres
sively concentrating large masses of the population . . . establishing
vast communal units to organize daily life’?5 Empirical evidence
from most developed societies can be assembled to demonstrate the
converse: the deconcentration of productive units and the associated
aggregates of population, and the reforming of the ‘vast communal
units’ on a more personal scale.
The voices of dissent to this ‘urban view of history’ come from the
regions. There it is apparent that concentration in control of produc
tive forces in society does not necessarily entail centralization in
location. A new industrial plant, a government office removed from
the primate city, may generate renewed development in a peripheral
region without any diminution in the web of controls radiating from
corporation headquarters of central office. The spatial analogies in
sociological vocabulary—hierarchy, lower/upper, centralization,
centre/periphery, convergence, centrifugal/centripetal—have con
fused the debate so that issues of social structure have been subsumed
in questions of geographical location. From a regional vantage there
is no question as to the maintained concentration of power in the
metropolitan centres, hence the efflorescence of nationalist move
ments, but equally the impact of development in the peripheral
regions is inescapable. The environmental issues, the planning
pressures, the social problems, and political movements, the turmoil
in the social map of the region and its intellectual world all demand
systematic investigation. Regional rather than urban issues come
to the fore; in ideas, as in politics, the dominance of the metropolis
is challenged.
Given the sensitivity of regional populations to the proclaimed
hegemony of the metropolitan centres, it is not surprising that
there has been a resistance to received wisdom in the social sciences,
and a search for alternative vocabularies in which to articulate the
changing situation. The dissatisfaction general among students of
academic economics, geography, planning, politics or sociology, in
this context, has been focused on development studies, in particular
the neo-Marxist theories derived from experience of societies with
apparently similar development issues, i.e. Latin America. Depen21
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dency theory, as expressed by Frank in his statements on under
development, was derived in reaction to the subordination of the
Latin America economies to those of the imperialist nations, and
was advanced to explain both the distortions in their pattern of
economic development and the nature and balance of political power
in the subcontinent. The aspect of Frank’s statements which has
been seized on is that of the relationship of metropolis to province,
one which is replicated in a chain of exploitation within the regions
and subregions of a country, prevents autonomous development, and
aggravates economic stagnation, the ‘development of under
development’.6
Superficially at least, there are tempting comparisons between
developed and underdeveloped societies. Most of the former show
marked internal disparities in development between one dominating
region and its satellite regions: France, Italy, Japan, USA, are in this
respect similar to Brazil or Nigeria. But this observation is no more
than recognition that in all these societies the national elites are
concentrated in regions appreciably more prosperous than the rest
of the country. Frank’s own statements were grounded in a careful
examination of historical material especially for Brazil and Chile.
They are to be understood as ‘a specific aspect, or a mentally
dissected part of a historically concrete of existing bourgeois
society’.7 His arguments as to the further economic and political
development of regions within these satellite states can be extended
only with difficulty to a society, Britain, with a much longer, and
more intricate, history. The British Isles were once on the very edge
of the developed world, and yet they achieved dominance over
international markets and independent industrialization. Remote
provinces became the industrial power houses of the world despite
the concentration of capital in London and the opposition of
agrarian capitalist and industrial bourgeoisie. Many of the con
spicuous strands in political, scientific and intellectual life took
shape and colour in the provinces. It is arguable that the hegemony
of the metropolis was broken in the nineteenth century and has
never been reassumed. And in this century centralization of power
has not prevented economic diversification elsewhere and with it
renewed political challenges to the state. At the very least the thesis
of metropolitan dominance needs to be examined closely against the
historical evidence.
Development studies, like all area studies, have an eclectic
quality. Not only have the conventional distinctions between the
social sciences in subject m atter been disregarded, so that elements
of anthropology, sociology, economics, geography and politics are
all pressed into service, but the theories around which these disci
plines have been built have been pulled apart to be reassembled in
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unfamiliar ways. Frank’s own critique of sociological theory is well
known; there are also restatements of classical economics from the
West Indies,8 of academic geography from N orth East England
and elsewhere.9 Marxism has met the same fate. Perhaps because
‘straight’ Marxism was only indirectly concerned with most of the
issues of regional (and urban) studies, perhaps in reaction to its
metropolitan characteristics, Marxist categories of analysis have not
been arbitrarily adopted. The quest for an n + 1 science once met
by sociology, now frequently by Marxism, is answered in develop
ment studies by a patchwork quilt of concepts, theories, empirical
studies and polemic. It is doubtful whether a ‘political economy of
cities and regions’ is a sufficiently precise specification of what is
required to confer scientific status on area studies.
Since the era of Ricardo, Malthus or von Thunen, regional
questions have been missing in ‘political economy’. (The tremendous
attraction of Henry George’s book, Poverty and Progress, may well
have been its novelty in relating popular concern about land to
economic distress and political discontent.) And few academics now
would have the audacity to tackle such wide-embracing questions
as the consequences of regional disparities in use of resources and
rate of growth for the economic development and political institu
tions of a society. Conversely, how could one relate regional dis
parities in development to a society’s social structure and its status
in the international economy? And yet it is questions of this level of
generality and range to which answers are sought. Modern scholar
ship is more cautious, its field of study more circumscribed than
that of writers such as Semple or Mackinder whose interests were
in continents not islands, the comparison of societies not regions
and cities.
Despite the interest of the Chicago School in the urban region as
the natural area for study, sociologists subsequently have paid little
attention to regional questions. Formality in conception allowed
urban groupings to be lifted out of their regional matrix and pre
occupation with issues of the environment emphasized the pheno
menal distinction of urban and rural. The synthesis sought in
regional studies was in methodological terms alien to the analysis
directed by the sociologist at the city. The learned quasi-metaphysical
appeal of the former has had short shrift from zealous students of
urban systems. If the city has, in sociological concept, become
detached from the region, equally urbanization has been treated as
a process quite apart from issues of regionalism.
It is the contention here that the sequence and form of urbanization
in Britain can only be discussed in the framework of a political
economy of regional development. That there is a definite sequence
to urbanization in this society cannot be in dispute: the contrasts
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between the medieval landscape of small towns, the three centuries,
c. 1500-1800, in which London was the only large city, the reversal
of the rural urban balance in the nineteenth century, and the ebbs
and flows of investment between regions and their centres this
century, are accepted features of Britain’s historical geography. The
relationship of this sequence to the development of a mode of
production and its class relationships is the field for debate. ‘Political
economy’ has been construed too narrowly: in the hands of Adam
Smith, or Ricardo, it was the master science: in the hands of Marx
it was a sociology in the best sense of that word. To restrict discussion
to the role of the state in the allocation of the surplus is to accept
the liberal democratic definition of the realm of politics in a mixed
economy/Welfare State.
Metropolitan dominance
In medieval times England was neither a developed nor an urbanized
society: it stood on the periphery of the main trade routes between
Europe and the East: its principal export was raw wool to the
manufacturing centres of Netherlands and Italy, and its imports
were principally luxury commodities. The towns were small, primitive
places, with few substantial buildings, limited trade connections,
and a provincial outlook. The organization and prosperity of the
cities of the Hanseatic League were absent, as was the cosmopolitan
vitality of the Italian city states. By 1377 it is estimated that London
had a population of 35,000, while that of York, the second city,
was 11,000. And although London had been the country’s first city
for 300 years, it accounted for less than 2 per cent of the then
population of 2 millions.10 The overwhelming predominance of
London in the national economy was to come later, in the sixteenth
century.
After 1500 London’s growth dominated the internal balance of
trade and capital accumulation. By 1600 the city’s population was
estimated to have been over 200,000, in a national population of
some 3.5 millions, i.e. some 5.5 per cent of the total. By 1700 the
estimates indicate a population of 550,000, something like 9 per
cent of the national total. By 1801, then resident in the capital city,
described by contemporaries as ‘The metropolis of England, at once
the Seat of Government, and the Greatest Emporium in the known
world’,11 were about 12 per cent of the population of England and
Wales. The only comparable city in Europe was Paris, with a
population of some half a million, but in a nation whose population
was then three times that of England and Wales. And despite the
industrialization of the provinces throughout the nineteenth century,
London’s growth continued unabated, accounting for 15 per cent
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of the population in 1851, and 20 per cent in 1901. Nothing, it
seemed, could shake the supremacy of the national capital in which
wealth, power and prestige were concentrated.
W hat then happened in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries ?
London ‘took off’ with the consolidation of the nation-state under
the Tudors, the growth of foreign trade, particularly with the New
World, the tightening grip of London’s merchants and financiers on
that trade, and the increasing capitalization of agriculture. London
grew by plunder of the resources of the New World, absorption of
the primitive accumulation of the national territory through m ono
polies of trade, expropriation by the state, and the establishment of
London as the centre for conspicuous consumption. The opening up
of new markets for agriculture meant prosperity for some in the
countryside (evidenced in the substantial seventeenth-century farm
houses across the Midlands) and urban fortunes were lavished on
the great country houses, but existing urban centres were stifled by
London’s monopoly of trade, commerce and industry. Throughout
the sixteenth century accusations that London was causing ‘the
loss and decay of many [or most] of the ancient cities, corporate
towns and markets within this realm, by drawing them to herself
alone, say they, both of all trade of traffic by sea, and the retailing
o f wares and exercise of manual art also’,12 had been prevalent.
Even by 1500 the cloth trade was controlled by a monopolistic
corporation upheld by the state, the Merchant Adventurers, based
on London. A ‘distributive grid’ was set up across the country
bringing cloth to London for export. The traditional suppliers, the
towns, found their trade undercut by rural cloth manufactories set
up by the London cloth dealers; centralization on the national
capital was supplanting the older complementary ties of provincial
towns and local regions. Bindoff writes:13
But in this aggregate of local market patterns there was being
imposed a new national one, in which the provincial town was
replaced by a metropolis which took the whole country for its
province. Much of the economic and social—and not a little
of the political and religious—history of the Tudor century
can be written in terms of the growth of L ondon; of a London
which fed its vast population . . . from an ever-widening area
of the country, which called into existence new rural centres
of industry and doomed old urban ones, and whose wealth
brought the nation increasingly under its domination.
In this way a new balance was struck between town and country.
Instead of a reciprocity in exchange of goods and services on a local
basis, the economies of remote regions were reoriented to commodity
production for the London market—the woollen industry of the
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West Country, and coal-mining in the N orth East being the two
conspicuous examples.
Such a leap forward in one sector of the economy clearly meant
strains in the national society. London was absorbing a dispro
portionate share of the nation’s wealth, and for much of the seven
teenth century an estimated half of the national increase of popula
tion.14 The disruption in traditional society was greatest in the
South East: this region became the most heavily commercialized,
the most closely incorporated into the market economy focused on
London, and the least traditional in its attitudes, and was to become
the stronghold of modernism in the Civil War. It appears that the
areas of Parliamentary strength in that conflict were London itself,
the East, the Midlands, and the South East, while the N orth
and West were the strongholds for the Royalists. That is, the
areas closest to the metropolis were strongest against the Crown,
and those remotest, most drawn to support. Barrington Moore
comments15
the result is almost what one would expect in a society where
capitalist and generally more modern ways of thinking and
acting were forcing their way up through an older social
structure. This new world had its centre in London, from
which its influence radiated out most strongly to the South
and the East.
There was then evident a major antagonism, which was not that
between classes, nor between town and country, but between the
remote provinces and those regions subordinate to the major urban
centre. The first stages in the bourgeois revolution were forced
through by those most aware of the restrictions in their economic
activities by traditional authority, an authority which none the less
had secured the basis of economic modernization, and its corollary,
urbanization without industrialization.
The pattern set in the sixteenth century was not seriously altered
until the last quarter of the eighteenth century. New trading outlets,
particularly with the Americas—sugar and slaves—encouraged the
growth of the ports of Bristol and Liverpool ;16 the development of
industry in the provinces enabled new urban growth—by 1750 towns
such as Leeds, Bradford and Manchester were already sizeable
trading centres, and the general prosperity of the country had lifted
many existing towns out of their earlier stagnation. But the disjuncture between London and the provincial towns was still great—
in size if nothing else—and there was a great gulf between the wealth,
prosperity, wit and culture of the metropolis and the quiet selfsatisfaction of provincial life. And yet it was the provinces that were
to generate the new industries by which Britain’s supremacy in
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world markets was consolidated. The new industrial centres were
in areas remote from metropolitan influence, and developed on local
initiative and with local finance. So, for example, the mining,
engineering and cotton manufacturing industries of Oldham in the
first decades of the nineteenth century were dominated by a few
families with investment in local land.17 The importance o f cotton
in the industrial revolution was precisely its low capital requirements
—its machinery ‘could be installed, if need be piecemeal, by small
men who started off with a few borrowed pounds, for the men who
controlled the great accumulation of eighteenth-century wealth
were not greatly inclined to invest large amounts in industry’.18 The
great industrial towns developed apart from the national centre and
its ruling elites, without their financial support, or state backing.
Nineteenth-century urbanization
In 1801, 85 per cent of the population still lived in country districts:
it was industrialization and the development of the Victorian cities
of the N orth and Midlands which transformed the balance between
town and country, and brought the British population into the cities.
The reality of these industrial towns is with us yet: the factory
chimneys, industrial devastation in spoil-heap and subsidence,
square mile on mile of cramped terraced housing, and the proud
monuments to civic confidence and local pride. The reaction of
established opinion was puzzled, amazed, and in a measure hostile
to the barbarism of the new industry:19
the chimneys smoked, the ceaseless roar and mighty beat and
dizzying whirl of machinery, struggled and strove perpetually.
Senseless and purposeless were wood and iron and steam in
their endless labours; but the persistence of their monotonous
work was rivalled in tireless endurance by the strong crowds.
But ‘Manchester m an’ believed himself to be the equal if not the
better of his metropolitan equivalent. The new cities became focal
points of affection and loyalty, demonstrated in rivalry among them 
selves, and in antagonism to the claims of the national capital. In
their view the metropolis was a parasite on the national growth, its
cultural pretensions disputed, and interference in economic affairs
bitterly resented. In a measure initiative did slip from the metropolis:
wealth accrued to the new industrialists, finance and trade were not
so firmly centred in London—Manchester too had its stock exchange,
and controlled the country’s principal export industry, and the
political initiative of the provincial elites had to be reckoned with.
Kiernan raises the question of the long-term significance of the
geographical demarcation between the older and the newer ruling
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classes, and suggests that it ‘reflected a drawn battle or compromise
between them, an arrangement by which the millowners instead
of ousting the landowners allowed them to go on running much of
the State apparatus’,20 a demarcation which later in the century was
to be redrawn between provincial industrialists and London’s
financial plutocracy. If, earlier, Manchester and Birmingham
liberals had fought London’s Whig aristocracy, for political represen
tation and free trade, late century the battle lines were drawn
between conservatives seeking imperial protection for provincial
industries, against metropolitan liberals intent on maintaining
unlimited frontiers for trade and financial transactions: Chamberlain
from Birmingham was to oppose Rosebery, a Rothschild son-in-law.
The implication is that the predominance of the interests of finance
capital in the conduct of the economy in the closing years of the
Victorian era, and subsequently, has an underpinning in the long
standing hegemony of London.
As the profitability of manufacturing industry declined in the last
quarter of the nineteenth century, and London gathered control
over the money market, trade and the Press,21 there was a gravitation
to the capital of informed and critical opinion. Whereas in the early
years of the century it was to the new cities of the provinces they
had responded and recoiled, ‘Everywhere barbarous indifference,
hard egotism on the one hand, and nameless misery on the other’,22
later it was the metropolis which governed the attitudes of the
professional classes from which the intelligentsia was drawn.
London, with its tight-packed alleyways and courts, its crowds and
its unknown poor, was the source of moral conscience and political
turmoil, and not the factories and working people of the industrial
towns. Simon, working in London, had succeeded Chadwick as
the instigator of public health legislation,23 and the great social
survey of the end of the century was that initiated by Booth (a
Liverpool businessman drawn like so many others into London) in
1886. Whereas the models for new forms of environment had been
due to provincial initiative, now they came from the heart of London:
Owen’s vision at New Lanark, based on his experience of M an
chester’s turbulence and squalor, is superseded by that of Howard,
oriented to the colonization of a poverty-stricken countryside by
London’s poor. And Engels, fifty years on, had shifted his attention
and hopes for the future from the factory proletariat of Manchester
to the masses of East End London. ‘The revival of the East End of
London remains one of the greatest and most fruitful facts of this
“fin de siecle” .’24
The situation and condition of London in the nineteenth century,
economically and politically, merits consideration. There is the
seeming anomaly of the world’s major city (6.5 million in 1901),
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capital of the first industrial nation, which was itself largely non
industrialized, and had at its heart the greatest pool of unemployed
and underemployed in that nation. Economic activity in London
revolved round its role as the nation’s first port and major distri
bution centre, its position as the major single domestic market, and
its status as centre of court, government, and the administration and
control of the affairs of international trade and empire. The first of
these (taken together with the seasonality of building work) helps
to explain the significance of casual employment in the labour
market, quite unlike conditions in the factory towns; the latter
meant a demand for specialized rather than mass-produced goods.
Consequently at mid-century, in industrial terms, London was
primarily a finishing centre for consumption goods, clothing,
furniture, engineering, printing and precision equipment.25 StedmanJones estimates that in 1851 86 per cent of firms employed less than
ten men, only twelve concerns 300 or more.26 And even at the end of
the century less than 20 per cent of the industrial labour force could
be said to be in factories—the small workshop predominated. The
impact of industrialization in the N orth and the dissemination of
consumer goods by rail had meant the collapse of traditional London
industries, and the creation of conditions in which industry could
only survive by minimization of overheads—i.e. cutting of expendi
ture on fixed equipment—buildings and machinery, and on wages.
The infamies of outwork and the sweatshops documented by
Mayhew were the result.
Unlike the factory towns, therefore, where the social divisions
were only too apparent, and the motive power underlying these
divisions readily discernible, there was no such clear pattern to
London. The upper class viewed with contempt the pretensions of
the new middle classes, professional men, clerks, shopkeepers; the
latter knew little of the world of the artisans, still closely tied to
their workshops in the inner city, even less of the lives of the mass
of the casual poor. They were shocked and stirred by the revelations
of the missionary explorers to this underworld to their city. N or was
the productive basis to this phantasmagoria evident—no factory
chimneys and roar of industry; in their stead the paper transactions
in city offices, quiet conversations in the clubs, and the gentle move
ment of shipping on the Thames. It is not, therefore, surprising that
the problem of London was defined in traditional terms as that of
the ‘poor’, not the ‘working class’, and their plight was seen as
soluble through charity and enlightened guidance by the middle
classes. In Victorian London ‘for many of the middle class reformers,
the poor were—and are—a problem of restricted consumption, not
the failure of the productive machine to provide jobs’:27 with good
reason—there was no evident productive machine to the metropolis.
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Given these conditions it is surprising that Engels, while acknow
ledging the difference between the capital cities, the ports, the
manufacturing cities and the industrial towns, could write in 1844,
‘What is true of London, is true of Manchester, Birmingham,
Leeds, is true of all great towns. . . ,’28 Both in description of living
conditions, in selection of the factory proletariat as front runners
in the ‘social war’, he tacitly recognized the gulf between ‘the modern
manufacturing town’, epitomized in Manchester, and the established
centre of nation and empire. But by 1872, London, together with
Paris, are taken as the models of the ‘modern big city’.29 There is a
failure to distinguish between the urbanization that followed the
concentration of productive activity at railhead and canalside, and
that which accrued to the major centres of finance and commerce;
the centres of commodity production were only exceptionally seats
of bourgeois power. The significance of the gap in experience and
political awareness between the new factory proletariat of the
provinces and the submerged poor in a metropolitan economy
dominated by finance, trade, and the production of luxury commod
ities is not considered. The great mills, ironworks and coalpits of
the northern towns concentrated the working population of the whole
town in a tiny compass; there was no equivalent experience for
London.
With industrialization of the national economy, working con
ditions for the mass of London’s population had deteriorated
through the century, as had their housing conditions, and yet their
numbers continued to increase—this ‘urban residuum’ formed a
reserve army of labour as marginal to the society of the city as to its
economy. Their world was the world of the rookeries of central
London—St Giles, Holborn, Clerkenwell, Shoreditch, and the vast
extent of the East End, described by Park as the ‘most remarkable
of these cities within cities . . . of persons of the same social class’.30
How was it this huge labour pool was not utilized, why did London
continue to grow, why did it not ‘get on the industrial track’?
London was remote from the major sources of energy, the coal
fields, but it had imported coal from the N orth East for three
centuries; land was at a premium at the centre, but cheap on the
outskirts, as was evidenced by housing speculation throughout the
century; there were the advantages of a large market, large pool of
cheap labour, and the world’s major financial exchanges. Yet these
last two conditions were precisely those which impeded industrial
development. The financiers of London were notably disinterested
in industrial investment, and the very presence of a seemingly
inexhaustible labour supply was a deterrent, in these circumstances,
to mechanization and factory production. There is therefore the
paradox of small-scale workshop production, operating on minimal
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fixed capital, in the financial centre of an empire, and, also, the
continued movement of a pauperized population into a city unable
to give them a livelihood. London, as the only major urban centre
in the heart of the agricultural counties, whose labour force was
pushed from the villages and small towns with ever greater severity
of working and housing conditions, took the brunt of the final stages
in the dispossession of the rural population from the land in the
closing decades of the nineteenth century. The slow death of agri
culture marked the supersession of agrarian interests in the English
ruling class, the victory of commercial and industrial capital over
landed capital. Investment in the countryside virtually ceased from
the 1870s, and the rural areas, if not the playground of the rich, were
left to stagnate for a century. The plight of inner London was
directly related to the immiseration of the countryside.
Contemporary observers from both Europe and the New World
considered the concentrated misery of the population of inner
London to have no equivalent elsewhere in the world. The world’s
greatest city had its most extensive slum, a constant threat to public
order and, with enfranchisement of the municipalities, to democracy
itself. It was, moreover, a slum that seemed to be without solution.
The strategy of civic improvements wielded with such draconic
effect in Paris by Haussmann, in London had left the East End
virtually untouched. The worst of the rookeries of central and
western London had been eliminated, as for instance with the
cutting of Victoria Street through those of Westminster, and although
the East End had been affected by the encroachment of the docks
and associated warehouses along the Thames, these had only
exacerbated the problems in the tracts behind these frontages.
While the very newness as well as the dynamism of Chicago or
New Y ork’s growth was to wipe out the inner slums, and etatist
strategies were politically acceptable in France, in England the
question of the slums was to vex a generation of discussants and
legislators. The answer finally was to depend on the provision of
housing outside the existing city limits by the municipalities, and
cheap transport. The working-class suburbs of London, as elsewhere,
were to depend on cheap energy—coal from the pits of the provinces,
and cheap land, land which seemed to have no long-term value for
the production of food.
Frequent comparisons were drawn between the experiences of
Paris and London, the two great cities of Western Europe; Paris in
a state of continual political turmoil, a constant reminder to the
ruling classes of Europe of the explosive potential of urbanization,
London always growing, inexorably expanding, but without co
ordinated administration. The executive power held by Haussmann
under the direct aegis of Napoleon III, which enabled him to
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provide a new sewerage system, water supply, network of public
parks, and transform inner Paris from a sordid medieval city into
a city of orderly boulevards, was the admiration of the civic re
formers.31 Chamberlain’s reconstruction of central Birmingham,
and the institution of the London County Council were inspired
by the spectacle of the reconstruction of Paris between 1852 and 1870.
In that period some 40 per cent of the houses in inner Paris were
demolished, and 85 miles of major highway constructed; in the
1850s, 20 per cent of employment in Paris was in the building
industry.32 Population rose from 1.053 million in 1851 to 1.970
million in 1870, largely in the new suburbs, for, like London, large
tracts of the inner city were emptied of population. The economic
impact of the project is not easy to assess: the expenditure was
huge—in 1868 Haussmann was forced to ask for retrospective
approval for loans covering the period 1863-8 which were equivalent
to a quarter of the annual French budget.33 The entire programme
had required unorthodox financial practices—new credit institutions,
and the persuasion that municipal expenditure was an investment
and not an outlay against revenue. In this respect capital circulation
had probably been speeded up in that property investment tapped
small savings which had no other outlet. The policy of the recon
struction of Paris as the prestigious centre for a modern nation, a
fit setting for finance, trade and large-scale industry, incidentally
providing employment for the restless unemployed of the city, was
an integral part of Bonapartist policies for the modernization of
France. But perhaps as important was its impact on the social
structure of the provinces. As yet34
The capitalist part of the French economy was a superstructure
erected on the immovable base of the peasantry and petty
bourgeoisie. The landless free labourers merely trickled into
the cities, the standardised cheap goods which made the fortune
of the progressive industrialist elsewhere lacked a sufficiently
large and expanding market. Plenty of capital was saved, but
why should it be invested in home industry?
Unlike that of England, the rural population had rights in the land,
and were not so easily displaced; building in Paris accelerated urban
migration, in that it tapped traditional skills, for example masonry,35
and eroded peasant, and provincial, self-sufficiency.
The development of Paris at that period, as subsequently, is not
comparable with that of London. Though ostensibly their position
in their respective nations was similar, dominant centres of finance
and exchange and specialized commodity production whose interests
were often opposed to those of the provincial towns and rural
hinterland, one was a centre of a fully developed capitalist economy,
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and the other that of a partially modernized society, with a very
much more limited empire. So London was a city whose pattern
was shaped by business interests, with only partial intervention
from state agencies, and Paris a city whose economic, social and
physical development was directed by the state. London was a city
growing beyond its capabilities with the movement of landless
labourers to its streets—the culmination to the long centuries in the
elimination of the English peasantry, and the subordination of
country to city; Paris was still the centre of an agrarian society based
on a peasantry who were to be impelled into the cities. The differences
in the political economy of the two societies is manifest even in the
physical appearance of the two cities.
The obvious comparison is between the orderly appearance of
Paris—in layout, height of buildings, and regularity in their design,
and the haphazard development of London. More specifically, Paris,
like other major continental cities, was densely built up, with high
plot coverage and a density in housing unmatched in London. The
low density profile of the latter, the provision of houses rather than
apartments, was to lead Rasmussen to term it the ‘Unique City’.36
Conventionally the explanation for these differences is phrased
in terms of the vulnerability of foreign cities, the need for
fortifications, and the restrictions on building outside these
defensive lines. More important, however, were the fiscal divisions:
a sharp distinction was enforced between town and country to
safeguard the collection of urban taxes, an im portant source of
revenue to European governments. So the eighteenth-century wall
round Paris, the ‘Wall of the Fermiers-Generaux’, was built to
ensure the collection of the levy on goods entering the city, and
development outside this boundary was strongly discouraged.
Important also, eventually, was the control by the municipalities
over land in their boundaries and their desire to maximize revenues
through intensive development. Also significant were the differences
in land tenure between England and the continent. In the former
landholding had early become commercialized and treated as an
income-yielding investment on which leases rather than yearly
tenancies were granted. For urban land these leases might be granted
for long periods—often ninety-nine years—so that the realization
of ground values for the landowner took place infrequently. This
attitude to land as an investment indicates both the consolidation of
land in a few large estates, and the close connections of the landed
classes with commercial interests. As Rasmussen argues for the
nineteenth century:37
the owner could afford to wait. In London which was a
commercial city and where it was now possible to build as
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far as one wished, speculators thought in terms of building
speculation rather than land speculation. . . . The money was
used to produce something and the investor was not interested
in building as many houses as possible on a plot of land, but
only in building houses as attractive as possible.
By contrast, in situations of fragmented ownership, and shortage of
alternative investment outlets, building would be delayed until the
greatest profit could be obtained by the most intensive development
permissible.
There were in Britain strong incentives to develop land outside
the cities after 1870. Agriculture was increasingly hit by the pene
tration of domestic markets by foreign suppliers, and the price
indices for agricultural produce fell steadily. For wheat the index
dropped by 40 per cent between 1870-4 and 1910-13, and for wool
by 50 per cent; livestock production was less affected. In addition to
economies in labour as farmers converted land from arable to
pasture (the agricultural labour force fell from 986,000 in 1871 to
665,000 in 1911), there was a severe fall in rental income. Estimates
vary, if only because of regional variations. In general there seems
to have been a reduction of 25 per cent in rents between 1870 and
1900 (and a stabilization at this latter level subsequently), with
falls of up to 50 per cent in the south-eastern counties. In many
of the latter areas ‘the bottom dropped out of the m arket’.38 The
heavy clays of Essex in particular became virtually worthless.39
Given phenomenally cheap money, ‘Britain was enjoying such a
surfeit of liquidity that the market rate of discount was below 1 per
cent’,40 the speculative developers of the London suburbs in the
building boom of the 1890s were able to take full advantage in the
collapse of the rural land market. This new suburban sprawl was
seen as a marked departure from previous development of L ondon;
not only was the green heritage of the Home Counties being swal
lowed up at an unprecedented rate, but the new developments broke
with the conventions of orderly estate development and the long
term maintenance of property values.
Estate management in terms of good design, in terms of well
balanced land-uses, and especially in terms of long-term
profitability . . . was fundamental to early concepts of urban
and rural development. Formal statutory town-planning
attempted to regulate development where good estate
management was absent, and to create and regulate
development through the municipalities where the ancient
patronage failed.41
The lobby for town planning at the turn of the century came not
only from the countryside preservationists, but also from the
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surveyors, a profession as concerned as the architects with the new
institute of town planning.
By the time that Unwin’s influential tract. Nothing Gained by
Overcrowding, was published in 1912, conditions in the landmarket
were such that he could argue that there were considerable advan
tages to landowners from low density development as more land in
total would be converted from rural use (at values of c. £40 per
acre) to housing (at values of c. £300-500). He gives the example of
development at thirty-four houses per acre (standard by-law layout),
which would require 100 acres, and that at fifteen houses per acre
which would require 227 acres for the same number of dwellings.
In the first case a development increment of £45,000 would accrue
to the landowners, in the second, that of £102,000. He concluded
‘in spite of the fears of the land-owners and the speculative builder
there does not seem to be any reason why town planning should
not prove to be of great benefit to both parties’.42
The incentive to extensive suburban development for the builder
was straightforward—cheap land, and building costs kept to a
minimum in two-storey development. For the new suburbanites, as
Unwin emphasized, the advantages were those readily appreciated
by every prudent family man—space for house and garden with
relatively little increase in rent or purchase price. It is hard to
interpret this movement as an anti-urban reaction: the middle-class
families moving to the suburban estates were precisely those who
played the greatest part in the activities and associations of their
city, and took greatest pride in its achievements, as, for instance, in
Manchester. That status did accrue to suburban living is indisputable
—the centuries of convergence of agricultural ruling class and urban
bourgeoisie, the traditional conversion of urban wealth into country
house splendour, particularly round London, ensured the suburban
villa a social cachet. It is perhaps therefore ironic that it was the
collapse of landed interests which permitted mass development to
overtake the selective suburbanization of the more affluent. The
invasion of the countryside by the towns, most marked for London,
and least evident in the industrial townships, marked a transition
in the social structure. It symbolized the eclipse of landed interests
in the ruling class, and the pauperization of the rural districts, the
growing importance of the new middle classes and a domestic market
for consumer durables, and was one factor, among others, in precipi
tating intervention by the state in urban investment.
In the opening years of the twentieth century the lines of demarca
tion in British society seemed well set—a small upper class in
creasingly integrated as provincial industrialists sought to assimilate
with London elites, the growing but still numerically insignificant
middle classes, and the great mass of urban workers; agricultural
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workers were an unconsidered group. On the ground these distinc
tions were to be read in a segregation in the towns as pronounced
as that encountered by Engels in Manchester in 1844. The conspic
uous lines of cleavage territorially were not then the regional
distinctions which have since become the subject of so much debate,
but those of the towns, between slum and suburb, and that between
town and country. Howard in his opposition of town and country
magnets, the one of social opportunities and places of amusement,
highways and unemployment, and the other long hours, low wages,
lack of society, no public spirit,43 was expressing the known con
ditions of two ways of life.
Regional underdevelopment
Unevenness in development is inevitable given the natural distri
bution of resources and the differential attributes of location. The
question at issue is that of underdevelopment, development whose
form is ordained by interests outside the area, which once set in
train prevents its ever achieving autonomy. At worst the region is
denuded of resources, its ecology destroyed, its people rendered
paupers, at best economic advancement is dependent on outside
financial interests, the social structure modelled on that of the
dominant metropole. The stagnation and actual decline of some
regions in Britain this century can either be interpreted in terms of
technological innovation or with relation to the specific features of
the political economy of twentieth-century capitalism.
For instance, the national grid and the combustion engine both
had important effects on industrial location and the use of urban
land: it would be foolish to pretend otherwise. The first has freed
industry from locations in proximity to coalfield and railhead, and
the second has released warehouse distribution from the imperative
of a central location in the urban market, allowed industry to move
to sites in the suburbs, and widened the universe of choice for a
private household in search of a home. The introduction of new
materials, for instance, aluminium, cement, plastics and artificial
fibres, similarly entailed new production processes, and different
criteria for plant location. But equally important have been the
conditions of production. The key words here are rationalization
and mechanization, i.e. higher capitalization, higher productivity
per man hour and larger units of production.
A crucial period in the reorganization of the economy was that
between 1919 and 1939. In conditions of international recession,
industrial production was increasingly geared to domestic (mass)
markets. The production and scientific management techniques
pioneered in America in the early years of the century became
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wide spread in Britain in that period. Previous skills were devalued
and the use of untrained labour in industries other than textiles became
widespread. At the same time new forms of industrial organization
became more conspicuous—joint stock companies, trade associations
and combines such as ICI.44 This process of rationalization and the
extension of monopolistic market conditions proceeded with the
backing of the banks and the direct encouragement of the govern
ment, in reversal of previous disinterest by finance capital in indust
rial production and a switch of previous attitudes towards monopoly
and free competition. And no restrictions were placed on the
location of new industries.45 The Royal Commission of 1940
reported that the movement of industry had ‘proceeded with little
or no regard to the fact that it necessarily involves heavy expenditure
by the community for . . . new roads, housing accommodation, water
supply, sewers, gas and electric mains, schools, churches, increased
transport . . . \ 46
The consequences for industrial location in the inter-war years,
and subsequently, are beyond dispute: rationalization of production
in large units, accelerated by merger, take-over and ‘asset-stripping’,
meant the closure of plants in small centres, as well as the inner
districts of the towns; and the concentration of production in new
plants in proximity to major markets, and with access to new
sources of labour. There was a national redistribution of commodity
production. London and its suburbs underwent an ‘industrial
renaissance’ and the region of acute labour surplus became the
centre for industrial growth. Industrial towns declined, the great
manufacturing cities stagnated, and modern industry transferred
to small towns (Banbury), historic cities (Cambridge or Oxford), or
the countryside peripheral to London, all areas without an industrial
tradition, no background of organization in the labour force, and
within reach of the centre of power, London. As this industrial
reorganization and relocation was accompanied by a considerable
growth in distribution, and white-collar employment, also concen
trated in London, the dominance of the metropolis was consolidated
as never before. Commodity production, in the particular conditions
of Britain inter-war, required a docile labour force, willing to accept
assembly line and shift working, which the metropolis and its
poverty-stricken rural hinterland provided, closer connections with
the institutions of finance, and the state, as well as access to the
established market for consumer goods, the middle classes of
suburban London.
In absence of control over industrial or housing investment, the
dream of Howard’s contemporaries—the solution of the problems
of the metropolis by the resettlement of its unemployed in the
countryside—was realized in suburban sprawl rather than the
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controlled integration of industrial production and community
development. New industries located in the suburbs for massproduction techniques, continuous assembly lines, large-scale
production, all required extensive sites with good accessibility, all
conditions fulfilled by suburban rather than inner city locations.
Initially, at least, this entailed outward commuting from the inner
districts to the new plants—at Longbridge, Birmingham, in 1938
half the work force had to travel more than five miles.47 At the same
time there was a rapid increase in city centre employment with the
proliferation in the selling and distributive mechanisms of offices
and shops. Meanwhile, new housing in the suburbs was largely for
the white-collar market, unrelated to proximate industrial develop
ment, and commuting increased.
The impact on the regions can be demonstrated variously: un
employment rates in the ‘Special Areas’ were consistently double
those of the South and Midlands throughout the 1930s, that in
South Wales averaging 30 per cent from 1929 to 1936; the differences
in terms of protracted unemployment were even more marked.
Between 1931 and 1938 London with the South East absorbed an
estimated million out of a total increase in population for England
and Wales of 1.2 million. The provincial townships were left as the
nation’s twilight areas, industrial graveyards, with a population that
stubbornly defied conditions of state-administered poverty to remain
in their communities. Despite their youth as communities—the
greatest incursion of population into the Rhondda, for instance,
came only after 1870, the boom in shipbuilding and engineering on
Tyne and Wear only after 1880—industrialization had forged strong
ties that were not so easily broken as those of their rural forebears.
And yet there was a persistent refusal by government to encourage
alternative employment, until after 1935, and the cartelization of
industry blocked the establishment of new plant, as at Jarrow.48
The cleavage between metropolitan and provincial regions which
is still so conspicuous a feature of Britain’s social geography hardened
in the inter-war years. The relative decline of urban industrial
communities as well as rural districts can be related to certain
features of twentieth-century capitalism—the engagement o f finance
interests with commodity production, the establishment of monopoly
in capitalist organization, the involvement of the state in regulation
of terms of trade and conditions of production, and the reorientation
from an export-based economy to the production of consumer goods
primarily for the home market—at their most blatant, unmediated,
in the 1930s.
It is not often appreciated that regional inequalities have widened
post-war, for a more rapid rate of economic growth, as indicated
in the doubling of real wages in the twenty years after 1945, has
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blurred the more obvious disparities. But in terms of employment
opportunities, wage levels, housing conditions and availability of
social services, the provincial regions have dropped behind the
‘Golden Circle’ of London.49 For example, unemployment rates in
the N orth are consistently double those of South and East, wage
levels in the N orth East are estimated to be only 80 per cent of those
in the latter region, despite the pockets of poverty in inner London;
again with the exception of inner London, housing need is most
acute in the regions, and in terms of professional or social services,
the South and East score on all indices of availability. The disparities
in conditions of existence and life possibilities remain, and are
reflected in rates of population growth. Between 1951 and 1969 it is
estimated that the Midlands and South East absorbed 78 per cent
of the population increase of England and Wales.50
The consequences of this imbalance for the regulation of the
economy were not openly debated until the late 1960s. Then it was
argued that the differentials in demand for labour, which in the
South and Midlands periodically led to labour famine, high wages
and demand for consumer goods, had had inflationary consequences
which until then had only been checked by national ‘stop-go’
policies which had pushed up unemployment in the Development
Areas to politically unacceptable levels. Selective Employment Tax
was introduced as a regulator which could take account of these
regional variations.51 Subsequently, the endemic shortage of labour
for service industries in London has threatened nationally-based
income policies. In effect a premium has to be paid for the continued
functioning of London as a world city.
In this period, however, two counter trends to industrial location
have been evident. One is that, as in nineteenth-century Britain, the
raw materials required for continued growth are to be extracted or
processed away from the major urban centres. So the Highland
Zone of Britain which once provided its timber, coal and iron ore,
now is to provide its oil, and other raw materials—phosphates, tin,
copper, limestone and water. Areas remote from the main urban
agglomerations—Teesside or the Trent Valley, or Wales, or the
Western Highlands of Scotland—provide its energy and process
key raw materials. Here are conditions of industrialization without
urbanization—in this epoch the demands on labour are small and
the labour catchment area scattered.52
And second, the concentration of industrial investment in the
key regions of the South East and Midlands, taken together with the
ever spiralling growth of the tertiary sector, carries its own external
costs. Shortages, and consequent high cost of labour, land and hous
ing, and congestion costs both in communications and amenity,
lead to the decentralization of industrial production beyond the
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metropolitan region. Whereas London once exported its poor to the
factories of Lancashire and the mines of Wales, it now exports its
assembly plants and process divisions to the unemployed and under
employed of the nineteenth-century towns. Control by London head
office over short-term management is of less importance, the banks
and financial institutions are themselves decentralizing, as are
government agencies, and for the multinational corporations with
international markets, access to home markets may be inconse
quential. The costs of the over-urbanization of the metropolitan
regions, and the relative benefits of underdevelopment in the
regions—cheap labour, land, housing and services—now override
the disadvantages of decentralization. While the promotion of this
movement by national government and local interests cannot be
discounted, its gathering momentum has to be related to Britain’s
failing position in the international relations of exchange—the once
dominant metropolis is now a dependent economy forced to make
full use of its own resources in labour as in minerals and land.
Uneven development— the new suburbs
Extreme unevenness in regional development in the 1930s was
matched by growing disparities within the urban centres themselves.
N ot only was there a mass influx into the ‘coffin’ of England from
the Depressed Areas, but an accelerating migration from old
residential districts into the new suburbs. The very condition which
led to the stagnation of the peripheral regions stimulated suburban
expansion to the towns. A more rapid rate in growth of G N P than
hitherto, based on protection and Imperial Preference, cheap
money (the bank rate pegged at 2 per cent between 1931 and 1951),
industrial rationalization, and diversification, spurred on a massive
investment in housing outside the existing towns. This was the
suburbia which horrified contemporary observers, and whose
encroachment on traditional landscapes lent emotional fervour to
the case for statutory planning. It represented the life ambitions and
savings of millions, undoubtedly gave further impulse to the recovery
of the economy,53 and confirmed the new pattern of urbanization.
While some regions became economic backwaters, their towns
starved of investment, cities elsewhere became regions.
It is with everlasting amazement that one looks at the inter-war
suburbs. Crippling continuous unemployment, as on Tyneside or
South Wales, was the experience of some regions; mass suburbia,
as in the Home Counties, that of others. Widespread poverty,
related to unemployment, irregular work and low wages could be
matched in the same town by the cosy ‘Welwyn’, ‘Cranleigh’ or
‘Thorsgarth’ of the new suburbs. In a town like Hull where
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unemployment rates in 1938 were still at 11 per cent (the national
average), the built-up area of the town virtually doubled between
1919 and 1939 as 27,000 houses were constructed (16,000 private,
11,000 public), without an increase in population. The suburban
explosion, houses, shopping centres, schools and factories, meant a
new way of life for the housewife, looking to her roses and the
Townswomen’s Guild for diversion outside the semi-detached home.
In total 4.3 million houses were constructed inter-war, 3 million
after 1930, and of the latter 70 per cent were privately financed.
At 1939 one-third of the housing stock was less than twenty years
old and investment in housing as a proportion of G NP had risen
from rates of 1.2 per cent— 1.7 per cent in the period 1900-14—to an
average of 3.3 per cent in 1930-8.54
The 1930s was a period of unprecedented prosperity for the
majority of the population: excluding building, industrial production
is estimated to have risen by about 50 per cent between 1924 and
1937,55 and industrial output per head of population by a similar
amount. On any measure, income per head, including wages,
increased most rapidly in the 1930s, and real incomes rose, despite
widespread unemployment. Living standards overall were trans
formed in improved nutrition, better housing conditions and a lower
proportion of income expended on these necessities.56 Two important
elements in this were an improvement in the terms of trade at the
height of the recession 1929-34, which brought cheaper food, and a
marked reduction in the cost of living index, and cheaper housing.
Housing production had been primed in the 1920s by government
subsidy to both local authorities and private enterprise, as in post
war conditions of inflation the latter would have been unwilling to
meet demand, but building was hesitant. In only one year, 1928, did
construction reach the levels of the 1930s: 366,000 in that year, the
average for 1934-8 being 409,000 per annum. In this latter period
cheap money was influential, but the building boom anticipated the
fall in interest rates: more important was the fall in costs of con
struction and the increase in demand as domestic savings were
directed to the building societies. Between 1928 and 1934 Bowley57
estimates that capital costs for a small house fell from £422 to £361,
i.e. 14 per cent; the costs of building materials had fallen by 13
per cent, and that of labour in a period of high unemployment in
the building industry by 10 per cent. Even for craftsmen in the
industry, unemployment reached 25 per cent in 1932.58 Meanwhile,
the number of share investors in the building societies was increasing
rapidly (1 million in 1924, 2 million in 1939), their capital rose in the
same period from £137 million to £771 million, and new advances
or mortgage trebled. And the greater part of this finance came from
the small investor—the diversion of large investments to the societies
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in 1932 after devaluation was soon checked as it would have im
perilled the liquidity of the societies.59 Increased salaries, and wages
of those in the growth industries, accompanied by the fall in the
cost of living, allowed savings and their diversion to housing. Con
sumers’ expenditure on housing increased by 40 per cent between
1920-9 and 1930-8, and by 1938 repayments on mortgage accounted
for 64 per cent of building societies’ funds.60
The housing boom, and the growth of the building societies, must
be related to the shifts in the national employment structure.
Between 1920-1 and 1937-8 the numbers employed in agriculture,
fishing and forestry, mining and quarrying, and manufacturing, fell
by 892,000 (10 per cent); those employed in distribution, banking
and insurance, professional and miscellaneous services increased by
1.7 million. By 1938 salaried workers accounted for 25.5 per cent of
the labour force, an increase of over 1 million since 1920.61 It was
largely their savings that were channelled by the building societies
into the construction of suburban housing estates which the latter,
in liaison with the builders, were promoting. The financial uncertain
ties of speculative building were minimized and, as in the 1890s,
the builders could operate in confidence of an assured market:
money was cheap, land freely available, labour and materials
similarly at base prices, in a period of rising incomes and increased
expenditure on housing. It was a period of building speculation for
a mass market backed by government in subsidies to private con
struction and encouragement to building societies.
So was established the characteristic pattern of urban development
in England this century. This low intensity in the use of land has, it is
claimed, enabled a comfortable, relaxed, easy-going style of life, ‘the
natural environment for a naturally chosen way of life’.62 And yet
this environment, which placed larger sections of the working
population in situations of relative housing affluence, was only
achieved at the expense of the living standards of the remainder,
including those who built the houses. It depended on cheap labour,
cheap materials, land and money. The comfort and cosiness of the
suburbs must be set against the neglect of the slums, and also that of
the towns in the peripheral regions. Housing investment went to new
property, not maintenance and replacement of that already existing.
And, further, the huge step forward in living conditions for those
moving to the suburbs depended on the international relations of
exchange established by Britain in previous dominance over world
markets. It can be argued that ‘to some extent . . . the imperial
heritage of British capitalism gave the government during the
’thirties the flexibility and ability to compromise under popular
pressures . . ,’.63 Suburbanization owed much to imperialism. The
British working population as labour aristocracy of the world
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benefited from favourable terms of trade and cheap food, but also from
cheap land on which they could achieve middle-class standards of li vi ng.
Judged in terms of movement of the labour force to work, inter
war developments had produced highly inefficient towns. White-collar
employment had grown rapidly in the town centres, while its work
force had moved in increasing numbers to the suburbs; new invest
ment in manufacturing industry was generally in plant in suburban
locations, while the workforce was still drawn from the inner urban
districts. The mobility of the labour force was presumed. In this
respect new town and expanded town policies post-war have endorsed
but humanized the locational decisions of those who control capital
investment in production. Otherwise planning policies have been
unable to rationalize urban investment, public or private. Induce
ments to manufacturing industry to leave crowded inner urban
districts, and clearance policies, have encouraged suburban expan
sion. At the same time development control in the central city
business districts has been unsuccessful in mitigating the concen
tration of ‘non-productive’ activities at the core of the urban
complexes. In fact zoning of land use, rationing of space available
for office space, hotels, shops, conference centres, et al., has strength
ened speculative pressure for property investment.64 The slow realiz
ation of these trends in relocation of work is witness to the inertia
built into property-holding. Industrial plants however unsuitable
are not readily evacuated—buildings, plant, labour supply, supply
lines, and the historic valuation of the site as industrial land, are all
assets not easily discarded. In the same manner, commercial and
residential users of central city space are loathe to relinquish a
prime location. So not until the 1960s did inner London for instance
lose manufacturing employment at a rapid rate—400,000 jobs
between 1961 and 1971, a further 72,000 in 1972. And only in that
decade were fears voiced as to a repetition of American experience
in ‘social polarization’.65
The dispersal of population in the city-regions has been furthered
by government intervention in housing policies and land-use
planning. Construction of housing by local authorities extended
suburban living to considerable sections of the working class. Full
government backing in subsidy and provision of capital, as well as
cheap money, allowed a massive building programme, largely in the
suburbs, between 1945 and 1956 (1.43 million houses), and although
subsequently the local authority contribution to housing construc
tion was directed into slum clearance rather than ‘general need’, the
effect was to accelerate the falls in population in the inner districts.
Population had to be decanted into suburban estates, or new towns;
other households, faced with dwindling choice and higher prices in
the inner districts, elected for the cheaper house out of town. Private
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building has been almost entirely in suburban or country districts
throughout the post-war period, a practice enforced in many towns
by the acquisition of all building land in the urban area by the local
authority. Only in the major metropolitan centres and their satellites
has there been privately financed redevelopment.
Although checking the excesses of 1930s development was a main
impulse to post-war planning legislation, restrictions on housing
development adjacent to the towns have further diffused the city
into the countryside. The residential growth areas in the city-regional
complexes are the estates attached to small town and village. The
intention was to protect the countryside from the ravages of specu
lative sprawl, regulate land use to ensure long-term profitability,
integrate housing requirements with those of industry, and relate
development to local services. In that the loss of land from agriculture
has been reduced from an average of 60,000 acres per annum in the
1930s, to 38,000 per annum between 1945 and 1967,66 planning
policies have been effective, but many of the traditional settlements
of rural England have lost their identity, urban populations have
been forced back into the countryside, and the city has spread further
afield. The planning profession is strongly identified with this
planned dispersal as ‘an antidote to the problem of our cities,
providing an environment which blends space with humanity, and
offering in all probability, the best choice of rehousing the nation
more quickly’.67
A guiding theme in planning has been that of ‘amenity’—in
housing, in green space in the cities, in parkways, in replanned city
centres and in the greenbelt. Industry too large or too noxious to
be camouflaged is located away from the eyes of the citizen, and
suburban landscaping brought into the city. The emphasis is on
consumption and display, not production. Maintenance of the
economy, at a level far removed from subsistence or necessity, means
lavish expenditure on ‘overheads’—glossy buildings, landscaped
parks for industrial plant, and lavish use of space in the cities.
‘Amenity’ is a luxury—amenity land is not something to be used,
but something to be viewed, space by which activities and people are
to be kept apart. In urban development terms, amenity indicates
more extensive use of land and a further impetus to decentralization.
It is an index to the extravagant use of resources which has character
ized the economics of advanced capitalism, i.e. the exploitation of
the resources of the Third World, in particular, oil, and the lavish
use of the basic resource of any country, land.
The combined use of powers over housing investment and land
use to promote humane living conditions for the mass of the working
population might be termed the ‘British experiment’. Tolerable
living conditions compatible with a high consumption economy
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have only been maintained in the major cities by suburban develop
ment. This now would seem to have been checked by inflation
generalized in the international economy, allied with the long-term
weaknesses in Britain’s competitive situation in world markets.
Cutbacks in public spending, increased costs of raw materials, the
premium on agricultural land, the charge on capital, have all had
their effect on housing production and its location and design.
Older housing is to be renovated, not replaced, and residential
densities in suburban locations are to be increased. That comfortable,
natural style of life was premised on certain relations of production,
internationally, and also nationally.
The costs of uneven development are only appreciated now that
the hidden subsidies are removed. Economic activity in Britain was
focused on the major urban aggregates, principally London. Now
the costs of such aggregation, land itself, expenditure on communi
cation, the price of housing, the limited outlets for leisure, all
reflected in higher labour costs, have pushed on the regeneration of
regional economies. Suburban development was combined with, and
in a sense dependent on, the regional imbalances already discussed.
The differentiation of the metropolitan community (which to the
Chicago School was the key feature of urbanization), in itself an
index to class interests as manifest in rights and interests in land, is an
integral component of the relationship between the metropolis and
its satellites. ‘Over-urbanization’ has accelerated the ‘development of
underdevelopment’, so precipitating new tensions in the political
economy of the nation. The hegemony of the metropolitan elites is
challenged in the debates over devolution and the political consensus
stretched paper thin. Suburban expansion—innocent as it may look
—has been a precipitant to the diversion of capital investment to
the regions. The continued expansion of capitalism has been ensured,
but so have its inequalities and costs.
Afterword
The outline of British urban and regional development presented
here is no more than that—an introductory sketch of some of the
issues which would have to be considered in a political economy of
urbanization. Some issues stand out more clearly than others. For
instance it is clear that there are episodes in British history in which
uneven development has had political consequences, which would
repay further study. Similarly the issues of built form and its deter
minants might be clarified in a framework of analysis wider than
that commonly adopted. W hat is emphasized here is the inter
relationship between regional development and the differentials in
opportunity within the urban complexes themselves.
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In summary, economic growth for many of the provincial com
munities in Britain was greatest in the period of acutest poverty in
inner London, i.e. in the last quarter of the nineteenth century.
Then, when capital sought alternative sources of labour for new
industries, the regions were left in stagnation and decline, as the
South East prospered. Existing investment in ‘community infra
structure’ was discounted in favour of new locations and new
building. Now, as the economies of the regions are restructured and
their underemployed offered jobs in the processing divisions of the
industrial corporations, the prospects for the poor of the major
cities are once more in jeopardy. Does not London have a higher
total of unemployed than Wales, with some of the highest un
employment rates in the country in the inner boroughs? And,
unlike the regions, these inner urban districts have no identification
as communities, no political weight; their interests are subordinated
to the functional requirements of the metropolitan region as an
aggregation of economic activity. They are the internal colonies,
for they are wholly subordinate to initiatives taken by ruling interests,
whereas the provincial communities have never been mute sub
ordinates to metropolitan initiative.
It is important to recognize the peculiar conditions of urbanization
in Britain. In the formative years, 1780-1840, industrialization was
effected in conditions of simple technology in a barbaric productive
system. Industry had to move to sources of energy and raw materials,
and labour had to follow, hence the urbanization of previously
backward and isolated regions, areas almost beyond civilization.
That large, densely populated and heterogeneous settlements
resulted was due to the relations of production by which the working
population in poverty and insecurity were bound to the principal
labour markets, closely packed at the heart of the urban complex.
But now, the insecurity of the labour force is cushioned by the state,
industry is ‘footloose’, distribution and services are increasingly so,
information is internationally disseminated, contacts are global. Is
then agglomeration less and less necessary?
The conditions of nineteenth-century urbanization have therefore
given Britain a very distinctive balance between town and country,
metropolis and province. Compare Italy, which superficially at least
in the imbalance between north and south, and the attempts by the
state post-war to redress the uneven development of the country,
presents a similar regional profile to B ritain: but there the disjuncture
is between an agrarian peasant economy, and an industrialization
grafted on to ancient cities. The historic centres of northern Italy
have been industrialized without coal or easy access to raw materials,
and small-scale industry has been superimposed on an agrarian
society in the countryside. A considerable increase in the industrial
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labour force is possible without urbanization. Industrialization in
Britain created new communities, ranging in size from the small
townships of the coalfields to the major conurbations, communities
of such substance—as built environments, as social groupings, and
as political forces—that their existence cannot be discounted in
further industrial location decisions.
It is difficult to incorporate either the nineteenth-century experience
of British development, or the subsequent reactions against neglect
of once dynamic communities, into a schema of a chain of expro
priation from provincial satellite to metropolitan centre, and an
associated subservience of local bourgeoisies to that of the metropolis.
The extreme sensitivity evident in twentieth-century Britain to shifts
in population and activity which are inconsequential by continental
standards,68 is a measure both of the integration of disparate regions
into a national political community, and their development as
distinctive communities with diverse cultures. The pattern of nine
teenth-century growth permitted independent economic growth
under the auspices of provincial bourgeoisies and generated alterna
tive cultures in which there is neither acquiescence in the rights of
industrial capital over total life experience, nor a consensus in the
hegemony of metropolis. The model of metropolitan dominance is
too simplistic: it cannot be related to the problems of a once im
perialist nation pushed into making full use of indigenous resources
in land and raw materials, labour, and existing capital investment.
New relationships between regions result, and a modified political
balance must be struck if the state is to maintain authority over the
national society. The known conditions of geographical inequality
within all societies, at all stages in their development, cannot be
subsumed under a simple hierarchical model which does not take
account of the new tensions and antagonisms as places are re
assigned positions in the national matrix.
The accusation levelled at dependency theory, that designations
of capitalism in terms of the circulation of commodities and con
ditions of exchange rather than by its mode of production69 preclude
consideration of the exact character of the relations of production,
would seem to be justified. The definitions used are so wide that ‘we
could conclude that from the neolithic revolution onwards there
has never been anything other than capitalism’. The same could be
said of metropolitan dominance. Examination of the British experi
ence of urbanization confirms the suggestive qualities of statements
as to underdevelopment in the metropolitan society, but demonstrates
their inadequacy as theories in the face of the historically concrete.
The statements are so general that they can neither be corroborated
nor denied.
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2 The modern big city

1 Regional cities: a suburban diaspora
The study of cities is governed by the images we as sociologists,
planners, architects or politicians hold of them. In any society there
is a diversity of perspectives, inchoate and unspecific as to the
nature of existing cities and the form of alternatives. If British
attitudes have been charged by the long-standing reluctance to
invest urban wealth in urban living, and heavily coloured by the
squalor of the towns of the first industrial revolution, those of
Americans bear the reactions to the disappearance of the small town
democracies of the agrarian states, and then the urban migration of
Southern blacks. In comparison, intellectuals of the European cities
of France, or Italy, or Germany, are caught between traces of an
older urban culture in which a comfortable bourgeoisie monopolized
the privileged quarters of the towns, and the new experience of mass
urbanization, the grands ensembles and the suburban villa. The
evident diversity of urban experience in one society, at one time,
confuses discussion, but perhaps more im portant is the transmission
of differing intellectual traditions, in themselves ideological responses
to past changes in society, into current debate.
Prevalent in all these societies there is an image of the country
town, a close-packed huddle of roofs round a market place and a
church, distinct from and yet integral to the countryside whose
activities it co-ordinates. Town and country are seen as in ‘reciprocal
interdependence’; the town is a haven of peaceful activity, embedded
in fields and trees. This was an image of urban life that haunted the
generation of the 1880s and 1890s, acutely aware that the old way
of life was slipping away. Tonnies, in Germany, hailed the country
town as ‘the highest, the most complex, form of social life’ ;* Morris,
in News From Nowhere, evoked the picture of a London, then the
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world’s greatest city, as a series of small towns in the year 2003.2
And the traditional market centres of England now attract all
sections of society as homes, to shop and stroll around at weekends,
and to preserve as integral elements in the nation’s heritage. And
this was the governing image behind Howard’s prospectus for the
garden city in which the fields of rural England were to be brought
within reach of the factory worker. The aestheticism and romance of
small town living, not the rationalist social engineering of Owen,
was to become a main impulse to twentieth-century planning. Both
the industrial city and the metropolis were to be restructured into a
form which flatly denied the changes in conditions of existence that
had already taken place, and were to gather pace in the twentieth
century.
Now, we must take account of another view of urbanization, that
of the regional city. This is a city of many communities, many
centres, some old, some new, a city which spreads far out into the
countryside embracing in its tentacles country town and village alike,
incorporating even distant hamlets into its rhythm of work and
play. The countryside has been incorporated into the living space of
the city while the city itself diffuses activity and population away
from its core to peripheral and partially autonomous centres. The
metropolis encountered by Dickens, Engels, Booth or Simmel has
become the ‘megalopolis’ described by Gottmann as ‘the main
street and cross-roads of the nation’, a ‘stupendous monument
erected by titanic efforts’.3 The same is decried by Mumford as
‘sprawling giantism’.
The great metropolitan centres have become of so vast a scale and
so diffuse an influence as to defy measurement, and far transcend
daily experience, so that we no longer have any criteria for what is
urban and what is not. This urban explosion, encountered to greater
or lesser degree throughout the cities of Europe and N orth America,
has upset previously held images of cities and urbanization leaving
the urban student groping after something he knows to exist but
which eludes analysis or conceptualization. Urban sociology,
premised on the earlier reactions to the modern city, has still not
come to terms with this latest mode of urbanization; its working
assumptions and concepts, its taken-for-granted world of inquiry,
still relate to the seemingly bounded settlements of the nineteenth
century. In this it has parted company with planning thought, in
which the city-region, and the possibilities of a mobile society,
without community identification, shape discussion as to strategy.
A persuasive spokesman for a new image of urbanization has
been Webber, in a series of articles throughout the 1960s.4 In these
the city is seen as the ‘non-place urban realm’, in which the traditional
costs of distance which held the older cities together have been
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eliminated. Cities of the world of advanced technology of communi
cations can dispense with agglomeration and scatter activities and
residents over a wide area so that everyone experiences an expanded
living space which enables them to realize ‘expanding opportunities
for learning new ways, participating in more diverse types of
activities, cultivating a greater variety of interests and tastes, develop
ing greater capacities for understanding and savouring richer
experiences’.5 As accessibility is removed from propinquity the local
neighbourhood becomes of diminishing significance, and other forms
of community, the specialized occupational or interest group, take
its place.
This image of a free-wheeling society in which diversity and
freedom of choice is achieved through a totally mobile way of life
has been treated with great scepticism by sociologists familiar with
either the new suburbs, or conditions in the inner cities. But as a
projection of the emergent pattern of urbanization in post-industrial
society, it has had widespread currency in the British planning
profession. It has entered into the policies for the latest new towns,
for example, Milton Keynes,6 as well as statements of planning goals
for many structure planning documents, and was endorsed by the
conference convened in 1969 by the Centre of Environmental
Studies.7 As the compact city form is superseded by the interlaced
activities of the regional city,8 large sections of the profession have
been convinced that there is to be a new way of life, perhaps more
akin to that established in America than hitherto experienced in
Europe.
City dispersal— a suburban diaspora ?
To be your own unique self; to build your unique house, mid
a unique landscape; to live . . . a self-centred life, in which
private fantasy and caprice would have licence to express
themselves openly, in short, to withdraw like a monk, and
live like a prince—this was the purpose of the original creators
of the suburb. They proposed in effect to create an asylum, in
which they could, as individuals, overcome the chronic defects of
civilization while still commanding at will the privileges and
benefits of urban society.9
In the decade up to 1970 only New York City among the world
cities is known to have gained in population. Moscow is estimated to
have lost up to 1 million residents during 1962-72; London, already
by international standards a low density city, a further 600,000
(7.9 per cent). And these large-scale transfers of population are at
the root of so many of the contemporary issues of urban living:
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social polarization, the inner city crisis of twilight area, ghetto, or
slum, suburban anomie, privatization and neurosis. The depopula
tion, and all-encompassing deprivation of the relict communities of
the inner neighbourhoods, the loosening of family networks with
geographical mobility, the attenuation of neighbourhood affiliations,
even the weakening of provincial cultures, are all to be related to the se
lective migration of populations away from their commun ities of origin.
Post-war British cities have experienced a major redistribution of
population. There are different ways of demonstrating the shifts in
location. One, simply, is to use as a measure the proportion of
population resident in the major conurbations. Between 1951 and
1971 this fell from 38.5 per cent to 32.6 per cent, the proportion
resident in nominally rural areas rising from 18.4 per cent to 21.6
per cent. Individual urban areas suffered different rates of emigration.
Whereas Manchester and Liverpool both lost near one in five of
their population in the decade 1961-71, the loss to Birmingham
(9.1 per cent) was more in line with that of London. To some extent
these differentials are artefacts of administrative divisions between
municipality and county, but there can be no doubt as to the upturn
in the rate of movement out of the inner city districts for both
population and industry.
The new feature to this spread of the cities was its impact on the
inner districts. Although the growth areas in the previous decade
had been the outer areas of the metropolitan regions,10 this had
relatively little effect on the level of population in the inner districts.11
Whereas in the 1950s, housing shortages had slowed up movement
from the inner cities, and immigration from abroad had offset
outward movement of the local population, the 1960s saw the
extension of large-scale clearance schemes in the inner districts, the
encouragement of new town and overspill movements, and the
promotion of owner-occupation in the suburbs by governments and
building societies alike.
The acceleration of the drift away from the traditional city
complexes is the direct consequence of housing and planning policies
in the so-called age of affluence. As Ash commented: ‘They are
sowing down the grass in the middle of Liverpool . . . vast further
areas of Liverpool are derelict, and in their turn, are destined to
become green.’12 There is here a ghastly distortion of the visionary
prediction of Morris, in 1890, of a land without cities.
The new pattern of urbanization in Britain goes beyond suburb
anization as previously experienced. The Oxford English Dictionary
gives the definition of a suburb as ‘immediately outside and adjacent
to the walls and boundaries of a city’, and yet the present pattern
of development is that of extensions to villages, and towns function
ally distinct from the metropolitan core to the region, and separated
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from the built-up area of the dominating central metropolis by open
land. These new developments satisfy none of the definitions of the
suburb: they are not peripheral to the urban area, they are frequently
not economically dependent, but fully diversified urban economies;
they are not part-communities, mere bedroom communities, but
offer their residents a full range of services and opportunities. The
concept of the ‘suburb’ conveys the idea of something incomplete,
reliant on the more complex city to which it is attached. Presently
there is instead a considerable degree of autonomy and inter
dependence among the constituent communities of the regional city.
Post-war urbanization in Britain has of course been moulded by
the exercise of planning controls. Planning policy has steadfastly
maintained the aims of containment of urban sprawl, i.e. suburb
anization, and the protection of the countryside through the desig
nation of greenbelts, urban fences, village envelopes and the like.
So suburbs as such have been limited in extent by the exercise of
control over development, and the regional city promoted, both
directly, as in the construction of the new towns, and their subsequent
designation as growth points, and indirectly, through the spreading
of development further from the metropolitan core by restrictions
on the use of land for building adjacent to the existing built-up area.
It is therefore not strictly accurate to speak of the new pattern of
urbanization as that of ‘suburbanization’: whole regions have been
recast as activities and people have dispersed from the urban
agglomerations.
In another sense, too, the epithet ‘suburbanization’ is misplaced.
The suburb historically was an upper- or middle-class arcadian
retreat from the hazards and discomforts of urban life. Mumford
characterizes it as ‘a segregated community, set apart from the city,
not merely by space, but by class stratification: a sort of green ghetto
dedicated to the elite’.13 The archetypal suburb is a middle-class
preserve maintained by cost and access barriers as well. But these
green ghettos are fated to be engulfed in the subsequent spread of
the city; mass urbanization overtakes the selective suburbanization
of the more affluent.14 The promoters of these select enclaves were
unable to guarantee the long-term survival of the very features which
had enabled them to market the new communities—seclusion and
nature.
Mass urbanization inevitably entails the creation of suburbs in
the sense of extensions to the built-up area, and these new neighbour
hoods engulf the distinctive community form of the middle-class
suburb. The latter must fight to maintain its distinctiveness and
social cachet, but normally succumbs to obsolescence, and becomes
yet another transitional zone within the urban area. The present-day
extension of something of the living standards of the middle classes
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to the mass of the population through greater affluence, the avail
ability of private transport, easy credit facilities, and publicly
subsidized housing, has meant an extension of suburbs in their
physical form, without an accreditation of their residents with the
social status of the once exclusive middle-class suburb. Lowering of
residential densities must not be confused with the use of suburban
living to maintain or consolidate a high status position in the local
community. It is this mass urbanization which has transformed the
compact metropolis into the diffused city-region. Local centrifugal
movements out of the inner cities are superimposed upon an inter
national gravitation towards the dominant cities, the ‘poles of
command’, so that complexes of living and production equivalent
to nation-states in scale and wealth become the urban way of life
for ever-increasing numbers.
There has been much discussion in urban sociology as to the
reasons for this movement out of the inner cities. Commonplace is
the observation that the majority of the most affluent households in
the city complexes of N orth America or Britain occupy suburban,
peripheral locations. As these, of all households, can exercise
preferences as to location which are not open to lower income
households, the indication is that where choice is possible it is
exercised in favour of residence out of the cities. Speculative inter
pretation of the available literature suggests a number of motives.
Frequently the benefits of such a location are expressed in terms
of its environment: the air is fresh, free from the pollutants of smoke
and chemicals, the atmosphere is tranquil, away from the noise and
bustle of the urban area. ‘Peace and quiet’ is a prime asset of the
suburban location; it represents a refuge from the hurly-burly of
the city’s commercial life, its crowds, its children. In addition it
offers seclusion and privacy; neighbours can be kept at arm ’s length
in a way that is impossible at higher densities. Then, too, there is
the greater proximity of the neighbourhood to the countryside, the
ideal location being one that actually overlooks the rural landscape,
so completing the illusion of detachment from urban life. Environ
ment provides a convenient rationale for suburban living.
Less often mentioned are the economic advantages of living out
of town. Low rates are an incentive, but paramount is the attraction
of a lower expenditure on space than in any location closer to the
urban core. The suburban resident exchanges the costs of travel to
central urban facilities, activities and job opportunities, for a more
lavish use of land: space replaces accessibility in the choice of
housing. But there are other less measurable benefits to suburban
living. In most urban areas there are inner neighbourhoods of houses
lavishly provided with garden space, at a cost considerably less
than comparable suburban houses. If utilitarian calculations
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prevailed, these, not the peripheral estates, would show high concen
trations of the middle-class populations for which they were origin
ally built. Something other than economy is at stake. Sociologists
argue that those who move away from the inner city neighbourhoods
do so with positive expectations of what extra-urban living has to
offer. They hold certain images of life outside the big city, its rurality,
its friendliness, its community spirit, its suitability for children, even
its prestige, which motivate their movement there.15
Strongly emphasized has been the ‘familism’ of the suburbs. In
the nineteenth century, when infantile mortality rates in the inner
urban districts of the English towns frequently exceeded 175/1000,
the flight to the suburbs by the middle classes had as a motive the
protection of their children’s lives. In similar manner the reluctant
suburbanites in Essex housing estates expressed satisfaction in
suburban living through the opportunities it offered their children.
Instead of damp and overcrowded cottages and tenements, their
children had sunlight and space, hot water and sound houses. As
one housewife said: ‘You’ve got to put up with things if you want a
place for your children. Your children come first.’16 Suburbs are
therefore seen as the environment for child-rearing, providing healthy
living conditions, and in their relative homogeneity (in America), a
secure social environment. As D obriner points out, the ‘better for
children theme’ is a socially approved rationale for suburban
movement, and its use in response to questioning may mask the
parents’ own concerns—a better house, a secluded environment, and
a higher status neighbourhood.17
The theme of familism must be related to attempts to translate
economic gains into higher living standards*—a more modern house,
greater space, a more salubrious environment than that in the older
districts. It is hard to sustain the argument that the mass movement
from the inner districts is motivated by a desire to achieve status in
the community at large. The suggestion made by Rex, that ‘all
participate in a socio-cultural system in which the middle-class way
of life enjoys high prestige and in which the move to the suburbs is a
built in aspiration’,18 is a masterly overstatement. It is all too easy
to demonstrate that there is no unitary value system: w'orking-class
groups, immigrants, the professional meritocracy, all deviate from
the bourgeois vision of the suburban idyll. The location of so many
council housing estates in the suburbs has not been sought by their
residents; circumstances of housing provision allowed no choice.
This explanation for suburbanization is enticing in its very simplicity:
but it simply rationalizes that which has transpired.
Yet another query must be raised: is it that suburban residence has
had high prestige, or is it that their landscaping and proximity to the
countryside lent the middle-class suburbs a rustic air? Does in fact
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rural, and not suburban, living offer the highest status; is the country
house and not the suburban villa the acme of achievement? Not
only have successive elites built, or taken over, country retreats, but
increasingly the broad mass of the population sees the suburb as a
half-way house, a limited realization of their dream of a country
house or cottage: ‘a large proportion of those settling in represent
ative new suburbs, though recognizing that they are now suburban
ites, aspire and expect to live in the countryside eventually. . . . Life
in the countryside [is] a peculiarly prestigious way of life’.19 The
magnet remains the countryside, remote from urban pressures.
In Britain there is an active antipathy towards the cities. Although
the main shift from the land pre-dated the mass extension of the
suburbs, unlike therefore many European and American cities where
first generation urban migrants have moved direct to the suburbs,20
every town has many families that have never lived in the closepacked conditions of the inner cities, and every region its commun
ities in which a close link has been maintained with the surrounding
countryside.21 There is also a deep-seated nostalgia for the pre
industrial past. Popular archaeology and urban history stops with
Georgian England, there is a search for rural living and rural
traditions as representing a way of life older, and somehow truer,
than the culture offered by industrial-urbanism. There is a ‘myth of
a happier past’,22 a world that has been lost, and which can never be
retrieved in the conditions of the cities. Retreat to the country
cottage in the village or, at worst, the garden suburb, is an affirmation
of a conviction that an environmental solution to the problems
presented by capitalism can be found. The middle classes are drawn
out of the cities towards the countryside in their refusal to accept
the circumscriptions on living presented by urban capitalism. In
similar vein Riesman argued that the movement of Americans out
of the cities represented a ‘tremendous but tacit revolt against
industrialism’.23
For those who have choice, the odds are stacked against permanent
urban residence except in the special circumstances of the m etro
politan city. The central areas of cities such as London, Paris, New
York, are sufficiently lively, and their ex-urban sprawl so far-reaching
that residence in an inner district becomes an attractive proposition
once more. So ensues the process of ‘gentrification’ in which the
normal urban distribution is reversed in that the richer households
oust the less affluent from the central districts; rich and very poor
co-exist in the central city, while the less affluent households are
pushed out to the suburbs or beyond into districts remote from
central area attractions and services. Is this then a sufficient explana
tion for the deconcentration of cities and their transformation into
the diffused regional city—a search for seclusion, a deliberate
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withdrawal out of the urban environment except where central city
glitter conceals the drabness of urban existence ?
There is in these explanations a sense of inevitability: this new
environment derives from the very nature of man, brought to an
intolerable state of being in a strictly urban environment and now,
with affluence, released into a way of life in harmony with his, and
his family’s, needs. The discussion has been conducted on volun
tarist, nominalist principles, a position in which it is assumed that
the individual can make decisions about future actions which are
not taken under duress, under situations of constraint, and can
implement those decisions freely. In this focus the sociologists and
the urban economists have written up the urban process as the
logical outcome of human needs, irrespective of the circumstances
in which those needs are defined, and oblivious to the barriers
confronting many households in their search for a desired way of
life. They ignore the constraining matrix of the urban land market,
and the limited availability of housing, but it is from these conditions
that the demand for suburban housing derives.
The urban land market
The urban land market presents special problems for economists.
Land is a peculiar commodity in that the possibilities of increasing
supply in relation to demand are limited: either the intensity of use
can be increased, or with improvements in accessibility the area
available to the community can be extended. So by the end of the
eighteenth century, with road improvements, many English towns
were losing their elite of merchants and professional men to the
country districts.24 The railways were to accelerate the promotion
of these upper-class retreats (often by the large landowners them
selves), but large-scale speculative developments depended on a mass
market, i.e. a section of the population able to take advantage of
new forms of transport. For Britain this happened in the second
half of the nineteenth century. Only when sufficient numbers of
the population are lifted above subsistence level can the compact
city be exchanged for a diffuse sprawl into the countryside as once
rural land is incorporated into the urban land market in a random
scatter of development. Accumulation of wealth from property can
now be achieved in a more open fashion by the subdivision and
marketing of undeveloped land by the speculator/dealer, rather than
by the intensification of use of existing urban property, buildings or land.
All theoretical discussions of the urban land market start from the
differentials in value between developed and undeveloped land.
Hurd seems to have been the first to translate Ricardian rent theory
into the urban situation, so initiating the main line of urban location
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theory.25 In this land values are related both to accessibility, and to
the sequential expansion of the urban area in which the value of
already developed land is automatically pushed up by yet further
expansion of the urban area. In this way a further impetus is given
to speculation on the urban fringes, as the differential between urban
and non-urban land values is widened. Since the nineteenth century,
in Britain as in America, the suburbs have been built up on this
speculative momentum.
For Britain, most is known about London’s expansion. From the
seventeenth century onwards the big estates had been parcelled out
into sedate town environments.26 Nash in Regent’s Park, and Cubitt
in Belgravia, were heirs to this tradition of development. In these
circumstances, careful planning and promotion were necessary to
attract an upper-class market as ‘the profit from just building is
extremely small. . . . [The] main profit comes from raising the ground
rent, from careful selection and skilled utilisation of the building
terrain’.27 But for a mass market, building was less carefully regulated
and estate planning less important. Dyos calculated that in Camber
well (1878-80), some 416 firms and individual builders were involved
in the construction of 5,670 houses. Of these, half built less than six
houses each.28 This fragmentation of interests, a diffuse nexus of
private investors, solicitors, estate agents, building societies and
builders, and their subcontractors, was to characterize the develop
ment of London, as other urban centres.
In the twentieth century suburban development has been regular
ized in that finance for housing has been channelled through building
societies and local authorities, more house building is in the hands
of large, established, construction companies, and land use is itself
regulated under building and planning acts. But the incentives for
suburban development remain the same, and are common to private and
public development. They can be summarized under four headings:
(i) the cost differential between rural land (with planning
permission) and urban land remains in a ratio of something
like 1:10, at minimum.
(ii) Land can be acquired in large plots, suitable for economies in
mass production. (One estimate is that the cost of building
a single housing unit is halved once the scale of production
exceeds fifty dwellings.) ‘Infill’ housing is costly.
(iii) There are no difficulties in rehousing and relocating the
existing users of the land. In the urban area the cost of
‘recapturing the site’ deters all but the provider of luxury
housing (or government subsidized agency) from undertaking
redevelopment.
(iv) For the private developer there is the expectation of profit in
realizing the development value of the land.29
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Financial policies and fiscal incentives add yet further impulse to
suburban movement. N ot only were the British building societies a
main influence in suburban development during the 1930s when they
acted in collaboration with the builders,30 but their lending policies
now encourage purchase of housing in remote districts. N ot only is
the borrowing ceiling raised on new development (to 95 per cent of
valuation), but the calculations as to ability to repay the mortgage
do not take into account the household’s travel costs. Therefore
‘one way in which potential borrowers overcome deficiency of current
income which unacceptably restricts their borrowing, is to substitute
higher travel costs for loan repayment charges to find cheaper
properties in more distant locations’.31 For young households, with
anticipation of increasing income, there is considerable incentive
to maximize their present standard of housing by moving to the
fringes of the urban region. A situation in reverse of that observed
by the Chicago School then pertains, in which relatively low income
households occupy the ‘commuter’s zone’—Zone V in Burgess’s
model.
Fiscal policies in Britain, as in the USA, since the 1930s, have been
oriented towards the encouragement of borrowing for house
purchase. Favourable treatment of funding institutions, whether
credit banks or building societies, and tax relief on interest payments
by the occupier, have given every incentive towards maximum
expenditure on housing, and hence a seemingly insatiable demand for
new housing. Clawson,32 in a review of post-war housing policy in
the USA, concluded that the direction, pace and extent of suburb
anization in that period had been heavily determined by federal
housing and income tax policy. The flight from the cities owed as
much to political directive over housing finance as to the anarchy of
the market. In Britain, similarly, in economists’ terms, those who use
valuable resources in land and construction materials have not been
obliged to ‘pay a price at least equal to the opportunity cost of these
resources’. In conditions of inflation, it is argued, ‘the so-called
demand for space in part results from the cost of space being little
or nothing’.33
Local authorities are now in a different situation, caught in a
pincer between governmental policies favouring private enterprise
construction in the new residential districts out of town, and the
reluctance of their tenants to join the urban game of leap-frog, as
successive generations of new households overstep each other out
beyond the urban fringe. Willmott quoted one respondent from
Dagenham as saying:34
It’s a ridiculous situation. The LCC put its overflow into
Dagenham. Dagenham puts its overflow of necessity into
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Canvey Island. Where they go from Canvey Island in the next
generation, God knows. We can only assume that they’ll put
them on to rafts and set them adrift.
Housing policies, the land market, and planning strategies, may
converge to push young households even 60 miles from their
families and friends (as in Milton Keynes). The alternative is costly
reclamation of land within the urban area: goods yards, docks,
marshes (Thamesmead), mud flats, industrial sites, or areas of low
density housing. This is not simply a question of vested interests in
property pushing up land costs, and hence densities, and so building
costs. By very reason of their nature as sites, development costs
must be high.
In this analysis it is the availability of housing alone that draws
the urban resident out from the existing built-up area into new
districts. W hat these households seek is a house, and they move
where they do simply because it is there they can find a house they
can afford. The move away from the city has very little to do with a
quest for a rural idyll, or with a search for status, but simply relates
to the nature of the mass markets in housing. And yet, of all those
who undertake the move to the new areas, few do so reluctantly;
most have some belief in the images of ex-urban residence already
discussed. Familism, prestige, rurality and the return to the small
community, all play their part as rationalizations of what must be
undertaken.
It is possible to argue that these images of extra-urban living are
‘myths’;35 the simple pastoral image of life out of the city, the rural
setting, the small community, the establishment of identity round the
family unit, all are elements in an image that disguises the real
inconvenience and cost to the individual householder of the new
form of settlement. Even the proximity of the countryside is illusory
in that there is no greater access to it than from the town; a farmer’s
wife from Suffolk complained that if she wanted to walk on grass
she had to come up to a London park. The escape from the city
means a sacrifice of the urban assets of diversity and choice in
exchange for rural environs, and a new house. Is not this myth of
‘rural’ life an ideology—using that word in the specialized sense of
an idea which serves vested interests in society? The belief in the
intrinsic superiority of life out of town provides a motivation for
movement there, a decision in which there is in effect very little
choice, and a legitimation for those who continue to create new
suburbs.
The implications o f suburban movement
The post-war extension of the mass suburbs provoked a near
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hysterical reaction among social commentators in Britain and
America alike. In America popular journalism and sociological
investigation built up an image of suburbia, differing from both
traditional working-class and middle-class cultures in its ‘otherdirectedness’ and conformity, its frenetic socializing and lack of
self-confidence, and its quest for status. ‘Status becomes an auto
nomous motive and mode of life’, concluded Stein in his review of the
literature of the 1950s.36 On the English side most attention was
directed to the new suburban council estates in which working-class
families were being resettled in the post-war housing drive. The
reactions here were equally extreme: the new districts were described
as the ‘breeding grounds of the privatized worker’,37 or as ‘the
classically anomic society’.38 It was argued that the matrix of tradi
tional working-class life was being destroyed, and its localism
broken down. Working-class families now separated from their kin,
and reserved with their neighbours, were retreating into an isolation
of family life.
In a life now house-centred instead of kinship centred,
competition for status now takes the form of struggle for
material acquisition. In the absence of small groups . . . people
think they are judged, and judge others by the material
standards which are the outward and visible mark of
respectability.39
Opinion was by no means unanimous on the consequences of
the enforced relocation from the inner districts: Mogey, for instance,
compared the strong if circumscribed loyalties of the old-established
district with the more open society on the new estates, in which ‘The
inhabitants of Barton [had] lost their ties to the neighbourhood and
gained in return citizenship in the wider and freer atmosphere of the
varied associational life of the city’,40 but there was concurrence on
the fact of change. Even in Gans’s later study, The Levittowners,
designed to disprove the suburbanism hypothesis, there is substantial
evidence that the new community had had an unanticipated impact
on the adults moving there.41 In that case the implications of a new
pattern of consumption were found to be more wide-ranging than
the movement to the suburbs, as such. It was the house that had
drawn them to the district, and once there it was the house that
gave the greatest satisfaction. It is ‘the isolation of the house as
object’42 that forms the central theme to life in the new suburbs.43
Geographical mobility had enabled a break with tradition, and the
new house encouraged an orientation of interests towards the family
unit, and consumption.
Evidence from the suburban studies was fed into th e ‘embourgeoisement’ debate concerning the convergence between blue-collar
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and white-collar workers in advanced industrial economies, and the
collapse of traditional working-class solidarities. The privatization
of existence at home was related to instrumental attitudes to work
and trade unions alike.44 On the first count, various studies have
demonstrated the maintained barriers between classes, and the
tensions in a neighbourhood when households of disparate life-styles
and expectations for themselves and their children are forced to
co-exist.45 Despite affluence, despite suburban living, there was little
indication that working-class households were adopting middle-class
ways of life. Suburbs were ‘new homes for old values’, ‘old com
munities on new land’. And there is now no evidence to confirm
the suggestion that greater affluence and a suburban environment
have meant the collapse of working-class militancy. In at least one
interpretation, movement out of a traditional community into the
suburban council estates had acted to revitalize political activity,
and while hastening new patterns of family life and sociability had
in no way broken down working-class loyalties.46
The suburban solution
The suburban solution to the problem of housing the working classes
was the one advanced by the slum reformers of the late nineteenth
century. If only the new lands of the suburbs could be opened up
to the working classes, particularly the skilled men, the craftsmen, a
filtering process could be initiated in which the overcrowding of
the very poor, the urban ‘residuum’, in the central slums, would be
relieved. Cheap, efficient transport from the central city to the
suburbs was seen as the key to the solution of the housing question ;47
the lengthening of the working day which resulted, the increasing
separation of city from country as the suburbs extended, the peren
nial cost of transportation, were not seen as in their turn creating
new problems. Movement to the suburbs, not the redistribution of
incomes, was the answer to the crisis of the modern city.
No counter-proposal came from the socialists, far more concerned
with organizing a mass party than with providing (Utopian) solu
tions to the housing question. The only programme to which
Engels was prepared to commit socialism was the ‘abolition of the
antithesis between town and country’. Not only was it hopelessly
unrealistic to hope to solve the housing question within the pattern
of land values set up by large-scale urbanization, but it was Utopian
to begin to ‘prescribe the form in which this or any other of the
antitheses of present-day society is to be solved’.48 The only challenge
to the suburban solution has come from the garden city movement
which would seek to reintegrate town and country, and solve the
land problem of the large cities in the one programme of controlled
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resettlement of the working population in communities where work
and home were once more brought together.
But, despite the humanism and social commitment of the members
of the movement, the garden city could offer no challenge to the
capitalist city. It failed in two respects: one, in its diagnosis of the
rationale of urban, more specifically metropolitan, growth; two, in
its presentation of a restricted, environmental solution. In Howard’s
analysis the basis of urban growth was industrial production and
the attractions of industrial wealth, so further growth could be
checked by industrial decentralization. Like his contemporary,
Geddes, Howard saw mass urbanization as resulting from the
application of the new technology, a technology which could be
controlled, planned, and so liberated; but the controlling activities
of the metropolis, from which derives its magnetism, were ignored.
No answer was presented to the centralization of power in society;
the network of controls, financial, administrative, political, radiating
over national society and international empire, on which was based
the dominance of metropolis, went unrecognized. The garden city
was seen as a productive rather than a controlling unit. N or could
an appropriation of development values for the community offset
the effects of the accepted allocation of wealth between capital and
labour. The garden city programme differed only from suburban
extension in its provision of a community infrastructure out of its
own resources. In all respects the garden city, and its realization in
the new towns, is part of the suburban solution to the consequences
of living under capitalist conditions; both garden city and suburb
present environmental solutions to the issues of capitalist urban
ization. Their creators ‘proposed in effect to create an asylum, in
which they could . . . overcome the chronic defects of civilization while
still commanding at will the privileges and benefits of urban society’.49
The transformation of living conditions achieved by thinning
out, deconcentrating, urban populations and providing new housing
away from the urban core is indisputable. The answer by Bauer,
advocate of planned suburban housing, to Engels, was succinct:
‘It would be difficult to dispose of several million houses as mere
visionary utopianism.’ Use of cheap land, and the treatment of
housing as a public utility, along with the controlled use of modern
methods in the planning, design and construction of housing, has
‘abolished the distinction between my better and your worse’,50 at
least for certain sectors of the population. As, too, first industry,
then offices, have moved out of the cities to suburban or new town
locations, the position of the worker, industrial or white-collar, has
yet further improved. Life is comfortable, relaxed in house and
garden, and for the major metropolitan regions largely independent
of the central city.
62

THE MODERN BIG CITY

But the cost-benefit equation for the suburban solution cannot be
calculated in terms of the comfort and satisfaction of the suburban
residents alone, for the true costs of suburban extension are felt by
other groups of the population, who are not eligible for suburban
living. The long-term concentration of community investment into
the new areas of the suburbs or new towns, and the continual drain
of population from the inner areas to the periphery, have as a
consequence, the twilight areas of the inner cities, depressed grey
areas or transitional zones, housing the elderly, the poor, the
unskilled or semi-skilled service worker, on whose labour inner city
activities depend. While certain categories of activity remain so
heavily concentrated in the core to the central city there will be
competition for accessible housing in which the poor and the poorest
are forced into the areas furthest from the suburban ideal. High
standards of living for one section of the working class were only
achieved at the expense of the living standards of the remainder.
The comfort and cosiness of the suburbs must be assessed against
the neglect and squalor of much of the inner city districts.
In the largest metropolitan centres there is now evident a more
effective segregation of an ‘urban residuum’ from other sections of
the working class than anything experienced in the nineteenth
century. In fact it was the forced coexistence of the artisan, the
‘respectable working class’, with the poor and the very poor, in the
same streets even, that spurred on housing reform then. Now the
service workers on whom the metropolitan economy depends must
be retained in the inner city, in the barracks of local authority
housing or, at less expense, in the rehabilitated structures of the
nineteenth-century speculative builder. ‘Social polarization’ means
not only a heavy burden on the rates for the municipal authorities,
but a division within the ranks of the working class. As it is these
same urban centres that attract the main influx of overseas immi
grants, this cleavage between suburban and inner city working
population is underscored by racial divisions.
For the smaller provincial centres, the distinctions are less marked,
for a number of reasons. One, certainly, is the slower rate of economic
growth which has slowed up industrial decentralization, and held
back demand for suburban housing. Important also is the lesser
impact of congestion costs: movement into, across and around the
inner areas is still possible, so that the town centre remains the social
and economic hub of the urban community. And planning controls
have been exercised to prevent any diminution in importance of the
town centre as the focus for business, shopping and leisure. Equally
important have been housing policies: local authority estates are
juxtaposed with private housing, rehousing from clearance districts
places inner city dwellers of all ages and occupations in suburban
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areas in inner city estates, and pressure for cheaphousing forces many
young households into inner slum areas, alongside the elderly.
Underlying all these aspects of provincial life is scale: social contacts
can be maintained despite suburban movement, and any one work
place draws on a labour force from all parts of the town. Proponents
of the garden city, which was to be a ‘balanced community’, were
intuitively correct in their imperative of a fixed limit to the size of the
town, but to maintain this implies economic stagnation, lack of
diversification, and limited opportunities.
In conclusion
The implications of this new pattern of urbanization for urban
sociology have not yet been fully appreciated. The classical theories
of urban sociology are derived from experience of cities before their
diffusion into the countryside, and before their transformation into
regional cities made up of many interlinked, but partially autono
mous, subcommunities. In this situation ‘urban’ sociology has no
meaning. The images of urbanization held by Tonnies, Simmel,
Weber, Park and W irth51 must be related to their experience of
cities as distinct from and in their terms even antagonistic to the
countryside; of cities as having a unity of existence epitomized in
the concept of the ‘urban community’. Park in his recognition of
the separate worlds of the metropolis, its many subcommunities,
comes closest to present-day conceptions of the city as presenting a
fragmented, diverse, diffuse and segmental community existence,
but even he presents the urban community as one organic entity
focused on the central city.
Perhaps surprisingly something of the same image is present in
more recent attempts to provide a theoretical framework for urban
and regional studies. In reading Rex, or Pahl, or Castells,52 there is
an impression of an ‘urban system’ having a distinctive community
power structure, not of the fragmentation and interleaving of
community life, the diversification of interests epitomized by Long
as ‘the ecology of games’,53 found in the metropolitan regions. In
these there is not one, but many, labour markets, not a single
‘allocative structure’ but a plurality, a system of subcommunities
contending between themselves for investment and space. One has
only to think of London where access to community resources is
mediated so variably even between adjacent local authorities to
realize the futility of a simple model of urban social structure.
There are, however, circumstances where the older models of
urban social structure may apply, where the city concept is not
outmoded. Although the provincial communities are also diffuse in
outline they have not undergone the functional differentiation and
64

THE MODERN BIG CITY

multiplication of constituent communities that characterize the
metropolitan regions. The simplest urban situation for study is that
which shows the greatest dependency and where there is closest
identification with a local culture. The provincial community has a
common history and an identity of interest in its dependence; the
very lack of autonomy makes for an identification with the local
community. Sluggishness in economic growth indicates a slow rate
of change in the environment, a low rate of mobility, and lack of
affluence, all of which put a brake to the fragmentation and compli
cation of community structure encountered in the metropolitan
regions. Continuity, not change, simplicity in community structure,
characterize the provincial community, whereas the regional city
has broken with the past—the city is now a region. In these circum
stances ‘the city concept is an anachronism, and even far-reaching
reforms cannot prevent its decay and final disappearance’.54
There is currently a lag between policy reactions in planning and
social theories as to urbanization, in that planners have responded
more openly, and less critically, to the exigencies of the modern big
city. So among professional planners, the ‘Los Angeles in Hampshire’
image for the new urbanization, the open-ended formlessness of
structure planning, oppose the older ideas as to compact tightly
integrated towns, and the fixity of the plan. For both planning and
urban sociology the guiding assumptions were derived in the context
of the fin de siecle metropolis (to which in their formalism of
approach the Chicago School were able to assimilate their observ
ations of a very different urban situation), and yet the conditions
of living that have succeeded those cities in crisis generate ideas that
flatly contradict the earlier premises as to the nature of ‘the urban’.
Entrenched beliefs and responses to current situations war uneasily,
and ideas are extrapolated from one context to another without
critical assessment as to their fitness for action.
2 The urban problem: the inner cities
For the past century celebrations of progress in the societies of
industrial capitalism have been accompanied by a grudging aware
ness of an ‘urban problem’. Living conditions for certain groups in
society have repeatedly forced attention on the injustice and partiality
inherent in the structure of access to resources, in this way maintain
ing a constant living indictment of the urban-industrial order. It is
not the working conditions of capitalism that have generated
uneasiness in the ruling consensus about failings in the mode of
production, but its living conditions, the squalor, misery, pollution
and sheer inefficiency of its urban centres. This awareness of the
living conditions of the urban poor dates from the nineteenth
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century, although there had been no marked deterioration in the
administration or sanitary conditions of the largest towns. Although
cities were notorious as centres of plague and pestilence, foetid
environments that swallowed up the lives of men, women and
children, and their poor were cramped into back courts or houses
subdivided by floor, room and partition, there had been no evident
concern for their planning as more humane places in which to live.
It is therefore significant that awareness of urban conditions did
alter as the pace of economic and demographic growth quickened in
the nineteenth century. Was it that ‘the industrial town was some
thing new . . . which seemed the very reverse of being pre-ordained
and inevitable’; did it ‘seem natural that the inventive powers of
man and the strength of machines would be able to change the
course of the situation which they themselves had created’ 71
It is this urban problem that has preoccupied urban sociologists
from the days of Geddes and Park. For the former, cities in the
‘paleolithic’ civilization stood condemned by their ‘slums, semi
slums, and super-slums’, and the task of the urban scientist was to
outline the conditions, causes and solutions to bleak urban depriv
ation. Parkways, gardens and flower-boxes were to signify the
release of urban citizens from the old order in a new consciousness
of urban destiny. And it was the inner city that preoccupied Park
and his colleagues at Chicago. The main task of sociology there,
as at other American universities,2 was to elucidate the process of
urbanization for a bewildered public, and discover the mechanisms
by which the traumas of existence in the inner cities could be
resolved.
In Britain, as in America, over the past fifteen years, this urban
problem has once more come to the forefront in policy discussions.
Inner city decay and deprivation are the underpinnings to a growth
industry in urban research. But the phrasing of the problem has
undergone significant shifts. For example, where once the issue was
defined as that of the slums, that is, of problems of physical decay
and dilapidation which once rectified by redevelopment would be
resolved once and for all, the new definition of the issues of the inner
city is less certain: in America the ghetto commands attention,
whereas in Britain it is the twilight area debate that covers concern
for the future of entire inner cities. Economic growth and techno
logical prowess have freed most of the population from their confines,
but have hastened their deterioration as environment. Planning has
shown itself incapable of creating conditions of living which over
come these defects; the new is excoriated as inhumane, creating
wastelands in the cities as in the suburbs. Nothing, it seems, can
remedy conditions in these inner city districts—housing, education,
welfare and community development projects can only stave off
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their incipient collapse as communities. There seems little alternative
to their slow decay and their use as reservoirs of cheap labour, as
the encampments of an under-class debarred from integration into
society by their residence in these areas.
In the debates, many aspects of developed capitalist society are
called into question, and the content of discussion is political. The
analytical tools of the social scientists coexist uneasily with the
doctrinaire statements from political platforms as to national
identity, race, poverty and class differentials in education and
intelligence. The language, the concepts, the very intentions of
research in the inner cities are only comprehensible as part of this
political debate. And as the debate shifts ground, in response to
changing definitions of the situation as much as changes in the
urban situation itself, so do the concerns of social research. In
urban sociology there has, for example, been a shift from issues of
cultural assimilation to those of the political economy of the ghetto,
in America; and in Britain, the discussion has shifted from the
demoralization of the urban poor, to the conditions of the slum,
and then to the problematic of the twilight area. In these latter two
the interests of sociologists, planners and other ‘urban managers’
converge, and it is on these issues that the sociologists have had a
ready hearing from their audience in the professions.
The slum: myth and counter-myth
The slums once had power to shock: the accounts of squalor, misery
and inhuman living conditions in the nineteenth-century cities shook
the middle-class public of Victorian England, scarcely willing to
believe the fearful degradation of life in the slums, so close and yet
so remote from their own secure homes. The very alliterative qualities
of the word ‘slum’ are calculated to rouse feelings of pity and disgust
—pity for the misery of others, disgust at their fecklessness and
irresponsibility. As Abrams comments, ‘Slum gives its meaning
the moment it is uttered. From the day the word entered the lan
guage of social reform, its mere mention was enough to revolt the
good citizen, win the support of the crusading press, and dedicate
official action to its extinction.’3
There was then a clear image of the slum: it was an area where the
misfits, the dregs and the outlaws from society accumulated, ‘a bleak
area of segregation of the sediment of society’,4 a social residue
daily joined by newcomers to the city, and left behind by the more
energetic and ambitious. The slum was the locale of vice, crime,
delinquency and disease, a disorderly gathering of people beyond
society and without community. Such a classic slum, for instance,
was the ‘Jago’, a notorious huddle of courts and alleys in Shoreditch,
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demolished in the earliest of the clearance schemes undertaken by
the London County Council.5 Sunken below the level of the sur
rounding streets, it was entered by narrow alleyways down which
no respectable citizen dared enter. It was the home of fugitives
from justice, the pariahs of the urban world; a submerged and
detached area, with a shifting slum population. It was this kind of
area that the housing reformers were dedicated to extirpate.
Presently, however, the image of a slum is more hazy: neither
physical nor social criteria isolate the slum as an entity with definite
characteristics. In Great Britain, physical unfitness is marked out
by categories of repair, damp and sanitary facilities. To warrant
clearance the dwelling has to be in such a state as to be ‘not reason
ably suitable for occupation in that condition’.6 The stringency with
which such criteria are interpreted varies with the resources and
willingness to act of different localities, and changing economic
circumstances. Neither can the sociologists offer a firmer definition.
Typically they have emphasized the slum’s conditions of social
degradation, disorganization and exclusion, while emphasizing the
subjective and relative quality of such labelling.7 N ot only are the
physical and social criteria for a slum acknowledged to be of limited
objectivity, but the two indices to a problem area may rarely coincide.
The modern slum may be the substantial rooming house of the
twilight zones, or the council house estates used as the dumping
ground for ‘problem’ families and difficult tenants.
The image of the slum has been diffused in changing circumstances.
The crippling total poverty that characterized the slums described
by Mayhew, Mearns or Booth8 has been alleviated by the Welfare
State. No longer do the families of entire streets live as animals
without beds, bedding, or food, their children half-starving and near
naked. The slums are still there, but their incidence, their harshness,
their concentration and their visibility have been reduced. At the
same time the areas designated as slums have changed over the last
century. In the nineteenth century, housing associations and local
authorities tackled the areas of total dilapidation, overcrowding and
squalor, the ‘exploitation slums’. With few exceptions these areas
have been eliminated, and the clearance programmes have turned
to the working-class cottages, areas of dilapidation and neglect,
‘blighted slums’,9 starved of investment since their construction.
In this there are marked regional distinctions. In areas of growth,
the metropolitan regions, conditions of housing stress are found in
very varied physical structures, so that solid, modern housing may
be brought into disrepute and dilapidation through intensive
occupation. But in the provinces, the problem is quite different. The
unevenness of national growth has meant the long decline of their
towns, the ageing of their population, and the decay of their housing
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stock. Their slums are the slums of underdevelopment, whereas
those of the South East or Midlands are those of over-urbanization.
If in the nineteenth century a distinction could be drawn between
urban overcrowding and rural neglect, an analogous comparison
can be made now between the slums of the metropolitan region and
those of the provincial communities.
But the clearance programmes roll on, despite widespread anger
at the destruction of familiar neighbourhoods, and the personal
upheaval entailed. Unlike the planners who see each project as the
realization of a long-term strategy for the reconstruction of the city’s
fabric, the urban resident sees only displacement of householders,
shopkeepers, small businesses and workshops, the removal of low
cost housing, and the creation of wastelands. From 1955 to 1973
alone, 1.7 million dwellings were demolished in Great Britain.
Urban renewal is seen as yet another pressure towards monopoly
and concentration: housing concentrated in the hands of the
municipalities, small firms deprived of premises, independent
entrepreneurs ousted. Possibilities of autonomy at home and at
work are thereby further reduced under the slogan of slum clearance,
or urban renewal.
When Dickens or Engels were writing, the slum problem was one
of urbanization. The great cities were growing more rapidly in
population than their ability to provide the social capital necessary
for the reproduction or maintenance of the labour force. Slums
resulted from the overcrowding and exploitation of the poor and
very poor, scratching a living in the hurly-burly of the Victorian
city. The problem was akin to that faced by the cities of the Third
World now, where peripheral shanty towns complement the inner
city slums. In the last quarter of the twentieth century the more
typical ‘slum problem’ is that of the blight and obsolescence of the
houses of the inner cities, and the endemic poverty of their residents.
The social disorganization and marginality which so concerned the
earlier writers was a problem primarily of urbanization, and not of
bad housing. As the problem has changed, so have the attitudes to
it. The main concern has ceased to be the welfare of the population,
and become the state of the housing stock; urban renewal has
replaced slum clearance as the professional statement of aims.
And yet the designation of an area as ‘slum’ may still legitimate
the furtherance of urban renewal policies which are unwanted by
the populations affected, and viewed with suspicion by many others.
The slur and stigmatization attached to the designation of an area
as ‘slum’ not only convinces its population that they have no rights—
as regards their housing they are beyond civil society—but also
convinces informed opinion of the fitness of this strategy, regardless
of the exact conditions of the area so categorized, and the interests
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involved. All kinds of housing situation are bracketed together, and
the diagnosis and remedy for the problem predetermined, for to
designate an area as slum is to prescribe a certain policy—clearance.
The causes of the slum have been forgotten, and a myth built up
that conditions of social pathology are most acute in the slum, that
a slum could be designated in terms of housing conditions, and that
to remove this housing was to remove the slum.
In Victorian England the debate on the slums was initiated in the
context of more wide-ranging discussions among the middle classes
as to urbanization, demoralization and poverty. ‘Slums only become
a social problem when a large enough group of important enough
people decide that poor people ought not to live in such places.’10
London attracted the greatest attention, both as the largest city
with the greatest concentration of the poor, and that with a chronic
situation of unemployment and casual labour. Conditions in its
labour market were quite unlike those of the northern towns, where
a factory proletariat was housed in an unregulated and planless
sprawl of mean houses. London was extreme not only in its worsen
ing employment situation, but in the deterioration in living conditions
as housing for the poor diminished in supply as London’s commercial
expansion, offices, warehouses, docks, railways, commanded
housing land.11 Overcrowding increased throughout the century.12
The slums had originally aroused concern as health risks as
cholera and smallpox epidemics overran most of the industrial
towns in the 1830s and 1840s. The lack of ‘infrastructure’ to the
towns, water supply, drainage and sewerage, as well as services such
as street lighting and rubbish collection, was seen as one part of the
problem, and housing conditions in the poorer districts, the other.
Accordingly the measures taken were two-fold: first, authorization
to, and surveillance over, the municipalities, in the provision of basic
services for the towns;13 and second, control over housing conditions
in the slum districts. Always the rack-renting landlord was seen as
central to the problem. Regulation of the overcrowding in common
lodging houses, powers over landlords to maintain adequate stan
dards of repair and basic facilities, were elements to the attack
against the slums from the 1840s, and only gradually was it realized
that these were unavailing. Powers for the compulsory clearance of
slum districts were available in 1868, and for the replacement of
working-class housing by the municipalities in 1875, and again in
1890.14 Through the century the task of remedying the chronic evils
of urbanization had devolved to the municipalities (under govern
ment direction), and their main task in the housing question had
been defined as that of removing the unfit or unhealthy districts.
This then was the first stage in regulation of living conditions for
the working class: a reluctant adoption of powers against landlords
70

THE MODERN BIG CITY

and the provision of urban services, benefiting all sections of the
population, at the expense of the property-owners themselves. In
this statement of the urban problem, the slum was seen as the key,
it was an intrinsic element to ‘the mental landscape within which
the middle class could recognize and articulate their own anxieties
about urban existence’.15 If the area that was the seat of moral
pestilence and degeneration threatening urban civilization could be
removed in entirety, either by charitable associations or by the
municipalities, then the future was assured.
Very soon, however, it had to be recognized that slum clearance
was not the solution. It was expensive in that it took place in the
most crowded and intensively used areas, and its removal only
exacerbated the problem of cheap housing, enabling larger profits
to be made by slum landlords. In effect there was a double subsidy to
the owners of the slums—first through the compulsory purchase at
market value of the site to be cleared, and, second, through the
forcing up of rents, and subsequent acquisition costs, of the surroun
ding areas. This was early acknowledged:16
It is notorious that the Artisan’s Dwelling Act has in some
respects made matters worse for them. Large spaces have been
cleared of fever-breeding rookeries, to make way for the
building of decent habitations, but the rents of these are beyond
the means of the abject poor. They are driven to crowd more
closely together in the few stifling places still left to them, and
so Dives makes a richer harvest out of their misery, buying up
property condemned as unfit for habitation, and turning it
into a gold-mine because the poor must have shelter somewhere.
Even if municipalities provided the new housing, the needs of
the poorest households could not be met. In the clearance of the
Jago and its replacement by the Boundary Street scheme, only
eleven people out of 5,719 displaced took rooms in the new
housing.17
In fact clearance exacerbated conditions of shortage in the inner
cities. Particularly in London, there was a vast pool of labour
forced to cluster close to the markets, docks and streets from which
they drew their livelihood. But equally in the factory towns, the
worker was forced to live in earshot and walking distance of the
factory gates. The poor were compelled to live close to their place
of work, and therefore had to accept what housing was available
to them there. In an account of one of the worst of the mid-century
London blackspots, Jacob’s Island, Bermondsey, Mayhew quotes
the women explaining their situation in simple terms: ‘They knows
it’s handy for a M an’s work—and that’s the reason why they
imposes on a body.’18 Those who worked long and irregular hours,
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such as market porters, hotel and restaurant staff, dock workers,
were particularly dependent on central area housing and therefore
had to compete for space with the shops, offices, warehouses, public
buildings and luxury housing. Inner London in Booth’s poverty
maps was a crazy patchwork of good and bad housing, the poor
relegated to the back streets and courts, the rich in the squares and
wide thoroughfares. If these sordid slums were removed then the
slum problem would simply be displaced elsewhere.
But by then, the principle of state intervention was accepted, and
there was no dispute that measures had to be taken to safeguard
living conditions in the cities if for no other reason than ensuring the
reproduction of the labour force. The alternative of forcible removal
of slum properties was to open out the cheaper land of the suburbs,
first through the provision of cheap transport and then, eventually,
by subsidies to the builders of new houses. The first steps were
hesitant, parliamentary power to impel railway companies to provide
cheap trains in 1893, municipalization of bus and tram services from
the 1890s (and quite inadequate for the poorest households, who
only very slowly benefited from the ‘filtering up’ of more secure
members of the working class from the inner cities), but they formed
the basis of what can be termed the ‘suburban solution’ to the housing
question. Certainly, by 1900, there was a well-established argument
that population had to be decentralized as had industry already, if
cities were to function: ‘The Housing Problem is not to be solved in
the slums of Camberwell or Whitechapel, but in the green fields of
Harrow and Hendon . . . in the suburbs of the south.’19 This essen
tially was the policy promoted by the radical liberals, and enshrined
in the Housing Acts from 1919 onwards. Slum landlords were to
be put out of business by the provision of alternative cheap housing.
In face of this new appraisal of the housing problem, the pro
ponents of slum clearance had to make their case with even greater
stridency. They had to demonstrate that bad housing conditions
had an effect on health and welfare over and above conditions of
poverty,20 which was sufficiently deleterious to justify expenditure
to the ratepayers, punitive action against the property-owners, and
the compulsory upheaval of the population. The issues were neces
sarily simplified in the preparation of a ‘charter for action’, and the
conditions and circumstances surrounding particular areas of poor
housing had to be overlooked to put the message across in unmis
takable terms—clear the slums, eliminate the housing problem. There
was a vulgarization of the issues at stake which was necessary in
political terms if the slums were not to decay as the suburbs expanded,
but which had its basis in the cleavage in life situation and culture
of middle and working class. Only the separation between classes
in the city permitted the stereotype of social pathology, disease,
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deviance and moral turpitude, common to all areas of dilapidated
housing, to achieve credibility.
The slum, then, became a reformer’s myth. As Dennis has argued,
the reformers had to resort to easily understood slogans and propa
ganda statements which simplify the issues and render clear cut
the solutions, in order to bring the needs of the worst housed to
public attention, and into the sphere of legislation. . . research,
detailed knowledge, and the fastidious weighing of alternatives must
give way to the slogans of propaganda, and to the enthusiasm,
which stems from clear and uncomplicated statements of right and
wrong.’21 Inherent to the statement of the issues is an assumption
that slums exist as identifiable groupings of people and dwellings,
which have common features in a variety of urban contexts. The
principal features to the slum are those of social pathology, which
are soluble if the physical environment is reconstructed. This image
would have been a distortion and oversimplification of conditions
in the inner cities even in the nineteenth century, and subsequently
it has acted to stigmatize households forced by conditions of shortage
in housing, and their own subsistence wages, to live in houses which
have long outlived their lifespan.
N or has the slogan of slum clearance been directed as its spokes
man intended. Throughout the century, the earlier solution, removal
of the older housing, has been seen as an alternative to the policy
of construction of more cheap housing in the suburbs, and not as an
integral aspect of a combined strategy. Government directives, in
1933, and then again in 1956, specifically restricted local authorities
to the costly task of urban renewal, leaving the green fields of the
suburbs to private enterprise, except where rehousing commitments
forced expansion. Insufficient resources have been allowed to the
public sector to provide new housing over and above replacement
requirements, and the humanitarian pleas of the housing reformers
have served to justify restriction of the local authorities to the tasks
which private enterprise could not undertake.
Sociological approaches to the slum
All studies of areas defined as slums have been coloured by the
reaction of the writers to the reformers’ policies. There has been
acute resentment expressed on behalf of the neighbourhoods
affected, at the stigmatization and high-handed treatment of their
populations. It would seem that sociologists have been concerned to
correct simplistic arguments concerning the relation between poor
housing and ‘social pathology’. They have certainly tried to demon
strate the validity of the culture, or subculture, in these areas, by
dwelling on the life experience of the residents. ‘Slum’ areas have
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therefore been defended as socially optimal environments, and the
planners castigated as ‘clumsy giants crushing underfoot things of
whose value they have no conception’.22 They have argued that
either the existing social network should be maintained on re
development, in ‘the movement of street and kinship groupings as a
whole, members being transferred together to a new setting [which]
would enable the city to be rebuilt without squandering the fruits
of social cohesion’,23 or the houses should be rehabilitated rather
than demolished.
The antagonism between sociologists and planners derives from
their different interests, the one in social organization, the other in
the environment, and also in the slum myth itself. Sociologists have
distinguished between the ‘urban jungle’, an area which ‘attracts the
criminal, the mentally ill, the socially rejected, and those who for
one reason or another have given up the attempt to cope with life’,24
and the ‘urban village’, i.e. areas with a relatively self-contained,
slowly changing, highly personalized social environment, in absolute
contrast to the mobile shifting world of the ‘urban jungle’. As there
is real difficulty in studying the latter, in that its population may put
a high premium on anonymity, and independence of surveillance,25
the sociologists have concentrated their attention on the urban
village. But the planners, operating in the assumption of homo
geneity of the slums, and in acceptance of physical dilapidation as
an index to ‘social pathology’, have been oblivious to the differences
between areas, both in their position in the housing market and the
populations they house.
A definite image has been built up, largely on the basis of local
community studies, of life in the urban village. The relative lack of
mobility is emphasized, as is the focus on the family circle, that is, a
unit rather larger than the nuclear family of parents and children.
Once working-class families had moved into the towns from the
land, mobility often ceased for two or three generations, and a
strong identification developed with one particular neighbourhood.
On the basis of this localization, it is argued, there is a rejection of
urban culture, in favour of a more personalized way of life in which
status is conferred on criteria other than those of education, wealth
and occupation. Suttles terms this ‘provincialism’.26 Particularistic
assessments of merit are rooted in close group identifications, the
networks of housewives, neighbours and relatives in Bethnal Green
or Sunderland for instance,27 the pub- and club-based worlds of the
miners in A shton,28 or the street gangs of Liverpool.29 All of these
groupings are based on ascribed categories of sex and age, family
ties, or on residence. Individuals do not have to find out who they
associate with, as the relationships are given by their position in the
community. The social value of the urban village therefore lies in its
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provision of security for every resident. By the very simplicity with
which its members are allocated roles, the poor are protected from
anomie.
In this image there is again an inference of homogeneity, and the
internal stratification and segmentation of social life is overlooked.
The localization and segmentalization of life permits considerable
diversity of social groupings within the same neighbourhood, so
that, for instance, in two American studies, both in Boston, the
research workers, relying on personal contact and participant
observation, found themselves restricted to certain groups in the
neighbourhood, Whyte to the street corner gangs, and Gans to the
Italian working class.30 Access to one group in the neighbourhood
did not lead to association with others. The vulnerability of workingclass households in the housing market is revealed in their inability
to resist the invasion of undesirable groups. The sociological portrait
of the urban village has encouraged the planner to discount the
possibility of divergence of interests and aspirations between
different sectors of the population.31
In most inner city districts in Britain there is considerable diversity
of population as judged by age, stage in household cycle, income and
ownership of property. Areas of blight and decay are frequently
associated with elderly populations, but in many towns the clearance
areas also have a high proportion of families with children, living
alongside older households.32 Modernized and smartly painted
houses are intermingled with the brown paint and shabby fronts of
the older population, and the population divided on aspirations for
their housing and their attitude towards the future of the area. And
as renewal programmes extend into areas not previously considered
as slums, so may the range of households included widen.
There are also studies which present a different interpretation of
the slum culture. Mogey’s study of St Ebbe’s, Oxford,33 must be
set alongside the better known contemporaneous study of Bethnal
Green. In this it is clear that Mogey welcomed the opportunity
given to the inner city population to break out of the traditional
community, based on deference and assent, into the new housing
estates. The lack of privacy, the conservatism, intolerance and
restriction of outlook, were exchanged for a more open life in the
new areas. Even in Bethnal Green, it was noted that scholarship
places to grammar school were not taken up, as ‘This was a workingclass community, and those who tried to become something else,
were not behaving as they should’.34 Similarly, Coates and Silburn,
in their study of St Ann’s, Nottingham, found that 40 per cent of
their sample were living in poverty, that there was considerable
turnover of population, and a marked heterogeneity. They write
of the breakdown of community feeling, and the continual friction
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between neighbours, especially over children ‘having to be careful
who you’re friends with, and who your children can play with’,35 in
an area where social tensions were at least as strong a source of
discontent as the lack of physical amenities. Two-thirds of their
sample were ‘very glad’ that the area was scheduled for clearance,
and half wanted to leave the area completely.
These differences in assessment may relate to different circum
stances. Bethnal Green was an area of considerable stability, and
relative homogeneity, a relict community at the apex of the workingclass sector of London extending into suburban Essex, deserted by
successive waves of the more ambitious. Post-war rent controls and
housing shortage had reinforced this immobility, and local occu
pations were in general poorly paid. Oxford, however, was a town
experiencing a new affluence, and expansion, with the growth of high
wage industries, in particular, cars. Similarly, St Ann’s, Nottingham,
and Millfield, Sunderland, are evidently very different communities.
The relatively rapid rate of growth in Nottingham had put strains
on the inner city housing stock in that immigrants to the city
employed in its low wage industries came to live alongside local
households in dilapidated low cost housing. While in Sunderland,
an area of endemic unemployment, there was a strong identification
with the one neighbourhood by a local population strongly resistant
to a clearance programme that had continued in advance of their
demand for better housing. Slum clearance was being used as a
legitimation for urban renewal policies intended to modernize the
town, that outran the community’s preparedness for change.
It is clear that the slums of one town are not the slums of another,
even in the same society. Each urban area presents a different housing
profile in that it will have inherited a housing stock representative of
the historical situation of the town in the development of the national
economy, and the demands placed on that housing stock will depend
on changes in the local labour market. Generalizations as to ‘the
slums’ and policies for slum clearance throughout the country are
therefore virtually impossible to make. While the residents of Cardiff,
or Manchester, for example, may be campaigning against the
continuation of clearance policies, young housewives in Hull are
blockading their streets in attempts to draw attention to the fate of
their children in rat-infested and damp houses.
The contemporary debate— the future o f older housing
The term slum is of limited usefulness, referring as it does to a
definite ecological unit. The ‘slum’ problem now is more fragmented,
the young household forced to live in its car, or doubling-up with
relatives; the basement flat in an otherwise modernized house, the
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caravan site in a rural setting, or the tenement block used for
homeless families. Nor is the slum the current problematic; the issue
is that of the future of older housing, and not the fate of their
populations. The problems set in train by slum clearance schemes, or
‘urban renewal programmes’, as they should be termed, are treated
as of secondary consequences to the modernization of the housing
stock. Urban renewal, ‘the substitution of new social capital for
old . . . in a programme for providing twentieth-century amenities
in nineteenth-century towns’,36 is the concern of the planners.
Housing programmes are not set by reference to the needs of the
present occupants of the housing but in terms of some universal
standard for the condition of the housing stock in years to come.
Homes are for tomorrow. The decision whether to clear, rehabilitate
or leave alone an area of housing becomes a technical and not a
humanitarian question.
Concurrent with this important shift in attitude to areas of older
housing have been changes in their social structure. In many cities
there is evidence of community demoralization as the former
enclaves are broken up by outward mobility, and subsequent
invasions by low-income households.37 In Blackburn, for instance,
like many other northern towns in decline, but because of the
operational requirements of the textile industry attracting a new
labour force, the older residents felt themselves marooned in the
inner districts, abandoned by their own youngsters who had moved
away from the town, if not to the suburbs. An increased rate of
economic growth, post-war, has enabled relative affluence for the
younger generation, increased personal expenditure on housing,
and the break-up of neighbourhood groupings. So the old com
munity is ‘at the mercy of the rising expectations of the young,
which in felicitous conjunction with a construction industry with a
need to build, ensures the flight from the town centre of all but the
old and the poorest’.38 Affluence has been as effective a destroyer
of old communities as the bulldozer.
Sociological concern has therefore shifted from fears for the
destruction of community groupings, to a concern for the promotion
of community associations, and local identification. Community
action and community development programmes must be seen in the
context of breakdown in neighbourhood cohesion as strangers with
instrumental attitudes to housing and locality move into the inner
districts to take the place of the younger and more ambitious local
families. Ostensibly these areas are the least likely to generate urban
social movements because of ‘the inadequacies of the poor com
munity’s political socio-economic infrastructure and knowledge
base, plus difficulties of organizing a representative and accountable
citizen’s group in the face of futility, alienation and mistrust’,39 and
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yet there are increasing efforts to mobilize these groups in face of
the planning process which may culminate in the destruction of
their homes.
The mass popular backlash against the erasure of whole neigh
bourhoods and their replacement by new environments has been
taken as the opportunity for creating awareness of the world beyond
the close-up scene of job, family and neighbourhood, so arousing
the people out of their parochialism and apathy into a consciousness
of their own rights and a sense of their position in society. This, it
is claimed, is a starting point for ‘political activity anchored in life’.40
But, despite community action, protest and participation, the future
of older housing is not a matter which will be locally determined.
Decisions as to the level of investment in housing are primarily
national policies taken with an eye to the desired level of public
expenditure, the rate of housing investment considered desirable in
the national economy, and the conditions and requirements of the
building industry. Local initiative can have little effect so long as
decisions as to the allocation of housing finance and the distri
bution of wealth are nationally determined, and in that respect public
opinion is of little consequence.
From the public, the sociologists, and increasingly the planners,
there is widespread criticism of the housing policies of the last
decade. It is argued that these policies represent a philosophy of
housing affluence, ‘the belief that housing standards ought to rise
in step with gross national product because we are members of a
rich and technologically advanced society’.41 It is argued that these
policies can only create situations of hardship for low income
households, in the extra expenditure involved, and that public
health criteria are running ahead of demand for modern housing.
It is considered that older housing is needed as a reservoir of low
cost accommodation, insufficient attention is paid to the consumers’
preferences, and to the benefits of neighbourhood, and location
within the urban area.42
In this debate there is a consensus that the market, and the
consumer, should determine future housing policy, rather than
general conceptions of social need. Modern housing is no longer
seen as a public utility available as of right, and instead the social
scientists have turned to micro-analysis of the consumer’s prefer
ences and attitudes to their housing. So Dennis, echoing Gans, argues
for the participation of the public in the decisions that affect their
future and the organization of social surveys to ascertain their
preferences. In this he shares common ground with orthodox
economists who maintain: ‘In general only households know their
own needs, means and preferences, and so only they can choose the
price, location, quantity and quality of housing that suits them best.’43
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The current mood in discussion of housing policy is for a ‘new
empiricism committed to an induced understanding through
research and public information gathering: this replaces logically
deduced and insensitive dogmatism’.44 The supposition is that the
population is able to exercise preferences which are a better indica
tion of their needs than any predetermined social policy. If, however,
it is accepted that choices of housing are decisions taken under
circumstances of constraint, then the assumptions of this new
approach to housing policy are questionable. Empiricism is a
measure of present circumstances, present conditions of resource
allocation, and cannot give the answers if conditions of existence
were to change. What, for example, would the demand for clearance
be if higher subsidies were available for new housing? Should
housing be treated as a market commodity, and not excluded from
the calculations as to consumer preference and cost-benefit analysis?
The reactions against compulsory upheaval are as much a reaction
against its cost, as the manner in which it is conducted, and the
end-product of reconstruction.
Nevertheless, legitimation for the shift in emphasis since 1968
from comprehensive redevelopment to rehabilitation, improvement
areas, and cellular renewal, has been sought in this popular reaction
against the planners’ policies. The effect of changing conditions in
the inner city housing markets, distorted by the clearance pro
grammes, on household attitudes have been ignored. The mounting
costs of new housing have to be set against the increased investment
required in the diminishing supply of old housing. Similarly dis
regarded are the economic and political conditions governing public
expenditure on housing. The switch in policy from new development
to improvement of existing houses was necessitated by restrictions
on public expenditure in conditions of national economic crisis, and
the restrictions on subsidy, which further penalized public housing,
were intended to shift the costs of urban renewal from national
exchequer to private purse.
Into this debate, too, has been fed the sociologists’ portrayal of
the slum as the urban village, the cosy, secure community ravaged
in the name of comprehensive neighbourhood planning. The
sociological analyses, designed to expose the tenuous social bases of
the reformer’s myth of the slum, have themselves acquired the
status of myths in validating changes in public policy for which
there was little alternative on economic grounds. Where the earlier
image of the slum justified the bulldozer, and legitimated the
sweeping decisions taken by the urban managers without reference
or consultation with the populations concerned, the new image
justifies piecemeal improvement and protracted exercises in partici
pation.
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Real as are the hardships of redevelopment, the new policies
should not become substitute slogans for slum clearance. In some
situations housing conditions may not warrant drastic change, but
elsewhere the situation may be different. Despite the onslaught on
the inner cities since 1956, there were in 1971 2.245 million house
holds lacking or sharing one of the basic amenities of a bath or
shower, w .c. and hot water. In the major industrial towns developed
in the nineteenth century and in the multi-occupied London terraces,
the housing problem remains acute. N or can many of the former be
improved; they are too small, too crowded together, flimsily built
and poorly maintained. They were built as cheap houses for an
urban proletariat, to minimal standards and in shoddy construction.
Many of these have long outlived their usefulness as shelter, and
ought to be cleared as their population demands.
The inescapable problem is the residence in these areas of old,
decayed houses, of the very groups of the population, the elderly
and the poor, who are least able to articulate their own interests
or cope with removal. For many of the elderly the house has become
the essential haven, and has conferred a certain status in the local
social order. Current administrative procedures do not permit
consideration of individual needs and circumstances. In this respect
the slum mythology lives on, as the more modern house is deemed
to justify all other hardship. This is the task for community develop
ment, to create a political environment in which the views of
individuals as to their future environment are given as much weight
as economic circumstances permit, for household income and housing
subsidyarethe parameters which set the lim itsof individual choice. But
the overriding responsibility is to plan for the future and not to attem pt
to salvage the past. Houses age, and in any society must be replaced.
In the century since the assumption of responsibility by the state
for the slums, the urban problem has altered. Originally the problem
was of acute overcrowding which worsened as cities expanded, and
the slums were both the home of an urban social residue as well as
the reception centre for new urban populations. As the rate of urban
growth slackened, the problem became one of the senescence of the
housing stock, a problem aggravated by the diversion of investment
away from the inner city districts to the suburbs. British slums are
blighted slums in which investment, and change, has been checked
by rent controls, their designation as slums, and also the availability
of alternative subsidized local authority housing. Generally, in
Britain, slum living conditions are not so much problems of over
crowding as of neglect of the housing stock and its generally low
profitability. In this, Britain differs markedly from America where
it can be argued that the slum-ghetto is a ‘high-price use’, a highly
profitable use of inner city land.45
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The history of urban renewal in Britain bears no comparison with
that of the American cities, or that of Paris.46 In the latter the
Nanterre sociologists claim that the current redevelopment pro
gramme has been more concerned with upgrading the population
in the inner core, than with upgrading dwellings. They conclude
that urban renewal in Paris had nothing to do with saving the
environment, but everything to do with a reconquest of central
Paris by the middle classes associated with the expansion of Paris
as business and financial centre.47 In similar vein, Gans argued that
the clearance of the West End of Boston was designed to bring back
upper income groups to central Boston, so checking the loss of
rateable value to the city and improving its image for commercial
investment, and that the residents of the area saw the scheme as ‘a
politically motivated plot to take the West End for private profit
with government help’.48
With the possible exception of Covent Garden, and other scattered
sites in West End London, there are no comparable instances of the
use of clearance programmes by propertied or moneyed interests
in Britain now. In the overcrowded rooming house districts, the
contemporary reception areas, the present use is the most profitable
one, and intervention means the expropriation of the property
of the slum landlord. In the decayed slums of the provinces, as in
inner London, the clearance programmes are a heavy charge on
local and government funds, and offer no direct benefit to any group
other than the construction industry, and those who move to a more
modern house. The direction of housing resources by the state
through the agency of the municipalities has meant a privileged
position in the housing market for considerable sections of the work
ing class, which, it is claimed, sets them apart as a ‘housing class’.49
Thorough-going support for the principles of comprehensive re
planning of the cities comes from the socialists: the old cities are
seen as a scandal from which municipal intervention can rescue the
population, and the hardships of compulsory removal without
consultation are overlooked.
But initiative for the direction of community resources to housing
came from government. Working-class pressure against the state
throughout the nineteenth century, and into the twentieth, was
directed towards the improvement of working conditions, the right
to vote, and the right to mobilize in trade unions, thereby securing
independence and health for working-class families. The impulse
for the departure in 1919 from the previous supine attitude of
government to the housing of the working classes came not from the
housing reformers, but from the growth in numbers of working-class
voters, the militancy of the large unions, the growing unrest in the
workforce previous to, and during, the First World War and the
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grudging acknowledgment that a population that has withstood
the horrors of that war was not going to suffer the same conditions
of existence as hitherto. It is therefore arguable that ‘Government
answered parliamentary anxiety about the condition of the people
with legislation about their housing not because that was pressed
for, but as a sop to quieten agitation about other m atters’.50 The
reformers’ arguments had greater impact on their own stratum in
society, as it was the middle classes that had to be convinced of the
necessity of this policy if they were to pay for the new housing
programmes, in taxes and rates, and lose their monopoly over the
secluded existence of the suburbs.
The problematic o f the twilight areas
The new definition of the ‘urban problem’ reaches further afield than
that of the slum. As the large cities have undergone a more rapid
rate of change post-war, both in the reconstruction of their physical
infrastructure, and the movement of population and activities within
and between the city-regional complexes, there was a slow realization
that the urban flashpoints were going to lie outside the areas defined
as slums, in the so-called twilight areas, areas which had hitherto
lain outside the reach of official policy.51 Attention therefore was
switched from relatively slow processes of physical decay, decay
which might reasonably be attributed to physical causes of poor
original structure, and old age, to the ‘dynamic processes of obsoles
cence, exodus, displacement and social change’.52 New demands
were being placed on existing buildings, new pressures on existing
communities; not only was the situation in the inner districts of the
metropolitan cities one that was changing rapidly, but it also
involved large-scale transfers of population relating to substantial
changes in the national economy. The urban problem could no
longer be isolated and treated as a limited issue of slum clearance
and the rebuilding of selected neighbourhoods, but had to take into
account wider issues of housing policy and social planning for the
entire urban complex. Environmental reconstruction might still be
necessary, but the basic problems related to economic planning, and
the allocation of public resources.
Changing economic conditions in British society and the cumula
tive impact of existing housing policies had forced this change in
definition of the issues of urban policy. Acute labour shortages in
the major metropolitan centre had stimulated interregional move
ment and immigration, but with the closure of the areas officially
defined as slums to newcomers to the urban housing market, areas
outside the ‘slum’ districts became the reception centres for house
holds new to the urban area. Housing was created in these areas
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through the subdivision of existing units of accommodation and the
now familiar problems of multi-occupancy and overcrowding were
experienced. The historic function of the central city slum as the
home for successive generations of new recruits to the urban labour
market was displaced to the once sedate and still structurally
substantial areas outside the inner core. It is in these areas, desig
nated by Rex as ‘zones of transition’,53 that there has been the
greatest housing hardship and the most intense pressure on com
munity facilities. It is here that the overall competition for space and
housing in the city between groups of different prestige, purchasing
ability and political power has been felt most acutely. Into the
twilight areas moved the newcomers to the metropolitan centres,
who, from the mid-1950s onwards, comprised workers from former
colonial dependencies as well as the outlying provinces—Scotland,
Ireland, Northern England. The debate over the twilight areas was
provoked by issues of race; underlying though unadmitted fears of
incipient ghettos in the twilight areas pushed on policy discussions
as to their future with an urgency that the slum issue had never
generated in the previous decades.
These areas of ‘housing stress’ attracted special attention in the
debates over policy, but alongside there was a growing consciousness
of the conditions of multiple deprivation experienced by the poor
resident in the local authority estates, the slum clearance districts,
as well as the rooming houses of the twilight zone. The future of the
children in such areas was held to be at risk: not only did they suffer
from poor housing conditions, inadequate facilities, and an in
hospitable environment, but their educational opportunities were
being limited by the turnover and remoteness of their teachers and
the poor equipment of the schools. The recognition that there were
areas of educational priority, ‘areas of special need’,54 was a first
step in evolving selective policies for the inner cities. Community
development programmes were yet another strategy in the ‘modern
ization’ of the underdeveloped central city districts. There was
growing recognition that only co-ordinated social planning could
prevent the long-term economic stagnation of these areas and their
exclusion from the anticipated affluent society.
Palmer argues that the moves towards the adoption of compre
hensive social planning have as their main objective ‘the creation of
a consumer society in which all members participate through their
own unaided efforts’.55 Growth in the economy has come to depend
on increased rates of consumption, and so the presence of residual
pockets of poverty (low consumption) is a brake to continued
prosperity. Everyone must be brought into the mass markets if
capitalism, as an economy always searching for new outlets, is to
survive. He writes,56
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Pockets of poverty and underdevelopment represent
imperfections for the market which must be removed if the
techno-structure is to move away from war-oriented economic
policies as the mainstay of further growth. Thus social and
welfare planning will be a device increasingly used to ease out
and finally eradicate imperfections of consumption.
In this interpretation the very prosperity of the capitalist system
depends on the incorporation of the residents of the inner city,
twilight areas and slums alike, into the mass society of high consump
tion. The suburbs cannot turn their backs on the inner cities, for
their continued comfort depends on the transformation of the
neglected inner districts into replicas of suburbia.
Conditions of existence in the inner city are therefore subject to a
wide range of policy initiatives. The statement of the urban ‘problem’
now explicitly acknowledges the reality of poverty and deprivation,
as well as the inadequacy of existing housing and planning policies.
But, however broad the redefinition of the problem, it is still restricted
in its terms of reference. The issue is phrased as one of inadequacies
in living conditions, and the remedies investigated relate to the
allocation of community facilities and resources alone. They do not
call into question the use and rewards of labour in the economy.
Implicit is the assumption that selective policies for certain areas,
directed at community revitalization, can offset, if not eradicate,
these imperfections of consumption.
It must be admitted that the overcrowding, neglect and poverty
that characterize the metropolitan twilight areas derive from the
position of their residents in the metropolitan labour market. Just
as the reserve army of labour of the Victorian metropolis, its
‘residuum’, was housed in its rookeries and tenements, so the new
arrivals to the ever hungry labour market of the metropolis are to
be found in the overcrowded rooming houses of the twilight areas.
While the metropolitan economy depends on a reserve of cheap
unskilled and semi-skilled labour to fill the low wage jobs in trans
port, retail, catering, hotels, building, hospitals, cleaning, all the
services on which the specialized activities of the metropolis depend,
then there will remain these pockets of ‘poverty and underdevelop
ment’. The problem of the twilight areas is conspicuous because of
its environmental failings but it is not an environmental problem;
its existence reveals the underlying weakness in the metropolitan
economy which growth and diversification do nothing to mitigate.
While the industrial worker prospers, and migrates to the suburbs,
the families of unskilled service workers are progressively pauperized,
and their living conditions in the inner city deteriorate, as available
housing decays. The growth of the metropolitan economy not only
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increases the demand for such labour, but further exacerbates the
housing problem by the increase in land values which it generates.
In addition, the supply of housing available to the low wage service
worker is reduced by the pressure of commercial development, as
well as the competition from highly paid professional workers for
inner city housing. Just as the American ghetto was brought into
being by the demand for cheap labour in the northern cities, so the
British twilight area derives from the nature of the metropolitan
economy. The grim twilight areas are the obverse to the glitter of the
West End, the glossy tower blocks of the City, the gleaming paint
work of the upper-class residential quarters.
The urban ‘problem’ therefore reveals itself as wider than com
monly set out. The issue is not merely one of devising appropriate
housing and planning policies for the twilight areas themselves,
urgent though these might seem, but of controlling the process of
metropolitan growth. It is for this reason that the issue of the twilight
areas is termed a ‘problematic’.57 In phrasing the problem as that of
intervention into a limited sector of the city’s housing market there
has been a distortion of the ‘real problems’ posed by urban growth.
That is, the ‘problem’ as posed is ideological.
The features of a ‘problematic’ are, first, its limitation of the issues
for discussion; it pre-selects certain areas of investigation and
debate, and excludes others. So, for instance, the issue of the slums
was phrased in such a way as to exclude the economic circumstances
of their residents. Similarly that of the twilight area has localized the
urban problem, and also brushed under the carpet the issue of race.
In this manner the questions are posed so as to command the answers
to the problem. The answer to the issue of the slums was given in
their very definition as slums, clearance. As yet the answers to the
twilight area ‘problem’ are less clearly enunciated, but seem to
devolve on the redirection of housing policy. The lead taken by the
Milner Holland Committee in calling for ‘a common approach to
the problem and for a fully considered development of policy based
on an understanding of the whole housing situation’58 has been
accepted. One suggested policy has been that of the municipalization
of all privately rented housing in the major cities; another, the
institution of a special task force acting on behalf of the local
authorities, directed to the progressive renovation of the twilight
neighbourhoods.59 In short, it has been assumed that more system
atic, better considered intervention in the housing market could solve
the problem of the twilight areas.
If the issues of urbanization are phrased in a partial, limited
fashion, the inference is that the ‘solutions’ devised will not only be
ineffectual, but the cause of further difficulties for city populations.
Take the case of the slums: the remedies put into practice were
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twofold, that of theirclearance,andtheirreplacem ent bynewsuburban
housing. The effect of clearance was to displace the demand for
cheap, freely available and accessible housing to the zones outside
the designated slum districts. The diversion of investment to the
suburban estates and the encouragement of migration out of existing
neighbourhoods, was to accelerate their physical decay and the
attenuation of their communities. N or will the remedies advocated
for the twilight areas solve their problems. All the policies suggested,
improvement or reconstruction, would have the effect of pushing up
the cost of housing, and also of reducing the freely available supply.60
One generation of newcomers to the metropolis, one group of its
poor, would be rehoused, at a cost, but neither their children nor
their successors as recruits to the metropolitan economy would be
provided for. A selective policy in which only the areas of housing
stress were controlled would have the effect of creating new crisis
areas elsewhere; a comprehensive policy of control through munici
palization would effectively close the housing market to newcomers.
Hidden multi-occupancy and an increase in long-distance commuting
for low paid workers, as occurs in the cities of Eastern Europe, or
the growth of peripheral slums, or shanty towns, as in France, would
be the result. In either case the problem of housing low paid recruits
to the metropolitan economy would remain.
Under present circumstances of housing provision it is tempting
to argue that no action be taken to remedy living conditions in the
inner districts of the metropolitan cities. If redevelopment is under
taken, the resultant housing is too expensive for the present occu
pants, and its high density further accentuates the existing differences
between inner city and suburban ring; rehabilitation is similarly
costly, and will only lengthen the life of originally poor buildings,
and perpetuate environments that are fitting memorials to the
priorities of the speculative builders of the nineteenth century, and
parsimony of public expenditure since. Either policy would only
substantiate Engels’s century-old contention that ‘the bourgeoisie
has only one method of settling the housing question . . . that is to
say of settling it in such a way that the solution continually poses the
question anew’.61
In at least two respects the solutions open to the State in the
metropolis have narrowed in the intervening century: the very
extent of decentralization has foreclosed the option of suburb
anization of the labour force, and the accentuation of traits already
apparent in its role as centre of nation-state and empire have intensi
fied the housing problem for its poor. Continued dominance as
controlling centre has meant a perennial demand for a supporting
labour force without the political power, or potential mobility in the
city-region of the industrial proletariat, who have yet to compete
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for living space with the more privileged sections of the national
population—the professional, managerial, highly specialized labour
force of central London. And the intensity of this competition for
living space has been aggravated by the very planning policies
intended to mitigate the effects of suburbanization (greenbelt
policies) and urban congestion (density control). The problems of
reconstruction on any scale are therefore rendered virtually in
superable. This urban problem not only raises the question of the
differential in living conditions between classes, but the specific
issue of the specialization within the national economy between
London, as centre of power, and all other regions.62 The de-industrialization of the core to the metropolis, allied with its maintained
hegemony, nationally and internationally, places it closer to the
‘modern big city’ of fin de siecle Europe, than the centres of com
modity production it commands.
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3 The housing question

1 The house as home
The housing question is one that few in a developed society can
ignore. Our housing situation is directly determinant of our comfort
and well being, our status and autonomy, and the house as home
is an integral part of our life experience. The dwelling is the back
ground to our childhood, the scene of our primary socialization;
for many women their life’s work revolves round the home they
create for their family; for all it holds strong associations. It is easy
to disregard these non-utilitarian sentiments attached to the physical
artefact of the dwelling and to treat housing either as shelter, or as
property, a massive costly artefact. So many households are handi
capped by the inadequacy of their shelter that the housing problem
is seen as a numbers game. And yet housing attracts such attention
because of the depth and emotionality of feeling attached to the home.
The house in itself is a bare shell—a shelter against the elements:
the home is a social unit of space articulated round the family. In
industrial societies, despite gloomy predictions of a breakdown in
customary social life, the position of the family in its place of
interaction, the home, has been maintained and even strengthened.
Accordingly both housing and planning policies have been judged
by their success, or failure, in providing environments for happy
family life. In the massive disruption and social changes of the
nineteenth century the ideal of the home as offering ‘the last vestiges
of human feeling, the only haven of communal emotion’1 achieved
great importance. The dwelling was presented as a private area free
from the strains of urban industrial society in which the laws of the
market prevailed. The family is gemeinschaft, the seat of relation
ships of ‘mutual affirmation’, the city is gesellschaft, with its calculative exactitude and personal debasement.2 Tonnies in this typology
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articulated the gist of much nineteenth-century social literature, in
which the family, and the home, are placed against the turmoil of
the city. There was disquiet about the nature and future of the city,
a man-made entity which had once been a source of pride, and now
seemed an environment of social debasement. One response was to
focus on the home as an island of peace and certainty, a known
world in an incomprehensible and precarious existence.
Dickens, a self-made man, celebrated the Victorian ideal of
‘hearth and home’, one widely held by the liberal middle classes of
Western Europe.3 The house was already seen as the place where
privacy was assured under the umbrella of the head of the household:
‘the citadel of the private self’.4 In this Dickens anticipated what was
to be the solution to the city as problem: clean and moral homes
were to be the means by which the poor and outcast were to be
drawn into urban, or bourgeois, society. Those whom urbanization
had unhoused even to the extent of sleeping on streets or under
railway arches, were to be rehoused on terms set by those who
provided the houses. Women, who came to the city to achieve
independence and found the alternatives of sweat-shops, outwork or
prostitution, were to be provided with an environment in which they
could be brought closer to Dickens’s image of the middle-class
‘angel’, safe in her home, nurturing sound social values in her
children, and supporting her husband in his role in the world. In
fact one answer to the perennial unemployment crisis of London
was to create conditions in which women were to withdraw from the
labour force.
So the family grouped round the hearth, the hearth that was to
symbolize home even in avant-garde architecture in the twentieth
century,5 was to become the model social existence. In face of the
hostility of the city this is the most valued social grouping, closed,
introverted, adopting a defensive posture to the world outside the
front door. The uncertainties and unpleasantness of urban experience
and the harshness of the economic order are shut out. This enclave
of intimacy depended on the compliance of women in the role
assigned to them and their acquisition of home-making skills, of
which in early experience of urbanization and industrial working
conditions many had been divested. Women must acquire the skills
and temperament suited to the creation of tranquillity and peace for
the men returning from the realities of urban working life. In
empirical terms, for the affluent middle-class family,6
To the father, the house as home may mean not the material
and visible sign of his success as a breadwinner, but the one
place he may be himself, relieved of pressing responsibilities,
free of competition, sure of warmth and companionship. For
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the mother, the house as home tends to represent her major
task; the creation for the husband and children of an
environment in which security and understanding are paramount.
Little sociological evidence exists on the expectations placed on the
dwelling unit by families in this, or other modern societies. The world
of women and children has been largely ignored; the attitudes of
those who work without wage in the house, in the sustenance and
maintenance of their families, have not had the importance of those
of the wage earner on the shop floor to whose productivity industrial
sociology has been directed. Indications only exist in scattered
surveys and government reports.7 Access to housing in the same
society differs so greatly between social classes that it is scarcely
surprising that expectations of housing differ in the same degree.
But in one requirement, privacy, there would seem to be very little
difference between classes. Although the lowest income households,
unlike the more affluent, cannot achieve the zoning of rooms for
display or privacy, for frontstage or backstage use,8 both in America
and Britain studies of working-class communities have indicated
that neighbourly life is restricted to the public, or semi-public,
domains of street, backyard or garden, and that it is rare for those
outside the family circle to cross the threshold.9 Where neighbours
are unavoidable, or public life uncertain, the personal domain is
defended against intrusion.
In fact the dwelling of the lowest income household offers few
of the satisfactions and gratifications of that occupied by the secure
middle-class household. There are, in addition to the homeless,
those forced to double up with relations, those in the squalid rooming
houses, where even the room may be invaded by the landlord or his
agents, and those in the cramped conditions of the cottage housing
of the nineteenth century, now categorized as slums. In these
circumstances shelter from the weather is not assured, there are no
status gains, no pretensions of property, and little privacy for
members of the family unit. More seriously, perhaps, where shelter
is provided in publicly subsidized housing, these basic conditions
for the home often go unanswered. In modern mass housing there
is insufficient protection from noise, from overlooking, from
undesirable scrutiny by neighbours. The definition of the housing
problem needs to be broadened out in acknowledgment that much
new housing does not meet deeply ingrained requirements for the
home.
In the circumstances of the modern big city, a stronger case might
be made for planning and designing for privacy rather than com
munity. Given the realities of working-class life, shift work, monoto
nous labour, inadequate space for household tasks and inability to
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choose one’s neighbours, and in realization that there is little
inclination for a more communal life among those for whom
architects design houses, and planners lay out residential areas, then
to anticipate a change in orientation to the family circle and the
home, in the built environment, is to invite disharmony between
family units, and within the family cell, so adding to the burdens of
the housewife or home-maker. One of the requirements of the home
in modern society is certainly the need to retreat, from neighbours,
noisy children, movement, from all the pressures of a world that
lies outside personal control.
The feminists’ counter-argument can be succinctly expressed—
already for the mother the house as home is her life’s work, the
home is no refuge. The woman both creates that refuge and is part
of it, she is bound by her own social relations to that which she
works to achieve. If conditions of ‘privacy’ were to be effectively
created, then she is isolated in her work, and left without escape
from her own web. In answer one can point to the fearful withdrawal
in the mass housing projects where lack of definition of space round
the home, lack of articulation of public, semi-private and private
domains, or even too tight a delineation of the neighbourhood
boundaries,10 may impel total separation rather than a participation
in common activities, such as the oversight of children. To plan for
privacy should be to plan for an extended living space in which
women can relate without feeling trapped by prying eyes, in which
children have room to play safely, without surveillance from their
parents. A sense of autonomy should not have to depend on the
maintenance of tight property lines, and on a cast-iron demarcation
of private space within and without the dwelling. Status should not
have to depend on withdrawal. Utopian and idealist, perhaps, but
a more testing challenge to the architect or planner in the disposition
of the meagre resources allocated for housing, than enforced
togetherness in a new ‘community’.
N ot only is there little privacy in modern housing, but little
autonomy. Although the home is deemed to provide an impregnable
enclave of intimacy and security, the sense of personal determination
of one’s way of life is illusory, in that the household is, with few
exceptions, dependent on the judgment of others in the design, the
layout, fittings and finish, of the house. Housing provision in a
developed society has become a matter of matching statistical
aggregates of population—income groups, age groups, household
types—to certain calculable categories of housing space. The whole
process of housing provision is depersonalized, and the householder
ceases to be a client, and becomes a consumer at third, fourth or
even twentieth hand. Housing availability is a function of national
investment policies and priorities for allocation of shelter, and these
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in turn are controlled by the vagaries of international finance, and
switches in political fortune. The security of the private realm of the
household is exposed to issues that lie outside its competence,
knowledge, or control.
In this respect there is no difference between capitalist and
socialist orthodoxy. While the problems of housing shortage and
slum living conditions were questions integral to the socialist critique
of capitalist society, the question of personal autonomy in the
selection of an environment for living was not raised. Engels, for
instance, saw the housing question as a physical problem of over
crowding which would be resolved in the first instance by the
redistribution of the housing stock after the socialist revolution,
but which in the long-term would depend on the dissolution of the
antagonism between town and country. The housing problem would
be solved by the planned reallocation of housing and the redesign
of the capitalist city. Possession of a house, security in occupation
of one’s home, any measure of control over the form of that environ
ment, were conditions that belonged to the world of pre-industrial
society, which would involve putting back the clock of world
history by a hundred years, and ‘the present day workers into just
such narrow minded, crawling, sneaking slaves as their great
grandfathers were’.11 He saw the separation of occupancy of housing
and its ownership and construction as a means of liberation for the
working class.
How then had this separation come about? Engels would have
looked to the division of labour which had broken up a world in
which each person turned out a separate and independent product.
Housing, like any other product, is now a social product, ‘the joint
work of many individuals through whose hands it has to pass’12
and only through a rational division of labour could housing be
produced in abundance. Housing was not considered to be any
different from any other commodity in this respect; in an age when
even the urban middle classes expected to rent their accommodation,
housing had no special claim to unique conditions of production in
which the individual specified his requirements of the product. The
task of socialism was to release the potential of the division of labour
for all; only mass production could solve the housing problem.
The architects of the Modern Movement endorsed this position.
Their basic premise was that technology, harnessed by rational
design, was to be the basis for urban living in the twentieth century.
The economics of mass production, standardization and repetition
of housing units, the construction of new housing on a large scale,
on at least the module of the neighbourhood unit, was the only way
to provide a sufficient standard of housing for all. The very form of
the house was to be transformed, as was the form of the city. New
92

THE HOUSING QUESTION

methods of construction enabled intensive uses of land: doubledecker highways, and multiple use of the same plot of land in the
tall building. There was to be a new concept of architecture to
accord with the transformation worked in the social order by the
machine age; traditional values associated with the house and the
city were to be rethought. ‘The twentieth century is called upon to
build a whole new civilization. From efficiency to efficiency, from
rationalization to rationalization, it must raise itself that it reaches
total efficiency and total rationalization.’13 It was a basic tenet of
the movement that rational planning must replace the anarchy of
the older cities; autonomy in the selection of an environment for
living had no part in the modern urban world.
Mass urbanization, in sheer pressure of demand for shelter, would
certainly seem to create conditions for specialization in housing
production, but even in the cities of the Western world, mass
markets have neither ensured the mass production of housing, nor
the full use of modern technology. House-building is the most
localized of all industries and, in Britain at least, still heavily reliant
on building practices that pre-date the large cities. And in the Third
World, where the rate of movement to the towns has exceeded the
capacity of urban economies, urbanization has not created mass
markets in housing. The urban resident has to provide his own
accommodation, and the shanty town results. More important in
ensuring the separation between housing ownership and occupation
in Britain was the consolidation of land-ownership in large estates,
and the transferral of initiative in housing provision to the land
owner, in the countryside as in the towns.
But the tendency of housing costs to rise with urbanization is
important. There is greater need to maximize on site costs—a
denser and more costly form of building results; dense living sets
in train requirements of sanitation, water supply and fire prevention;
transport adds to the cost of raw materials; different and perhaps
more expensive building materials may have to be used; and labour
must be paid wages comparable with those in urban industries.
Whereas the labour input into the construction of a house in a
peasant economy is not costed in monetary terms, once labour
acquires an exchange value, housing becomes a very expensive
commodity. This last is perhaps most important: the housing
problem is certainly exacerbated by the very conditions of urban
ization; but it derives its special character from the new value
imputed to labour in an industrialized, full employment economy.
The special feature of housing in the industrially developed
societies is its cost. N ot only do housing costs rise with the passage
from a rural community to an industrialized urban economy, but
they continue to rise thereafter. With pressure of demand from
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households, the push of public standards for housing, the level of
housing provision for each member of society is forced upward as
the economy expands.
The size and quality of housing built in the most industrialized
countries depends on the standard of living the economy will
support, and the expectations of those living at that standard
. . . housing is . . . a central feature of a nation’s living
standards and largely sets the demand for many other goods.14
So housing costs do not fall despite improvements to the technology
of production, and housing maintains its special position as a pace
setter in consumption, and as such a key element in the modern
economy.
The consequences of continually increasing costs in housing are
to render the householder further dependent on others for his or her
occupancy of a house. Housing has become a very expensive
commodity, involving an expenditure quite disproportionate to
average annual earnings. The use of housing must therefore be paid
for on an incremental basis, i.e. in the form of rent, or requires
long-term credit. Where the providers of housing must themselves
raise funds, they too must bear the costs of credit which are then
passed on to the consumer of housing.15 The requirement of credit
raises the cost of the house to the occupier, and worsens his condition
of dependency. This is so whether he seeks to buy his house, rents
from a public agency, or relies on the market in privately rented
accommodation. The occupier of housing is reduced to a passive
recipient of housing space, which he then has to adapt to his own
purposes as best he may. The housing problem is then phrased as a
problem of providing housing for a population, of ascertaining their
needs and assessing their capacity to pay for the housing so provided,
and not of creating conditions in which ‘people can act on their
own environmental needs’.16
If, however, the practice of the Third World were to be adopted
for Britain, America or Europe, it would have drastic effects on the
shape of the cities, and the use of national resources in land. Extensive
development of cheap housing around cities such as Athens, Ankara
or Lima has only been possible because the countryside has been
under-used, and households have been willing to forego the benefits
of public transport, schools, sewerage schemes, or even water supply.
Housing costs have been kept at a low level by reason of the low
density, and cheapness of land in the absence of urban services. The
implication of the movement against professional control over
housing design, linked with financial independence in home life, is
the dissolution of the cities as relatively dense aggregates of popula
tion. The building and design skills of the common man have never
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had to contend with the complex requirements of the modern big
city. ‘Do-it-yourself’ housing, without oversight by the professions,
and without resort to the techniques of the specialized builder,
implies semi-urban, or, at best, suburban housing. The cry of ‘three
acres and a cow’ as a solution to the problem of urban housing
finds a new validation in the reaction of adherents to the ecology
movement against their dependency in the urban environment.
2 Architects and housing
Until the twentieth century architects had very little to do with
housing. The landmarks in architecture had been the churches and
the palaces of the Italian Renaissance, worthy successors both to the
temples and amphitheatres of Greece and Rome, and the great
Gothic cathedrals. The role of architects had been in the ordering
and ornamentation of monuments. But from palaces they proceeded
to villas—for which the model was to become Palladio’s designs
for the bourgeois of the Veneto—and the country houses of Georgian
England in which colonial and urban wealth was translated into rural
serenity. The first architect-designed mass housing is perhaps that
built on the large estates of suburban London (or in leisure centres
such as Bath or Brighton). Bloomsbury in London, and the earlier
(1600-10) Place de Vosges in Paris, were designed by architects to
the brief of wealthy clients concerned to ensure long-term profit
ability for their estates, and a congenial environment for their own
town house. Traditionally therefore there has been a very close
reciprocal relationship between architect and client, and the world to
which architects looked for approbation was this elite influential in
setting the style and the tone for buildings, as all else, for their
society.
Through the early industrial era, the tasks for architects were
diversified. New monuments were required—cotton mills, ware
houses, town halls, schools, then office blocks, department stores
and banks. Eventually the skyscrapers pioneered in Chicago by
Sullivan. And always the churches. But involvement in housing
remained minimal—country houses and suburban villas, and the
rare brief for an estate of model houses (as at Saltaire). But in a very
real sense housing, mass housing, was not architecture. It did not
require innovation in design, nor supervision over new methods of
construction; with the exception of the tenement flats it was built
to traditional patterns, and with traditional materials. And it had
to be cheap. There was no opportunity for fine finish, illusion or
grandeur—it was shelter built to minimal requirements if it was to
be occupied at all. Where architects were drawn into the problem
of housing for the working classes by upper-class patrons, their
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designs were expensive, and the houses inconvenient, as in the
cottage ornee. ‘Deep eaves which excluded almost all the light from
tiny ornate windows, ornamental patterned slate roofs which could
only be repaired at great cost . . . it became the country house of the
. . . reasonably well-to-do professional gentleman with romantic
tastes.’1 Architecture was too expensive, an unwanted luxury for
the working population.
The circumstances of the twentieth century, in the assumption of
responsibility by State and municipality for the provision of housing,
have brought the design of mass housing into the forefront of
professional consciousness. Politicization of housing meant pro
fessional administration in that there had to be an alternative to the
speculator/builder/designer who had put together the Victorian
city. The provision of housing on the scale envisaged after 1919
called for planning, in layout and design, and the organization of
building projects in a regular, orderly and predictable fashion. These
were not necessarily architectural responsibilities. In Britain it was
not until the renewed onslaught on the housing problems of the inner
cities after 1955 that architects were finally able to establish auto
nomy of office within local government. Hitherto the task of pro
viding mass housing had been shared with other professions such as
the surveyors, and architects might be subordinate to housing
manager or city engineer. Inner city housing, however, called for
new skills in the organization of the environment, which were out of
reach of the layman. The squeeze on inner city land, high costs, the
obligation of rehousing, new requirements for schools, recreational
spaces and roads, pushed house-building into ever more complex
design problems, of circulation, and space, i.e. into architecture.
There has therefore been a steady increase not only in the number
of salaried architects, but also in the number of private architects
dependent on public sector commissions (and approximately half
the capital expenditure of local authorities is on housing). In 1964
about 40 per cent of all architects were employed by local or central
government (or the boards of nationalized industry), and the 50
per cent in private practice found, by the same date, that rather more
than half their work came from the public sector. The remaining
10 per cent were in research or teaching.2 In a profession numbering
some 26,000, it can be assumed that a very high proportion will be
involved at some stage in their career in mass-housing projects in
the public sector.
There is therefore an extraordinary situation. Until the twentieth
century architecture was a m atter of private patronage, in which
individual buildings were commissioned .by clients with whom, in
general, there was great affinity in tastes and culture. Now, not
only does housing constitute a major proportion of the building
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construction for which architects are responsible, but the profession
is directly responsible for providing housing for the groups in the
population furthest removed from themselves in life-styles and
aspirations. It is as if Mary McCarthy were to become features
editor of Woman, or the music critics for Radio 3 to assume respon
sibility for Radio 1. But both these analogies break down in that the
consumer has no equivalent sanctions. The only safeguards are the
interest and vigilance of the committees to whom the architect is
accountable, and the standards set by national government, itself
advised and influenced by other architects.
New housing falls into three categories.
1 Upper class: ‘tailored’ housing
In this area of private patronage the architect has an opportunity
(within the limits set by the client, and planning controls) to express
that artistic autonomy traditionally associated with architecture.
This very small area of activity is highly regarded by the profession,
and in this manner influences the design of mass housing in a process
of ‘filtering down’. The reciprocity between architect and client
(in itself a transferral of competence and aesthetic judgment from
the earlier relationship of patron and architect exemplified by the
Baroque of the Vatican, St Petersburg, and the country houses of
Georgian England) is seen at its most fruitful in the work of F. L.
Wright, and that of the English Romantics—Voysey, Webb or
Shaw—in their design of substantial country villas for the middle
class of Victorian and Edwardian England. The former’s open hearth
and free planning is an influence still felt in more pretentious houses,
and the latter, in their use of brick, vernacular design or timbered
gabling, mullioned windows and coloured glass, were the models for
the inter-war semi-detached house.
2 Middle class: ‘ready-made' private housing
While the direct client-architect interaction is not operative here,
shared values and the selective processes of market forces and the
greater choice of the users provide a house form of greater suitability
in the buyer’s terms than that provided in the public sector. Architects
have hitherto had little direct responsibility for the mass of ‘spec.’
built housing, but if employed must meet the requirements of the
market in providing a desirable commodity for sale. The scope for
innovation is further narrowed by the hidden institutional controls.
Building societies have been notoriously chary of innovation in
housing—flat roofs, timber construction, non-standard layouts, have
all met disapproval in their turn. To these checks must be added the
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conservatism of planning authorities, and the cautiousness of the
small builder who has hitherto provided the greater part of housing
in this category. The presence of these controls, plus building
regulations, mean that the possibilities for ‘user choice’ are residual
and eventually unreal.
3 Working class: mass housing

It is in public housing (whose share in the total housing construction
each year since the early 1950s has varied between 40 and 60 per
cent of total provided) that there is the greatest gulf between the
providers and users of housing. Architects, recruited largely from the
middle classes, are granted, by default, an autonomy in the design
of this housing virtually unique in architecture. As professional
officers in bureaucratic hierarchies, implementing state policies, they
have had a direct influence on the form and quality of working-class
housing. It is in public housing, potentially the largest area for
progressive and creative planning, that the worst abuses of the power
to determine a ‘setting for life’ have occurred. To a considerable
degree this stems from the professionalism of architecture. The very
code that was to ensure competence, and disinterested public service,
has prevented the architect from ever reaching out to those for whom
he has to design homes.
The profession o f architecture

There had been a national professional institute for architecture
since 1837 (RIBA—Royal Institute for British Architecture), but
not until 1931 with the passage of the Architects’ Registration Act,
and the establishment of ARCUK (Architects’ Registration Council
for the United Kingdom), was it necessary to establish standards of
professional competence.3 The institute had the responsibility of
offering protection to the public (by safeguarding standards of design
and imbuing strongly held professional codes of conduct) in exchange
for the protection of architects from competition. Contending claims
to competence in the built environment had been felt most strongly
from the engineers and the surveyors among the professions, and
from the commercial builders. But the institute was never able to
fulfil its responsibilities as a learned institute, and instead maintained
the ‘professional defensive’ role.4 And in protecting the profession
from these competitors (not altogether successfully), architects
have built up a language and a methodology which is remote from
laymen, and, further, have steadfastly refused to introduce the public
to the ‘mysteries’ of architecture. In excluding the public from all
knowledge, from any feeling of competence in judging the buildings
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they use, they have created a gulf which is most apparent and most
crucial in the field of housing.
Guidance in design criteria was in fact most pressing in housing.
Architects were stripped of their previous assurance in dealing with
clients whose tastes were familiar, and which they probably shared,
and were now faced with a situation in which the users of the build
ings were not the clients—-those were the committees set up to
safeguard public expenditure, and further, they were users of whose
way of life they had no experience. Architects were forced to turn
inwards for guidance, to other architects, to the profession. Good
architecture, in housing as all other spheres, now emerges out of a
professional consensus. Professionalism therefore has two aspects—
one is professional closure, in the attempt to establish a monopoly
of skill and an authority over the administrator,5 and the other is
the search for a creed which will set the guidelines for design in
situations where this interaction between architect and client has
been broken.
Architecturally (this century and internationally), the dominant
beliefs governing professional activity have been those of rationality
(‘New Realism’), a belief in the potential of technology, a lurking
sense of there being a ‘pure’ architecture—a geometry of space
realized in three dimensions—and, in the vanguard of the profession
at least, a strong sense of social commitment. One typology of the
dominant definitions of architectural practice and responsibility
might b e :
(i) classical, or pure architecture. In this view, architecture has
an enduring quality which outlives all generations; it is
timeless. It is not to be assessed by its social impact, or
judged by its particular structure or circumstances ;6
(ii) functional, or rational architecture, in which rational analysis
of space requirements, activity patterns, social needs, would
produce buildings that would effectively express their pur
pose;7
(iii) social architecture.
Like all classifications it is imperfect, in that, for instance, Le
Corbusier demonstrates elements of all three strands in his written
work, as does F. L. Wright. Further it ignores the hidden dimension
in architectural activity (i.e. not admitted to the layman), its essen
tially irrational and intuitive elements. This last was expressed by
Le Corbusier in his discussion of sensibility,8 and is writ large in his
Ronchamp Chapel. But there is always a hidden tension in archi
tecture, between the need to solve the run-of-the-mill problems of
circulation and services, in which no questions can be asked of the
brief, or the budget, and the Utopian air with which many schemes
are conceived. Architects, by very reason of the constraints with
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which they are confronted, have designed in the belief that it was
possible to create new worlds; ‘worlds within worlds’.9
In the construction of mass housing in the public sector in Britain
in the past twenty years, a main influence over architectural design
has been that of the Modern Movement. The ideas and attitudes
towards housing spearheaded in pre-1914 Vienna, represented by
the Bauhaus in Weimar Germany, the young architects of the Soviet
Union, and the French, personified by Le Corbusier, in which a
reconciliation was attempted between the inherited canons of
architecture as art, as classical form, to the functional requirements
of twentieth-century building activity, is known as the ‘Modern
Movement’. Architecture was brought into the vocabulary of science
and technology; and it was a constructive activity in society. The
Russians expressed this hope for architecture, in terming it a ‘social
condenser’. It was ‘a reflection of the new society and a mould in
which the society was to be cast—a device for creating, transforming,
improving m an’.10
This new attitude or code for architecture had to be assimilated
with the British tradition, in which the stereotypes of the Beaux Arts
school coexisted uneasily with the tradition o f vernacular and roman
tic design, with its roots in the writings of Ruskin and Morris, and
the practice of Voysey, Webb or Unwin. From the ‘arts and crafts’
definition of building activity, architecture began to be seen as a
technical product; from questions of ‘style’, architecture moved into
techniques of industrialization; from fixed preconceptions o f ‘design’
into what M artin terms a ‘new matter-of-factness’, in which the end
product was more pragmatically based.11 The crucial years were the
1930s in which the two traditions encountered, without a reconcili
ation, and the ideas of the Modern Movement began to be absorbed
into the consciousness of the young architect in Britain.
In this Le Corbusier was particularly influential. He was a prolific
writer who presented a grand analysis of the urban scene in dramatic
and pungent style. The two most influential publications of the period
were The City o f Tomorrow (1924) and The Radiant City (1931).12
These had tremendous appeal: their style, incisive, programmatic,
even prophetic, inspired a sense of a ‘new Jerusalem’. After his death
one who had been a student in the 1930s reviewed his impact on that
generation as ‘the prophetic voice of the poet speaking with the
certainty of art, and telling us what to do—the certain vision of
prophecy giving us what every new movement needs—a system and
a method’.13 More than anyone else he was the inspirer of a new
vision for urban living, and of housing design. These students were
men whose careers were interrupted by the Second World War, and
who in the circumstances of post-war Britain had been unable to
carry out architecture in housing. N ot until financial restrictions
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were lifted, and urban renewal programmes could proceed on a
large scale, could any of these ideas be implemented. The mammoth
and unprecedented task of rebuilding and replacing damaged and
obsolete housing, with the new responsibility of architects in the
public sector, found them unprepared. For inspiration they resorted
to the ideas of the generation previous, and so Le Corbusier’s models
for housing projects in the inter-war decades are realized en bloc in
industrial England in the 1950s. The movement had become a style
in that its natural development had been inhibited, by fascism in
Germany or Austria, by Stalinism in Russia, and by post-war
shortages across Europe. The formulae had been frozen, in that there
had been no opportunity to learn from experience.14
The Le Corbusian models were the inspiration behind the short
lived but massively costly departure from the tradition of low rise,
and comparatively low density, housing in England, between 1950
and 1970. Records of Ministry of Housing approvals of tenders for
local authority housing indicate the efflorescence of the high rise
(see Table 1). ‘Too many architects were captivated by the aesthetic
of the tall block, and its apparent ability to achieve higher densities
. . . and satisfy the politicians.’15
Table 1 Number o f tenders approved 1953-69
Over 20 storeys
1953-9
1960-4
1965-9

10-19 storeys

376
27,000
9,436
78,000
27,000
71,000
(peak year 1968: 4,233; 1970: 637)

But the Le Corbusian vision was interpreted in the narrowest sense
by the planners and architects entrenched in the government policy
making bodies. His functional buildings were stripped of their
expensive supporting facilities such as centralized food storage,
nurseries, recreational space, extensive care with landscaping, and
careful detailing and finish. The sculptural qualities of Unite d ’Habitation, which led Picasso to inquire further into how ‘one makes
architectural plans’,16 were transferred and transformed into the
flat facades of the prefabricated tower blocks in Glasgow; the
sinuous, organic modelling of the Plan for Algiers in 1932 became the
stark forms of Park Hill, Sheffield, isolated above the industrial
valley; the classically sculpted pilotis of the Swiss Pavilion became
the crude structural underpinnings to an industrialized building
system.17 His rationality of purpose, and idealism of intent, were lost
in circumstances where the necessary resources were not available,
and in the hands of designers trapped in the ideas of their youth.
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Le Corbusier had had four guiding principles—rationality, order,
sensibility and technology. He started from the premise that man
was a creature of reason and intelligence; this was the very basis of
civilization. Further, that man is seeking for order and perfection,
which in architectural terms could be realized in geometry and the
play of forms. Architecture had to be fitting for a culture, a society,
so that the architect, in the search for order, had to make use of his
‘sensitivity’ or ‘intuition’, ‘the sum of acquired knowledge’,18 to
assess the spirit of an age. And for Le Corbusier the modern spirit
was technology. Through technological advances man was pushing
out the frontiers of his experience, and therefore his architecture
should both take advantage of this technological liberation, and
push it forward in freeing man from previous constraints and
unnecessary use of time and energy. The machine-made environment
was to free women from traditional tasks, just as it was to provide
access for all to recreation and leisure.
This was undoubtedly a radical philosophy—the bourgeois clutter
is to be left behind, and men are to be freed from ‘the inhibiting
social arrangements in which the glue of polite society had stuck
them’,19 but it is frightening in its arrogation of responsibility to the
architect. The architect declares, this is the machine age, this is the
age of reason, this is the age when one asks oneself as designer of
houses, not what people are accustomed to, nor even what they
think they would expect of a new dwelling, but what they, in the
opinion of this man, actually require to carry out the business of
living. The task of the architect therefore becomes that of providing
objectively determined requirements of space, light, sun, privacy,
movement and services. The assumption is that the ordinary house
hold is in no position to assess what would serve its needs best.
Just as for the avant-garde of Soviet architecture in the 1920s
‘architecture was a means, a lever to be employed in achieving the
highest goal that man can set himself. For them architecture was
above all a tool for transforming m ankind’,20 so for Le Corbusier
the architect is ‘the superman struggling amongst men’, who must
admit ‘the necessity that he destroy conventional wisdom before
he can realize his revolutionary ideas’.21
It is also a humanist conception—the starting point and objective
was man and woman (not children). He wrote ‘the family is badly
housed in the city. Garden cities house these needs better’.22 But his
conception of man in the city is dominated by the sensory, most
particularly the eye. He speaks constantly of sensation, of comfort,
and discomfort, resulting from the perceptions of ‘the eye, the ear,
the lungs and our legs’. The mind lies behind the eye, and ‘When
the line is continuous and regular, and the forms are full and founded
without a break then the senses are solaced, the mind is ravished,
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liberated, lifted out of chaos, and flooded with light’. The eye
mediates, it is the contact between the environment and man, it
looks outward and the mind judges—‘The eye is capable both of
being battered into submission or of being stimulated. The mind too
may be sunk deep or lifted high.’ He states ‘Our true basis’ as being
is a ‘physiological and irrefutable one’.23
From this physiological conception derives the tower block in the
park. M an’s needs can be met if his dwelling opens out prospects of
‘Soleil: Espace: Verdure’. His design specifications for the dwelling
in the city are (i) ‘a vessel to hold each family, absolutely separate
from other families’; (ii) a flow of light; (iii) pure air; (iv) organiz
ation of communal services to save time in the upkeep of the dwel
lings; (v) provision of facilities for the recuperation of physical and
nervous energy in recreation; and (vi) sentimental needs. Of the
latter he says, ‘I express them in so far as they concern us architects,
in two words: visual drama and architecture’.24 It is a lyrical vision
of rational man, mass man, not reliant on others outside the family
cell, Man, in the Radiant City, stands alone: ‘The keystone of the
theory behind this city is the liberty of the individual. Its aim is to
create respect for that liberty, to bring it to an authentic fruition, to
destroy our present slavery.’25 As Jacobs comments succinctly, ‘he
seems to have meant not liberty to do anything very much, but
liberty from ordinary responsibility’.26 The vision of Nietzsche, of
man alone, is translated into architecture as isolation and solitude.27
Was the attraction of his schemes to his architectural disciples
this very omission of the ‘social’, as Mumford suggests ? Jacobs terms
his schemes ‘vertical filing cabinets’, ‘his towers in the park were a
celebration in art, of the potency of statistics, and the triumph of the
mathematical average’.28 The logic of the commercial skyscraper
which allowed for higher densities and higher rents, and a greater
sense of space for the office worker, was translated into the residential
building. It was a pattern for development which could be ‘reduced
to a mere mechanical formula and repeated anywhere precisely
because it paid so little attention to a variety of human needs and
the complexities of human association’.29 The very conditions of the
home and the neighbourhood which were not amenable to rational
analysis were omitted from the specification for the design of the
dwelling.
The consequences for the working-class families forced by home
lessness to take tenancies in these unfamiliar structures are well
known. The ‘rationality’ of design became the ‘irrationality’ of
vandalism; order was reversed to create social disorder as ‘each
family, absolutely separate from other vessels containing families’
was isolated from the community at large. The social effects of
rehousing people in unfamiliar dwelling forms (the flat in the tower
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block), in a culture where the ideal is considered as a separate house
on the ground, were unconsidered. And the problems of the women,
isolated with their children, remote from play space and associates,
is well publicized :30
Who knows most about what it’s like to live in the houses
we’ve got? Women and children. Who better to define
alternatives? To work effectively we should use our own
experiences, and if we think about them our experiences can
be pretty bad. Give me the child till the age of seven and I’ll
give you the man. If that child was reared by a lonely mother
in a flat on the fourteenth floor and played in the gales among
the stilts of the concrete giant he lived in, what kind of a man
will he be?
In this as in all else the Le Corbusian vision has been distorted and
brutalized. His own schemes had full provision for safe areas for
children’s play, and he expected the provision of creches and
nurseries, on the Russian model.
Why were these brutalized versions of Le Corbusian schemes
adopted? Was his widespread influence simply due to his own
sensibility, his power of assessing the spirit of an age: is it that ‘his
thought has run so closely along the grain of our age that fragments
of it are scattered everywhere’ ?31
Architects have to operate within the political economy of a given
society and its specific controls over the distribution and financing
of construction. In this housing is especially vulnerable to political
directive as to the nature, scale and impetus of construction. The
heyday of the Modern Movement came in the grand reconstruction
of Europe after the devastations of the First World War, but it was
promptly checked by the economic crises of the 1930s, and the rise
to power of fascist governments. In Germany the urban housing
projects, for urban workers, were promptly abandoned by Hitler
in the Reich, and in their stead the unemployed were to be housed in
minimal dwellings attached to allotments large enough for partial
independence.32 And post-war housing policies in Britain have shown
something of the same swings. The immediate need was to make up
for wartime losses, and the deficit caused by a break of six years in
the building programme. The most expeditious method was the
rapid construction of first the single-storey prefabs, and then the
standard two-storey house of the suburban cottage estates. They
used traditional forms of building construction, simple layouts,
were cheap, could draw on the largest pool of labour in the building
industry, and the minimum of supervision. After 1955 there was a
change in direction of policy—small-scale suburban housing was to
be provided by the private developer, and the main responsibility
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of the local authorities was no longer the provision of ‘houses for
general need’, but ‘slum clearance’. This new policy was backed up
by directive and subsidy.
The Housing Subsidies Act of 1956 lowered the subsidy to local
authorities for houses for general need to £10, maintained the
existing allowance for slum clearance at £12 per dwelling, and made
provision for new grants for the construction of flats. Each flat at
four storeys had a subsidy of £20 per annum, at five storeys £26,
at six storeys £38, and above this an additional £1 15^. for each
floor above six storeys. The subsidy for a twenty-storey tower block
of eighty flats would be c. £6,000 a year. That for the equivalent
number of houses would be £800. Under the 1961 Act subsidies were
raised and, subsequently, additional allowances were made for the
acquisition of expensive land.33 There was therefore a direct incentive
for local authorities to build high, although this involved them in
high construction costs, and new problems in the use of materials,
‘so that simple problems that had been solved for generations
reappeared with the advent of “modern construction” ’,34 i.e. loose
roofs, leaking window frames, condensation, poor sound insulation
and high fire risk.
The arguments in favour of the use of the new technology of
concrete, steel and plastic in its high rise form are various. In areas
of clearance, the point-block could minimize upheaval of the
population as its initial land requirements were small—a rolling
programme of decanting from street to tower block could therefore
be initiated. Second was its speed of construction—marginal, but
an important advantage over traditional methods. This had two
advantages: it accelerated the process of rehousing from other areas
in the clearance programme, and it minimized interest charges—an
important consideration as interest rates began to rise from the low
level of the early 1950s. Third, there was a minimization of labour
input. Building labour was increasingly expensive, and in some trades
scarce. If optimal use was to be made of the existing labour force to
boost the overall housing programme labour was to be released to
the private sector, and capital intensive methods of construction
were to be used in the public sector. An opportunity was opened for
the large contractor in the one sector of the housing market that
allowed for forward planning, and industrialization of production.
The adoption of Le Corbusian models by architects in the public
sector has therefore to be seen in the light of the economic and
political pressures with which they were faced. Once the housing
programme was defined as a political issue, it had to be seen to be
done—speed of construction, and conspicuousness in the local
landscape. ‘Punctuation of the skyline’ became an important
criterion of a successful housing programme. The future occupants,
105

THE BRITISH EXPERIENCE

dispossessed from their familiar neighbourhoods, accepted the new
dwelling, thankful for the only opportunity they would ever have of
a ‘decent house’.35
The architects of the Modern Movement were radicals and saw
their programme for the reconstruction of cities as complementary
to a wider reorganization of social and economic priorities in society.
But the transmission of their principles of architecture, and their
idea for new environments into the architectural profession, has
meant the mechanical application of these formulae for habitation
in situations where there is no such reallocation of resources. The
consequences are seen in the poverty of design, the poorness of
finish, and the lack of the necessary back-up services for the resi
dential unit. Le Corbusier’s images of a new world have become
bureaucratized into something repellently arid and inhuman.
Although the Le Corbusian vision was narrow, the sheer quality of
its realization by him prevented the monotony and the blankness,
and the inhumanity, of which he is accused. Subsequently the
creative activity has been routinized, architecture itself industrialized,
and its practitioners co-opted into the hierarchies of the ‘urbanindustrial complex’.
Le Corbusier, as the prophet for the Modern Movement, was a
key agent in instilling the sense of professionalism in which archi
tectural activity is emptied of political content or bearing. The design
process is seen as that sketched out by Le Corbusier, the application
of rational thinking to a finite problem of the environment, and its
realization wath the full armoury of modern technology. This
professionalism, in which the few are to exercise ‘disinterested
judgment’ over the lives of the many, intent on keeping their code
of design esoteric, is strengthened with the incorporation of the
architect in the welfare/public sector. Architects, unsure of their
role in modern society, torn between idealistic self-images and the
brute reality of cost yardsticks and floor space rental calculations,
were able to experiment with an idiom, a style of building, sure in
their own rationality. In this manner an environment for living
was imposed on the very groups of the population for which it was
least suited, and with least opportunity for protest.36
There is always a measure of discretion in the design of built form
within the matrix of political economy, and bureaucratic restraints,
and the adoption of certain technologies, and the direction of
resources is influenced as much by values and aims as their avail
ability. ‘There is always a choice, no matter how rigid the economies,
or how close the demands of use.’37 Although the full potential of
architecture can only be realized in rare instances, when patron or
client can command resources equivalent to the requirements
specified by the architect, and is responsive to the architect’s
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judgment as to the realization of the building project, it should be
possible for architects, even within the tight limits imposed on
‘working-class’ housing, to provide a simple, agreeable, even
beautiful environment, in which families can make their homes.
Of the man-made things, the works of engineering and
architecture and town-plan, are the heaviest and biggest part
of what we experience. They lie underneath, they loom around
as the prepared place of our activity. . . . Against this
background we do our work, and strive towards our ideals,
or just live out our habits . . . as engineer and architect once
drew, people have to walk and live.38
3 Housing finance
In Britain there is no tradition of ‘self-build’ housing in the cities.
Even at the height of urbanization in the nineteenth century, there is
no record of the shanty towns that characterize the new urbanization
of the Eastern Mediterranean or Latin America. The slums described
by the medical profession and the social crusaders at the peak of
movement into the cities in Britain were either rooming houses,
or the cheap housing thrown up by speculative builders for the
newcomers to the urban area. There was nothing equivalent to the
squatter settlements of cities like Lima, the self-build suburbs of
Athens, or the bidonvilles in the Paris suburbs.1 In only one limited
period (1919-39) in this long epoch of mass urbanization were houses
built independently of the professional builder, on the rural fringes
to the major towns, backland areas in the outer suburbs, and in
unused plots of farmland. But the exercise of planning controls
subsequently has checked all similar ventures except to standards
equivalent to the house built by the recognized agencies, and public
policy has been directed to their removal both as health risks and
eyesores. Possibilities opened up by a new affluence, and mobility,
to achieve control over the home in the face of financial dependency
enforced by other methods of housing provision were checked in
the interests of the British countryside. With this exception, there
has been acquiescence in the view that housing, urban and rural,
is something that is provided by others on given terms.
Throughout the nineteenth century urban housing was privately
financed in a partnership between owners of land and lenders of
capital in which builders and landlords were intermediaries.2
Housing investment was quite widely spread, in that many small
investors could have a stake in a group of houses through a chain of
leasehold agreements, and in general terms adequate to requirements.
Although housing investment was highly vulnerable to the state of
107

THE BRITISH EXPERIENCE

the overall capital market (in that building rates were depressed
whenever interest rates rose, and vice versa) and to conditions where
there was an alternative local outlet for small savings, as in Birming
ham during the 1890s,3 until the twentieth century there seemed no
reason to depart from this fragmented nexus. Although at certain
periods, and for certain cities, there had been acute overcrowding
of the working-class quarters, and even at the same time a surplus
of new housing in the suburbs, there had been only a slow growth
of specialized financial institutions, and no intervention by govern
ment to direct capital into house building. In this respect Britain
differed from all the major Western European countries, in which,
following the example of Germany, tentative steps had been taken
in the last half of the nineteenth century to channel capital accumu
lation into property development.4
With growing efficiency in domestic capital circulation, allied with
a highly favourable situation for British investors abroad, the
weaknesses of reliance on these highly parochial networks of entre
preneurs and petty capitalists became more apparent. The building
boom of the late 1890s, most marked in the London suburbs, faded
away, and was succeeded by a rapid decline in housing investment.
Between 1890 and 1895 an average of 63,000 houses per annum had
been constructed; 1895-9, 115,000; 1900-4, 131,000; 1905-9,
112,000; and 1910-14, 64,000.5 Fall in demand, associated with
falling wages and rising prices,gave no incentive to invest in housing,
and foreign investment outlets, mainly government bonds and
railway stock, were accessible, and attractive to the small investor.
Whereas capital outflows from Britain 1894-1904 had averaged
£24 million per annum, by 1910-14 they had risen to a level of £185
million per annum, an estimated half of total domestic capital
accumulation.6
Hitherto state intervention had been limited to safeguarding
standards in the interests of public health and amenity. Successive
governments had moved throughout the nineteenth century to
empower local authorities with controls over construction, layout,
servicing, and occupancy of dwellings. The costs of housing therefore
inevitably rose. Control over construction means more expensive
materials, and greater care in building; land costs also rise, either
because fewer units are allowed on a given site, or because insistence
on public provision of water, sewerage, gas, and eventually electricity,
places a premium on urban land. At the same time standards of
space occupancy were defined for the household so that small and
cheaper units were not provided. Despite the persuasions of Octavia
Hill, and the policies of the housing trusts and associations, middleclass standards of decency and convenience were accepted as the
basis for mass housing for the working classes of England by the
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twentieth century, so raising the size of a working-class dwelling
far above its continental or Scottish counterpart. This regulation
prevented the builder or developer from adapting his product to
the market, and the construction of low cost housing ceased.
As appalling as had been living conditions in town and country
in the century of growth, the housing reformers had been un
successful in pushing the argument that direct government action in
compelling the municipalities to provide housing on the German
model was a necessary adjunct to legislation on working conditions.
Government legislation in 1919 which established the double
precedent of subsidy for the construction of ‘working-class housing’
and compulsion on the local authorities to do so, was taken in
knowledge of the breakdown in the housing market. The war-time
years had seen the cessation of housing construction; rent controls,
introduced in 1915 in response to widespread protest about profiteer
ing in key centres in the armaments industry, had checked any
flicker of interest in renewed investment in cheap housing, and it was
anticipated that post-war inflation would render impossible any
further private initiative. In conditions of shortage of labour and
materials, and a falling rate of return on investment, the necessary
measures had to be taken to provide ‘Homes for Heroes’.7
Although the prominent role played by local authorities in Britain
in providing low cost housing can be interpreted as an extension of
nineteenth-century policies for regulating urban growth, the concen
tration of capital and its centralization on the London market
precipitated state action. The local authorities were substantial
institutions which could compete on equal terms with other conten
ders for this capital accumulation. Further, the status of London
as one of the world’s best organized and long-established sources
of private capital obviated governmental responsibility for the
direction of cheap finance into housing.8 Under the Addison Act
of 1919 the local authorities were obliged to raise capital publicly
before approaching the Public Works Loans Board, and with the
exception of the period 1945-52 this has remained the rule. The rate,
and the cost, of housing construction have therefore continued to
be strongly influenced by the relative attractions of alternative
investment, and the cost of money overall. Devolution of responsi
bility to the local authorities in this manner entailed minimal
interference in housing finance, and considerable flexibility in
policy locally, but left working-class housing vulnerable to local
politics as well as national economics.
Housing provision in the public sector was not considered as a
social utility. Local authorities were taking over the role of the
private landlord, and their tenants were treated accordingly. Not
only is occupancy hedged round with restrictions, but there is only
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grudging minimization of financial dependency. Unlike, for instance,
the command economies of Eastern Europe and Russia, where rents
on public housing are notional, in Britain, households occupying
local authority housing have had to pay the capital costs of that
housing (offset by government and rate subsidy), maintenance and
running costs, and interest charges on the capital expenditure.
Housing is not paid for out of capital, unlike road improvements or
motorways.9 Housing was seen as a similar investment to public
works and civic improvements, since the 1880s financed by loans
and not out of revenue,10 except that the costs were to be borne pri
marily by the occupants and not the community.
The issues of housing finance stem from this conception of housing
as either real estate investment or public utility, and not as the very
basis of social existence. Housing is considered as a commodity, but
one like no other. In the economists’ phrase it is neither ‘fish, fowl,
or good red herring’: it is immovable, fixed to the land, its exchange
value a measure not of its intrinsic qualities as a product, but of its
location; in situations of shortage, or surplus, it cannot be easily
transferred from one section of the population to another: and it is a
commodity of special character in its durability. It is, among all
commodities, par excellence, property, and its security as a fixed
capital investment must be assured. There is accordingly a consensus
that housing, in design and construction, must have a long life, and
professional standards and government intervention have been
directed to this end. Accordingly, local authorities have only
resorted to cheap temporary or mobile housing in extreme conditions
of shortage, and efforts by the private sector to drop their market
threshold by ‘lowering standards’ have been fruitless. Inputs of raw
materials and labour therefore increase, and housing costs continue
to rise. Most dwellings must be built or obtained with credit, which
reinforces the consensus as to durability and long life.
Despite therefore rationalization in the circulation of housing
finance, in that building society expansion has paralleled the growing
responsibility of the local authorities, housing investment remains
as vulnerable to movements in the capital market as it was in the
nineteenth century. Although state intervention has offset the
extreme variations of the era before 1914, regardless of political
priorities housing investment has gathered pace, or been checked,
in direct relationship to the state of the economy. Both in 1947 and
1967, Labour policies directed towards the public construction of
housing with maximum subsidy and full provision of finance from
government, were checked by the precarious status of sterling;11 in
the same manner maintenance of high interest rates in the London
money market during the early 1970s checked the construction of
housing in both public and private sectors. Present policies for the
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improvement rather than the demolition of older houses are in
acknowledgment of the accuracy of the observation, thirty years
ago,12
if interest rates on the capital used in house-building are
high, so as to raise the rents on new houses, the older houses
will experience less competition from them, and will tend to
have a longer life, and remain in occupation long after they
ought to be scrapped.
High money costs enforce the long life of housing as a commodity,
prevent the eradication of ‘the slums’, and debar elimination of the
perennial housing shortage.
The housing situation in Great Britain now is vastly different from
that in 1914. Then there were fewer than 9 million dwellings, now
18 million, of which two-thirds post-date 1919. Rather more than
a third of the houses standing at the onset of the First World War
have been demolished in slum clearance, redevelopment and war
damage, and a substantial number of the remainder improved, so
that only 15 per cent of households lack exclusive use of the basic
sanitary facilities of hot and cold water, w.c., and bath or shower.
Overcrowding has virtually been eliminated as household size has
continued to fall: in 1961, 13 per cent of households were one
person, 29 per cent two persons (in England and Wales), and by 1971
the proportions were 18 per cent and 32 per cent. Of the households
in Great Britain 8.7 million owned their accommodation (48 per
cent), 5.2 million rented from a local authority or new town corpora
tion (29 per cent), and 3 million rented unfurnished accommodation
privately. 800,000 were renting furnished accommodation. In 1914
it was estimated that only 10.6 per cent owned their dwelling, the
vast remainder renting from private landlords.
In aggregate terms, therefore, there would seem to be no situation
of hardship—a net surplus of dwellings, drastic inroads on obsolete
housing (throughout the 1960s, replacement through urban renewal
accounted for a quarter of gross housing production), a situation of
housing affluence as the rate of household fission increases and
occupancy rates decrease. On this analysis the relatively low propor
tion of Gross Domestic Product allocated to housing in the post-war
decades (never above 4 per cent in the 1960s) was justified. High
rates of investment in countries such as Western Germany and
France (both averaging 6 per cent in the same period) reflect the
more dramatic population movements from the rural areas into the
towns, and the unsatisfied backlog of demand.
The aggregate statistics, however, disguise the shortages felt in all
the major metropolitan centres (the London region actually has an
inverse ratio of dwellings to household units), the concentrated
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pockets of damp, near-derelict housing in areas such as Broughton,
Salford and Liverpool 8, the situation of elderly households concen
trated in these unimproved old houses, and the plight of the young
household unable to take out a mortgage as house prices spiral,
without access to local authority housing, and increasingly restricted
to high cost and inadequate furnished accommodation. There has
been no increase in housing production to correspond to the in
creased rate of marriage in the 1960s, 348,000 in 1962 and 404,000
in 1971, the aftermath of the post-war baby boom. To these one
must add migrants to the metropolitan centres, trapped in the ‘zones
in transition’ by low wages and job demands. Incremental policy
innovations, inflexibility in attitudes to the management, layout and
design of housing, and overall failure to co-ordinate investment
locally or nationally, have meant the dissipation of resources leaving
the vulnerable sectors of the population as poorly housed as in
1914. Although housing investment has been maintained at a rate
double that of the nineteenth century (as a proportion of GDP),
decent housing remains out of the reach of successive generations
of newcomers to the legacy of speculative chaos in nineteenthcentury urbanization. Intervention has created dual markets in
housing, that administered publicly, and that allocated on market
principles, each with its own deficiencies, aggravated by the parallel
contingencies of the other.
The public sector— local authority housing
In the first phase of experiment in housing policy, 1919-32, local
authorities were handicapped both by their own inexperience and
the vacillations of government policy, but in all 650,000 houses were
constructed. In the second phase, 1933-9, they were without subsidy
for all but slum clearance projects, and were unable to take full
advantage of the cheap money policy which benefited the private
builders; but in that period they constructed 355,000 houses. Only
in the period after the war, 1945-52, were they able to benefit both
from cheap money (the bank rate had been held at 2 per cent since
1932) and total government sponsorship. The pressing needs of
post-war construction to make good war-time deficits justified the
decision by the Labour government to license private construction,
and to put full backing behind local authority housing programmes,
though these were slow to gather momentum. The abandonment of
the cheap money policy after 1952, the relinquishment of government
responsibility for housing finance under Conservative governments,
and in 1956 the direction of the local authorities once more into
urban renewal (with the obligation to pay market price for the land
required after 1959), marked the end of the era of cheap housing. In
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England and Wales alone between 1945 and 1951, 661,000 homes,
and from 1952-6 870,000 houses were built; by 1967, the peak year
for local authority housing completions (159,000), a further 1.5
million houses had been built. And from 1968 to 1973 an additional
656,000. In that last year little over 79,000 houses were completed,
compared with 203,000 in 1953 and 199,000 in 1954. From 1956 to
1973 1.4 million houses had been demolished by the local authorities,
in slum clearance and for other purposes, and 3.7 million had been
constructed.
It was a sizeable achievement, conspicuous in every urban area:
suburban cottage estates from the 1920s to the 1950s, succeeded by
inner area demolition and reconstruction accompanied by more
peripheral estates, at ever higher densities, as land available to the
local authorities ran out. But although backed by sizeable govern
ment subsidies, moving from an initial £9 per annum per house
under the Wheatley Act of 1924, to a third of capital costs on recon
struction in the 1960s, it was increasingly subsidized by the practice
of pooling rents on the housing revenue account. Rents on the older
council housing stock were helping to keep the cost of the new
housing within the reach of the households for which it was intended.
But as costs continued to rise, expensive money, and ever more costly
land, more complicated forms of construction in denser estates,
rents were rising to embarrassing levels particularly in inner Lon
don.13 Nevertheless until 1968 a mammoth programme of reconstruc
tion was sustained, quite unprecedented elsewhere in peace time.14
Subsequently, however, despite a government subsidy on loan
charges, more stringent cost yardsticks and the diversion of invest
ment and labour into rehabilitation of older housing (including
many inter-war council estates) have precipitated a drastic fall in
public sector building. In the years 1968-73, in which local authority
house building programmes halved, the take-up of improvement
grants nearly trebled (114,000-319,000) and that of the increased
discretionary grants moved from 46,000 in 1968 to 260,000 in 1972.
Local authorities, of whatever political inclination, found they had
to cut back their housing targets as cost yardsticks (on adherence
to which Exchequer grant had been made conditional in 1968), and
building costs moved further apart. Public expenditure on housing
had to be cut, and the acute rise in government subsidies (which had
risen from £60 million in 1963 to £175 million in 1971) could no
longer be sustained.
The steady post-war increase in interest rates has exposed the
weakness of the policy initiated in 1919. Not only were local authori
ties after 1956 virtually restricted to the most expensive part of the
housing programme, urban renewal, but they were forced to compete
for finance with all other interests. Although public housing is
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sponsored and managed by government agencies, it is not publicly
financed, in that it draws from private savings rather than taxation.
In 1971, for instance, local authorities borrowed more from the
banks than from government, and throughout the 1960s, some 60
per cent of local authority capital came from the general finance
market. Now the heavy indebtedness of the local authorities means
that loan charges alone can exceed the revenue from rents on housing
in their administration.
Local authorities have reached the situation well known to
under-developed countries in that what they borrow is used up
in paying the interest on what they have borrowed already—
hence loan charges represent 90 per cent of net (new)
borrowing.15
There is an outstanding permanent debt which increases with each
new item of capital expenditure (and housing accounts for some
third of local authority capital investment). And it is this burden
that is being transferred from the Exchequer to the local authority
tenant under the Housing Finance Act of 1972. Just as consumers’
expenditure on housing in the private sector was forced up in the
building boom of the 1930s, so that of the tenant in the public
sector is to be raised to defray the costs of building programmes
which hitherto were assumed to be the community’s responsibility.
Rising incomes are deemed to relieve the state of more than vestigial
responsibility, and market principles in the finance of housing are
thus ratified for the public sector.
The private sector— sources o f finance
In the inter-war decades, 4.3 million houses were constructed, 3
million after 1930, and of the latter 70 per cent were privately
financed. Private builders constructed 2.65 million houses in rather
less than twenty years. At 1939, one-third of the housing stock was
less than twenty years old. The doubling in the rate of domestic
construction between 1920 and 1938 was primed by government
subsidy in the 1920s, but was accelerated by a flood of private
investment channelled by the building societies into speculative
suburbs. Before 1914 building societies had been relatively small, and
as much concerned with the finance of rented housing as that for
owner occupation. They had benefited from the reversal in direction
of investment after 1918 in which foreign outlets were abandoned
in favour of domestic needs. Government securities, public utilities,
local authorities, insurance and the building societies all benefited.
The latter, with their twin attractions of security and liquidity (and
in the precarious financial conditions of the early 1930s, favourable
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interest rates), rapidly expanded to the position they have had
since as the major source of private housing finance.16
Building society expansion inter-war, as post-war, was very much
a reflection of rising incomes, rising expectations, and the absence
of alternatives in housing other than renting from a local authority.
Private construction to let did continue (between 1935 and 1939, a
quarter of all privately constructed housing was for rental), but the
growth of business was seen as the promotion of owner occupation
where uncertain conditions in building costs, rents and government
subsidies were of no account. And this was a demand that had to
be created through extensive advertising and modifications to
previous practice in safeguarding loans. In particular, means had
to be found to clear the hurdle of the buyer’s deposit which had
hitherto restricted house ownership to the relatively wealthy. One
device was securing collateral against insurance policies, another was
to arrange with local authorities to guarantee the difference between
the normal 60 per cent of 66.6 per cent advance and a 90 per cent
mortgage, and the third, and by far the most widespread, was the
‘builder’s pool’ in which the builder provided the collateral. By
1938, an estimated half of the business of some of the large societies
was conducted in this way.17
Whole estates were financed on this basis. Speculative building
was backed by the assurance of finance for would-be purchasers,
and the builder could operate in the certainty of profit in conditions
of cheap money, freely available land, and base costs for materials
and labour, in a period of rising incomes and increased personal
expenditure on housing. The interlocking of interests between the
building societies, and the private developers, and government in its
sponsorship of suburban housing in both public and private sectors,
meant a transformation in the pattern of urbanization unparalleled
in countries such as France, where cheap loans for housing are still
difficult to obtain. All the major centres, even those with relatively
high unemployment rates, demonstrated this suburban efflorescence
into the countryside, but it was London’s sprawl that generated the
most protest, as it had at the turn of the century. There was a rising
protest from groups of the population concerned both for the pro
tection of the countryside and the orderly development of the towns.
The London Green Belt Act of 1938 was the first indication that the
investment outlet of speculative suburban housing was to be checked.
Post-war, private building was restricted and all available resources
directed to the public sector. But under the direction of Conservative
governments the contribution of private builders rose from a low
point of 21,000 in 1951, to 210,000 in 1964 (peaking again in 1968,
at 213,000 completed dwellings, and falling back to 174,000 in
1973). At no point have the construction levels of the 1930s been
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approached. In all, 3.5 million houses have been built by the private
sector since 1945. In this, the building societies have been extremely
influential in establishing the level of demand, and hence the rate of
housing construction although finance for the builders comes from
other sources, banks, property companies and share capital. Over
the past two decades, building society assets have increased ten-fold
and they now take second place only to insurance companies as a
repository for private savings. Between 1966 and 1973, their share
of the total finance for house purchase fluctuated between 80 per cent
and 93 per cent of total. But despite their size (the five largest among
447 societies in 1973 controlled 60 per cent of assets), they are
extremely vulnerable to changes in the level of savings and any
pronounced movements in interest rates.18
Building societies have traditionally taken short-term savings, and
lent over long terms—up to forty years. They must therefore main
tain a high liquidity ratio, and ease of business has been dependent
on stable interest rates. Between 1919 and 1931, the mortgage rate
fluctuated between 5 | per cent and 6 per cent; between 1932 and
1939 fell to 4 | per cent; in the war years lay between 5 | and A\ per
cent; stabilized at the latter level until 1951; rose slowly to 6 | per
cent in 1961; then to 1 \ per cent in 1966; 8 | per cent in 1972; and
then in three moves in 1973, from 9 | to 11 per cent.19 Competition
with the banks in a period when the minimum lending rate rose to
13 per cent, with local authorities forced to offer equivalent rates of
interest both on the London market and abroad, and insurance
companies exploiting to the full tax exemption loopholes to attract
funds, meant a famine in capital available for mortgages, a hiatus
in housing transactions, and a cutback in private building. And this
impasse succeeded a frenzy of house buying in 1971-2, in which
house prices had increased by 22 per cent in 1971, and a further
47 per cent in 1972. Violent fluctuations in interest rates and the
volatility of consumers’ expenditure on housing have exposed the
weaknesses in the building societies’ intermediary position in the
housing industry.
The immediate cause of the house price spiral was a surge in
demand after the rapid rise in incomes between 1969 and 1971,
backed by a steady rise in the rate of household formation. The
demand was fed by the societies flush with funds from those years,
when the short-term yield from investment in other sectors of the
economy had sagged, while the building industry was finding it more
than usually difficult to respond to changed demand after a period
of depression in the market. Difficulties of raising credit, shortages
of materials, scarcities in the skilled labour force, and sharp rises
in the price of land, all meant that response was slow. So although
building society advances rose from £2,000 million to £3,600
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million in the two years, the rate of increase in housing construction
in the private sector was only 3 per cent per annum. Unlike the boom
of the 1930s, these were conditions of land speculation rather than
building speculation. Because of planning restrictions it is the land
owner and not the builder who benefits from the appreciation of
land values, and so there is no incentive to anticipate demand.
Instead building society funds financed a house price spiral which
added a further inflationary pressure to an already inflationary
economy.
Land-use planning
Piecemeal accretion of legislation for the control of land use had
paralleled the inter-war building boom, and was to culminate in the
1947 Town and Country Planning Act. In this the right of develop
ment was removed from the property owner, and a measure of
control granted to the local authorities under the surveillance of
central government. The initiative to develop still remains with the
landowner or his agent, except where public agencies step in with
compulsory purchase powers, but the prerogative of veto over all
development, including changes in the use of land, as well as all
new buildings, has been assumed by the state. The acceptance of
such legislation in the post-war period was in large measure a
reaction to the loss of the countryside to developments Bevan
termed ‘castrated communities’20 in the inter-war decades; all this
in addition to the war-weary drabness and squalor of the older areas,
and the increasing inefficiency of layout of existing towns. Planning
was intended, inter alia, to maximize the benefits of investment into
the suburbs, so that the most efficient use was made of land, of public
investment into roads, schools, as well as private savings. W hat was
not apparent was the effect of planning, without actual control of
the property market, on housing provision and finance.
Under the 1947 Act, and subsequent legislation until the Act of
1968, planning was conducted by reference to a mosaic of develop
ment plans in which land was zoned for purposes deemed appropriate
to the area. For each site, also, there were to be well-defined stand
ards of density and layout as well as use. The general effect was to
remove the speculative impetus to urban development (while
admittedly providing new ground rules for property appreciation).
As so many development plans were largely a presentation of the
existing situation, zoning acted to stabilize the market in land, and
slow up changes in the use of property: it was a brake on movements
in the map of land values. Zoning removed uncertainty as to the
expected use of the land, both buyer and seller were better informed,
and the role of an intermediary dealer-speculator was weakened,
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except in unusual conditions of site assembly, as in central London.
Increasingly, therefore, development values accrued to the land
owner, rather than the developer, unless the latter was able to hold
land banks for long periods.
The removal of uncertainty as to the future use of land was not
complete, as development plans were to be revised at five-yearly
intervals and owners of property could appeal against restrictions
on their development proposals, but there has been an almost
complete separation out of markets in land, which has helped to
prevent ‘blight’, i.e. depreciation in value of existing buildings in
anticipation of future development, and also removed much of the
impetus to suburban development. The urban land market was now
in principle marked out from that in rural land by the delineation
of the ‘urban fence’, in the same way that the market in residential
property was protected from commercial speculation. Investment
in farming and that in housing were therefore protected against
short-term movements in the land market. But these safeguards on
property investment meant that profit on new development in
creasingly accrued to the owner of the land, and not the developer.
Possibilities of windfall gains from land speculation to offset possible
sluggishness in demand for houses are now rare, and housing
construction has to be tailored more closely to estimates of existing
demand.
The shortages and costs of housing in Britain have therefore to be
seen in the context of the exercise of planning controls over the
location of housing.21 As the allocation of land for new development
has been largely restrictive, the potential supply of land has been
fixed more firmly than in an open market situation, and the owners
of land, particularly large landowners but also those with planning
permission, have been placed in a quasi-monopoly situation, able
to command their own price, either by hard bargaining, or by
withdrawal of land from the market until such a time as the owner’s
estimation of value is met by the builder. Land for housing is there
fore acquired at high prices, which either cuts the builder’s profit
margins, or puts up the cost of the finished product. The effect is
the same in both cases: the supply of new housing is reduced. The
shortfall in the production of new houses then pushes up the price
of older houses, and the value of already developed land, the cost
of as yet undeveloped land rises correspondingly, and so on. Partic
ular conditions, such as the introduction of the Land Commission
(1967-70) which slowed up the accumulation of land banks by
developers, aggravate a cumulative situation.
In sum, the protection of the English countryside, the ‘contain
ment of urban England’, without control over the release of land
for development (except in the new towns), is not compatible with
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the provision of cheap housing. If restrictive planning policies are
exercised for the major growth regions for a generation then housing
costs must be pushed up. Financial conditions precipitated the rise
of prices, but the rate of increase throughout the country mirrored
the relative prosperity of the regions. That in London, the South
and East, was approximately double that of the rest of the country.22
If the base price of residential land in the urban areas is protected by
planning, and new housing provision is slowed up by restrictions over
development of rural land, then relatively expensive housing must
result.
The British experiment in regulating urban development, and
housing the mass of the population without the assumption of direct
control over either the land or housing markets, and without full
financial backing for planning or housing provision (except between
1945 and 1952), would therefore seem to have been checked. Houses
started in 1974 by the private sector totalled only 110,000, the lowest
figure since 1954. Builders have been hit by the rapid changes in
supply in mortgage money, rising building costs, falling profit
margins, and a general uncertainty as to future behaviour of the
housing market in conditions of economic uncertainty. Inflation
generalized in the world economy, allied with the weakness of
Britain in international markets, has finally exposed the weaknesses
in the regulation and finance of housing construction. Housing
provision in Britain has depended on cheap money, stability of
interest rates, steady demand, and also cheap land. All this has
changed. The very institutions that fed the movement to the suburbs
—municipalities, building societies and the building industry, all
subsidized directly and indirectly by government—have been
unable to sustain its impetus in the economic impasse of the 1970s.
Improvements in living conditions initiated in the inter-war years,
which considerably offset the continued inequalities in the distri
bution of wealth and income, can no longer continue.
In estimations of national housing expenditure, no realistic figure
can be ascribed to the household’s own input of labour. A recurrent
spectacle is the reconstruction of older houses into passable facsimiles
of a modern house, often by the occupiers themselves. In this way
Edwardian villa terraces are converted into Georgian town houses,
a 1930 semi-detached into open plan living, and small back yards
become lavish patios. All this largely with private savings, domestic
labour, with assistance from friends, neighbours, jobbing builders
or moonlighting craftsmen. After 1918 home ownership may have
been encouraged because ‘pride of home is pride of country’,23 but
nowadays the arguments for home ownership are economic in
derivation. Do-it-yourself improvements, holidays set aside for
‘self-build’ housing within the shell of existing dwellings, all this
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obviates public expenditure on new housing. In this way, increased
leisure, new affluence, untapped energies, are caught up in renovating
the national housing stock in the name of home improvement. The
ideology of house as home, citadel, security, refuge, status, means
of personal expression and realization, is harnessed to the housing
process. Urban or, perhaps more accurately, suburban man, becomes
a peasant once more, but without the financial independence of that
peasant, and his wife and children are co-opted partners in the
enterprise of keeping house and home together.
4 Housing in urban sociology
The trademark of British urban sociology in recent years has been
the emphasis on aspects of housing and planning. Neither of these
were issues new to sociologists interested in urban questions, but
the emphasis shifted significantly, from field research into the
experience of groups of the population subject to planned upheaval
in the furtherance of post-war housing policies, to study of the
organizations implementing these policies, i.e. the local authorities
and their professional staff. Subsequently much of the theoretical
discussion has been directed towards those who allocate the com
munity chest—public expenditure on basic services such as drainage
and roads, public utilities such as housing and transport, and the
social services, including education. There has been a greater
emphasis on the urban managers than on the people who receive
these Welfare State benefits and experience the effects of intervention
into the urban environment.
In this reorientation the housing question has been central.
Whereas the ecologists concentrated on the use of land in the city,
in the British context it is impossible to disregard the intermediary
structures of housing allocation. Where there are strongly developed
policies for intervention into the markets in urban property, as in
the British context, these, and not the market processes affecting
the distribution of land uses in the city, become the analytical
context in which specific studies have to be undertaken. The move
ments of the population through the housing stock, which the
ecologists described in naturalistic terms as invasion, succession,
and so on, are now considered as responses to the supply and demand
equation in the local housing markets. The role of State agencies is
therefore inescapable.
As illustration, consider the situation of a group of immigrants
to the city. In the ecological model they found themselves at the
centre of the city in the zone of transition blighted by the anticipated
expansion of the central business district; that is, alterations in the
pattern of demand for land could be considered to have initiated
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the movement of low status immigrants into a certain district of the
city. In the situation of British cities during the 1960s, the segregation
of immigrants into the twilight zones outside the established inner
city slum districts was due to the restrictions on access to other types
of housing. And these restrictions had to be related to the unantici
pated consequences of established policy on housing provision, as
well as to income and situation in the labour market of the
immigrants themselves.1 Conditions of living in the twilight area had
to be related to the structures of housing allocation rather than the
blind forces of the market.2
There is, however, a common feature to the two approaches which
sets the work of the sociologists apart from that of the urban
economists. Both models of the local community postulate that the
location of any one group within the urban area is the outcome of
a process of competition between all groups resident there. The
segregation of the immigrant group is due neither to their own
predilection for the kind of housing they occupy, nor even to the
policy of any one section of the ‘governance’ controlling access to
housing, or schools, but to the interaction between these, and all
member groups of the urban system. The emphasis is on constraint,
not choice; the unit of analysis is not the individual household
making a personal decision as to the costs and benefits of relative
locations within the urban area, but the urban system, however
defined.3 Any discussion of social conditions in the local neighbour
hood must therefore be referred to a wider framework than that of
family and community.
This emphasis on housing owes much to the work of Rex who
sought to present the relatively familiar material regarding the opera
tion of housing markets in the language of sociological theory. His
approach to the sociology of the city derived from a conviction that
there were ‘particular processes at work in the concrete urban
situation’4 which structured the world of social relations in which
individuals in the city encountered each other. The concept of
‘housing class’5 was introduced to articulate some of these processes,
and to assist in a more precise delineation of the social structure and
conflicts of the city. Housing is assumed to be an inherently scarce
resource, which is so important for life chances (in that access to
certain kinds of housing ensures advantages of location, education,
and social services as well), that the city is defined for its citizens by
the conflict over this one community resource. ‘The class struggle
over the use of housing is the central process of the city as a social
unit.’6 Instead of a social system based on awareness of common
situation, and on individual identification with the urban community,
as in W eber’s analysis, the urban social system is defined by the
exigencies of common residence, and its significance for its residents
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derives from its being a differentiated system of material resources.
In his substitution of class struggle for symbiotic competition,
Rex comes closer to the ecological perspective on the city than does
Weber, whose sociology of the urban community excludes class
conflict; he is, however, in the tradition of Weber in his treatment of
the city as a political community. The struggles over housing must
necessarily be political in nature in that they engage agencies of the
state. But this conflict is not derived directly from class position in
relation to the mode of production. Intervention in housing has set
up conditions of access into different sectors of the housing market,
principally local authority housing, which differentiate the labour
force on lines other than those of occupation and income. The
resultant system of housing classes was considered by Rex to be
‘part of the superstructure which demonstrably takes on a life of
its own’.7 That is, life in the community, even class struggles in the
community, have a relative autonomy from life in the workplace.
Rex uses Weber’s breakdown of ‘class situation’, in which the
Marxist concept of class is relativized,8 to justify his own distinction
between class struggles in the sphere of production and the conflicts
in the community, primarily over housing. Evident in Birmingham
was a division between the established working population, who in
the previous fifty years had obtained access to housing which was
incompatible with their control over the means of production, and
the immigrants, who were excluded from equivalent community
resources. Newcomers to the local housing market were debarred
entry into the owner-occupied suburbs by reason of income and job
conditions, into local authority housing by residence qualifications,
and slum clearance areas by removal of this housing from the open
market; there was little alternative but the rooming houses of the
twilight zones. The suggestion here is that urbanization itself
creates certain relationships and problems related not to conditions
of production, but conditions of reproduction of the labour force.
For this reason alone an urban focus to sociological research is
justified.
The approach taken here has been subject to considerable criticism,
and Rex has subsequently modified his position substantially.9 On
empirical grounds, criticisms have been directed at the typology of
housing classes10 and at the presumed correlation between housing
tenure and different districts within the urban areas.11 The typology
presented did not include key interests in housing—the absentee
landlord, and the local authority were excluded—and was specific
to the Birmingham situation. It would have no application outside
Britain, and in its details, little outside the city of Birmingham,
c. 1965. Theoretically, the most important criticism has come from
Haddon.12 In effect he argues that Rex has mistaken condition for
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cause, occupancy of housing as the basis for access to life chances,
and not as a measure of the existing distribution of power and wealth.
The conflict over housing is an extension of the major divisions in
the society, and is only a class struggle in that the allocation of these
resources is largely determined by the power each class has come to
possess in a society with a long history of class struggles.
The debate cannot be resolved without taking into consideration
the wider question of the status of the immigrant labour force of
Western Europe, recruited from the Mediterranean countries as
well as former colonial dependencies. Post-war economic growth
required additions to the labour force, overwhelmingly concentrated
in semi-skilled or unskilled occupations. For instance, in Britain in
1971 it was estimated that while 26 per cent of the total male labour
force fell into these two categories, 50 per cent of West Indians,
42 per cent of the Irish and 65 per cent of Pakistanis were found in
these low status, insecure, and often unpleasant jobs. Although
therefore ‘objectively the immigrant workers form part of the
working class of Western Europe, within the class they must be
regarded as a special stratum’.13 Viewed in this light, the inadequate
housing available to the immigrants—barracks and furnished
lodgings in Germany and Switzerland, ‘hotels meubles\ hostels,
bidonvilles in France, rooming houses or dilapidated slum housing in
Britain—is an index of their insecurity in the labour force, their low
status in the community, and their lack of political power. Indis
putably the race question has come to the forefront of public
consciousness in relation to housing and education, hence their
importance for sociological analysis of immigrant-host relation
ships, but in no way can they be reduced to an urban frame
work.
The question of housing, and that of a labour aristocracy, have
been interrelated for a century. The housing crisis was deemed an
issue meriting departure from previous laissez faire attitudes precisely
because shortage threatened the established differentiation in resi
dence, as in conditions of employment, of the skilled craftsmen and
the unskilled labourers. Just as the former began to benefit from
national prosperity (in that wages rose steadily through the last
quarter of the nineteenth century), and their political maturity
seemed assured, rising rents and enforced overcrowding in the inner
districts, particularly of London, threatened living standards and
social stability. Enfranchisement itself depended on an adequate
supply of housing. Engels had dismissed the state as ‘the collective
capitalist unable to remedy the inequalities of Capitalism’,14 and
yet eventually the state was to intervene, so granting sections of the
working class living conditions incompatible with their power in the
market.
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One suggestion has been that it was this housing question that
provoked awareness of class differentials, in that the contradictions
of capitalism were most evident, not in production, but in the sphere
of collective consumption, i.e. in urban life. For instance, the growing
turbulence of the London poor could be related to their worsening
housing situation, as pressure for redevelopment of central area
sites reduced the supply of housing in the inner districts. But worsen
ing housing conditions only aggravated an economic crisis in the
metropolitan labour market whose most salient features were ‘the
collapse or decay of staple industries, the expansion of causal and
sweated trades, increased overcrowding, poor health, hard winters,
prolonged unemployment, and chronic poverty’.15 Despite the
severity of the housing problem, unprecedented by provincial
standards, it was not the metropolis but the provincial working-class
communities that were to take the initiatives towards socialism as the
divisions between classes became more acute in the era before 1914.
The economic structure of the metropolis—the fragmentation into a
mass of small-scale enterprises, its reliance on seasonal labour, and
the sharp division between the skilled and the unskilled labour force
—all prevented the emergence of a mass socialist party. The economic
composition of the community, as related to its position in the
national economy, was rather more important in provoking awareness
of class issues than its living conditions.
It is difficult to sustain the argument that the central process of
the city as a social unit is the class struggle over access to housing
or any other community resources, thereby excluding the antago
nisms and cleavages deriving from the scattered workplaces of the
urban region. These are as much part of the urban scene as the
council housing estates, municipal offices and community action
groups on which the attention of urban sociologists has been
focused. Urban sociology in Britain has subscribed to the fallacy of
community analysis, namely the tendency to explain social relations
in the community by conditions of living in that community. The
analysis of the twilight areas in terms of the failure of housing and
planning policies for the inner city is symptomatic of such a fallacy,
as is the presentation of the situation of the colonial immigrants as
that of a housing class, and not in terms of their status in the labour
force. Urban sociology cannot restrict its field of study to the field
of consumption, as hitherto, but must take into account the economic
conditions governing the local class structure.
This approach certainly renders urban research more difficult, in
that conditions of production in the local region will only rarely have
the unity given to the consumption of community resources by their
partial centralization in the hands of local government. Historically
it is rare to find urban situations in which specialization or
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differentiation in economic activities does not prevent the emergence of
a unified community class structure; such is the very nature of urban
ization. The classic community studies relate to small, relatively
isolated and slow-changing towns, or ones reliant on a single
industry. The communities studied by Foster,16 for instance, were
then isolated, provincial towns, Oldham, Northam pton, South
Shields, at an early stage of development, but even there, interests
in land-ownership, absentee financial interests, and diversity of
economic enterprise, led to a diffusion and fragmentation of their
local class structure. But if urban communities are to be considered
as unique configurations of population, resources and institutions,
which mediate in the individual’s experience of the national society,
it is precisely these conditions of diffusion and fragmentation that
need to beexamined. Cities are not systems, and yet the convergence of
different interests in the same place gives the groupings of activity and
population identity. It is these interests that need to be established.
Housing, alone with other aspects of the built environment,
underlines the distinctiveness of each place in that it represents on
the ground the past class structure of the town or city, its past and
present wealth and influence, its situation in the international markets
of capital and labour. So, for instance, London’s housing market
reflects its history as centre of nation and empire, with a large stock
of housing built for middle-class occupancy, and its present housing
crisis is a measure of its continued attractiveness as a world city,
and its need for cheap labour. Its housing profile is thus that of a
metropolitan centre, just as those of the towns of north Lancashire
or N orth East England, with a huge store of working-class housing,
and declining populations, reflect their provincial status. The long
life and immobility of housing, and the strength of vested interests
in property, underline differences between places in the one society
that derive from their position in the national economy.
In any discussion of housing it is evident that the parameters
determining investment, allocation and even design are national, if
not international, and yet the markets in housing maintain their
local character. And this is so now as in the nineteenth century. The
standardization in design of housing is misleading; although mass
housing has been brought closer to an international model, and the
diffusion of styles for privately built housing is achieved more rapidly,
local housing situations differ quite markedly. Compare Southwark
with Kensington and Chelsea, the one with 60 per cent of its housing
in municipal ownership, the other with 8 per cent. Or Tyneside, with
the South West region, the former region with 43 per cent of dwel
lings in the public sector, the latter 29 per cent. State intervention
has superimposed one rhythm of constraint over local building pro
grammes on another, without diminishing the variation in local
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housing markets. Needs differ, there are differing rates of economic
growth and labour requirements between regions, resources differ,
and similarly the ability and willingness of the local housing agencies
to match housing supply to housing demand. The centralization of
power in Britain is blurred by the delegation of responsibilities to the
local authorities who perpetuate the local community power structure
in the built environment. All ‘urban problems’ have to be put into
the context of this variability between places, to which housing is an
index.
It is, however, far from certain that the existence of specific local
markets in housing, and other resources such as education, is
sufficient basis for delineating an ‘urban’ sociology. Marxists, and
others, would claim that adoption of an urban perspective only
confuses analysis of capitalism and diverts political energies to
‘secondary questions’. It would not be agreed that urban social
movements, defined by Castells as ‘systems of social protest action
which question the established order on the basis of specific issues
within the urban problematic’,17 can have more than local impact.
But the ‘urbanists’ would claim that state intervention in the pro
vision and allocation of resources has blurred the inequalities deriving
from the relations of production, and that confusion is there in
the life experience of members of society in that they encounter the
irrationalities of local bureaucracies, the arbitrary judgments of
professional advisers to government, the particularism of local
politicians, and the special features of the place where they live. On
this score the orthodox Marxists and the urban sociologists are at
loggerheads: the latter emphasize through their study precisely those
circumstances of existence that nineteenth-century Marxism dis
counted.
At this point the debate is open to all comers. The housing question
is an important one, and merits far more extensive investigation than
hitherto, but it neither answers the particular problems of the rele
vance of urban sociology to the study of class in the societies of late
capitalism, nor does it exhaust the scope of sociological investigation
into urban communities. W ithout doubt it permits of a clear distinc
tion between the local, or urban, and the national or societal, but
the relationships between local modifications to the national pattern
of resource allocation and variations in class conditions remain an
empirical question. Variations in ‘external conditions of life’ there
are, certainly, but then, ‘the differentiation of classes on the basis
of property alone is not dynamic; that is, it does not necessarily
result in class struggle or class revolutions’. The connection has not
been established between the everyday life and wishes of the popula
tion, in ‘all the specificity of their situation in society’, and ‘the
objective sociological process’.
126

4

The practice of planning

1 The town-planning movement
The town-planning movement may be dated from the last years of
the nineteenth century; the Garden City Association, later the Town
and Country Planning Association, was founded in 1899.1 There
was a sense that the old order called out for change, that technical
prowess and commercial success had not brought prosperity and
happiness for all, and that purposeful initiatives had to be taken
by informed opinion to bring about an organized reconstruction of
society. The town-planning movement was a small pressure group,
drawing support from the professions (principally architects,
surveyors and engineers, the three bodies who supported the found
ation of the Town Planning Institute in 1913), with little mass
support. Its closest connections were with other groups, such as the
Fabians, the Sociological Society and the National Housing Reform
Council (founded in 1900). All these sought to provide ideas for
‘men of influence’, and remained remote from the violent social
upheavals of the period before and after the First World War.
Britain then was the most urbanized society in the world: only
10 per cent of the labour force remained on the land, and fully 80
per cent of the population was resident in areas defined as towns.
And yet in comparison with other societies, powers of control over
urban development remained minimal. The French had rebuilt
Paris (although subsequent control was lax); the German municipal
ities not only owned much of the land in their boundaries but were
able to regulate much new development by zoning and site design ;2
even America, the new society with escalating problems of urbaniza
tion, had remarkably capable city governments, who were prepared
to take draconian steps to provide the necessary services of water
supply, drainage, street paving, dock facilities and parks.3 Systematic
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planning was accepted in principle long before the British were
prepared to contemplate long-term interference with the markets in
property: the Burnham Plan was presented in 1909, and the New
York Regional Plan in 1922. It was the enterprise and grandiose
vision of the American municipalities as well as those of private
entrepreneurs that were to impress Unwin as they had Howard
fifty years previously.4
Twentieth-century planning in Britain emerges out of nineteenthcentury policies: there was no radical departure from the incremental
legislation of the state on the urban question. Governmental powers
over urban development had been grudgingly extended over the
century, and the responsibilities of the municipalities as agencies for
central government slowly confirmed. By the end of the century the
local authorities had the organization, resources and influence to
seek further powers for control over their domain, and could point
to continental and American experience as precedent. The Housing
and Town Planning, etc., Act of 1909 was promoted by the Associa
tion of Municipal Governments.5
The interest in town planning had different origins and expressions.
Foremost in the literature at the turn of the century is the concern
for housing. The ‘town problem’ resulted from the lack of ‘scientific
and well planned effort to supply effective housing accommodation’,6
with the result that jerry-building was condoned on the grounds
that housing demand must be satisfied. In the new legislation, powers
for compulsory acquisition and redevelopment of the slum districts,
and by-law control over new housing construction, were to be
extended to allow the municipalities to acquire land for working-class
housing in the suburbs, and to permit them greater discretion in
controlling the layout of new development. In isolation slum clear
ance had proved a weary exercise, exacerbating conditions of housing
shortage, at considerable expense to the ratepayer, and the desolation
of speculative suburban development was already apparent. Townplanning legislation must be seen as ‘a logical extension of earlier
legislation concerned with housing and public health’.7
The movement for town planning coincided with a major building
boom in 1895-1905, most marked in the London suburbs. Burns,
then President of the Local Government Board, when presenting
the new legislation is quoted as referring to ‘the extent of the damage
that is being inflicted on rural England by the indiscriminate un
organized spreading of straggling suburbs’.8 It was then estimated
that half a million acres of agricultural land had been taken into
urban development between 1893 and 1908. And yet the ‘house
famine’ remained; this was middle-class housing to which the
working class had no access. Although suburban development was
accepted as the solution to the housing problem, there was
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realization of the failure to meet the needs of the mass of the population,
and an active reaction against the dreariness of by-law housing, and
the loss of the green fields of the Home Counties. The writings of
Morris and his contemporaries expressed the widespread revulsion
against the appearance of the new development, healthy and efficient,
but lacking in beauty. The collapse of the tradition of management
of the great estates, which had given London, Bloomsbury, Belgravia
or Bayswater, and the breakdown of accepted canons of taste, now
put the onus for civic amenity on the municipalities. They had to
turn ‘this land from a grimy backyard of a workshop into a garden’.9
Underlying the new movement was a longstanding concern for the
relationship between town and country, brought to a head in the
last decades of the nineteenth century by the plight of the urban poor,
and rural depopulation. The poverty of the urban masses had
roused the question of ‘urban degeneration’;10 moral degeneration
had long been assumed, but evidence was building up as to the
decline in physique of second and third generation residents. Medical
examination of recruits for the Boer W ar confirmed the differences
between classes, and those between town and country: the rude health
of the country lad was a necessary adjunct to Empire. Rosebery, in
1901, spoke as follows: ‘An Empire such as ours requires as its
first condition an imperial race—a race vigorous and industrious
and intrepid . . . in the rookeries and slums which still survive, an
imperial race cannot be served.’11 The cramped housing, and lack
of open space, sunlight and fresh air, the sheer urbanity of the cities,
as well as their poverty, was considered to stunt the growth of city
populations, while the absolute misery of the rural districts, low
wages, bad housing, acute overcrowding, high rates of infantile
mortality, precipitated yet further migration to the towns. It is in this
context that Howard preached for garden cities :12
the living stream of men, women and children flows from the
countryside and leaves it more and more bare of active vigorous
life . . . to enlarge our overgrown cities, to cause suburb to
spread beyond suburb, to submerge more and more the
beautiful fields and hilly slopes which used to live near the busy
life of the people, to make the atmosphere more foul, and the
task of the social reformer more and yet more difficult. . . .
creating channels through which some of our population shall
be attracted back to the fields . . .
A debate convergent with that on ‘urban degeneration’ was that
on land reform. Much earlier in the century an essential part of the
Chartists’ programme and their theoretical analysis of the ills of
capitalism had been that ‘the land is the inalienable inheritance of
all m ankind’,13 and this aspect of their thought had passed into
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radical circles in the second half of the century. It is, as Saville
comments, one of the paradoxes of British working-class history
that during the 1860s and 1870s the country which ‘was more
proletarian than any other, and where decisive economic power was
in the hands of those who controlled la grande Industrie, political
protest and social criticism were directed against the landlords and
not the industrial capitalists’.14
Parallel to the anti-landlordism of the working classes was the
dissatisfaction of the urban middle classes with the monopoly
ensured to the landed aristocracy in the entail over their estates.
Prominent figures such as Spencer and J. S. Mill were associated
with the movements for land reform which provoked the House of
Lords to initiate a survey into land-ownership nationally. The returns
of 1874 and 1876 revealed that 1,200 persons owned a quarter of the
land, and 7,400 owned 50 per cent.15 The thought of Henry George
who toured Britain in 1882-4, therefore, had a favourable reception.
In his statements, the fruits of progress were alienated by the land
lord, productivity was absorbed in rent, the capitalist penalized in
that profits could not be reinvested, and the labourer was reduced
to deeper poverty as wages were forced down to ensure further
investment. He argued that ‘Rent . . . is the price of monopoly,
arising from the reduction to individual ownership of natural
elements which human exertion can neither produce nor increase’.16
His remedy was the ‘single tax’, to be levied on land values, and paid
to the state; this would replace all other taxes.
Land reform was to become a controversial element in the radical
social policies of the Liberal government of 1906-14. Taxation on
development values, and on the capital appreciation of estates on
the reversion of leases, was part of their strategy for the redistri
bution of incomes and the foundation of the social services, and
provoked the constitutional crisis of 1910-11, but the revenue
raised was small in comparison with that derived from direct taxation
on wealth.17 Public ownership of land was not advocated, and it
was not until the 1920s that land nationalization became a live
political issue. But the emphasis had shifted, and land reform was
advocated as a palliative for unemployment, and not, as previously,
‘one of the truest foundations of imperial greatness’.18 Lloyd George,
opening the campaign of the Land and Labour League in 1925,
spoke movingly of ‘an exchange of the green doors of the Labour
Bureau for the green fields of Britain’.19
Garden cities o f tomorrow
Howard, and the Garden City Association, in fact, make no explicit
reference to either Henry George, or Liberal policies, but their
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proposals for the common ownership of land in the garden cities,
and their belief that the benefits thereby accruing to the people
would allow for a ‘reconstruction of society’, derive from this main
stream of political thought. Retrospectively, Howard acknowledged
the influence of the thought of Alfred Marshall, who during the
1880s had been an ardent advocate of the settlement of London’s
poor in the countryside; Wakefield, who had organized the settle
ment of Adelaide in the 1840s; Buckingham, who had produced a
blueprint for a model city, ‘Victoria’, in 1849, again to solve un
employment;20 and the writings of J. S. Mill and Spencer. The basis
of his proposals for land reform he ascribes to Spencer, whose
paper on land tenure had first been given in 1775, but whose writings
had been republished during the 1880s by Hyndman.21 His proposals
therefore articulate the fabric of thought of radical, conservative and
liberal elements of the middle classes of Victorian England. Eden
concludes that ‘Howard’s great virtue was that he was able to create
a picture that accorded with the aspirations of the class to which he
belonged—the somewhat earnest, chapel-going, or chapel-emancipated lower middle class’.22
Howard’s plan was very much more in the tradition of the
‘bourgeois utopia’ of Buckingham, than the socialist communities
of Fourier and Owen. He was at pains to stress that it was not a
socialistic or communistic city, though the realization of the project
would depend on joint ownership of the land. Mumford terms his
book ‘a dry little prospectus’;23 Osborn stressed his realism and
common sense. Nor did it turn away from the urban world as had
earlier schemes; it was a blueprint for a new kind of settlement in
which the advantage of town and country were integrated in a ‘third
alternative, in which all the advantages of the most energetic and
active town life with all the beauty and delight of the country may
be secured’.24 He foresaw the development of urban regions as
‘town clusters’ in which each garden city was held separate from
the next by a green ring, yet linked to the entire ‘Social City’
through rapid transport; it was ‘a new open-work metropolis’. The
manifesto of the Garden City Association is found in Howard’s
tract:25
there should be an earnest attempt made to organise a
migratory movement of population from our overcrowded
centres and sparsely populated rural districts . . . a single
movement . . . that the whole increase in land-values due to
their migration might be secured to them . . . and that the
golden opportunity afforded by the fact that the land to be
settled on has few buildings or works upon it, shall be
availed of in the fullest manner by so laying out a Garden City
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that as it grows the free gifts of nature, fresh air, sunlight,
breathing room, and playing room, shall be still retained in all
needed abundance. . . .
Howard saw planning as providing a middle way between the
extremes of socialism and the existing social philosophies in that
‘it encouraged individual initiative, and yet allowed the fullest
co-operation’.26 Howard and his contemporaries, Geddes and Unwin,
claimed that planning would extend freedom of choice by offering
an alternative to free enterprise. Unwin stated that it ‘greatly
adds to the sum of effective liberty by defining the limits and pro
tecting the sphere within which each can move without being
obstructed by others’.27 They were concerned to win support for
the practice of planning from the middle classes, and were at pains
to demonstrate its inoffensive character. The Garden City Associa
tion acted as a lobby for garden cities (promoting two, Letchworth
and Welwyn Garden City, as prototypes), and campaigned against
the unrestrained suburban sprawl of the great conurbations, with a
definite social philosophy. It aimed to ‘make citizens as well as
cities’.28 Social planning was integral to their policies, they sought ‘a
new humanism’ which would ‘revitalise human, community, and
civic values through a better ordering of spatial relationships’.29 It
never attracted a mass following, and in no sense was it a workingclass movement. Howard and his associates believed that once the
merits of their scheme were appreciated by the working classes, their
demand for garden cities would overwhelm the vested interests of
the propertied classes. Howard considered that the attractions of
the new way of life he described so glowingly were self-evident. And
yet it took forty years before leaders of the labour movement
adopted the principles of planning outlined by Howard.
Although earlier in the nineteenth century working-class radicals
had acquiesced in the policy of land reform as a solution to the
failures of capitalism, by its end the labour movement had shifted
its attack to the central fact of capitalist society, the exploitation of
labour in the productive process. Trade unions had gathered
strength, from a membership of 1.5 million in 1890 to 4 million in
1913 (rising to 6.5 million in 1919 and 8.3 million in 1920), and
industrial unrest, in face of falling wages and rising prices, was
mounting. Legislation over land-ownership, and control by planners
over the layout of towns, was of trivial moment in the mounting
tide of social protest: ‘the Government was ceasing to govern and
parliamentary institutions were falling into disrepute. The spirit of
revolt was spreading from one section to another’.30 A middle-class
pressure group, restricting policies for collective ownership to the
means of consumption, ignoring the means of production, had little
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working-class following in this political climate. Whereas Owen, a
century before, had put forward plans for a social Utopia, designed
to sweep away capitalism and the competitive spirit, the reformers
promoting town planning and the garden city restricted their
discussion to issues of environment.
Yet despite these inauspicious beginnings, the planning movement,
and the first stumbling legislation, were to culminate in a surge of
enthusiasm for ‘town and country planning’ after the Second World
War. A system of planning controls was organized that for a period
was hailed as the most successful in the world. Environmental
planning, linked with progressive taxation over betterment of land
values, was a central plank to the policies of the post-war Labour
government, and the garden cities, as realized in the new towns,
were to ensure British hegemony over the international planning
world for a decade. Planning as a social movement reached its
ascendancy in the 1940s, with the acceptance by government of the
twin aims of the new towns and community planning. Strongly held
views as to a new social world are to be found in the sober texts of
the planning reports of the period,31 and the idealism of a generation
of young professionals had been harnessed to the planning process
as an activity of government. Ideas that had had origins in eighteenthcentury radical thought were to be realized by government as a
means to the controlled reconstruction of the British economy in
the second half of the twentieth century.32
2 The town-planning profession
Planning has not resolved the tension in aims evident from its
earliest days as an activity of government and as a social movement.
As the former it was concerned with land use, property interests and
environmental planning, as the latter with community betterment.
Intervention in the markets in land and property became in practice
their regulation so as to protect previous investment, and to prevent
the squandering of natural resources. In this sense planning was,
and is, the protection of property interests, acting to stabilize the
base price through limitations on further development, and preventing
over-speedy obsolescence. But alongside this regulation of property
interests there has been a continued interest in planning as a means
to social reform. At all times there has been an interest in the welfare
of the community, and a concern to redress the balance between
groups in their access to urban resources. In this sense planning
must be seen, along with activities of government in the provision
of housing, education and welfare, as part of the shift in power at
the beginning of the century away from the propertied interests to
the mass of the population.
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The consequences of this dual interest for the profession are seen
in its ambivalence in definition of its own role. The debates over the
last decade as to the proper stance of the profession with regard to
the new urbanization with its contradictions of squalor and affluence
have not succeeded in resolving the inconsistencies in ideology
described by Foley;1 if anything, they have worsened, and the lines of
dissension are more firmly etched. The divisions are three-fold:
between the environmentalists, who can be termed the conservatives
of the profession; the methodologists, its progressives; and the social
planners, its radical wing. Recent discussions have shown that the
first group still predominates in the profession, a group convinced
of the self-evident need for environmental planning in a society
whose inherited resources are daily threatened by affluence and
rapacity in the use of land.
In this attitude they are increasingly supported by the public who,
too, have reacted with alarm to the depredations of development in
town and country. The mushroom growth of the amenity societies2
is only one aspect of this public concern for the conservation of the
environment, preservation of historic buildings, and protection of
traditional environments of town centre and village. In this respect
there is more general support for the idea of environmental planning,
though not acceptance of the authority of the planners. Planning
decisions are more frequently than ever subject to criticism and
hostility; a mood of apathy has been replaced by a critical interest
by the more articulate in the planning process.
Meanwhile, the planners debate their future. Planning education,
entry to the profession, the responsibilities of the planner, even his
professionalism, are subject to deliberation. The sociologists’ critical
inspection has been only one element in a general uncertainty as
to the role of planning in the corporate state. Town planners are
having to face up to the exigencies of a professional role in a situation
where they lack implementative powers and have only limited
authority, and so the traditional assumptions as to the scope and
role of planning have had to be reassessed. The debate of the last
decade has ranged over ‘non-plan’, in which the planner ceases to
impose his judgments on the market, permissive planning, incrementalism, planning as problem-solving, empiricism in which the
aims of planning are set by the actors in the system, purposive
planning, systems planning and corporate management. As yet there
is no agreement in the profession as to whether planning is a field of
activity, defined by its responsibility to the environment, or a
distinct professional skill to be assessed by its management capa
bilities. The old certainties as to cities of the future have been re
placed by a limited here-and-now pragmatism, so that planning
theory has become a theory of methodology: ‘Inasmuch as there is
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now any theory of planning it is a theory of response, to problems
comprehensively perceived: it could be characterized as a theory of
methodology.’3
The problem of planning is that few outsiders to the profession
accept its claim to a unique competence out of the reach of the
layman. As Davies writes, ‘there is simply no such thing as an
objective body of knowledge allied to a coherent theory which can
be used as a basis of rational decision making’,4 and few planners
would now make the claim that there is a science of land-use
planning. The lack of authority accredited to the profession in part
derives from its pragmatic tendencies. If planning becomes the
practice of planning, then the planners cannot justify what they do
except by what they do, i.e. their methodology. It is not possible
to demonstrate that a proposal is the best or the truest one, only that
at this moment in time it is the most useful for attaining certain
objectives. So the way is open for the layman to draw his own, and
different, conclusions from the analysis of the situation.
The planning profession would be in a stronger position if they
could point to the beneficial effects of planning since the war. But
spokesmen for the planners have found self-congratulation difficult.
Buchanan, for instance, could point to little more than5
the building up of the planning machinery itself and its
corruption-free working; a massive if negative preventative
effort to curtail the worst excesses of urban sprawl but
insufficient to contain those etched out before 1947; extensive
clearance of slums; a brilliant new schools programme . . .;
the New Towns; the National Parks; the clean air action . . .
The two conspicuous results of planning have been the contain
ment of sprawl through the designation of greenbelts, and the
reconstruction of the inner city districts; neither is an advertisement
for planning. Buchanan describes the outer London suburban belt
as moving into ‘social confusion, visual confusion, functional
confusion, and transport confusion’,6 and the inner city districts are
bleak wastelands, devoid of humanity and charm, ‘social isolation
wards’ encased by motorways and commercial development. In the
first instance planning has been conspicuously unsuccessful in
controlling private initiatives in development; in the second it has
collaborated with government in imposing an alien environment on
those with least power of resistance. The Utopian vision which
inspired the founders of the planning movement, and the zest and
enthusiasm of the years immediately after the Second World War,
have been dissipated in the bitter experience of bureaucratic organiz
ation, and loss of initiative for development from public to private
sector.
135

THE BRITISH EXPERIENCE

The founding fathers
From the outset town planning contained contradictory elements,
reflected in subsequent confusion in the aims of the profession.
Although the Town Planning Institute was inaugurated (in 1913)
with the support of the professions of architecture, surveying and
civil engineering, it has never been able to establish an undisputed
competence over issues of the environment, and the very diversity
of recruitment reflects the different interests in its membership.7
Even among the leading spokesmen for the new profession, Howard,
Geddes and Unwin, there was confusion, even conflict, in ideas and
ambitions. Notable was the muddle between Howard’s garden city
proposals and Unwin’s statements on lowr density suburbs, which
culminated in the garden suburb. There was also a clear contradiction
between the methodology advocated by Geddes and that practised
by Unwin, the first without final solution, the second searching for
formal structures of urban design. The definition of professional
aims had to be broad enough to encompass a diffuse commitment to
environmental planning without disclosing the underlying dis
sensions in political interests. This confusion has increased as
planning has been entrenched as an activity of government, and as
its recruitment has diversified. Planning has increasingly become
that which is legally practicable, rather than a strategy for the
reconstruction of society, but it still retains the Utopian quality of
its early days.
The early days of the planning profession were dominated by a
few men, chief among whom were Howard, Geddes and Unwin.
The former remained an amateur, disinterested in the new profession,
but the latter two, in their different ways, left their mark. They are
still im portant because the assumptions which governed their
approach to town planning, and the arguments they entered into
to justify its practice, have entered into the ideology of the profession.
Their postulates form part of the mythology of planning to which all
entrants to the profession are introduced.
Ideology has been defined as ‘the language of the purposes of a
social group’.8 It defines the situation for the participants in an
activity; ideas derived from previous experience are brought to
bear on a situation, identifying the problems and the strategies that
might prove effective. Experience is organized by previously ac
quired categories of thought: ‘It is not men in general who think,
or even isolated individuals who do the thinking but men in certain
groups who have developed an endless series of responses to certain
typical situations characterizing their common positions.’9 A
profession acts to codify the responses appropriate to certain domains
of activity; it does this through formal education, meetings, journals,
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and the socialization of the younger members through contact with
the elders of the profession. So the individual planner does not plan
alone but acts with the full weight of the profession’s collective
experience behind him. The ideology of the profession constitutes the
basic operating rationale by which he justifies his decisions, to others
of the professional group, and to outsiders. ‘The ideology provides
an essential kind of consensus for the activity . . . a broad and
attractive rationale for winning over and maintaining the allegiance
of political leaders, appointed officials and citizens.’10
Patrick Geddes was the visionary, prophet, talker and teacher, a
source of inspiration for the planning movement. He relied on the
spoken rather than the written word and little of ‘his restless physical
energy, the boundless flow of ideas, the keen delight in living’11
can now be realized. He was a major influence on both Mumford
and Abercrombie, and through both on the mainstream of British
planning. His was also an inspiring voice in the movement for
the teaching of geography in schools and universities, and his
writings for the Sociological Society on ‘civics’12 pre-date those of
his contemporary, Park, by a decade. He therefore has claims to
being the first ‘urban’ sociologist.
Like the other members of the planning movement, Geddes was
antagonistic to the large cities; he called them ‘sprawling man-reefs’,
or conurbations. He saw them as spreading like ‘expanding inkstains and grease-spots’13 over the natural environment; city life was
a matter of limitation of individual development, not of opportunity.
He referred to ‘the prejudices, the isolation from real life and the
false self-sufficiency of the city dweller. London or any metropolis
. . . in reality stunts the m ind’.14 He went further than most of his
contemporaries in castigating the ‘Paleotechnic order’; as an ecologist
he slated the inefficiency and wastefulness of its industry; he con
demned the instability of its financial system and the unfitness of
its city life. The economy was based on primary and secondary
poverty, and created nothing but ‘Slum, semi-slum and super slum’.15
The Paleotechnic order should, then, be faced, and shown at its
very worst as dissipating resources and energies, as depressing
life, under the rule of machine and mammon, and as working
out according as its specific results, in unemployment, and
misemployment, in disease and folly, in vice and apathy, in
indolence and crime.16
For Geddes, the city lived, grew, had processes; it needed a new
science, civics (the study of the life and working out of the city), with
new practitioners, civic sociologists. For him the essential feature
of this new science was its synoptic method which enabled the study
of the totality of man’s experience; this was the new philosophy. The
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science was to be the basis of the transformation of cities into the
new social order. He advocated a method of studying17
Each city . . . as an organic whole, whose life is subject to
conditions laid down by the natural environment, and yet
within these conditions exhibits its own characteristics and
unvarying tendencies . . . the tendencies are seeking to clothe
themselves in new forms suited to the age . . . the problem
before the town planner is to assist this process, . . . he must
start from concrete sociology as his base.
His commitment was to the city as a whole, not the different neigh
bourhoods, nor its social classes. He combined a classicist’s view of
the citizenry with the biologist’s view of an organism in symbiotic
relationship to its environment.
He persistently advocated the civic survey as the method of
planning. He devised an empirical methodology which has been
handed down to subsequent generations as ‘survey, analysis, plan
and implementation’. The new science was an empirical science,
akin to biology, in which future action was to be derived from pre
sent analysis of the facts of the situation. In a lecture of 1923 he is
quoted as saying:18
As our surveys advance we become at home in our region,
throughout its time and its place up to the present day. From
thence, the past and the present cannot but open out to the
future. For our survey of things as they are, that is, as they
have become—must ever suggest ideas as to their further
becoming—their further possibilities. In a word, the survey
prepares for and points towards the plan.
Geddes was a visionary, with a belief in the possibilities of
planning, and yet with a sense of the indispensability of the past.
Despite its failings, the past would lead to the future with the
intervention of the new social scientists, optimizing the benefits
of the new technology. But there is a marked inconsistency in his
teaching of the total interconnectedness of the present urban environ
ment with the paleotechnic order, and his assumption that its failings
could be remedied by the exercise of planning skills. He believed that
through the application of civics as history, science and philosophy
the idealism of the citizenry would be harnessed to the goal of the
transformation of city and region. Like Howard and Unwin, he
believed in the power of ideas to change the w orld; a reorientation
of consciousness would effect the ‘neotechnic reconstruction’. Men
would transform the world, ideas had a strength which would over
come the limitations of the existing social order. Despite his advocacy
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of the ‘economic interpretation of history’ Geddes spent his life
arguing for a ‘Eutopia’ which could only be planned and realized
by its citizens.
However, although his ideas had an unmistakable impact on the
planning vanguard, he was not successful in transmitting his vision
of city planning as an organic science. His ideas were too diffuse, too
rapidly spoken perhaps, to give the lead to a new profession. This
was left to Unwin.
Unwin, unlike Howard or Geddes, was a professional planner, the
leading figure of his generation. He was professional adviser to, for
instance, the influential Tudor-Walters Committee of 1918 which
set the initial standards for much inter-war housing; a senior civil
servant in the ministries concerned with architecture and town
planning from 1914 to 1930; an international planner, at home on
both sides of the Atlantic, involved in the New York Regional Plan
of 1922 and the New Deal legislation of 1935, as well as the London
Regional Planning Committee of 1929. He, rather than Howard,
had authority over development between the wars: Tt was town
planning of the kind advocated by Unwin which established itself
as town planning in practice.’19 If we are to understand the direc
tions taken by the planning profession subsequently, we must
appreciate the reasons for his success.
The planning he practised and advocated was physical planning.
Unwin had trained as an architect, and had a deep-seated belief in
the need for control over use of the environment. In 1930 he con
cluded a paper on regional planning with a statement on the science
and art of planning which would give ‘the opportunity for a beautiful
environment out of which a good human life may grow’.20 Earlier
in his career he had written persuasively of the need for beauty in
urban life, over and above sanitary reforms and by-law control—
‘Not even the poor can live by bread alone’. His career has to be
seen as that of the evangelist, preaching for ‘the vivifying touch of
art’21 which was to transform modern towns from mere aggregations
of people into expressions of a better common life.
Another aspect of his training as an architect was his belief in the
simple and the obvious. The art of design, he argued, was to find
‘simple solutions for seemingly complex problems’, to search out
‘the one simple and direct path to unity’.22 Town planning was to
impose order on haphazard urban development, and Unwin in
creasingly sought formal models of urban structure by which city
growth would be controlled. Unlike Geddes’s diagrams these were
simple, easily understood, and remembered. The best known is his
application of crystallographic principles in his diagram for a ‘City
with defined suburbs and satellite towns’, which was to be a basis
for the plans for the London region after the Second World W ar.23
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Again as an architect, in the design of housing, he tended to
discount the market, and sweep away ‘the passing fashions or
conventions established by the speculative builder’.24 He argued for
a common-sense functional approach to the housing situation, in
which housing was to be designed according to needs for sun, light
and space, and not for pretensions to middle-class living. In this
respect there is a tempting comparison with Le Corbusier. Both
rejected contemporary living patterns and bourgeois clutter; housing
was to be redesigned for man’s innate needs of sun, space and
greenery; both sought a solution in the application of design
methodology—the architect’s analytical powers were to lead forward
to a new solution; and both were concerned with the pure aesthetic
values of beauty and order. The differences come in Unwin’s
nostalgia, Le Corbusier’s extollation of technology, Unwin’s reliance
on common sense and craftsmanship, Le Corbusier’s logic. Unwin
was very much more in touch with the common man. Consequently
plans for two very different cities were drawn up—the low density
city clusters of Unwin, and the high density Radiant City of Le
Corbusier.
Unwin had been strongly influenced by Morris, Ruskin and
Lethaby, a group of men explicitly rejecting industrialism, the
machine age, the large city, and the class divisions of modern society,
and seeking the reintegration of a m an’s life in a work-place-folk
synthesis. This movement of national romanticism influenced
Unwin in two ways: in his design for new housing areas, and in his
own early conversion to socialism. Unwin appears to have been the
first to advocate neighbourhood planning (Mumford refers to a
paper of 1921); he sought the redesign of cities as consciously
organized communities and his housing design re-enacted the themes
of cottage, village and village green. Access to the green fields and
flowers of nature was a need common to all men, and housing was
to be at a sufficiently low density to allow a subsistence garden for
every family. Planning in providing for the whole nature of man was
a means to override the existing class divisions in society, by setting
a common standard of living. But through his career the emphasis
shifted significantly; in 1909 he had argued that successful planning
could only come from the expression of a truly common life, but by
1936 planning itself was to assist in the ‘cooperation between men’
on which a successful society depended. Unwin was by then articu
lating the reformer’s myth that ‘We have proved that if slum
dwellers are given decent and adequate dwellings, the majority of
them will adapt to the improved conditions’.25
His socialism did not prevent Unwin putting over his ideas in a
way that was acceptable to government, and the middle classes
generally, as for instance in his tract for the Garden City Association,
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Nothing Gained from Overcrowding. He also believed in working
within the structure of government, and was successful in putting
the standard of twelve houses to the acre on the statute book.
Creese describes him as26
A deep-dyed individualist and rebel at heart [but] he never
allowed his mind or imagination to wander off the reservation,
to cut out on him, or his society. He learned to live and work
within the actual environment and possibilities which
surrounded him.
It is tempting to see Unwin as the prototype planner, in his willing
ness to work with the means at hand, within the limits of present
society, and in his belief in the capacities of physical planning for
effecting change in society. As a pioneer of planning it had been his
task to convince other men of influence of the merits of a planned
world.
The common denominator of these pioneer figures is their whole
hearted rejection of industrial-urban society as it had developed.
This rejection, coupled with their love of the countryside, led all of
them to advocate a new form of urban living based on the house and
the garden, the neighbourhood and the small town. They hoped to
inculcate a new sense of civic responsibility in the context of these
socially planned garden cities. Their attitudes, the careful conserva
tism of Geddes arguing for ‘maximizing physical efficiency and
economy throughout’, their dislike of extremes, carefully choosing
the middle way, finding common ground with those they sought to
influence, their belief in the possibilities of progress in capitalist
society, as well as their advocacy of suburban living, mark them as
coming from a privileged stratum in society. They assumed that
reform was within man’s grasp, and that the individual could bring
about change. They also shared a faith in man’s innate good nature:
once the blindness of his ways was pointed out, then there would be
a change in attitudes.
Reissman argues that the town-planning movement had an
organizing myth, that of ‘reason’. The planners believed that ‘man
is rational. He can plan, and thereby create a better more harmonious,
and more humane environment for himself’.27 They worked on the
postulate that ‘reason was enough to change society from what it
was, to what we would like to be’.28 This generation of planners held
that intelligent arguments would be accepted by all interests in
society; these arguments were those of common sense and the con
clusions self-evidently correct; there could not but be a consensus
over the planner’s conclusions. This belief in planning as such forms
one of the major inarticulated premises of the profession, one which
all its members must hold if they are to practise planning.
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Equally im portant is the concern for the environment. From
Geddes in particular there derives the premise that the environment
must be protected against despoliation; from Unwin, the belief
that the aesthetics of our environment are of vital importance in
our everyday lives, that amenity and beauty must be the goals of
the planning profession; from all three the premise that the basis of a
future society can be provided for, through the restructuring of the
environment. So is set up a major assumption of the profession—
that its self-appointed task is to safeguard the environment. In this
way the planning profession started to move away from town plan
ning as a means to an end, and towards environmental planning as
an end in itself, its merit self-evident to all rational men.
The third component in the planner’s belief system is that cities
have to be planned as whole entities; planning is by its very nature com
prehensive, and as such overrides individual or sectional interests.
So one finds Unwin at a lecture in 1937 describing city or regional
planning in terms of implementing a previously derived design:29
It is this capacity to work to a clear conception that makes a
real town planner. He works rationally, but with his thoughts
always for the realization in the future of the whole. . . . The
right way is to start from a complete conception. . . . We have
stressed the importance of thinking of the city as a whole
community.
In both Howard’s strategy for the garden city and in Geddes’s
methodology, there is this conception of the city as a complex and
indivisible whole. The science of planning lies in the disposition of
the component parts in their appropriate relationships. It is a science
of forms rather than content.
Clearly it would be false to build up a profile of a profession from
an analysis of its originating beliefs. All that is suggested here is that
this is the inheritance of planning, this mix of enthusiasm, wellintentioned humanism and level-headed common sense, with which
successive generations of planners have had to come to terms.
Some ideas, such as those for the new towns, have carried on,
changing in focus as defined needs alter; others have lost their initial
sharpness of vision. In this way, Unwin’s quest for beauty becomes
the safeguarding of amenity, and Geddes’s new science of civics a
bald empiricist injunction. W hat is fascinating is the reappraisal of
Geddes. His bio-social regionalism now finds favour with the
current approach to cities as systems in their regional context, and
his methodology is reinterpreted to accord with the emphasis on
detailed survey and analysis in urban planning. The writings of an
ecologist are seen as foretastes of contemporary concerns. The
ideology of a profession does not stand still: it is being continually
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reconstituted as exigencies of circumstances change and the testimony
of a pioneer sanctions the reorientation of the profession.
Professional reorientation
Writing in 1959, Foley identified the underlying rationale of British
town planning as comprising three complementary ideologies. He
described the components as follows:30
1) Town planning’s main task is to reconcile competing aims
for the use of limited land so as to provide a consistent,
balanced and orderly arrangement of land-uses. . . .
2) Town planning’s central role is to provide a good (or better)
physical environment; a physical environment of such good
quality is essential for the promotion of a healthy and
civilised life. . . .
3) Town planning, as part of a broader social programme, is
responsible for providing the physical basis for a better
urban community life; the main ideals toward which town
planning is to strive are a) the provision of low density
residential areas, b) the fostering of local community life, and
c) the control of conurban growth.
At the time he was writing, the profession had not found a basic
operating rationale in its position as an activity of government. He
was writing at the end of a long decline in enthusiasm for planning.
The euphoria of the immediate post-war period when anything
seemed possible, including the reconstruction of society, had been
succeeded by the routinization and trivialization of planning
activity in a sea of planning inks. Keeble’s definition of planning as
‘the art and science of ordering the use of land and the character
and siting of buildings and communication routes so as to secure
the maximum practicable degree of economy, convenience and
beauty’31 sums up the tedium of planning in the decade of the
1950s. It was seen that the aims of the planning movement were no
longer realizable, that the profession lacked the support of govern
ment in the defence against the first post-war property boom, and
there was little public support for their ambitions. A ‘broad and
attractive rationale for winning over the allegiance of political
leaders, appointed officials and citizens’ had not been established.
The subsequent period has seen the readjustment of the profession
to planning in a market economy, and the search for new legitima
tions for the exercise of authority over the environment.
By the end of the 1950s the post-war mood of optimism and
confidence in the techniques of land-use planning had evaporated
with experience of control over development once the initiative for
change had shifted from government to the private sector. New
143

THE BRITISH EXPERIENCE

entrants to the profession, and those concerned with reassessment
of the scope and methodology of planning, found themselves con
fined by a legislative system formulated in the immediate post-war
years, in very different economic and political conditions. The
administrative machinery set up under the Act of 1947 had been
planned in the expectancy of a slow-growing economy, stagnation
in population growth, and public control over investment of industry
and housing, backed by financial sanctions and incentives. Townplanning machinery had been created on the assumption that the
market was subordinate to government, and a new world could be
created. Hence the concept of a plan, a blueprint for a finite realizable
world. But by the end of the 1950s there was an economic boom, a
rising birth rate, increasing population mobility, rising standards of
living, and a free speculative market in land had been reinstated.32
The development plan had become a straitjacket as the range of
planning issues and pace of development quickened.
The search for a more flexible instrument of development control,
which was to culminate in the 1968 Town and Country Planning
Act, has to be seen in this context. The very nature of development
plans was felt to be illusory in that they gave an image of stability in
circumstances of relatively rapid change; they claimed to have the
blueprint for the future, and yet were unable to predict the nature of
demands being placed on environmental resources. Different sorts
of guidelines were clearly required for all those with an interest in
investment in property. Structure planning, local government
reorganization and public participation, as advocated in the reports
of the Planning Advisory Group (1965),33 the Redcliffe-Maud and
Wheatley Commissions on local government (1969),34 and the
Skeffington Committee on participation in planning (1969),35 gave
planners a new organizational framework, different responsibilities,
and a new conception of their role in local government.
The concept of the structure plan is central to the new planning.
This is a statement of aims, of principles of development, rather than
a blueprint for land allocation. It relies on a ‘broad-brush’ approach
in which the physical structure of the town is indicated rather than
designated—individual property holdings are not shown; it includes
all aspects of the social and economic structure of the area that
have bearing on the physical planning process; it is deliberately
open-ended and flexible in that it is to be based on a continuous
process of monitoring of the actual pattern of development, which
may lead to a revision in the provisions of the structure planning
documents at any time. In this approach,36
Planning is less and less a matter of precise propositions
committed to paper and more and more a matter of ideas and
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policies loosely assembled and under constant review, within
which some project is seen to be as ready for execution as
human judgement can pronounce. Once executed the project is
fed into the process as an influence of all future decisions.
This we see as planning for flexibility.
The plan is no more than a provisional hypothesis as to the direction
of development in the area for which the local planning authority
has responsibility.
The method of planning advocated is that of guidance or manage
ment of the urban system. The planner becomes ‘a helmsman
steering the city’37 whose ‘rudders’ are public investment and
development control procedures. At his side is a survey as to the
present state of the system under management, and a document
which points to intentions for its change, and the planner attempts
to regulate development within the limits indicated. As decisions
are taken, their consequences are fed back into the survey, and the
plan, and both are subject to continuous monitoring and review.
The plan is no more than a provisional solution, always subject to
modification as the priorities of investors in the built environment
alter, and policy objectives are switched.38 The planning process is
deliberately open-ended, here is no Utopia to be realized. Planning
deals with the existing and predicted defects in the functioning of
the system in a cyclical process of ‘error-controlled regulation’.
The new planning makes great play of participation by the public
in the planning process. Legislation (Town and Country Planning
Act, 1971) now provides for consultation with the public in the
preparation of the structure plans, as well as the local planning
documents. The new process requires information as to what the
public are seeking from the urban infrastructure, and in ascertaining
new requirements, i.e. goal formulation. When, as at present, the
mood of planning is strongly empirical, it becomes important to
make contact with those directly affected by the plans. Participation
by the public is therefore one method of establishing the parameters
within which the urban system must perform; public opinion is
monitored just as traffic movement, the demand for office space,
or the condition of the housing stock.
There has also been a demand from outside the profession for
participation, principally from middle-class amenity groups, who,
like the profession, see ‘intelligent planning as a non-political
activity, which would bring benefit to all the community’,39 and
from community action groups. But the activities of the pressure
groups would seem to be symptomatic of a more general concern
at the pace of change in the environment. Redevelopment proposals
for town centres and inner city districts, the devastation of urban
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motorways, the use of agricultural land for housing and recreation,
the submergence of villages in ‘minor growth centres’, the use of
remote countryside for large-scale industry, are all seen as threats
to the national heritage. Antagonism to these changes is projected
on to the planners as the profession directly charged with control
over the environment.
Town planning is a relatively recent activity of government,
compared say with education or public health, and the planners find
themselves assailed by criticisms in a way that must be unique in
local government. They are accused by developers of obstruction, by
conservationists of vandalism, the public of insensitivity, and the
left-wing press of collaboration with property interests. Planners
generally would acknowledge their lack of authority, as did
Buchanan, speaking of the post-war experience: ‘The planning
effort has been maintained in the face of disbelief and ridicule by
people who could by their patronage have greatly improved the
results, and in the face of indifference from the public at large.’40
In this context of at best indifference, and at worst hostility, public
participation is a means for widening the basis of authority accredited
to planning decisions. The legitimacy of the plan is no longer depen
dent on acceptance of the professional status of the planners, as the
latter have appealed to the public and so widened the authority
of the subsequent planning process. Unless this were done, then
planning would be frustrated by objections and the antagonism of
the community. The community has to be taken along with the plans
and brought to acceptance of the increasing pace of change.
Other commentators have interpreted the town-planning profes
sion’s advocacy of participation in planning rather differently. They
would see the profession seeking to achieve authority in the elite of
decision-takers, by this process of consultation with the public.
In effect the planners are appealing over the heads of the politicians
and other professions in local government, to the public, to strength
en their own hand in the dialogue with the political representatives.
Those who already have power to achieve their objectives do
not usually offer to share this power with others. Where such
an offer is made the explanations may lie in a need to recruit
allies or to legitimate one’s activities by demonstrating that
they are supported by superior numbers . . . far from being in
a position to offer a share in decision-making to its ‘clients’,
it is still attempting to claim a share for itself.41
Structure planning has yet to become planning practice in that
only a handful of planning authorities have prepared the new style
policy documents, but already there are strong criticisms from within
the profession, and a feeling that it ‘was a conception of planning
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that was outdated even before it reached the statute book’.42 Criti
cisms have been various, and can be listed as follows:
(i) The new system of planning has had to be carried out in a
two-tier system of local government, in which the county
authorities are responsible for strategic planning, and
district councils for the preparation of local plans, as well as
most issues of development control. The two levels of plan
ning activity are therefore conducted in hierarchical rather
than complementary terms.
(ii) The new emphasis in local government on corporate manage
ment is incongruent with a separation of function between
regional agencies concerned with policy, and local agencies
with powers of implementation. The vision of local authorities
as integrated enterprises is shattered in the planning process.
(iii) The question of implementation is the subject of anxious
discussion. N ot only has local planning suffered as staff
moved to the county authorities, but the few plans that have
been prepared are considered to have been too narrowly
interpreted in environmental terms, as exercises in ‘con
venience and conservation’,43 not as integral to social or
community planning.
(iv) Participation in the planning process has been found to be
lengthy, time-consuming, unrewarding and largely im
practicable given the obligation of the local authorities to
prepare policy documents for large areas in a relatively
short space of time.44
(v) Flexibility has been found difficult to achieve, given the
bureaucratic bottlenecks of local and national government.
The process is considered to be ‘over-sophisticated and over
elaborate’; both the debacle of the Greater London Develop
ment Plan Inquiry, and that of the Roskill Commission, in
which plans representing many man hours of anxious
deliberation were first debated at considerable length and
expense, and then summarily overturned on political and
financial considerations, have strengthened the arguments for
an ‘incremental decision making process’.45
The doubts reflect the changes in organization of local government,
and also alterations in the issues confronting the planners. The
restructuring of local government has opened up new possibilities
for the application of business management techniques to established
procedures of local authorities, i.e. corporate planning. Its aim is
stated to be ‘to harmonise all the functions of an organization by
reference to a statement of its general objectives, and to test the
efficiency of particular activities against general criteria for the
efficient use and allocation of available resources’.46 Implied is a
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reappraisal of the efficiency of local government, and its responsive
ness to the needs of the community. This adoption of a corporate
attitude to the resources of the local authority in land, buildings,
equipment, skills and information, meant that physical planning
now had parity with strategic thinking about welfare services and
educational needs, for instance, and the structure plan was just one
document among many for the realization of the local authority’s
objectives for their constituency. In principle, therefore, it was open
to professions other than that of town planning to join in the
preparation of structure plans,47 and equally, the planners could set
up new empires over social planning, as well as their traditional
domain of development control.
The shift in emphasis from the uncritical permissive attitude
implicit in structure planning, to the more deliberate controlled
emphases of corporate planning for community needs, reflects
growing awareness through the late 1960s of the seemingly intractable
social problems of many city districts, despite increasing local author
ity expenditure. The planning documents of the mid-1960s which
provided the technical rationale for the new legislation had been
prepared in the aftermath of the heady days of affluence, seemingly
unlimited economic and demographic growth, and unceasing change
in the use of the environment. The poverty and community depriv
ation of the inner city districts were then seen as isolated problems,
‘pockets of under-consumption’,48 but now the problem is acknow
ledged to be more generalized: unemployment is as much a reality
in suburban London as Wearside or Clydeside. Increasingly limited
resources have to be more carefully budgeted, and more firmly
directed to specific sectors of the population. The autonomy of the
local authorities is whittled down in face of national stringency in
public expenditure, and inability to raise local rates, and the powers
of its professional officers are thereby reduced. The status and
responsibilities of the planning profession are therefore in question:
will the educational priority areas and community development
programmes be extended to include ‘an old area renewal policy’,49
instead of a new town policy, or will the rate of investment in all
physical plant—roads, schools, airports, housing, commercial
development—slow up so markedly that the planner is relegated to
a back seat in the corporate structure of local government ?
Community planning was one of the options put forward for
the future orientation of the Town Planning Institute by its council
in 1971. The changes in the context of planning, and new attitudes
among its membership, were considered to warrant a reappraisal of
the traditional role of the institute. One argument was for a much
broader definition of professional interests in which the town planner
would be identified by his skills in planning, as a process of analysis,
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for community needs. It was then stated that ‘unless physical plan
ning adapts to its changing environment it will become less and less
appropriate as a tool for diagnosing and remedying community
needs, and in certain local authority contexts its function and powers
could diminish very rapidly indeed’.50 Planning would cease to be
defined by its sphere of interest, i.e. development of the environment,
and would be marked out by its ‘analytical methods and synoptic
vision’. The rank and file of the profession, however, opted for a
structure for the institute which would reinforce the traditional
concern for the environment.
This debate within the profession is likely to recur: day-to-day
work pushes the planner into ever closer involvement with issues
of social policy, and yet physical planning as a means to achieve
these ends is discredited. The conventional definition of responsi
bility within local authority organization as that of safeguarding
the environment will either restrict the profession to ‘town-tidying’,51
or force it back into the political arena from which it has struggled
to separate its activities. The debate about planning methodology,
and the attempt to achieve a new self-definition, a new ideology,
have to be interpreted as a search for new bases to professionalism
in these changed circumstances. The decade of the 1960s saw the
profession reassessing its role in an affluent, educated society, not
without misgivings from the older generation trained in the tech
niques of land-use planning. But now the cybernetic creed of the
‘new’ planning is itself under challenge from those intent to maintain
the social commitment of the profession.
Professionalism
A ‘professional’ has been defined as ‘one who possesses essential
technical knowledge and skill of highly complex and esoteric
nature’.52 The definition of planning as a professional activity,
handed down from the founding fathers, asserted first its scientific
or rational quality, second, its specificity to a defined area of experi
ence, and, third, its universality. Planning was delineated as physical
or environmental in scope: the restructuring of society was literally
its rebuilding; this, to the planners, was an issue beyond politics.
In like manner, the present ecological crisis is presented as a non
political issue in which all must surely agree; just as the future of
the world overrides existing international differentials in the use of
resources, so the future of city-regional environments overrides
immediate here-and-now distinctions, differences and hardships.
The technical knowledge of planning as a profession related to the
scientific analysis of the organization of activities and buildings in
space, and it was to be distinguished from other professions by its
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holistic methodology, its synoptic vision. Architecture, or engineer
ing, for instance, might have to do with aspects of the built environ
ment, but only planning was concerned with the total environment,
and the well being, ‘economy, efficiency and beauty’ of a whole
organism, a city.
Over the years, with the incorporation of planning as an activity
of government, professional attention was focused on the physical
structure of the city, and the exercise of professional judgment was
justified in bland neutral language with reference to concepts such
as efficiency of circulation, conservation of resources, and protection
of amenity. There was an assumption of a consensus over the public
interest in the use of community resources.53 In awareness that plan
ning decisions had taken on an arbitrary quality, and that issues of
environment were but symptoms of far-reaching shifts in economic
organization and social structure, this definition of professionalism
was challenged by the planning vanguard, who sought to redefine
planning by its method, and broaden out its sphere of competence
to include community planning. At the very moment in time when
there was apparent a new interest by the public in issues of environ
mental planning, a more abstract definition of professional authority
was sought.
In the debates about the future of planning, it was redefined as a
distinctive method, a process of arriving at decisions, rather than as
responsibility for a delimited field, or as a substantive body of theory.
Planning was defined as an abstract process, which ‘may be applied
to many sets of circumstances, and is characterized by its analytical
technique, its synoptic concern for the total environment, and its
orientation towards problem-solving action’.54 In this approach the
British planners were following the American profession; Webber,
for instance, had defined planning as a ‘problem-solving method’,55
not as a body of substantive goals, and as such independent as an
activity of the phenomena to be planned. Planning becomes a
pragmatic problem-solving activity in which ideas are judged by
their usefulness to achieve certain end-states, and in which ‘science’
becomes the practice of science. There is nothing sure, nothing firm;
what answered yesterday as a solution is insufficient for today’s
problems. All the planner has to fall back on is a method, one
couched in language inaccessible to the layman, and remote from
that of other professionals.
Discussions of methodology therefore become of extreme import
ance, and it has been the methodologists who have formed the
vanguard of the profession. In this debate systems planning, which
attempts to bring together the synoptic vision of the traditional
planner with the techniques of operational research, systems analysis
and cybernetics, has been central. This has been considered to be of
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universal applicability: ‘The fundamental principles of control in
complex systems are universal, irrespective of the actual nature of
the system—real or conceptual, animate or inanimate’,56 offered
objectivity, and conferred academic respectability on the profession.
The systems view of planning gives a coherent and
philosophically satisfying core to a formerly incoherent
discipline which was so concerned with development ends that
it quite ignored its unique attributes, that of the process of
thought and action required.57
In short, systems planning offered a new ideology to the profession
in which the activity was defined by the exercise of planning skills.
Or rather, more accurately, systems planning spelled out in new
language the traditional conception of the planner as having a
special comprehensive methodology.
The attraction of the ‘new dispensation’ lay in its separation of
means and ends—the ends, or goals, of the planning process are
set by the society to whom the planner acts as professional adviser:
the planners’ task is to make explicit evaluation through rational
analysis of the means available to reach stated goals. In this respect
it is fair to say that the planners ‘sought methodological solutions
to the essentially ideological difficulty’.58 But there was another
important aspect to the planning process—that of ascertainment of
the needs and wishes, expressed and unexpressed, of the population.
W hat was envisaged was the establishment of a consensus over the
‘public interest’; the planners were to act as grand conciliators,
seeking the points of common agreement as to the future of the city.
If the planner were to act as mediator between the different interests,
‘trying to propose new consensual values which permit some kind of
truce between the different sides’,59 then the concept of ‘disinterested
service’ inherent in conceptions of professionalism would take on a
new complexion.
One of the major weaknesses of planning is in fact this assumption
of consensus. In the debates over the reorientation of planning
previous failures are interpreted as deriving from failures in com
munication between planners and planned, which could be remedied
both by education of the public and greater consultation by the
planners. A situation where different groups in society may have
very different and irreconcilable requirements of the urban system
is not envisaged. The major division in society is seen as that between
controlling elites and the mass—‘public opinion’, whose sanction
has to be obtained for the decisions taken by the elites, and whose
long-term interests are identified with those of the elites. Only in this
assumption of harmony in society can the planner justify his declared
professional responsibility as that of maintenance of a system.
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‘Systemism’, with all its technology, has joined ‘environmentalism’ as
the professional ideology, so side-stepping questions of professional
accountability. The planner is clearly responsible to the elite of
politicians and professionals by whom he is hired as adviser, but is
his competence to be judged by the optimal behaviour of the system,
or the welfare of the community?
This dedication to the maintenance of a system has its roots in
the view of planning promulgated by Geddes and U nw in: the primary
responsibility of the planner is not to the citizens but to the city,
this abstract but all too evident entity that has a life-span greater
than that of any individual member. This is what Davies termed
‘futurism’,60 i.e. the justification of actions by reference to the long
term interests of the city, and not by reference to the immediate
needs of its people. In this way the concept of the slum changes into
urban renewal: legitimation for redevelopment is no longer the
welfare of the inhabitants, but the future fabric of the city, which,
it is claimed, governs investment by business interests, and movement
of population, and so determines the future prosperity of the area.
Amenity, and not welfare, becomes the criterion for upheaval of the
population. The planners’ activity is justified by the efficiency and
attractiveness of the urban community as an environment for growth,
thereby ensuring the prosperity of all its members.
The systems approach still retains some of the Utopianism of
earlier town planning, in that it seeks to move beyond the present
consensus in establishing hitherto unexpressed wishes and needs,
and in promoting an environment which provides a more satis
factory basis of existence for all. In this it differs from the more
narrowly defined problem-solving or incremental approach, in
which the planner is restricted to making ‘an unacceptable condition
acceptable’.61 It is at least conceivable in the former approach that
the professional may establish new problems, which extend common
estimations of what is problematic in society; in this definition
planning is more than a technical or remedial activity. It is still,
however, seen as an a-political activity, as being the rational and
sensible safeguarding of the public interest. In this self-definition
it is still interpreted as an alternative to politics, rather than ‘an
extension of politics by other means’.62
Now, however, the very conception of professionalism is cast into
doubt. The restriction of technical knowledge to a select body, the
closure of the profession, is now interpreted as a monopoly power
wielded against the interests of the mass of the population. As
Goodman commented, ‘The young shun professionalism, and for
good reason . . . the very idea of autonomous professionalism has
begun to fade: professionals are becoming nothing but the personnel
of organizations.’63 In that planners in Britain are largely the
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employees of the State (over 80 per cent in local and national govern
ment agencies), and that many are young, the move to a new
definition of public service, in which the planner’s responsibility is
to be defined as that of furthering the interests of the people rather
than serving those of the public bureaucracies, was predictable. The
move to a pragmatic professionalism has been strongly challenged
by a radical element concerned to direct planning to a political role
in the allocation of scarce resources.
In this movement against professionalism they have been en
couraged by the sociologists who have persistently criticized the
profession for adopting language which obscures the political
implications of its activities. It has been urged persistently that
‘every stroke on a piece of paper or a map is a political statement of
which they are a part’.64 Faced with the frustrations of the cumber
some machinery of State-controlled planning, and the elephantine
procedures of local government, younger planners in particular have
whole-heartedly accepted the principles of advocacy planning, and
its extension into the techniques of the ‘bureaucratic guerrilla’,65
much to the dismay of their senior officers. In this way they hope to
recapture the social commitment of the early days of the planning
movement, and reorientate planning away from its fixation on
systematic technology, to community planning.
‘Planning for People’ is therefore the new cry; planning skills
must be placed at the service of the population at large—‘the ability
to hire and fire their own professionals means power to the people’.66
One of the first spokesmen for this new approach was Gans. He
argued that the planners should adopt a client- or user-oriented
approach in which the starting point would be an empirical one in
which the planner establishes how people live, what they want, and
which of their problems need to be solved, before moving on to
develop plans that achieve their goals, and solve their problems.67
The weight of his argument was towards a new definition of pro
fessionalism in which the planner becomes the servant of the people.
At first sight this argument seems attractive, but there are problems.
The approach is straightforwardly conservative in basing planning
on existing demands. Life-styles and cultures are developed in terms
of present incomes and opportunities, present conditions of existence,
and ‘wants’ are stated in terms of present experience. The argument
reaches to the point of assuming that ‘wants’ and ‘needs’ are the
same thing. By implication, needs can be realized within the present
system of distribution of power and wealth. In addition there is an
assumption of professional omnicompetence: the planner can
deliver the goods. Gans here is sociologically naive.
It is but a short step from this definition of professionalism to
advocacy planning. In this the people are taught how to play the
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‘resource game’; the planner acts as their advocate in the seats of
power, gives them information, instructs them on the technical
means to realize their aims, acts as an intermediary between the
world of the people and the world of the public bureaucracies. It is
intended that the poor, those most vulnerable to change, should have
access to the same range of professional skills as the agents of
change. It is a means of democratization of community spending,
and a removal of the barriers between the poor and the professions.
Like social planning, it derives from the American experience of
planning for the underprivileged populations of the big cities, i.e.
their ghettoes. But, on the basis of this experience, it is already
subject to a wide range of criticism.
The basis of criticism is the assumption that the welfare of the
poor can be assured without disturbing the existing distribution
of power and wealth: the only problem is an administrative one of
ensuring that welfare provision actually reaches those in need of
this unearned income. To make certain of this, the poor are to be
taught to speak for their requirements. Goodman terms it ‘allowing
the poor to administer their own state of dependency’.68 The pro
fessionals are only involved because the poor are deemed to be in
competent in the labyrinthine hierarchies of public bureaucracies:
in the terms of black America it has been as yet another aspect of
colonization of the ghetto.69
Further criticism is directed to the incrementalism of approach
in that the total situation confronting the ghetto residents is broken
down into its components of housing, schooling, employment,
transport and recreation, and not treated as a syndrome of prolonged
community neglect. Community needs are taken one by one, and in
so far as they can be met, effective resistance to neglect is averted.
The placatory effect of the localization of community spending is
freely admitted by advocates of community control: ‘There is no
reason to believe that neighbourhood power would tend to increase
black radicalism. Indeed precisely the reverse hypothesis is more
plausible.’70
Both in America and Britain, experiments in advocacy planning
have shown the fallacy of attempting social change on the basis of
environmental improvements in one locality. McGonaghy, leader of
the Shelter project in Liverpool 8, concluded that it was ‘an heroic
attempt to treat local sores without administering any systemic
medicine’,71 and Goodman, on the basis of similar involvement in
America, concluded that the principal effect was competition between
groups of the poor for the hand-outs made by government to under
privileged neighbourhoods. Environmental professionalism was of
little avail, it had to be phased out, after the planners had created a
‘situation in which people can act out their own environmental
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needs’.72 Instead he argued for a reorientation of consciousness in
which the environmental professions were to participate, not as
experts, but as community members. Change is to be effected
‘through the creation of a culture which will not tolerate the repres
sive and competitive values which capitalism has induced us to
accept . . . planning and architecture present an important oppor
tunity for strengthening this process’.73
Goodman here articulates a widely held sentiment, not restricted
to the town-planning profession—change must follow on from the
building of a new culture—which challenges the very basis by which
society is maintained. The hegemony of ideas by which the state
holds power can only be broken down through purposeful orienta
tion to action at the level of consciousness. The environmental
professions, it is argued, as groups directly involved in construction
and alteration of the situations in which people live out their lives,
the immediate context of experience, could be central to this reeducative process by which people are brought to awareness of
alternative ways of life. And yet the counter-culture will have no
room for professionalism: direction by experts is to be superseded
in a society where the people are to reassume control over their
existence.
The theme of change through consciousness is a persistent thread
running through the writings of the planning movement. Howard
and Unwin clearly believed in the power of ideas to change the world,
but it was left to Geddes to spell out the message of planning. The
evils of urban life could be overcome if only the ideals of man could
be made daily currency through citizenship, and the compelling
arguments of the new science of town planning would sweep away
the ‘smoke-cloud of Paleotechnic industry’, and the squalid environ
ment it had created. The aims of civilized living could be attained
if only the citizen worked with rational purpose towards common
ends. Writers like Goodman are therefore representative of a long
tradition, and as planning recovers some of its youthful zest there
will be further restatements o f ‘a new, more human philosophy’.74
There is, however, a sharp division between those, like Goodman,
who would contend that it is impossible to plan for people within
the present structure of power and authority, and those, more repre
sentative of the profession, who would claim that, with planning,
the complex economy of a post-industrial society can provide for
all. Planning of resources in land, houses or community facilities can
overcome the inequalities that would exist in an uncontrolled situa
tion, and intervention can overcome the limitations of the market
economy. In this view social planning can ensure that needs are met,
and that the living conditions of the poorest are brought up to the
standard expected by the mass of the population. The failures of
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advocacy planning are seen as deriving from its novel use of pro
fessional authority outside the existing structures of government,
rather than a final failure in socially responsible planning. It is
considered that a professional group firmly embedded in the struc
tures of government, as are the town planners in Britain, can act to
change the consensus by which priorities for spending are estab
lished, and in so doing effect a further redistribution of resources.
The planner as ‘the master-allocator of the scarcest resources’ must
see that ‘he plays a much larger role in contemporary society than
that for which his education has fitted him’.75 Planning for people
can be effected without a revolution in capitalist society in the
systematic direction of resources in land and public expenditure on
the built environment and community services to the underprivileged
groups in society. The problem becomes one of administration, and
the political economy is unquestioned.
3 The sociologists’ critique
There has been a long-standing close association of sociology and
planning: in both there was the same revolt against individualism,
reassertion of tradition, and distaste for the cities of industrial
capitalism. Mass urbanization into either the squalor of the metro
polis or the ‘sprawling man-reefs’ of the industrial conurbations
presaged social degradation, disorganization and anomie. Social
solidarity seemed in doubt as the consensual ties of small-scale
agrarian society were weakened, and a cleavage effected between
work and domestic life for the mass of the population. But whereas
sociologists such as Durkheim sought a reintegration of society
on the basis of the division of labour, for town planners and urban
sociologists the idea of community was central to their thinking.
From the early years of the twentieth century the two groups have
shared a common interest in the reconstruction of urban society
on scientific principles of community organization.
However, the association between the profession and the academic
group has been neither straightforward nor consistent. Urban
sociology moved from social commitment to scientific neutrality,
and back to action research and a concern for social welfare, and
planning similarly has shown alternations between Utopian vision
and hard-headed pragmatism in its transition from a social movement
to an activity of government. But throughout, town planners have
tended to define a narrow role for the sociologists in the planning
enterprise. The first town planners were their own sociologists, sure
of the merit of their approach, and their competence in ascertaining
the direction of ‘unexperienced futures’. Only subsequently, as
planning devolved to less confident and less ideologically committed
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practitioners, have the sociologists been found a place: that of
providing advice on community development and consumer prefer
ences as to the shape of their environment.
The sociologists, however, are sceptical of the planners’ claims to
a unique sphere of professional competence, and far from convinced
that planning is any more than ‘sympathetic magic and public
ritual’.1 Where their interests converge, as in community planning,
the sociologists consider they have good grounds for criticism in
that planners have worked with vague objectives, over-simple
analyses of social structure, and a persistent fundamentalist belief
in the power of environmental planning. Consider the criticisms of
community planning made by sociologists over two decades: Glass
accused the planners of underestimating the complexity of neigh
bourhood social structure, and in dividing Middlesbrough into
well-defined neighbourhood units of further dividing a community
already segregated on class lines;2 Dennis saw neighbourhood
planning as having a ‘limited reality component’, and as misinformed
in its attempt to substitute locality social control—‘the mass of
mediocre minds’3—for other sanctions on individual behaviour;
Rex, in the light of the problems of County Durham, accused them of
planning for the individual consumer, mass-market man, a suburban
ideal of isolated nuclear households, and not for man in a community
setting. He concluded that4
the meta-sociological assumptions on which the planners . . .
seem to draw are so trivial that they appear to be nothing
more than rationalisations of what they are forced to do by
their masters, or what they simply do for reasons of
expediency.
There has therefore been an active rejection of the role assigned for
them by the planning profession, and an angry criticism of planning
practice and the orthodoxies of planning thought. Reade, for in
stance, in 1969, considered that ‘the exposure of inconsistencies in
planning thought and an analysis of the nature of planning and the
assumptions on which it rests, would be the most useful contri
bution that sociologists could make to planning’,5 an attitude not
dissimilar to the Weberian position adopted by Rex, in which the
sociologist would seek to clarify the aims of planning, outline the
choices confronting any group of decision-makers in a conflict
situation, and make clear the implications of adopted policies. This
might be considered to be the new sociology for planners, one which
accords with the newly adopted professional stance of management
and consultation, pragmatism and incrementalism, which can be
contrasted with that advocated by Dennis: ‘an applied sociology
from below of community action’, and ‘the sociology of planners’,6
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as a professional group embedded in the hierarchies of local and
national government.
The main attack against the planners in recent years by the
sociologists has been based on certain premises as to the role and
responsibility of the profession in the structures of government.
They were considered to be a particularly influential group of ‘social
gatekeepers’,7 having increasing responsibility for the allocation of
the resources of land, buildings and community services. The
statutory duties of the planners in control over land use which
offered the possibility of veto over developments not in accord with
the interests of certain sections of the community, and their respon
sibilities in the forward planning of the ‘community chest’, the basic
infrastructure of the community—sewerage, roads, open spaces,
health centres and publicly financed housing—seemed to place the
planners in a commanding position as the ‘urban managers’. It
therefore became important to establish the attitudes of the planners
—were they committed to the status quo, social reformers, or
Utopians or radicals? Did they disguise their position to themselves
and others in a cloud of technocratic terms: did the ideology of
the profession into which they had been socialized lead them to
make dispositive judgments that favoured certain groups at the
expense of others? The planners’ own definitions of responsibility,
their domain assumptions, became of crucial significance in the
study of systems of access to scarce urban resources.8
The thesis of ‘managerialism’ was premised on a definite model
of the large-scale society as the corporate state. Society is thought of
as a single vast corporation with every person an involuntary
member and employee. The activities of the state ramify into every
aspect of the life of society. Government is only part of the state, but
government co-ordinates it and sets the pace. It is essentially rule by
administration, rational, hierarchical and inclusive, and increasingly
power rests in the hands of the executives—experts, professionals,
managers—whose decisions are bound only by the rules of bureau
cratic behaviour and the self-imposed discipline of professional
codes of conduct. In this analysis, one initiated by Weber and his
contemporaries in their observation both of political parties and
the modern state, renewed in discussions of the organization of the
large corporations, and taking on special force with increasing
involvement of state administration in economic and social planning,
the politicians are ciphers, easily manipulated by the experts, the
men on the job, and power slips from the hands of the capitalists,
as entrepreneurs and investors, to the managers. In the absence of,
or apparent detachment from, local politics of an economic elite, and
the increasing complexity of many local government decisions on
capital investment, the argument ‘in the end decisions depend on the
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presentations of policy options by the planner’9 had validity in
daily experience.
There is, however, a different interpretation of power in the
corporate State: substantial power does rest in the hands of the
experts, but their exercise of professional judgment is constrained
by the need to satisfy the profitability and growth conditions of the
large corporations.10 Planners, along with other professional groups,
have a certain responsibility as executives of government, but the
options are implicitly foreclosed by the requirements of industrial
investment and the demands of the corporations. Evidence for this
view can be found in both regional and local planning policies.
The vast programmes of modernization in areas such as the North
East, involving not only the dissection of the region by motorways,
the ‘replacement of its outworn urban fabric’, wholesale recon
struction of its city centres, and also the elimination of many of its
former mining villages, were considered essential by local politi
cians and planners alike to attract investment to the region, and to
raise the standard of living of its population. Planners were co-opted
into a strategy in which the regional fabric—environment, local
landmarks, local cultures and community groupings—was torn
up, and the expressed interests of the local population overruled in
the interests of growth. And many of these policies accorded with
established planning doctrine: accessibility was clearly a prerequisite
of regional growth, just as concentration of the population into fewer
centres was necessary to provision of adequate shopping and welfare
services. Comprehensive redevelopment seemed the only strategy to
rectify a half-century of neglect. Fundamental changes in the way of
life of the people were publicly presented as planning policies of
self-evident reason and common sense.11
In like manner, the difficulties posed by the situation in the inner
cities, their deprivation, unemployment, housing shortages, and lack
of community services, were presented for public debate in the
language of the planners. Comprehensive redevelopment, rehabilita
tion, cellular renewal, the provision of new towns for old, have been
presented as the policy options; the crisis is an ‘urban’ crisis, one
which can be remedied by better administration, more planning, a
rationality in aims, and an efficiency in their realization. But in this
area, as in the field of regional planning, the planners did not take
the initiative. The interest in community planning for the inner cities
dates from the middle years of the 1960s, a decade after the deteriora
tion of living conditions and new social tensions consequent on the
relaxation of control over management of private housing, and the
arrival of the ‘New Commonwealth’ immigrants in the twilight areas.
The planners followed on from the definition of the situation by the
political elite, in whose terms the inner cities were now a major
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problematic.12 The planner is bound by the consensus as to the
problems of society: ‘In order for him to act is is not enough for a
problem to exist; its existence must be recognized by those power
groups for whom he works.’13 In both local and regional planning it
would seem that the power of the planners is more apparent than real,
theirimage as an autonomous profession a product of theirrole in pre
paring ostensibly non-political strategies for furthering ruling interests.
On a day-to-day basis, planning takes place in the context of a
triangular relationship of public-professional-politician, in which
there is a constant interchange of ideas and pressures, including
those of community action groups, as well as longer established
associations, for example, Chambers of Trade, trade councils and
amenity societies. On a broader analysis, planning decisions rest on
a consensus, a delicately shifting balance of contending forces, of
property interests, public opinion, expert criticism, and governmental
commitment and ability to intervene. In this situation the planner in
everyday consideration of development proposals has to become an
empiricist, sensing the ‘mood of the mom ent’, judging the likely
implications of a given policy for investment decisions, the attitude
of the government to further public investment, and the response of
the local community to interference with accustomed practice, its
tolerance towards change in familiar environments, and its recep
tivity towards innovation. One of the major weaknesses of ‘master
planning’ was precisely its insensitivity to the differing interests in
the community, and its unresponsiveness to changes in the consensus
as to the scope and aims of development. This had beneficial effects,
in that adherence to long-term strategy could avert the worst extremes
of property speculation, and despoliation o f the environment, but
equally policies could be bulldozed through precisely because they
had been official policy for two decades or more.14
In this ‘consensus’ public opinion is a vital ingredient, as the
planners of Piccadilly know only too well, hence the importance of
the Press and media in all environmental campaigns. And yet this
force of public opinion is only operative in some issues, in some
places. As a rough rule of thumb, public opinion has to be taken
into account, the more nearly the central area of a metropolitan city
is affected, or the closer the neighbourhood is to the established
haunts of the television cameras or the journalists. Piccadilly or
Covent Garden are hot news, as, with skilful manipulation of the
media, may be Notting Hill; the fate of a back-street district of
Blackburn, Batley or Sunderland, or a remote glen in Scotland, or
a distant hamlet in Wales, is not, without violence, or ‘illegal’
activity. The consensus is not representative of all groups in society, for
the poor and the inarticulate, in communities remote from the centres
of control, are unable to command the mass media, the politicians
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or the professional groups. But even where a consensus is achieved
between the planners, local politicians and the public over the aims
of environmental planning, this is disregarded when decisions on,
for example, the location of nuclear power stations, oil refineries,
or even construction plants for oil platforms, are taken.
In this interpretation of the planning process, the planner has a
conciliator, as a broker between interested parties, as one who sets
the consensual values by which some planning decisions are taken.
But this is not a position in which policies are initiated: ‘Thus the
man in the chic office turns out to be a broker, a decider between
limited alternatives, a mediator, and arbitrator, but not an origina
tor. And such a position tends to be inconsistent with originality.’15
Experience of structure planning to date would confirm this analysis
in that there has been little innovation, and a marked reluctance to
depart from known trends in development.16 The managerial stance
of the progressive planner now makes sense; it is out of the question
for him to direct the urban system; if nothing else, too many of the
originating impulses for change come from outside the community,
even from abroad; all he can do is to ensure that the demands placed
on the structure of buildings, communication channels and spaces
that make up the urban system are compatible.
If planning has so limited an impact, the autonomy of the planners
localized and in general restricted to relatively mundane issues such
as extensions to existing dwellings, the design and layout of new
housing estates, the maintenance of conservation areas and pro
motion of pedestrian areas, then why should the sociology of plan
ning occupy so important a place in urban sociology? Rather than
undertaking detailed investigation of the latent content of planning
theory, methodology and belief (as presented in the previous section),
should not the quest for understanding of the direction of change in
the urban environment, and the criteria governing resource alloca
tion, be directed to the dynamics of modern capitalism as a mode of
production? The ‘urban’ focus to urban sociology has misled
analysts of urbanization into an over-emphasis on the environ
mental professions, in particular that of planning.
In general few sociologists would now agree that the planner is
‘the master allocator of scarce resources’,17 and the thesis of m ana
gerialism in urban sociology is being discarded both by those who
were its original proponents, and those who have conducted research
on the premise that ‘urban society is a managed society’.18 In the
interval between the original suggestions by Gans in the American
context, and their elaboration by Pahl, and now, the ground-rules
of urban sociology have shifted so that ‘the problem now is to defend
“ mere” managerialism against the challenge of the more radical and
elegant Marxist perspective’.19
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Confused in the debate are two questions: that of the role of
‘social gatekeepers’ in different localities in the allocation of re
sources to different groups, and that of the responsibilities of the
planning profession as one among many such social gatekeepers. On
the first score, research possibilities are still wide open—housing
managers, architects, city engineers, public health officials, education
officers, within local government, are unexplored professional
groups, as are social security officers and officials in employment
exchanges. In the private sector, work has scarcely begun on groups
such as building society managers, estate agents and private land
lords;20 the construction industry itself, the finance interests in
property development, have not been penetrated. Among these
various interests, the planning profession is inconsequential and its
tortuous and reiterated debates of little import for community
planning or for resource allocation in the Welfare State. A stronger
case might be made out for a focus on housing managers, who
already have in their charge a third of the national housing stock, or
architects, who have so immediate an impact on the ‘daily round, the
common task’. Why then should the planning movement and the
planning profession be of so great concern to urban sociologists?
In Britain through this century there has been great faith in the
planning process as a ‘means to revitalize human, community, and
civic values through a better ordering of spatial relationships’.21 In
this respect the teachings of the planning movement have been only
too successful. The British experiment in providing a comfortable
environment for the mass of the labour force depended on the com
bined use of powers over housing provision and land-use allocation.
The planning profession, as heirs to this social gospel, as designers of
new worlds, creators of an efficient, convenient and amenable urban
environment, has had to act as if it had autonomy of decision
making, and was capable of arranging homes, health and happiness
for all. The sociologists, and others, have taken the profession at its
own estimation of authority. There has been a failure to consider
planning as ‘an activity of government mediated through a bureau
cratic hierarchy’22with strictly limited implementative powers. Alone
among the sectors of local government, town planning has no
substantial capital budget, and its powers of control over private
investment are restricted to those of cajolement, bargaining and,
subject to approval by central government, veto over development
proposals. The principles of control over development set out by
the Uthwatt Commission, which depended on considerations of
neighbourliness, community betterment and public interest,23 have
foundered in the administration of plans concerned solely with the
rearrangement of physical artefacts on the ground. The calls for a
positively discriminatory approach in the allocation of urban
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resources have to go unanswered by the planners, for there are only
limited possibilities for their shifting this previously determined
allocation in favour of one group rather than another, without
control of the legal rights in land. Where land is vested in a state
agency, as for instance the National Coal Board, or the Central
Electricity Generating Board, the local planners have rights of
consultation only; where the development initiative comes from the
local authority in, for instance, school building programmes, high
way projects or housing policies, the planner has no rights of veto or
implementation, only of consultation and advice.
The planners have therefore become the scapegoats for the
seemingly irreversible decline in the ‘quality of life’. In fact few of
the pressures for change in the environment originate from them:
the outline decisions on investment are either taken by government
in the light of national economic and social priorities, or they are
taken by individuals, institutions and corporations acting in their
own estimation of benefit. This the planners have realized: ‘the
willingness to listen will be more important than the ability to write
a plan. . . . The propensity to adapt an existing plan to changing
circumstances will be more in demand than the obstinacy required
to carry through an approved project’,24 but not the sociologists.
Sociology has resorted to criticism without empirical analysis of the
planning process, and endorsed the popular image of the planners
as those responsible for the increased pace of development in con
ditions of economic growth, and inflation. If planning had been
examined as a day-to-day activity, then experience of its routine
would have demonstrated its inertia, total lack of imagination or
innovation, and, for much of the time, sheer triviality. Or, alter
natively, if the planners’ own move from doctrinalism to pragmatism
as the scope for initiative and discretion narrowed had been explored,
there would have been greater awareness of the great gulf that exists
between the rank and file of the profession and its vanguard, and
more importantly, the tensions in a profession with visionary
ambitions, caught in the machinery of the state.
In nearly all areas of operation the planners can be discounted as
agents of change, and the sociologists’ critique is misdirected.
Detailed attention to the planning process is worthwhile only if it
illuminates the interests that underlie changes in policy, and locates
the technical language of planning in the formation of the consensus
by which the public is brought to accept change. The public may be
brought to ‘an active and voluntary free consent’25 in far-reaching
changes in their daily lives, mystified by the language of profession
alism and bemused by the ritual of planning machinery. The expen
sive, time-consuming, elaborate process of development control in
Britain, locally detailed, centrally monitored and regulated, and now
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subject to sophisticated techniques of research, consultation and
public inquiry, neutralizes articulate discontent by which the con
sensual might be shattered.
There are, however, circumstances in which professional groups
can exercise a relative autonomy over the environment, that is, in
conditions where business and financial interests are not directly
affected by development, and where the public is unable to articu
late its reactions and render its interests effective. The run-down of
remote villages, deprived of services, has not caught public attention
nor sociological criticism, but the policies of urban renewal in the
inner cities have. Unlike the privately developed suburban housing
estates which have to be laid out on criteria of marketability, public
housing, whose occupants are there on a least choice basis, can be
planned on principles of traffic segregation and closed circuit
neighbourhoods, and the accommodation designed with closer
reference to the tenets of the Modern Movement than the tenants’
own perceived needs. In areas where the residents are poor, without
prestige and no community organization, the consensus as to what
is to be done is established by the professionals in association with
the politicians. Professional authority is exercised without check or
restraint, and becomes yet another element in the subordination of
the poor and inarticulate. It is in areas such as these that the socio
logists have called for the reorientation of planning, a surrender of
authority. Anything less is taken as evidence of their total commit
ment to their status as associate advisers to government, and the
final failure of socially responsible planning.
The sociologists’ criticisms must go unanswered unless greater
attention is given to the principles of local planning. The redefinition
of planning as the practice of planning cannot offset present in
justices in the allocation of urban resources, nor can it provide a
rationale for development where the market presents no restraints.
The pragmatic tendencies to planning which have been so heavily
emphasized in the last decade have given it a formless relativism.
Theories as to urban design are no more than hypotheses which help
the planner to order his data, they are of no assistance in the organ
ization of a new world. In James’s terms, ‘Ideas only become true
in so far as they help us to get into satisfactory relationship with
other parts of our experience’;26 ethical judgments are limited in
scope to the immediate problem at hand. This means that there are
no solutions, there is no ending to the process of planning; ideas,
theories, policies are always provisional, and to be modified as
circumstances require. In this pragmatic view, ‘science’ becomes the
practice of science, and planning becomes the practice of planning.
In the circumstances of the inner city such an attitude is more short
sighted even than that of the petty entrepreneurs who erected the
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buildings now replaced in comprehensive redevelopment. Given the
lack of interest by planners in the very practical questions of layout
and design of entire neighbourhoods responsibility goes by default to
other professions, principally the architects. The high-sounding
debates on the needs of the community and the public interest are
emptied of meaning in their failure to provide guidelines for action
in determinate situations.
The mutual awareness of planners and urban sociologists is
indicative of their traditional concerns and common philosophical
origins. The theories and methodology of the Chicago School of
urban sociology were embedded in the pragmatism formulated by
James and Dewey; their biological language of environment and
organism, radical empiricism as a method of inquiry, and their
pragmatic use of theory, in which ‘theories become instruments, not
answers to enigmas’,27 were all part of the world view put forward
by social liberalism. Planning, too, derived its impetus from the
same school of thought: the methodology advanced by Geddes had
similarities with that of James, in that it depended on the exposure
of planner as citizen and scientist to the totality of urban experience:
ideas for the urban future could only be formulated in interaction
with this ‘flux of life’. The civic survey was a means to this end, and
could do no more than ‘prepare for and point towards the plan’.28
Geddes harnessed the empirical methods of biology to a subjectivistic theory of knowledge.
Both planning and urban sociology have refused to allow of an
intractable universe, unamenable to manipulation by man. Prag
matism conceived of man as experiencing indeterminate situations,
what James terms the ‘immediate flux of life’, to which thought or
inquiry gave shape. In this sense mind gave matter form; reality
was a product of the human will; the universe did not exist save in
beliefs about that universe. It is a philosophy admirably suited to
the optimism of a rapidly developing society such as America in
1900, or the societies of post-war capitalism. To plan there must be
a belief in man’s power of control over his environment, to manipu
late it according to his needs, and to shape the future. Planning
refuses to admit the possibility of a logic to social experience which
cannot be altered by the exercise of collective consciousness. The
same attitude extends to the natural environment: over this, too,
there is power of control, and its resources can be directed to the
benefit of the community. The attention given by the urban socio
logists to the planners is a measure of their agreement with this
philosophy. The strong resentment by planners of sociologists, and
the untempered criticisms by the latter of a profession embroiled in
the development process, is a measure of the sensitivity of two groups
who at heart share the same view of the world. The sociologists’
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critique, the internal disputes, dissensions and heart search
ings of the planning profession itself, indicate the barrenness of
liberal philosophy. The ideology which attempted to side-step
ideology, to tread the middle ground of realism and rationality,
has lost its credibility as British society moves out of the euphoria
of post-war growth and stability, into an era in which class ideo
logies are reasserted. The question is now asked—why plan at all?
To this neither group has an answer. The obvious response—the
care and conservation of the environment—is illegitimate given
the long-standing aim of ‘the reconstruction of society’.
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part two
Theories of urbanization

The theoretical offerings of urban sociology constitute a small part
of the literature, and their pertinence to the study of urbanization
is not easily seen. The ‘classical’ theories of urban sociology, in
which are included the statements of the European sociologists
Tonnies, Simmel and Weber (and by implication Durkheim), and
those of the Americans, Park and Wirth, seem to have little more to
offer now than the oracular conspectus of Spengler, the heartfelt
concern of Masterman and his liberal contemporaries, or the
dramatic vision of Zangwill in ‘The Melting Pot’. The latter were
contemporaries of the sociologists, and like them voiced the con
cerns of small groups in American and European society as the
movement to the cities gathered pace in the last quarter of the
nineteenth century.
It is with some sense of exasperation, therefore, that one speaks
with colleagues interested in more specialized areas of urban re
search, and also with students in sociology. These theoretical state
ments cannot be superimposed on to research and yet students
must be persuaded of the need to tackle demanding literature
which seems to offer little return. The task is more difficult in the
absence of concise appreciations of the sociological writings on
urbanization. Presentations of the work of the Chicago School, for
instance, abound, but all too often they formalize or codify their
statements, so blanketing the contradictions and ambiguities for
which they remain of interest. The statements are taken at face value,
the question not asked of their questions; if the theories are
criticized, their authors are impugned as at best old-fashioned if not
intellectually incompetent. The problems to which they addressed
their attention are ignored. The intention in writing this section was
therefore straightforward: to present the principal theoretical state
ments of urban sociology in easily accessible form without belying
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their inconsistencies or inadequacies, so that attention was focused
on the contemporary issues and problems, the structures of thought,
within whose terms these men wrote.
Particular attention is given to the Chicago School for two reasons.
First, although their exploration of the city in terms of ecology is
now disregarded, their interests and concerns remain significant.
They set the terms for a tradition of urban studies which remain of
importance in geography and planning, as well as urban sociology.
In this respect the break in composition of this book is misleading.
Although the cleavage between the British experience of urbaniza
tion and the theories derived, and taught, by sociologists is most
marked, evident over the past decade is a reworking of the intellectual
traditions they endorsed, that is, positivism and liberalism.
Second, their work has bearing for any appraisal of academic
sociology. It is easy to dismiss them as intellectual charlatans, their
sociology peculiar to the mid-West intellectual frontier, but their
failure to engage the issues presented in the large city of the
modernizing world, their retreat into pseudo-scientific abstraction
or ingenious empiricism, is indicative of the weaknesses o f the
sociology they transmitted from Europe into the American colleges.
And it is this sociology which has been grafted onto British interests
since the war. In their study of Chicago they expressed the domain
assumptions of academic sociology in whose terms they are now
criticized. To understand their theoretical dilemmas is to appreciate
more fully the weaknesses of that sociology.
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5 The critique of metropolis

1 Urbanism and Marxism
the towns by their influence and importance achieve in the
nation predominance over the rural organization. In consequence,
country and village must use more of their own productive
forces for the support and furtherance of the urban areas than
they can spare for the purposes o f reproduction. Therefore
the rural organization is doomed to dissolution . . . urban life
seems to exert by itself, producing and consuming, tending
to dominate the whole country more and more, to draw from
it its forces, and to lead to their destruction.1
First experience of a large city, or confrontation with the spectacle of
mass urbanization, leaves few unaroused observers. For those
resident in the urbanized societies of the ‘developed’ world, it is
hard to recapture the incredulity, the incomprehension, the wonder
ing amazement of the nineteenth-century observers of the great
transformation of Western Europe. Only in confrontation with the
new urbanization of the satellite countries in the underdeveloped
world can any vestige of these reactions be recaptured. Urbanization
has become a fact of our everyday lives; cities an environment to
which we have become blase. In Simmel’s terms, only in a refusal
to react to the life of the great city can we accommodate to the
content and forms of metropolitan life. The intensity of reaction
with which men like Tonnies or, much later, Wirth, observed cities
and urbanization now escapes us.
This intensity o f response is reflected in the sociologists’ discus
sions of cities, which constitute savage critiques of the common
experience of urbanization. The great city, metropolis, is the
paradigm of an inhuman, debasing, social environment. For Tonnies
as for Simmel, the money economy o f the cities destroyed social life:
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for Weber as for Wirth, mass urbanization nullified opportunities
for political participation. Theirs was a sweeping condemnation of
capitalist urbanization. The classical writings of urban sociology are
more closely comparable with those of the poets, the novelists, the
social commentators of the nineteenth century—a wide spectrum
ranging from Wordsworth to Ruskin and Morris—than the clinical
observations of their successors in the social sciences. It was left to
men like Booth and Rowntree to commence the sociography of life
in the cities. The rigid tenets of positivism were to provide the
documentation of how men actually lived in cities, which ultimately
was to invalidate the sweeping statements of the writers in the
sociological tradition. But the restricted conceptual framework of
positivism could neither encompass the city as a form of living, nor
commence the analysis of the role of cities in the transformation
of Europe from an agrarian household economy to an industrial
exchange economy. This the classical sociologists attempted; with
the economic historians they were the first writers to undertake the
systematic analysis of urbanization as a force for change.
In their analysis they differed sharply from both the Marxists and
liberal progressive thought. Marx and Engels had condemned the
consequences of urbanization under capitalism, as seen in Manchester
and elsewhere, but viewed the concentration and immiseration of
the mass of workers in the new urban agglomerations as a necessary
stage in the creation of a revolutionary force.2 Pauperization and
material degradation was one aspect of urbanization, but equally
important was the destruction of the social nexus of the traditional
community and its replacement by the utilitarian world of the city.
Marx had described little communities as having ‘subjugated man to
external circumstances instead of elevating man into the sovereign
of circumstances, they transformed a self-developing social state
into never changing natural destiny’.3 Man, as a rational being, was
a product of the towns not of the countryside, the workers had to be
freed from the confines of rural life, the conditions of rural idiocy.
Bourgeois civilization, bourgeois philosophy, nurtured in the towns,
was the necessary basis for the new ‘higher relations of production’.
Both for theory and for practice, therefore, communism depended
on urbanism. Urbanization, at least ultimately, was liberative.
There was nothing to salvage from the pre-urban past, for the social
bonds of community were to be replaced first by the new groupings
of class, and then by the ‘development of human potentiality for
its own sake and the true realm of freedom’.4
In this conspectus of urbanization there were certain similarities
with the view of the new professional and business classes with
which by birth Marx and Engels had the closest affiliations. There
was tremendous contemporary pride in the new cities which were
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seen as engines of progress and the source of all fruitful change.
Urbanization was progressive, providing the conditions not only for
the transformation of mankind’s productive capacities, but also for
the realization of individuality. In Park’s phrase,5
The individual man finds in the diversity of interests and tasks,
and in the vast unconscious cooperation of city life the
opportunity to choose his own vocation and develop his own
peculiar individual talents. The city offers a market for the
special talents of individual men.
From the Marxists to the liberals, however, the analysis shifted
from the alienation of labour in a productive system based on
private property, to the realization of individuality through the sale
of labour in a market economy. ‘Freedom’ for the Marxists could
only exist beyond the city, for the liberals this was what the economic
specialization of city life provided. Freedom, diversity and oppor
tunity of choice were eventually to become the catch phrases of
progressive urban planning.
Something of the same appreciation of urbanization is expressed
by Mumford. He sees cities as enlarging all dimensions of life as the
scattered activities of society are brought together, so releasing the
energies of mankind in a tremendous explosion of creativity. The
city has augmented capabilities for participation, and widened the
basis of personal experience. He sums up his statement of the role
of the city in history in terms of ‘that magnification of all the dimen
sions of life, through emotional communication, technological
mastery and above all, dramatic representation’.6 But although he
extols the immensity, the breadth of human experience, that the
metropolis has to offer, it is the cities of classical Greece, and those of
medieval Europe, that govern his assessment of the city as a social
container. ‘Freedom, corporate equality, democratic participation,
autonomy, were never fully achieved in any medieval town, but . . .
for a brief while “communitas” triumphed over “ dominium” .’7 As
in the case of the classical sociologists an image of the medieval guild
city, the quasi-independent political community, governs discussion.
With the possible exception of Simmel, whose assessment of
metropolitan culture owes nothing to medievalism, the European
sociologists were strongly influenced by an image of the pre
industrial world of small cities embedded in a matrix of village and
region. The medieval city had for Durkheim provided a basis for
conditions of organic solidarity, for Weber, an existence in which
public and private life fused, and for Tonnies, the highest form of
community organization. Their critique of the modern metropolis
was derived from a sense of a happier, more truly social past in
these small towns. As Nisbet comments, ‘It was medieval society
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that came more and more to provide a comparative offset to
modernism for critics of the latter.’8 Mass urbanization was neither
progressive nor liberative, but signified a degeneration of social
existence. From their work stems the perennial theme of the loss,
the eclipse, of community, and the arrival of the mass society in
which political life, culture and personality are in decay.
In this pessimistic assessment of the potentialities of urbanization
the sociological tradition converges with the viewpoint of the neoMarxists. In the writings of, for instance, Fromm, Marcuse, Mills
and F anon,9 there is a consensus that conditions of capitalist
urbanization are mutilative of the personality, inhibitive of com
munity formation, destructive of social engagement or involvement,
and conducive to apathy, alienation and anomie. Class conscious
ness is inhibited, and diverted in mass movements; unreason, not
reason, typifies social response. The assumptions of orthodox
Marxism are overturned, and it is to the groups least assimilated
into urban society, students in the developed world, peasants and
urban lumpenproletariat in the underdeveloped world, that the
revolutionary writers look. Urbanization is no longer the sine qua
non of a socialist transformation of society.
If urbanization is progressively bankrupt in human terms, cities
themselves are seen as instruments of capitalist or imperialist
domination. In the statements of Frank,10 it is the cities, in their
capacity as home of national, regional or even international bour
geoisies, that form the linkages along the chain of expropriation
from satellite territory to dominant metropolis. The buildings of the
cities are monuments to the labours of the rural, provincial and
colonial masses, and not representative of the accumulated surplus of
the honest toil of the citizens. The growth of cities depends on the
effectiveness of their expropriation of the wealth of their satellites,
i.e. their political control. Typically, the characteristic feature of
the cities is seen not as their economic specialization, but their role
as centres of dominance. They represent ‘la sphere de domination
sociale d ’une classe specifique, la bourgeoisie’.11
But cities are not only the controlling centres for their societies.
They are the source of innovation and change, the source of new
ideas for production, the leaders of taste, fashion, the pace-setters
for consumption; they are also the guardians of culture, and the
conservers of order in society. Consensus and continuity in a society
are maintained from the city centres. N ot only are economic enter
prise and political power concentrated there, but so is social
authority. To the concepts of expropriation and domination must
be added that of hegemony.
The concept of hegemony was central to Gramsci’s analysis of
power and prestige. He specifically drew a distinction between
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leadership, or direction, and dictatorship, the former depending
on the maintenance of a consensus, the latter on coercive force
alone. Hegemony signified authority, the right to rule, intellectual or
moral prestige, consensus. It has come to mean a social authority
whose ultimate sanction is a profound cultural supremacy. In the
context of Italy this authority had been a regional as well as a class
prerogative. The north, focused on Milan and Turin, he termed the
‘directive centre’;12 Piedmont, the leading state of the north, he
argued, had had the function of the ruling class in the struggle for
national unity; he considered that the entire region had exercised
hegemony over the rest of the country and was in this respect
comparable to a great city exercising control over its rural hinter
land. There was a pervasive exercise of the authority derived from
cultural and social prestige, from, and on behalf of, the metropolitan
bourgeoisie. This hegemony is as important as dominance in under
standing the control of the central city. The entire society is drawn
into the way of life transmitted from the cities so that urbanism, the
culture of the cities’ ruling elites, is diffused throughout. Urban
culture becomes the legitimation for control.
Superficially this general line of analysis comes very close to that
of sociologists in the classical tradition. From Tonnies, Simmel and
Wirth there is the same assessment of personality, community and
culture in the urban centres; Tonnies and Weber, too, interpret
cities as centres of dominance, creaming off the labour, capital
and resources of the countryside, leaving the latter barren and
underdeveloped. The longstanding antagonism between town and
country had become an asymmetrical relationship in which the
countryside was relegated to economic stagnation, poverty and decay
of its culture through the loss and pauperization of its population.
Equally, both these latter writers explicitly underscore the class basis
of ‘urban’ culture. Tonnies counterposes the merchant of the
educated classes
without home, a traveller, a connoisseur of foreign customs
and arts without love or piety for those of any one country, a
linguist speaking several languages, flippant and doubletongued, adroit, adaptable, and one who always keeps his eye
on the end or purpose he plans to attain
with the common folk belonging to ‘a real people’s Gemeinschaft of
their own’. Gesellschaft, the urban culture, the culture of the educated
classes, is solvent of the cultures of peasants and commoners :13
To the extent that the common people, with its labour, is
subject to trade or capitalism it discontinues being a people.
. . . Science, which in reality distinguishes the educated classes,
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is offered to them in many forms and shapes as a medicine for
their rudeness.
W eber’s analysis of the Western city is equally specific. Both
capitalism and the modern state had their origins in ‘the medieval
democracy of professional traders’,14 the politics, the legal forms,
even the religion, of the new association of the urban community
were oriented to the needs of this new class. The dissolution of the
feudal order that was to result from the impact of the market
economy and the new forms of social association, and the growing
subservience of country to town, was to the advantage of this one
group, the urban bourgeoisie.
These sociological writings have of course been fed into the main
stream of Marxist thought, and constitute one reason for the move
ment of the latter away from the orthodoxies of nineteenth-century
Marxism, but it would be inaccurate to subsume the sociological
critique of metropolis under a Marxist label. N ot only were the
sociologists, in different degrees, hostile to Marxist theories of
history, viewing their own writings as modifications or refutations
of popular Marxist doctrines, but the ‘domain assumptions’ with
which they approached sociological analysis shifted their work
decisively out of the Marxist tradition.
Above all else the differences in methodology are fundamental:
the contrast is between the dialectics of historical materialism and
the more cautious short-sighted empiricism of the sociologists
narrowing down their overview of society to that which experience
could encompass. Tonnies is explicit here:15
In contradistinction to all historical theory deducing its
findings from the past, we take as our actual, even necessary
starting point that moment in history when the present
spectator enjoys the inestimable advantage of observing the
occurring events in the light of his own experience.
This changed view of the ‘real’ in society, in which the individual,
the individual act, and the individual will, become the touchstone of
sociological explanation, represents a rejection of the metaphysical
terms in which the Marxists analysed social change, and their
substitution by categories more readily reducible to empirical
observation. So, for instance, instead of a definition of capitalism in
objective terms, in terms of its ‘relations of production’, relations
that are both indispensable and independent of men’s will, there is
introduced a definition in terms of the orientation of the individual
towards his own and others’ social action, that is by reference to
the rationalistic conduct of life in general. The abstract categories to
which Marx resolved capitalism—class, social formation, forces of
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production, alienation—are dismissed as metaphysical speculations.
The ideal-typical concepts introduced by Tonnies and Weber are
only means to give experience a more coherent and concise form:
gemeinschaft and gesellschaft, the urban community, are no more
than useful fictions.
The boundaries of ‘experience’ could be wide, as they were with
Weber, able to draw on a since unmatched historical scholarship,
but nevertheless evident was a tendency to limit sociological dis
cussion to the immediate context of experience. Already apparent
in Tonnies, it was to culminate in the extreme ethnocentricism and
particularism of the Chicago School. This restriction of outlook is
one of the most apparent differences between the sociologists and
the neo-Marxists: whereas, for instance, Tonnies ascribes uneven
development to the antagonism between town and country, later
writers relate it to the terms of trade and exchange between national
economies as well as regions, in which certain urban populations
are the intermediaries. It is on the methodological postulate of
nominalism that the ‘urban’ becomes the realm of observation and
inquiry, and the answer to problems of development is couched
in terms of urbanization.
Also apparent is a certain fatalism, an acceptance of the blind
inevitability of the process of urbanization—‘Rural life is doomed
to dissolution’, and also, a ‘reification’ of the city. The town, the
city, the metropolis, for Tonnies, Weber and Simmel respectively,
come to be viewed as entities independent of the populations they
housed; their forms of economic organization, political association
and administration gave them a corporate identity to which ulti
mately individuals were subordinate, ‘the metropolis is the genuine
arena of this culture which outgrows all personal life’.16 The de
personalizing environment with which individuals are confronted in
the modern city is taken as a datum line, not as something itself
needing explanation. In a measure this attitude to urbanization
must be related to the adoption of empiricist canons regarding
scientific knowledge. Empiricism lends an inevitability to that
which is observed in that it limits explanation to the circumstances
of observation. Sociological analysis is therefore brought down to
the study of ‘the real life of society as we encounter it in our ex
perience’17 and the way is open for the study of cities in themselves
and urbanization as a process independent of capitalism as a pro
ductive system.
As important as the contrasts in methodology is the opposition by
the sociologists to the analysis of history and society in economic
terms. The rediscovery of concepts such as ‘community’, ‘associa
tion’, ‘status’, ‘authority’, ‘legitimacy’, ‘culture’, marked a shift in
focus away from the struggle with the material environment and the
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resultant relations of production, to the social bonds and forms of
association as established between individuals. The resultant
differences are very clearly seen in the discussions of community
and alienation. To Marx, community could never exist under con
ditions of alienated labour. ‘Species life, productive life, life creating
life, turns into a mere means of sustaining the worker’s individual
existence, and man is alienated from his fellow men.’18 All previous
community formations had been for the dominated class ‘not only
a completely illusory community but also a new shackle. In a
genuine community, individuals gain their freedom in and through
association.’19 Fragmentation of social being would be a condition
of existence in all societies until capitalism had been superseded.
Compare this view with the discussions of the sociologists: com
munity had not only been the motif of existence in agrarian Europe,
but was an integral aspect of all social life; the attenuation of such
community relationships did not derive from the new conditions of
production and productive activity but from the use of money as a
medium of exchange, and the assertion of individuality in the
metropolitan environment; alienation, as in the discussion of Simmel,
is transposed from conditions of production to conditions of
community life.
It is easiest to assess the contrast between the Marxists and the
sociologists by comparing the writings of Tonnies or Simmel with
those of Marx. The former moves away from Marx primarily in his
breakdown of social existence to the forms of will from which
action is derived. All social life is to be resolved into combinations
of the two types of social association derived from natural and
rational will, gemeinschaft and gesellschaft. This distinction forms
the underpinning to the division of society between urban, bour
geois, exchange society, and rural, folk society based on a house
hold economy. The major cleavage in society is not merely that
between classes, but between two radically different forms of com
munity existence. The money economy, trade, urbanization, in
their substitution of rational for natural will, were effecting a
transformation of society that no socialist revolution could ever
match. Tonnies, by adopting a specifically social and individual
frame of analysis, was able to argue that the major break with the
past had already happened, so shifting attention from class forma
tion and the need for a further transformation of society to the
comparison between traditional and modern society.
With Simmel, ‘the microscopist of society’, we move yet further
from the analysis of Marx. Discussion narrows to the immediate
contexts of social association—the size of social group, the range of
social contacts, even to the fragmentation of personal experience in
the metropolis: ‘the rapid crowding of changing images, the sharp
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discontinuity in the grasp of a single glance, and the unexpectedness
of onrushing impressions’.20 Simmel’s sociology is immensely
personal, assumes a unity to society, is totally uninterested in
questions of class, and remote from historical concerns. The dis
cussion of urbanization in ‘Metropolis and mental life’ accordingly
has as its main concern the question of the achievement of indi
vidual independence, and the elaboration of individuality in the
unparalleled social environment of the city. Simmel makes no
distinction between the experience of social classes, as does Tonnies,
and the national, even international, perspective shared by both
Tonnies and Marx is dropped in favour of one restricted to the
metropolitan environment itself. While Tonnies sets in train the
redirection of attention from class to community, from industrializa
tion to urbanization, it is Simmel who lays the foundation for the
American ecological school which finally removed any discussion
of economic conditions from urban sociology, and substituted
ecology for the market economy accepted by both Tonnies and
Simmel as the starting point for their discussions of urbanization.
The apparent similarities between writings in the two traditions
are misleading. The sociologists, in a long succession from Tonnies
to Wirth, were developing a counter-theory to Marxism for the
explication of social change which led to acceptance of a funda
mental cleavage between urban and rural, modernism and tradition,
which was in stark opposition to any variant on Marxist theories of
development. The urban-rural dichotomy which was to bedevil the
study of development as it has urban sociology, derives from the
substitution of a critique of metropolis for the analysis of capitalism.
The ‘urban’ is accepted as a frame of reference, and ‘urban society’
as a specific mode of social organization becomes the object of
scientific study. So is initiated the ideology of urbanism :21
cette ideologie specifique qui 3aisit les modes et les formes
d’organisation sociale en tant que caracteristiques d ’une phase
de revolution de la societe, etroitement liee aux conditions
techniconaturelles de l’existence humane et, finalement, a son
cadre de vie.
Such a reorientation of thought did not occur overnight: it took
the half century from 1887 to 1938 to throw off the lingering after
effects of the ideological revolution occasioned by Marxism, and
to explore the full implications of a sociological vocabulary for the
study of urbanization. It is W irth’s essay, ‘Urbanism as a way of
life’, that is now taken as the clearest statement of urban culture as
a necessary stage in the evolution of society, but its theoretical
legitimation can be traced through the mainstream of European
and American sociology.
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2 Tonnies: Community and Society (1887)
This compact, dense, intricate book constitutes the first of the
classic sociological texts. In it Tonnies foreshadowed the later con
cerns of his contemporaries, Durkheim, Simmel and Weber: the
impact of the market economy on traditional forms of social
association, the implications of urbanization and the development
of the state for the conduct of social life, the mechanisms of social
solidarity in an individuating society. The distinction he draws
between the two forms of human association, gemeinschaft and
gesellschaft, community and society, has become the basis for a
succession of typologies of which the best known are the pattern
variables, formulated by Parsons,1 and the folk-urban typology
drawn up by Redfield and W irth.2
Although Tonnies’s interest throughout a long career was in
building up an analytical sociology, in this early work scientific
intentions are obscured in the vivid commentary on contemporary
social change. The formal dichotomy which was later to interest
the academic sociologists, such as Parsons, derived from a wideranging, empassioned critique of bourgeois capitalist society.
Tonnies was ‘with deep intuition, with profound imaginative grasp,
reacting to the world around him, even as does the artist . . .
objectifying internal and only partly conscious states of m ind’.3 The
book, despite his later disclaimers, must be read as a critique of
capitalist society; the very language with which he describes the
two types of social grouping debars any other appraisal of the
direction taken by society. Gemeinschaft is ‘the lasting and genuine
form of living together’;4 gesellschaft, in contrast, is to be under
stood as: ‘a multitude of natural and artificial individuals the wills
and the spheres of whom are in many relations with and to one
another, and remain nevertheless independent of one another and
devoid of all mutual familiar relationships’, and ‘In gesellschaft,
every person strives for that which is to his own advantage and he
affirms the actions of others only in so far as and as long as they
can further his interest’.5
The description is damning. The fundamental characteristic of
gesellschaft, an exchange economy typified by the search for power
through the accumulation of profits, is a negation of social humanity.
Rational calculation of personal interest culminates in the sale of
labour as any other commodity, its exploitation for the greatest
profits, and an end to ‘all creative, formative, and contributive
activity of m an’.6
However, for Tonnies it is neither the factory nor the large-scale
bureaucracy, but the city or its higher form, the metropolis, that is
the paradigm of bourgeois society. The metropolis represents the
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culmination of gesellschaft in community life as does the state in
political life. In fact Tonnies presents a typology of community life
related to the two forms of social will: the house, the village and the
town representing gemeinschaft community formations derived
from blood (the family), place (the neighbourhood) and mind
(religion and friendship), whereas the city, the capital city and the
metropolis are based on relations of the gesellschaft. The metropolis,
the synthesis of city and capital city, of commerce, trade and political
control, is described as follows:7
In the metropolis money and capital are unlimited and
almighty. It is able to produce and supply goods and science
for the entire earth as well as laws and public opinion for all
nations. It represents the world market and world traffic; in it
world industries are concentrated. Its newspapers are world
papers, its people come from all corners of the earth.
Not only does his distinction between the two types of social will
form the basis of a community typology, it is also a conceptual
framework for the analysis of social change. The historical develop
ment of European society is categorized as a movement from unions
of gemeinschaft, such as the family or the village, to associations of
gemeinschaft, such as churches, guilds, to associations of gesellschaft,
which finally develop into unions of gesellschaft. The last phase
represents the efforts of the state, the large corporations, and the
trade unions to recover some of the communal securities of tradi
tional society. Tonnies’s formal distinction between the two kinds
of society are ideal types with which he demonstrates the possibility
of the scientific study of history; they are ‘nails on which the facts
of experience could be hung’.8
What Tonnies is describing is the collapse of traditional forms of
community life under the impact of a fully developed exchange
economy. The contrast he draws is between the household economy
in which each region was largely self-sufficient and in which pro
duction was directed to the needs of the local people, and the
exchange economy where production is for the widest market that
can be reached. Production for sale, and remuneration of labour in
money, strips labour o f ‘style, dignity and charm’,9 and the com
petition for markets leads to a growing impersonality and instru
mentality of social life. The common culture disintegrates and the
common people are drawn into gesellschaft as members of the
proletariat; membership of trade unions and political parties
signifies their full incorporation into the capitalist state. There is
no doubt that in Tonnies’s eyes the transition from agrarian,
parochial Europe to commercial cosmopolitan society had been a
bigger break in human experience, than any that a socialist revolution
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could effect. The consequences of gesellschaft forms of associa
tion could be mitigated, but they could not be diverted: ‘the
perfect unity of human wills’10 found in the rural community could
not be recovered. His fatalism is inescapable.11
The account of urbanization found in the treatise forms the basis
of the conventional sociological stereotype later popularized by
Wirth. The village and the town, in which ‘the physical real soil, the
permanent location, the visible land, create the strongest ties and
relations’, are compared with the city and the metropolis where the
continuity and intimacy provided by neighbourhood is broken. The
city represents ‘the exaggeration of the principle of space’.12 Localism
is replaced by a restless cosmopolitanism; urban, national and even
international interests replace those of home, village and town. At
the same time there is a decline in family life and its substitution by
‘special interest groups and conventional society’, although here
Tonnies draws a distinction between the ‘common people’ and the
‘educated classes’. For the former, ‘family life, along with neigh
bouring and friendship . . . is life in and for itself’, whereas for the
latter ‘the family becomes an accidental form for the satisfaction of
natural needs’.13 Relationships of gesellschaft are attributes of class
rather than those of urban living.
But it is the bourgeoisie who exercise hegemony in the cities: ‘only
the upper strata, the rich and the cultured are really active and alive.
They set up the standards to which the lower strata have to con
form’,14 and it is evident from the subsequent discussion that
Tonnies envisages the extension of individual and family isolation
to the mass of the population. A precondition of the rise of the
‘proletariat’ is the common people’s divestment of gemeinschaft
forms of association. ‘City life and gesellschaft doom the common
people to death and decay.’15 Urbanization, as defined here, in
exorably leads in the direction of individuation, towards a situation
in which each person is his own master, free to move where he will,
associate with whom he pleases, for whatever ends he cares to
name. Relationships of rational will predominate in that action is
undertaken for predicted ends, and every ‘other’ is dealt with on
calculated and superficial terms. The ‘self’ of gemeinschaft is replaced
by the ‘person’ of gesellschaft, and in the latter ‘there exist human
beings who conceive themselves as such, accept and play this “role” ,
each one assuming the “character” of a person like a mask before
his face’.16 Instead of the organic unity of gemeinschaft is found an
aggregate where independent individuals self-consciously maintain
an artificial identity.
This disassociation of community life in the aggregate of popula
tion necessitates new mechanisms of social control and integration.
Understanding, or consensus, had expressed the reality of life in the
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gemeinschaft. This was implicit in living, dwelling and working
together, and by its very nature could neither be expressed nor
comprehended. This tacit understanding of local groups of indi
viduals culminated in the common culture of the people (Volk). In
contrast, in the cities, the law courts and the police, ‘the will of the
state’, formal legislation, convention and public opinion become the
means for social control and integration. Convention is counterposed
with consensus, but public opinion, scientific and enlightened
opinion, prepared and offered by the newspapers, had no equivalent
in the older form of social association. It acts in two ways—first,
in the formulation of a new moral code, and, second, as part of the
political process. Tonnies’s presentation of public opinion has
certain similarities with Durkheim’s treatment of social facts in
that it is considered to confront the individual with an extraneous
power, but it is not society by which the individual is constrained,
but class domination. ‘Public opinion’, writes Tonnies, ‘passes
easily from the demand for freedom (for the upper classes) to that
of despotism (against the lower classes).’17
Tonnies is inconsistent in the use of ‘class’ in his analysis and
seems to waver between the use of the formal typology to denote
enduring social forms and its use to characterize specific historical
class cultures. In fact the language of class is never used in reference
to gemeinschaft, where, before trade for profit broke up the situation
of reciprocal dependence, a situation of perfect unity is assumed. For
the gesellschaft, at various points he denotes the ‘trading class’, the
‘educated classes’ and the ‘upper classes’ as the bearers of gesellschaft
culture, and yet at other points in the discussion he writes of the
change in community life in universalistic terms. In this respect he
stands transitional between the economic historians and the new
analytical sociology which sought to isolate the forms of social be
haviour, and it is this intermediate standing that gives him interest now.
There is no doubt that aspects of his discussion would find favour
with writers reworking the Marxist tradition in the light of the
experience of the underdeveloped world. Outstanding, of course, is
his sympathetic portrayal of peasant communities and those of the
common people of the towns, worlds apart from M arx’s dismissal
of the non-urban, non-Western world as barbarian. For Tonnies,
the extension of bourgeois society meant the disintegration of pre
existing cultures with the incorporation of the common people into
the world labour market. And it is the trading class, the urban
bourgeoisie, that initiates and effects the subordination of the whole
country to this impersonal and inexorable regime. ‘. . . from their
point of view the land and labour of the country like all other
countries with which they deal are actual or possible objects for the
investment and circulation of their capital. . . .’18 As with, for
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instance, Frank, it is trade, rather than industry, that effects the
extraction of surplus value, and the proletarianization of the people.
Metropolis is primarily a commercial and financial centre, in which
large-scale industrial production is incidental.
The lengthy analysis of the economic relations underlying the new
urbanization, and the explicit references to class and class domina
tion, set Tonnies apart from much subsequent sociological discussion
of cities and urbanization. But his references to class, and the clear
designation of gesellschaft as bourgeois society, receded in the
minds of his readers and commentators, and in his own later
writings, until forgotten, and gemeinschaft and gesellschaft were
embalmed in the textbooks as the forerunners of sociological
categorizations of human group life.19 The direction in which aca
demic sociology moved meant either the further abstraction of the
concepts into the pattern variables, or their all too empirical ground
ing in the study of communities after the methods pioneered by
the Chicago School.
The influence of Tonnies on the Chicago School is clear, parti
cularly in the writings of W irth,20 but there is a significant shift of
emphasis. Despite their concurrence as to the direction of social
change with urbanization—the loss of neighbourhood affiliations,
the break-up of the family, the growth o f interest groups, the isola
tion of the individual, formal agencies of social control, and the
use of mass media to establish public opinion—the one adopts the
exchange economy of capitalism and the resultant class structure
as his datum line, and the hypotheses of the others are drawn from
assumptions as to the consequences of the ecological composition
of the large city. Urbanization for Tonnies entails the acquiescence
of the broad mass of the people in the life-styles of the dominant
class, while for the Americans it was considered to bring about
assimilation into society. The city’s land market, not its exchange
economy, was considered to be the great leveller.
3 Simmel: ‘Metropolis and mental life’ (1902-3)
Simmel shares with Tonnies the distinction of being an early
proponent of analytical sociology, a method of inquiry which aims to
present social interaction in terms of abstract categories. In Tonnies’s
hands these categories were mere clamps with which to grasp
experienced reality, but for Simmel the study of society could only
proceed by means of logical analysis of the forms of association
which gave a priori grounds for its study. The forms are cognitive
categories, and Simmel claimed that such a method provided a
specifically sociological method of cognition. Tonnies had remained
closer to Anglo-French positivism which sought to maintain
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knowledge at the level of experience, whereas Simmel belonged to
the neo-Kantian tradition which frankly denies the possibility of
the study of the natural or the social world without selection and
ordering by the observer.1 Knowledge, argues Simmel, was ‘a
process which we inject into reality’;2 human thought gave the
observed world its seeming unity and the subject matter of the
sciences ‘have no counterpart in immediate reality’.3 The definition
of sociology as the study of forms of social interaction among
individuals, not only delineated it clearly among human studies,
but gave it grounding as a science, while avoiding the pitfalls of
raw empiricism.
This apart, there is a common attitude to the task of sociology.
It has to do with ‘the actuality of concrete life’, or ‘reality in its
total immediacy’.4 Sociology was to turn away from the embracing
theories of history and speculative philosophy, as well as the grand
constructions of organicism, the schemes of Spencer and Comte.
Specifically, the task of sociology was defined by Simmel as piecing
together ‘the real life of society as we encounter it in our experience’.5
Accordingly, interest shifts away from the institutions of society to
the relationships set up by man living in interaction with others. The
terminal reference for sociology is this world of mutual influence
and determination, by which, for Simmel, individuals are woven
into society, so giving it unity. For Tonnies they are the basis of
the common will on which the association of individuals depends.
The sociological microscope is brought out, and the world beyond
immediate experience is pushed out of focus.
Although Simmel wrote extensively on ‘the origins, essences and
destinies of cultural forms—music, painting, drama, science,
philosophy, history, ethics and religion’,6 he showed little interest
in the exploration of the major events of history, or in contemporary
social and political issues. He maintained the same marginality and
indifference to these as he did to academic life. His essay on ‘M etro
polis and mental life’ represents a rare incursion into topical con
cerns, away from the introspective world of formal analysis and
methodological clarification. As such it provided a vehicle for the
exposition of ideas as to the nature of contemporary culture and
individuality, and of theorems as to social interaction, which Simmel
was exploring at more length elsewhere. It is therefore for Simmel
unusual in that several strands of thought are being woven together
in the course of a short lecture.
In chief, Simmel is concerned to expound on three themes: first,
the consequences of a money economy for social relationships which
he was exploring in the Philosophie des Geldes; second, the signi
ficance of numbers for social life which had already been the subject
of an article in 1902, and was to form the basis of a lengthy section
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in Soziologie (1908); and lastly, the scope for the maintenance of
independence and individuality ‘against the sovereign powers of
society, against the weight of historical heritage, and the external
culture and technique of life’,7 a question with which he was pre
occupied throughout his career and which forms a central theme
in his engagement with sociological inquiry.8
In the Philosophie des Geldes, ‘one of the neglected classics of
sociology’,9 Simmel develops the proposition tentatively explored
by Tonnies, namely that economic exchange must be studied as
social interaction with certain consequences for the conduct of
social life. The increasing use of money as a form of exchange pro
motes rational calculation in social relationships in that it renders
these subject to precise assessment and manipulation. But here
Simmel departs from Tonnies in declaring that it also permitted
new forms of association, the voluntary association or interest
group, in which individuals could participate without ‘surrendering
any of their personal freedom or reserve’. Money not only meant
depersonalization of social life, but personal freedom. These changes
in sociological form, he later suggested, are at least as important
as economics in determining historical changes. The introduction
of money had not only enabled trade, on which the Marxists
admitted modern capitalism had depended, but a rationalistic
world outlook which was as important in determining the shift to
modern society as the economic transformation. In this way Simmel
develops the sociological counter-argument to materialist theories
of history, subsequently extended by Weber.10
Simmel’s fascination with the significance of numbers for the
structuring of social groups must be related to K ant’s distinction
between the form and content of knowledge, and the subsequent
interest by the neo-Kantians in the derivation of mathematical
concepts for the expression of scientific experience. Mathematics,
the science of number, is to be considered the universal science of
form; ‘number’ is an a priori form for the apprehension of reality
phenomena. Simmel accordingly defines ‘pure’ or ‘formal’ sociology
as the identification of the forms of sociation common to the most
diverse social groups, and commenced the study of the geometry of
social interaction, in, for instance, his studies of the dyad and the triad.
The essay that most closely relates to his exploration of the
consequences of large cities for personal life is that entitled ‘On
the significance of numbers for social life’. This he commences with
the statem ent:11
It will immediately be conceded on the basis of everyday
experience that a group upon reaching a certain size must
develop forms and organs which serve its maintenance and
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promotion, but which a smaller group does not need. On the
other hand, it will also be admitted that smaller groups have
qualities, including types of social interaction among their
members, which inevitably disappear when the groups grow
larger.
This initial observation is developed in a discussion of socialism
which he infers is impossible on the scale of the state by reason of
the very numbers involved. He then turns to an argument later
found in his essay on the large city, that of the estrangement of the
individual from the society built up on his own social relationships.
Simmel argues that this sense of estrangement is due to the size of
society. The larger group gains its unity only at the price of a great
distance between all the structures of social integration and the
individual members of the group. In this argument alienation is an
effect of the large-scale characteristics of modern society and as
such is inevitable.
The possibilities of applying this argument to the city, the largescale community having to provide conditions of order for an
assorted population, are clear. Formal law, formal administrative
bodies, impersonal symbols of identity, the separation of the citizen
from the city as a political community, all can be related to the
sheer size of the urban agglomerate. This, in fact, is what Simmel
does in the essay ‘Metropolis and mental life’, an essay subsequently
hailed by Wirth as ‘the most important single article on the city
from the sociological standpoint’.12
There are five main themes running through the discussion of
individual life in the metropolitan city: the first of these is that of
arousal in face of physiological and socio-psychological stimuli
deriving from the turmoil of the urban environment. In consequence
a blase attitude is developed—a failure to react to surrounding
events as the only means to preserve the inner self. The resultant
strategy is that of reserve in face of the superficial and fleeting
contacts of the crowd. Otherwise ‘one would be completely atomised
internally and come to an unimaginable nervous state’. In fact
reserve is essential to social order in the metropolis, and the develop
ment of this aversion to others marks the individual’s socialization
into the city. The large city’s heterogeneity and cosmopolitanism
requires a certain kind of personality, thoroughly intellectual,
unemotive, reserved and detached. This urban personality is, for
Simmel, the basis of urban culture, or urbanism.
A second major theme in the essay is that of the money economy.
This dominates the city, and is intimately associated with the
intellectualism already attributed to the urban environment. Despite
his own emphasis on the significance of monetary transactions for
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social interaction in Philosophic des Geldes, Simmel is prepared here
to concede the causal primacy of the urban personality in establish
ing urban culture: ‘no one can say whether the intellectualistic
mentality first promoted the money economy, or whether the latter
promoted the former’.13 Money had also had an impact on the urban
personality in establishing the matter-of-factness of urban social
relations, and the effect of blunting discrimination and furthering
the blase attitude.
A third theme flows from the first two—that of punctuality and
precision. Money has turned the world into a mathematical problem;
there is a calculative exactness to life which corresponds to the
ideal of natural science. But more than this, the aggregation of so
many people with such differentiated interests itself forces precision
of clock and schedule on urban man. Spontaneity is prohibited, the
most intimate relationships regulated by an impersonal time
schedule else ‘the whole structure would break down into an in
extricable chaos’.14
At a late stage in the essay, Simmel introduces a subsidiary theme:
that of the city as the seat of the highest economic division of labour.
Competition induces specialization, and hence differentiation and
individuality. It is significant that this aspect of urban living comes
last in Simmel’s description of the city, and would seem to be derived
not from technological conditions but from the scale of social
environment in which the individual is placed. Unlike Weber, for
whom freedom in the use of one’s labour was the essential feature
of urban living, for Simmel urban freedom rested in release from
the ‘pettiness and prejudices which hem in the small town m an’,
and the division of labour, specialization, was only an incidental
feature of city culture. The essential feature of urbanization was the
freedom it provided for individuation.
Autonomy and individuality of existence in the metropolitan
environment constitute the central concerns of the essay. Simmel
argues that the metropolis offers a kind and an amount of freedom
which has no analogy whatsoever under other conditions, for it
has meant an enlargement of the circle which forms our social
milieu. Metropolis is unique in that this circle is enlarged by more
than the aggregate of the immediate social grouping. The city
transcends this through its dominance over an ever expanding
hinterland and its most important characteristic is ‘this functional
extension beyond its physical boundaries’.15 The number of people
in relation extends far beyond the city boundaries, and the effective
society extends to national and even international horizons. In this
characteristic rests the essential cosmopolitanism of the city, the
possibility for every individual to work out his own incomparability
and particularity.16
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But, there is a price. In such an environment, the individual can
enjoy independence, but the metropolis is independent of, external
to, the most eminent individual personalities. The individual has
become ‘a mere cog in an enormous organization of things and
powers which tear from his hands all progress, spirituality and
value in order to transform them from their subjective form into
the form of a merely objective life’. The very city itself—its buildings,
monuments and institutions—crystallizes the culture which outgrows
all individual life. The individual confronted with this immense,
objective culture, ‘has to exaggerate this personal element in order
to remain audible to even himself’.17 Instead, therefore, of genuine
individuality, of man’s self-realization, there is a contrived, exag
gerated individualism in the face of an overwhelming crude and
materialistic culture.
So Simmel, without any knowledge of the early writings of Marx,
elaborates on the theme of alienation, from a neo-Kantian rather
than a Hegelian position. His is a description of metropolis as a
state of ‘reification’, a social environment created by man in his
interaction with other men, which now opposes and threatens to
overwhelm him. It only fails to overcome him through the develop
ment of this exaggerated particularism which draws him apart from
other men. The cosmopolitan life of metropolis permits the working
out of the incomparability which is every individual’s endowment,
but is a fragmented, self-centred lonely life; alienation is m an’s
condition in the city, not community.18
Simmel refuses to condemn or evaluate this new existence. He
points to the limitations of urban existence—in his terms, the
necessary consequences of size, of numbers, of increase in scale, in
a culture dominated by money—at the same time pointing out its
advantages for those who are in a position to benefit from conditions
of independence. And yet it is this refusal to evaluate the urban life
he describes so vividly that makes Simmel’s analysis so unsatis
factory. He sees this alienation, this estrangement of men from men,
of men from their community; he describes the way in which the
senses and the emotions are deadened and blunted; he even com
ments on the brutalization of personal culture, and yet he seems to
accept it all as inevitable—a working out of great currents of life.
He condones what others would condemn, and seeks in urban life
the very antithesis of socialism—the development of individuality
for the sake of the self.
Simmel’s analysis of urban life was from the outset subject to
criticism. A member of the Berlin faculty wrote of the lecture: ‘It is
hardly possible to treat of the mental life of the metropolis in a
sparser and more biased way than he did in his lecture of that title.
. . .’19 All subsequent empirical observation of both the large
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cities of the western world with which Simmel was concerned, and
those of pre-industrial or underdeveloped societies, have either
invalidated his observations in total, or demonstrated their specificity
of application to certain class cultures. His adoption o f the individual
in interaction as his problem for study, and the formality of his
sociological method, led him into a timeless and universalistic
treatment of disparate experiences and situations. All urban popula
tions are treated as undifferentiated masses. The formality of method
was itself misleading in that it permitted an analysis that ignored
the class composition of urban society, and yet allowed for a certain
moralism, in praise of individuality. Simmel’s analysis, as much as
that of Tonnies, is an outspoken commentary on contemporary
culture as manifest in the metropolis. It is difficult to disagree with
Sorokin’s assessment of Simmel’s work as ‘the speculative generaliza
tions of a talented m an’, as ‘evincing pure speculation, metaphysics
and a lack of scientific m ethod’.20
Simmers analysis has had, however, certain attractions for the
urban sociologist, not least because he attempts to define the
metropolis and metropolitan culture in sociological terms, i.e. by
the forms of association of cities themselves. His explanation of
urbanization is constructed in purely sociological terms. The chain
of argument commences with the city as aggregation of individuals;
this, in association with the money economy, itself considered as a
series of social transactions, leads to reserve and a blase attitude,
rationality and calculability of social life, and the division of labour;
these in turn are the basis of an urban personality from which the
characteristic urban institutions, organizations and culture derive.
Urban life is to be explained by the urban personality. But, as
Martindale comments, ‘it is one thing to recognise the development
of a peculiar urban outlook, related to urban occupations, and the
city environment, it is another to isolate this as the peculiar core
of urban phenomena, making all explanations from it’.21
But Simmel, in the terms of his own sociology, could do no other.
To him social change derived from changes in society, that is, in the
forms of association. And these processes of association were no
more than the individual in interaction; society does not exist outside
of these individually derived processes. So when these relationships
change, as he argues they do in the city, then the social order changes
too. ‘The sociological structure is the ultimate historical element
which is bound to determine all other contents of life. . . .’22 The
individual is placed in a world of total subjectivity, without any
constraints other than the social world created by his own processes
of interaction. To Simmel, urbanization derives its direction from
the social relationships set up in the cities; all other social change
derives from urbanization.
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4 Weber: The City (1911-13)
W eber’s lecture papers, subsequently published as The City, are
remarkable for the critical acclaim with which they have been
received by other sociologists. Mumford speaks of the ‘fullness of
understanding of the normal processes the city furthers’1 and Wirth,
linking Weber’s statement with that of Park (1915), claimed that they
were the ‘closest approximations to a systematic theory of urbanism’.2
For all this praise, on casual inspection the relevance of W eber’s
comparative study of medieval and the ancient cities to the study of
contemporary cities seems obscure. N ot only does the content—
detailed discussion of historical material—seem remote from con
temporary concerns, but W eber’s argument is elusive. He seems to
be satisfied with the presentation of ‘the materials of a human
situation in such a way that certain conclusions inevitably follow,
yet will not commit himself in print to drawing them ’.3 W eber’s
sociological arguments are embedded in a matrix of historical
material which serves as a medium for a sustained critique of the
direction taken by urbanization in the Western world.
Seemingly, his argument is simple enough: he commences by
examining the existing definitions of the city, including that of
Simmel, which he rejects in unequivocal terms.4 From the economic
definitions he turns to the political and administrative conceptions
of the city as a corporate body with a given territory, and then to
the considerations of military control. From this basis he proceeds
to define the city:5
To constitute a full urban community a settlement must display
a relative predominance of trade-commercial relations with the
settlement as a whole displaying the following features (i) a
fortification (ii) a market (iii) a court of its own and at least
partially autonomous law (iv) a related form of association
and (v) at least partial autonomy and voting rights.
It is only when we come to the discussion of which settlements of
which period and place would satisfy these criteria, that the stan
dards of significance and completeness which Weber is setting for
the city as a unique community become apparent. He eliminates all
those cities where authority had rested on a charismatic or traditional
rather than a rational basis; all where the law was enforced on a
personal rather than a universalistic basis, for example where
duelling, and not the application of statute law, was permitted; all
those that retained groupings that were those of the family or the
clan, for instance, cities of China, classical Greece, and Rome; those
that were governed by religious groups; and finally he rejects cities
whose strength derived from a military rather than an economic base. A
189

THEORIES OF URBANIZATION

military foundation implied overlordship, that is lack of autonomy, and
the presence of an army which did not share in the freedom of the city.
The possibility of political and military autonomy—opportunities
for an autonomous administration by authorities in the election of
whom the citizens participated—and the ability to defend this new
democracy against feudal lord, opposing cities, and the peasantry,
were the critical conditions for the existence of an urban community.
It is in fact a conception of the city as a social system, ‘a plurality of
actors interacting with each other in a situation that has at least a
physical or environmental aspect . . . whose relation to each other
is defined and mediated in terms of a system of culturally structured
and shared symbols’,6 in which the fusion of interests and the unity
of cultural life was symbolized by the walls of the city, on whose
maintenance the continued autonomy of the community depended.
The ideal-type city is therefore found at a watershed, the transition
from the feudal order to the capitalist society of Western Europe.
All previous developments had but prepared the way for the city in
its perfect form as a community-association; subsequent develop
ments had led to its disintegration as a social form.
Weber has been termed the ‘philosopher of contradiction’, and
apparent in his sociology is a central tension between his views on
the rationalization characteristic o f capitalist society and the
maintenance of individuality.7 In his treatm ent of the city these
two issues are central. Whereas, for instance, in his discussions of
bureaucracy, he is forced to acknowledge an inexorable ‘parcelling
out of the soul’ in circumstances of large-scale rational organization,
in his discussion of the emergence of the Western cities he recounts a
process in which the development of the rational-legal institutions
that characterize the modern city enabled the individual to be free
from traditional groups, and thereafter develop his individuality.
No longer were the means of social control in the city myth and
ritual, nor the immutable and unchallengeable ‘cake of custom’.
For the first time ‘the oath of citizenship was taken by the individual.
Personal membership, not that of kin-groups, or tribe, in the local
association of the city supplied the legal guarantee of the individual’s
personal legal position as a burgher’.8
But Weber makes clear that the new political community, with
its democratic forms o f association, depended on the presence of
a new class—the urban bourgeoisie. ‘The peculiar political proper
ties of the urban community appeared only with the presence of a
new stratum .’9 An association o f citizens depended on the economic
independence of the individual household, therefore the emergence
of the new class of merchants and craftsmen. In principle at least
all men had freedom in the disposal of their labour, and it was this
circumstance, together with the identity of interests in defending the
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new association against the society which threatened to curtail its
independence, that gave the city its character as a community.
Weber’s study of the city is as central to his investigation of the
development of capitalism as his work on religion. The importance
of the medieval city for Weber lay in its providing conditions in
which new forms of social association were to develop. The adoption
of rationalistic standards of conduct, on which he argued capitalistic
enterprise depended, had its roots in these urban forms of social
association, the law courts, the guilds and their related churches,
and municipal administration. Urbanization under specific economic
and political circumstances was a necessary linkage in the chain of
conditions leading to capitalism. So, for instance, part of his argu
ment against designating the cities of antiquity as the ideal typical
case was that their political structure prevented the emergence of a
common law and the formation of joint city associations that
might ultimately have led to ‘unified state formation’. The medieval
city was important in that it had been the basis of the new nation
states of Europe as well as modern capitalism. ‘. . . neither modern
capitalism nor the modern state grew up on the basis of the ancient
cities while medieval urban development, though not alone decisive,
was carrier of both phenomena and an important factor in their
origin.’10 This then is the ambivalence of Weber’s treatment of the
city; it can only be defined in terms of historical circumstances in
which it was destroyed as a unified social association.
Although Weber’s treatment of the city evidently owes much to its
previous examination by both Simmel and Tonnies, not least in
this identification of the changed orientation to action engendered
by trade, the money economy and urbanization, his methods of
study place his analysis in an entirely different category. Conspicuous
is the comprehensive quality of his investigation. Cities are treated
in terms of their relationships to other cities, to other parts of their
society, as integral parts of the social and political order. Although
Weber emphasizes the closure, autonomy and separateness of the
urban community, he is also careful to stress that the historical
peculiarities of the medieval city were due to ‘the location of the
city within the total medieval political and social organization’.11
The analysis underscores Weber’s conception of the sociological
enterprise as the understanding of the significance of the totality of
a given configuration in all its universal relationships. The city
therefore is studied from all aspects of social structure: economic,
political, religious and legal institutions are all considered as integral
aspects of the community. Weber’s sociology, although grounded in
the concept of social action, allows him to move outwards from
discussion of the meaning or significance of a given situation for a
hypothetical actor to a consideration of the structural determinants
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of that situation.12 Therefore cities are treated as total social systems
with many interrelated activities, and not, as in Simmel’s analysis,
merely in terms of individuals in association.
The effect of W eber’s early training as an economic historian is
very evident throughout the lectures. The use of historical materials
in comparative analysis, the structuralist character of his definition
of the city, his acceptance of economic arguments to explain the
re-emergence of towns in medieval Europe, all derive from this
academic background. Not least, is his acceptance of a materialist
interpretation of historical configurations. This is very evident in
the last section,13 in which he clarifies his selection of the medieval
city as the ideal-typical urban community in a comparison with the
cities of classical Greece and Rome. This is undertaken in terms of
what he calls ‘structural differences’; the headings under which he
groups his material are those of class, ‘class oppositions in antiquity
and the middle ages’, economic and political organization, ‘the
ancient democracy of small peasants and the medieval democracy
of professional traders’, and military interests. Under this last
heading he compares the ‘military orientation of interests’ of anti
quity with ‘the peaceful economic interests of the medieval city’.
The invitation to further study of contemporary cities in the same
structural terms is clear.
Weber’s definition of the city in terms of its economic organization,
and his designation of the medieval city as the limiting case, must
have seemed outrageous to many of his contemporaries reared in
the classical tradition in which the Greek city state of Plato repre
sented the ideal. Equally outrageous is his exclusion by implication
of the most distinctively ‘urban1 of all settlements, the metropolis
of the nation-states. If the cities of antiquity could not be included
in the definition of ‘city’, then neither could those which contain
bitter class antagonisms and a plurality of interest groups, whose
prosperity depends on the maintenance of trade and financial
monopolies over large areas of the world, and where urban interests
are subordinate to those of state or nation. Nationally-based and
internationally-orientated bureaucracies have overwhelmed the
localized and exclusive identity of urban communities. There can
be no doubt that in his eyes, the urban settlements of his day had
ceased to be cities—‘there was a state of affairs less civilized than
that to be found in the cities of the late Middle Ages’.14 Conditions
for democracy were no longer present. Much of his description of
the medieval city, most specifically in his quasi-allegorical comparison
with the cities of antiquity, must be seen as an indictment of the
direction taken by urbanization in the West. W eber’s definition of
the city therefore becomes the measure by which we chart its sub
sequent disintegration as a political community.
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There is in everyday language an image of ‘city’ widely held and
understood; an image that has been derived ‘out of what men have
actually experienced’; it is ‘built out of the language of history’.15
W hat Weber would claim to do, through the analysis of the historical
material, is to specify the essential features of what is understood in
the idea of a city. He selects the perfect case where, he argues, all
men valued the city so highly, because it represented their economic
and personal freedom, that there could be no doubt as to its existence.
But, although Weber would claim that his ideal-type definition is
built up from the historical experience of men and their ideas as to
that experience, it is clear that it is ‘the one-sided accentuation’ of
one point of view—his own. Ostensibly a description of the city, this
is in effect a critique of contemporary urbanization. Certainly
Weber held no brief for the closed groupings of the pre-industrial
world, but he attached tremendous importance on participation, on
action, on behalf of others, through association. The fate of the
Western world had been that of the pauperization of public life:
T h e fate of our times is characterized by rationalization and intellectualization, and above all, by the “disenchantment of the world” .
Precisely the ultimate and the most sublime values have retreated
from public life.’16 His ‘ideal city’ is therefore the relatively closed
system of the medieval guild city in which economic enterprise and
religious activity, public and private life, are fused. From this stand
point he can only point to a progressive deterioration in community
life with the development of capitalism.
Weber gives a cumulative definition of the city in this ideal-type
construct which is very specific indeed; so much so that one wonders
at its relevance for urban sociology. It is instructive to compare his
methodology with that of Wirth. The latter attempts a minimal
definition, stripped down to the seemingly universal demographic
criteria of size, density and heterogeneity, so that it becomes suitable
for all urban settlements at any time, in any place. It does not,
however, give any indication as to what is entailed in the concepts
of ‘city’, ‘urban’, ‘civic’, ‘urbanity’ and ‘citizenship’. This Weber
attempts, and succeeds in demonstrating how deeply rooted in the
culture of capitalism they are.
Clearly, however, Weber’s treatment of the city has tremendous
limitations in application to contemporary society. It outlines too
perfect a conception of urban existence to do more than demon
strate how imperfect, on this standard, are the present urban settle
ments. Despite W eber’s declarations to the contrary, it is a Utopian
conception and as such lends itself to critique rather than analysis.
Its usefulness rests in, first, its methodology and, second, in its
delineation of the essential features of social association in the cities
of capitalism. He emphasized the city’s rationality of organization,
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the indispensability of formal social controls such as the law and the
police, its secularization, the predominance of impersonal contractual
relationships, and its individualism. The city is a free association
in which the individual participates in his personal right. And finally,
there is Weber’s designation of the city as dominated by the bour
geoisie. The secular, rational, individualist, market-oriented com
munity formations of the medieval cities derived from and permitted
the activities and interests of this new class. The medieval city
therefore foreshadowed not only the social and cultural structure
of the Western cities, but also their political character, i.e. the domi
nance of an elite, the rationality of organization which in itself
renders null individual participation, and the apathy of the citizenry
confronted with a community power structure with only residual
autonomy.
Unsatisfactory and limiting as is Weber’s approach, it is still
possible to argue that it tells us more about the nature and derivation
of urbanism than do the statements of either Simmel or Wirth. Both
the latter commence their analysis from the datum line of the city
itself, and derive propositions as to social structure and culture
from that alone. They both intended to derive statements of universal
applicability. Weber commences his discussion of cities from the
analysis of a particular social and political structure based on a
certain economic order. Urbanism therefore becomes inexplicable
save in ‘the real, i.e., concrete individually structured configuration
of our cultural life’ and through ‘The analysis of the historically
given individual configuration of those “ factors” and their significant
concrete interaction’.17
5 Wirth: ‘Urbanism as a way of life’ (1938)
The issues posed by the European sociologists, and the modes of
inquiry adopted, lived on in the statements of W irth and Redfield,1
and through their reformulations came to govern the field of urban
sociology. In particular, W irth’s essay, in which in easy evocative
prose he sets out some of the major propositions of Tonnies and
Simmel in the light of the experience of the Chicago School, came to
hold a dominant position among statements on urban sociology. To
many social scientists it was the sociological statement on urbaniza
tion, and for a generation it served as the point of departure for urban
research. Now it is hard to understand its attraction. The ecological
premises from which he derives a definition of the city and urbanism,
the despairing tone of the account of the process of urbanization,
the description of the city as gesellschaft or mass society, the self
consciously sociological frame of reference, all so evidently warrant
investigation as problems in the sociology of theory. The problem
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becomes just how W irth came to arrive at these particular proposi
tions which neither represented the research of the Chicago School,
nor did justice to his own attitudes to urbanization, and further,
distorted the statements of the European sociologists. The attraction
of the essay subsequently is another question.
Although the evidence of the European sociologists’ influence is
strong in the essay,2 the immediate intellectual environment of the
Chicago School of sociology was more influential than probably
Wirth would have been prepared to admit. Not only had he been
an undergraduate at Chicago, and one of the star post-graduate
students, but he spent all but three years of his teaching career
there. He was ‘a charter member of urbanism incorporated’.3 In
that the Chicago School in its ‘Golden Age’ (c. 1915-30) dominated
American sociology, Wirth had as his background the mainstream
of academic sociology in the crucial formative years of the profession.
The Chicago School had moved out of a background of Social
Darwinism and general speculative sociology into a ‘period of investi
gation and research’4 in the second decade of the century. It is
therefore for its empiricism that the department became known.
Fieldwork, investigation of the subcommunities of the city, such as
that prepared by Wirth in The Ghetto,5 and presentation of statistical
data as to different facets of urban living, came to characterize
sociological investigation. The philosophical underpinnings for the
new methodology came from pragmatism. Knowledge became an
interactive process between knower and known; in W irth’s terms,
‘the object emerges for the subject when in the course of experience,
the interest of the subject is focused upon that particular aspect
of the world’.6 First-hand experience is the basis of knowledge.
At one point James had described the basis of knowing as ‘pure
experience’ which he defined as ‘the immediate flux of life which
furnishes the material for our later reflection’,7 and in the same vein
Park and Wirth continually reiterated the importance of direct
experience and confrontation with social reality, as the basis of
social scientific research. This entailed a rejection of the analytical
approach of the European sociologists in favour of ‘concrete
empirical procedures’.
Although the leading members of the department, Small and Park,
had looked to the European sociologists, in particular Simmel, for
a lead in their redirection of sociology away from speculative
discussions about large-scale social processes to a more careful
investigation of a specifically ‘social’ field, their borrowings are
scarcely recognizable in their American guise. Although indivi
dualism was ‘a part of the very air men breathed’,8in both psychology
and sociology there was an early declaration of interest in social
processes and the study of social groups. In 1905 Small had w ritten:9
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While individuals are the real existences, and the groups
are only relations of individuals, yet to all intents and
purposes the groups which people form are just as efficient
moulders of the lives of individuals as though they were
entities that had existence entirely independent of the
individuals.
The writings of Durkheim were therefore sympathetically viewed
by Park although the influence of Simmel is more evident in his
organization of sociological inquiry. Sociology came to be defined
as ‘the science of collective behaviour’, and the ‘central fact and
central problem of society’ was considered to be that of social
control.10 In Park’s hands sociology became ‘concrete, dynamic
and orientated to social consensus, whereas Simmel’s was abstract,
structural and oriented to sociological dualism’.11 Sociological
inquiry was focused on the conditions for group cohesion and
regulation at a time when traditional mechanisms of social solidarity
seemed to be in rapid dissolution.
Equally important in establishing the innovatory status of the
Chicago School in American sociology was the formulation of human
ecology. This, a unique hybrid between biology and sociology, was
derived from a distinction made by Park between the natural and
the moral order, between a ‘symbiotic society based on competition
and a cultural society based on communication and consensus’.12
Competition and conflict were relegated to a subsocial world
whose behaviour was governed by similar laws to those operative
in plant and animal communities, and which could be studied by
methods derived from the natural sciences. In the form propounded
by McKenzie and Park, it gave clear theoretical justification for the
study of social phenomena which were not characterized by con
sensus, by statistical methods which both Park and W irth rejected
as inappropriate to sociology.
W irth’s definition of the city as a relatively large, dense and per
manent settlement of socially heterogeneous individuals is in fact an
ecological definition of the urban community, and the essay may be
considered as an attempt to work out the implications of a given set
of ecological conditions for the social organization and culture of an
aggregate of population whose only initial common bonds are those
of existential interdependence. His argument, summarized, is this.
The aggregation of population, and to a lesser extent its density,
leads to the multiplication of persons with whom any one person
interacts. For this reason full contact of individual personalities
is not possible and man does not meet other men as himself.
Secondary relationships predominate and urban men meet each
other in highly segmental roles. Contacts are impersonal, transitory,
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leading to reserve, indifference, a blase attitude, and the immunization
of self against others. Divested of family and neighbourhood
ties, free to associate in a wide range of voluntary groupings,
urban man is brought to a state of anomie. In consequence of this
breakdown of traditional mechanisms of social control, accentuated
by the division of labour, is the development of bureaucracy,
communications through the mass media, and government by
representation. All mention of the money economy, which in
Simmel’s essay played as important a part in creating an urban
mentality as the ecological conditions of city life, is omitted. Wirth
is unswerving in his argument that ecological conditions have
created, and must create, urbanism as a culture.
W irth’s indebtedness to Simmel and Park is easily discernible,
though his statement lacks any of their subtlety and breadth of
imagination; less obvious is its relationship to Weber’s examination
of the city as a political community. The problem posed for both
by the city derived from its territorial definition as a social grouping.
Like the nation-state, membership of it was conferred not by
ascribed categories of sex, race, family, class or religion, but by
criteria of residence. That is, all are members of the city who live
in the city. The shift to the latter criterion of community member
ship had meant a much greater degree of personal freedom as well
as political individualism. All this is summarized in the concept
of citizenship, in which individuality is overridden in the name of
equality. The problem was that the modern city, or metropolis,
was no longer the basis of citizenship, and it was hard for Wirth
to envisage the circumstances under which collective action which
would define it as a social entity might come about.
. . . a human aggregation cannot be regarded as a
society until it achieves this capacity for collective action,
although it may manifest a high degree of symbiotic or
functional interdependence between the individuals composing
it. Such an aggregate may constitute a community without
a society.13
But, whereas Weber had dismissed the modern city as a socio
logically relevant entity, Wirth was prepared to concede that
collective action could be achieved on the basis of the consensus
generated by the manipulation of mass communications. It is of
the city as a mass society that he writes. Although the city com
prised a mass of unattached individuals, and lacked common
customs, institutions and rules, mass communications enabled at
least an elementary level of common understanding. If Simmel’s
argument had concerned the fate of individuality in a democracy,
W irth’s concerns democracy in conditions of individuation.
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W irth’s statement differs from those of his predecessors in several
respects. Very evident is his despairing assessment of the conse
quences of mass urbanization:14
If the individual would participate at all in the social,
political, and economic life of the city, he must subordinate
some of his individuality to the demands of the larger
community and in that measure immerse himself in mass
movements.
The progressive creed of Park, and the .controlled ambivalence of
Simmel, had been transformed into a cynicism and scepticism about
the direction of social change in the cities. The essay in which
Wirth had intended to advance the scientific study of urbanism
through the construction of a theory of the middle range became a
thoroughgoing statement of the degeneration of social and political
existence in the metropolis. This is surprising because his intentions
in setting out this statement were so explicitly professional: to
further research into the city through the setting out of ‘a compre
hensive body of compendent hypotheses implicitly contained in
a sociological definition of the city’. This concern for the profes
sional advancement of urban sociology may help to explain his
greater dogmatism. There was no place for equivocation or pro
visional statements in presenting ‘an ordered and coherent body of
theory upon which research might profitably proceed.’15
Different also is his use of an ecological framework. The focus
of Park’s ecology had been on the aggregate of population, not the
environment; ‘Human ecology . . . is . . . not man, but the com
munity; not m an’s relation to the earth which he inhabits but his
relations to other men that concern us most’ ;16 his intention had been
the conceptualization of the behaviour of a system, not individual
interaction. In following Simmel, and adopting the individual as
his unit of analysis, Wirth thereby is forced into a more deterministic
approach than that of Park, in that the aggregate of population
opposes the individual. This is precisely the unsatisfactory feature
of Simmel’s discussion, in his case mitigated by a greater sensitivity
to the non-ecological features of the metropolis.
The use of an ecological framework, the apocalyptic and dogmatic
tone of the essay, even the attempt to set up a deductive theory for
urbanism, are all unexpected, for Wirth, given his provisional and
pragmatic views on theory, his sceptical if not hostile attitude
towards ecology,17 and his own previous research into the ghetto
which contradicted the analysis presented here. W irth was con
sistently sceptical about the preparedness of sociology for fully
developed theoretical schemes, and particularly critical of deductive
theory. Bendix summarizes his views as being that ‘all efforts to
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build deductive systems merely lead to elaborate proofs of what
had already been assumed’,18 and Wirth had dedicated much of
his teaching of theory to the exposure of the assumptions on which
other deductive theories had been built. Equally, from his know
ledge of pragmatic philosophy, and the work of Mannheim in
Ideology and Utopia, he was well aware of the ‘positive and con
structive significance of the evaluative elements in thought’.19 And
yet in ‘Urbanism as a way of life’ we have an empassioned critique
of American urbanization in the guise of a deductive theory, open
to all the criticisms that W irth normally made of formal or theoretical
sociology.
One possible explanation for his approach is his desire to turn
sociology into service in the organization of society. His entire
career as a sociologist was guided by a basic commitment to socio
logy as science, and throughout his many writings on aspects of
social policy, town planning, housing, race relations and community
organization, he writes as the scientist advising the layman. His
interest in sociology depended on his belief that it could assist in
answering the question he posed: ‘What are the paths open to us in
society for intelligent self direction ?’20 To him there was an integrality
of theory, research and social action. The consequent air of depres
sion with which he recounts the failure of sociology, despite the
attention given to urban research, to arrive at a theory of urban
existence which might guide policy for the cities, is unmistakable.
He felt the need for a clear unambiguous statement of the corpus of
sociological knowledge for those outside sociology.
A second explanation is that, like Park, he wished to provide a
master statement on the city which would enable the student to see
the city as a whole entity while engaged in smaller-scale investigations.
Park’s essay of 1915, ‘The city’, was by then outmoded, and W irth
evidently felt the need for a new statement embodying the best of
sociology that would command the attention and respect of the
young student and research worker. The work of the Chicago
School in its ‘Golden Age’ had depended on Park’s overall direction.
Each individual study had contributed to the ‘mosaic of the theory
of the city and knowledge of Chicago that Park was building’.21
W ithout such co-ordination the work of the Chicago School could
only fragment into the abstracted empiricism and liberal practicality
subsequently decried by Mills.22 In 1938, Wirth viewed a research
scene now dominated by the single study, and his statement may be
construed as an attempt to regularize and systematize this diffuse
research effort into a unified project which would advance the
scientific study of urbanism.
For, unlike Park, W irth was very much the total professional in
his dedication to the advancement of sociology. Much of his time
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was spent as an active member of the various professional bodies,
and in addition he was involved with any number of agencies,
committees, groups and commissions interested in redirecting
‘community life and social policy’. A man without background, his
role and status as a sociologist became his identification, and his
many activities outside the university affirmed this identity.
W irth’s professionalism explains much about this essay. His
‘public’ was first, the layman looking to the scientist for advice, and
second, the graduate student requiring guidance from one of the
elders of the profession. Both required an unambiguous and
unqualified statement. So despite his considered and provisional
orientation to theory, W irth in his role as sociologist was impelled
to take on the activity of theory construction to which he was by
inclination unsuited. So, like a zealous convert, he constructs a
specific theory which embodies the most deterministic and dogmatic
aspects of the ecological and mass society theories. Ideas which
Park would have termed ‘suggestions’ now become ‘hypotheses';
mass society is no longer an eventuality but an inevitable occurrence;
and environment is no longer mediated through other men but
impinges unilaterally on the individual.
W irth’s depreciation of the social changes associated with urban
ization, ‘personal disorganization, mental breakdown, suicide,
delinquency, crime, corruption and disorder’,23 and his full endorse
ment of the most pessimistic aspects of mass society analysis, are
similarly surprising. Martindale describes him as ‘a hard-headed
urbanite’24 and, unlike Tonnies, he never extolled life in the small
community. Elsewhere he spoke of the ‘intensely interesting and
far-flung community life’ of the city, ‘its variety of cultural institu
tions . . . where men may find stimulation through association with
each other’, and wrote approvingly of the ‘security and enrichment
of life that can only come through participating in the wider world’.25
This to him was preferable to the provincial and sectarian life of the
small group—his assessment of ghetto culture. And yet he was
frankly sceptical about the possibilities for creating a new basis for
consensus in the large-scale society. The bondage of the small group
had been exchanged for a subordination to social processes over
which the individual had no control; neither form of social grouping
allowed for individual freedom and participation in the consensus
on which society depended. This scepticism came to a head in the
1938 essay, written at the height of the power of fascism, after the
evacuation of his own family from Germany, and the flight of so
many colleagues from Nazism.
But Wirth was also handicapped in his assessment of urban
culture and social organization by the categories of sociological
analysis derived from the European sociologists and transplanted
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into the setting of the American colleges and universities. Sociology
had to do with the study of ‘human group life’, a field of investiga
tion both specific to sociology and germane to the ongoing dis
cussions as to the bases of social order in a society which had recently
undergone both rapid urbanization and mass immigration. Wirth
accordingly states: ‘I regard the study of consensus as the central
task of sociology, which is to understand the behaviour of men
insofar as that behaviour is influenced by human group life.’26
There is ‘an identification of sociality with consensus’27 which led
W irth to disregard the possibility of social life on a basis other than
the full participation of individuals in the ‘established habit of
intercommunication, of discussion, debate, negotiation and com
promise’.28 When, as in his survey of the city, it proved impossible
to discern any basis for the generation of communication, and the
creation of conditions for participation in these terms, the analysis
of the city as a mass of disassociated individuals followed. W irth’s
sociology, in which the key concepts were the ‘individual’, ‘social
interaction’, ‘communication’ and ‘consensus’, prohibited a descrip
tion of urban life in any other than pessimistic terms. Wirth was
only able to reconcile the inherent tension between his own indi
vidualistic-liberal concerns with the conservative language of
sociology by defining consensus in perfect terms as ‘conditioning,
and conditioned by, the participation of individuals in a common
life’.29 With this language he was unable to embark on a more
dispassionate description of a social existence marked by disorder,
conflict, remoteness of political institutions and apathy towards
common issues.
Wirth was not a highly original thinker; the main thrust of his
work was towards the discussion and transmission of the ideas of
others for a wider audience. His statement on the metropolis must
therefore be seen as the culmination of a line of analysis originating
with the work of Tonnies, a half-century previously, gathering
impetus with the statements of Weber and Simmel, and extended
by Park in the American context. The redirection of sociology by
these men to empirical study, their restriction of sociological dis
cussion to a well-defined field of ‘social’ facts, their exclusion of the
questions of scarcity and power in society, and their steadfast
belief in both the need for, and the possibilities of, a science of
society, are tacitly accepted by Wirth and form the basis of his
exploration of urban living. W hat makes his statement particularly
interesting is his capacity to ‘develop idea[s], once germinated, into
all of [their] logical possibilities’.30 None of the European socio
logists, Tonnies, Simmel, Weber or Durkheim, could have envisaged
an analysis of city life in ecological terms yet W irth’s adoption of
such a frame of reference is implicit in aspects of their work. Human
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ecology only became necessary to urban studies because of the
limitations of classical sociology.
The ready acceptance of W irth’s statement as the basis for the
sociological study of urbanization and cities never ceases to surprise.
In its entirety it offers an open invitation to rebuttal and criticism.
Empirically, few of W irth’s generalizations have stood the test of
later research, either in the context which influenced his own dis
cussion, that of American urbanization, or in circumstances with
which he was wholly unfamiliar—urbanization in Europe or the
underdeveloped world.31 If the essay is subjected to logical dissection,
inconsistencies and contradictions abound. Wirth so obviously
mistakes congruence for cause, argument by analogy as full demon
stration of an unchallengeable case. But above all it is his assimila
tion of a specific form of social organization to a general thesis of the
growing complexity of the territorial organization of society, as an
inevitable and natural outcome of environmental conditions, that
confounds readers with a background in any one of a number of
intellectual traditions. Weber, for instance, speaks for many in the
mainstream of European historical scholarship in his peremptory
dismissal of Simmel’s basic premise; more recently, from the con
text of French Marxist sociology, there comes an even more cavalier
dismissal:32
Or, il suffit de reflechir quelques instants pour decouvrir
l’absurdite d ’une theorie du changement social fondee sur la
complexification croissante des collectivites humaines a partir
d ’une simple accroissement demographique. . . . Toute evolution
de la dimension et de la differenciation d ’un groupe social
est elle meme le produit et Fexpression d ’une structure sociale
et des lois de transformation.
In this view (and that of Weber) ‘urban’ culture is inextricably
linked with capitalist society, and the literature of ‘urbanism’ only
serves to confuse the different issues of culture and space in the
one debate.
The thesis of urbanism, however, articulates a long-held view that
environment, and in particular size of social grouping, is critical in
determining social behaviour. Utopias are always small communities,
the large city castigated as the despoiler of innocence, source of
poverty and despair, creator of social disorder. Remedies for evident
social evils are accordingly to be sought in the reorganization of the
cities. Castells terms this a myth, in that it recounts in ideological
terms the history of the human race; Williams agrees, suggesting that
the interpretation of the transition from rural to urban society
as some kind of fall is ‘a main source for that last protecting
illusion in the crisis of our time, that it is not capitalism which is
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injuring us, but the more insoluble, more evident system of urban
industrialism’.33
Is there not some substance to the sociologists’ claim that size of
social grouping affects its mode of organization, and that the urban
environment does foreclose some aspects of experience while
opening up others? Even from a Marxist standpoint, steadfastly
hostile to an ‘urban’ interpretation of the sources of social change,
it would be hard to escape the conclusion that man’s consciousness
of social reality is in some way mediated by his experience of his
community.
If man draws all his knowledge, sensation, etc., from the world
of the senses and the experience gained in it, the empirical
world must be arranged so that in it man experiences and gets
used to what is really human, and that he becomes aware of
himself as man . . . if man is shaped by his surroundings, his
surroundings must be made human.34
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6 The Chicago School:
urban experience

1 The ecological city
It is the structure of the city which first impresses us by its
visible vastness and complexity. But this structure has its
basis nevertheless in human nature of which it is an expression.
On the other hand this vast organization which has arisen in
response to the needs of its inhabitants, once formed, imposes
itself upon them as a crude external fact, and forms them, in
turn, in accordance with the design and interests which it
incorporates.1
The Chicago department of sociology was the first group to mount
a sustained examination of change in a modern city from the stand
point of academic sociology. The ‘Golden Age’ of the Chicago
School was initiated in the period immediately preceding the First
World War when W. I. Thomas, then the leading member of the
department, was joined first by Park and then by Burgess, and faded
twenty years later. Under the guidance of its first Chairman, Small,
the department had taken the lead in America in studying the
‘real conditions of life’, so redirecting sociology away from specula
tive generalization and the world of the library to increasing cir
cumspect empirical investigation of the world of personal experience.2
The Chicago School’s reputation as sociologists was based on their
close examination of the social fabric of their city, Chicago.3
The leading figure in this research activity, certainly after the
removal of Thomas in 1918, was Park. Student of philosophy and
psychology first with Dewey, subsequently with James; journalist;
student under Simmel and Windelband in sociology and history;
assistant to Booker W ashington; and then at fifty, an academic;4
Park took the lead in directing research inquiry towards life in the
city in his paper, ‘The city: suggestions for the investigation of
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human behaviour in the urban environment’ (1915).5 He assembled
a novel synthesis of the writings of American and European socio
logists, presented in the Introduction to the Science o f Society,6 and
formulated what he anticipated would be the basic science of human
existence, human ecology. As with so many of his ideas, its further
examination and elaboration was relinquished to a former student,
McKenzie.7 But Park’s influence was exerted not so much through
formal publications and explicit statements, as through his teaching
and dealings with students and colleagues. The research enterprise
at Chicago was held together, for a time, by his personal influence
whose stimulus and novelty it is hard to grasp at this remove. Park
provided ‘a vision of the character of cities and city life’, and an
individual student ‘relied, implicitly and explicitly, on the know
ledge that had already been gathered, as he contributed his own small
piece to the mosaic of the theory of the city and knowledge of
Chicago that Park was building’.8
The department had a then unrivalled opportuntiy for research.
The university itself, founded in 1892 on novel lines, had rapidly
established a reputation for innovation in teaching and research in
both the natural and the social sciences: the intellectual environment
was known to be stimulating.9 It therefore attracted large numbers
of graduate students. The work of the social science faculty was
further encouraged by large donations for research from the
Rockefeller Foundation, channelled through the Social Science
Research Council set up in 1923,10 and by gifts from the local
community. Then, of course, there was the stimulus of Chicago
itself, the ‘shock city’ of the new America.
From a struggling village sunk in the mud of a prairie creek,
Chicago arose within memory of living men to a great
metropolis, ranking fifth in the roll of the world’s greatest
cities. It was inevitable that Chicago should assume this rank,
for Chicago is a city of destiny.11
The department had the exhilarating experience of living and work
ing in a city changing from a small provincial centre to an ebullient
industrial, commercial and financial metropolis.12 In it migrants
from rural America jostled with those from underdeveloped Europe
in the search for fortune, overwhelming the local population.
Chicago was a teaming polyglot city whose growth and prosperity
was symbolized both by its skyscrapers and its lawlessness. Chicago
became known for ‘illegal gambling, prostitution, gang warfare,
intimidation of witnesses, serious defects injudicial administration,
election frauds, and police and political corruption’.13 The city
called out for sociological investigation. The mobility of its popula
tion, the rapidity of change in community structure, its diversity of
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social groupings, the problems of personal disorientation and public
violence, the very speed with which the physical structure of the city
was changing, all challenged previously held views on community
living and the social order. Small-town America, from which these
sociologists derived, was being superseded by the world of property
speculation, organized crime, mass communications and machine
politics. And yet the city continued to function, law and order did
not break down entirely.
Despite their opportunities, the work of the Chicago School is
disappointing. The verve, subtlety and provocation of Park’s
earliest writings were matched by few of the studies undertaken
under his direction—those of Wirth and Zorbaugh14 are outstanding
—and the research programme subsequently disintegrated into an
aimless empiricism. The puzzle and paradox of the city presented
by Park in the quotation heading this chapter was resolved by him
in the designation of a field of study, ‘human ecology’ distinct from
that of sociology, relating to a ‘natural order’ to human existence.
Urban studies came to depend on explanations derived from plant
and animal ecology, for it was assumed that ‘the same processes of
competition and accommodation are at work determining the size
and ecological organization of the human community’.15 The
Chicago School tantalize in the pertinence of their observations and
their insight into the social worlds of the metropolis, and infuriate
with the diversion of urban studies down an intellectual blind alley.
It is as though their insight was not matched by their knowledge;
their sociology did not equip them with the language or skills to
deal with the large metropolitan city. They were evidently bemused
by Chicago, seemingly beyond individual control, and yet showing
an ordered arrangement of population and activities. Accordingly,16
The conditions of social change became to them the facts of
social change. Thus their universe of discourse became limited
to externalities, and the interpretation of social life hinged
upon its most concrete aspects. Reducing social behaviour to a
common denominator of the tangible and the measurable,
congenial to the pragmatic intellectual temper of the country,
human ecologists became the expounders of the socially ‘given’,
the realists of the established order.
Park and Burgess identified competition as ‘the elementary,
universal and fundamental form’ of interaction;17 the struggle for
existence identified by Darwin in the natural world had its counter
part in the world of men. Economic organization, as the effect of
competition, was therefore ecological organization, a natural,
inevitable substructure to social existence. The other forms of inter
action identified—conflict, accommodation and assimilation—
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belonged to the social, or moral order, which although itself accom
modative to the natural order, in turn imposed control on these
natural processes. In this way they were able to consider the un
mitigated competition between classes in Chicago for space,
community resources and political control, the profiteering activities
of entrepreneurs, and the exploitation of labour, all as having
inception in ‘the traits of human nature and the needs of human
beings’.18 Capitalism and the capitalist city, as experienced here,
were, if not inevitable, natural. The central problem of sociology was
posed as social control: not control of the competitive processes by
which resources were allocated but control of the activities of the
individual in the interests of the social cohesion of the group as a
whole.
One of the interests of Small had been in economic theory, and
in a dissertation on Adam Smith he had attempted to demonstrate
the interdependence of economic and moral, or social, activities.19
This interest seems to have been transmitted to Park, who in his
writings on the city seeks to explore the interplay between the world
of competition and that of consensus in a territorial setting. But
whereas Small had been insistent that ‘economic relations must be
expressed in terms of the whole moral process’,20 Park, while
never able to clarify his views as to the balance between the ‘double
aspect to society’, posed the problem in such a way as to commit the
ecologists to a presumption of the independence of the processes
of community organization from the social order. The city as an
ecological community imposed an order to social existence which
had to be ascertained before the strictly sociological concerns of
interaction, association and communication could be explored.
Despite the bewildering rapidity of urbanization in Chicago, the
sociologists took heart from the land economists’ deductions of order
and rationality in the use of urban land. Analyses of the market in
land and property such as those of H urd21 must be considered as
one starting point for their derivation of human ecology. Although
the city grew on without plan, a frenzy of subdivision and ‘platting’
extending the urban grid of roads and buildings yet further from the
city centre, nevertheless activities found a location within the city
which acted to their economic advantage. Similarly immigrant
groups all found a home,‘usually in the inner city, and the resultant
changes in residential location seemed to follow a regular sequence.
Also, despite the lack of co-ordination or planning, the city was
evidently becoming the powerful centre for a new industrial economy,
and many living in it were prospering. It seemed probable that if
urban land use followed laws that determined the eventual shape
of the city, then the city’s social organization would also have an
orderly pattern of development. The task of the new profession of
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sociologists was to elucidate this process of change in the community
for a bewildered public, thereby encouraging further readjustments
to the changes in circumstances brought about by urbanization.
Park’s writings, never concise, became increasingly incoherent
with age, and are marked by inconsistency and vagueness. Nor is his
confused presentation of the ideas formulated in the course of the
department’s research in Chicago clarified by the writings of his
associates, Burgess and McKenzie, who both stressed rather different
aspects to human ecology and urban research.22 They did, however,
attempt to formulate a theory of urbanization which out-reaches
any other in its comprehensiveness, and is still the most systematic
theory available to urban students. For this reason it is necessary to
set down their key ideas, and the stages in their argument.
The city as ecological community

The key statements in the urban sociology advanced by Park are
as follows:
1 (a) The city is an organism whose structure and functioning is to
be understood in terms of special laws that differ from those
of governing society.
(b) The city is characterized as an ecological community; as an
aggregate, and through the mutual interdependence of its
population, it creates its own future. It is ‘an externally
organized unit in space produced by laws of its own’.
2 There is a distinction between a double aspect to society, that
signified by competition, the natural order, and that by consensus,
the moral order. From the first derives the symbiotic community,
from the second, cultural society as evidenced in collective aspira
tions, traditions and ideals.
3 Land values, ‘themselves in large measure a product of population
aggregation in the long run give the aggregate an orderly distribu
tion’. They are related to the natural order.
4 The ordered arrangement of population and activity in the city
is arrived at in a regular sequence equivalent to the processes of
invasion and succession observable in a plant community. The end
product of these processes are the natural areas.
5 The natural areas are the habitats of groups of people, who on
the basis of existence in a common territory will develop distinctive
cultures. They are ‘natural’ in that they are not planned—‘not the
result of design but rather a manifestation of tendencies inherent in
the urban situation’.23 These natural areas are im portant in Park’s
sociology of the city as
(a) Methodological tools
(i) They define the association of space and social activity. Only
in so far as these coincide can social relations be measured.
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(ii) They are the ‘frames of reference’ within which the fieldworker can operate, and enable him to generalize from his
own research to other areas of the same kind.
(b) The basis of community organization
(i) They are the basis for a theoretical model for the city: it
becomes a ‘functioning superorganism in which the natural
areas are the cells’. They are functional in that they serve a
need, allowing territorial differentiation for the different
peoples of the city.
(ii) These local areas are to provide the basis for community
organization in urban society. The end-state of the process
of urbanization will be a constellation of subcultural groups
founded in the neighbourhoods, held together through the
interdependence of the division of labour.
1 The ecological community

The basic unit of analysis in human ecology is the population aggre
gate. The assumption is that it has attributes and character as a unit:
the aggregate is more than a sum of the parts. The city as an aggre
gate ‘is a thing with a characteristic organization and typical life
history’,24 which comes to exist independently of its residents. It
develops a momentum of its own to which the individual must be
subordinated—an irresistible juggernaut sucking up the sands of
humanity. Park’s debt to Durkheim in the development of his own
sociology is very marked, but there is an interesting shift in the
level of thinking: ‘Where Durkheim dealt with whole societies Park
was interested in communities.’25 For Park considered the ‘social’
to be that which may be experienced directly, that is, in the day-today existence of the urban locality, and on this basis ‘social' can be
no other than ‘communal’ and community is defined spatially as
locality.
The city, like any other form of human settlement, is considered
to be an ecological community. The ecologists used the term ‘com
munity’, whether plant, animal or human, to refer to a habitat, and
its population. An ecological community is defined as:
(i) a population territorially organized, i.e. in a bounded
environment
(ii) more or less permanently rooted in the soil it occupies
(iii) its individual units living in relationship of mutual inter
dependence that is symbiotic rather than societal.26
The attention given to population and demographic variables by
the ecologists in their definitions of the city, as, for instance, that of
Wirth, derives from this ecological formulation. Park writes: ‘the
organization of the city, the character of the urban environment,
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and of the discipline it imposes, is finally determined by the size of
the population, its concentration and distribution within the city
area’.27
Order in the community is maintained through symbiosis, a
relationship of mutual interdependence in which the struggle for
survival is mitigated through the co-operation entailed through
coexistence. Wirth is said to have defined symbiosis as ‘a condition
in which men live together by virtue of sheer existential dependence
upon one another’.28 No social interaction is entailed: men meet
each other as impersonal categories with no recognition or communi
cation. The ties which hold the community together are ‘physical
and vital rather than customary and m oral’.29 The ecologists’ con
ception of community therefore stands in stark antithesis to that of
the sociologists. Tonnies’s conception of the gemeinschaft as a
relationship of deep intimacy, and W eber’s blunt declaration that
‘communal action refers to that action which is oriented to the
feeling of the actors that they belong together’,30 become state
ments about society. Park flatly refused to admit that impersonal
utilitarian relationships were part of the social or moral order, and
therefore relegated relationships that Weber designated as ‘societal’
and Tonnies as those of th q gesellschaft to a natural order based on
competition.
2 The natural and the moral order
In his introductory chapter to the 1921 textbook Park, in a dis
cussion as to the nature of social control, argued that man and
society had a double aspect in that they were products both of ‘nature
and design, of instinct and of reason’. Society therefore had to be
considered as having its roots in ‘nature and human nature’.31 Sub
sequently ‘nature’ became the environment in which man is located
and in which he competes for space (land and accessibility), and for
sustenance (economic survival). The ecologists carried over into the
urban environment the approach of the anthropologists investigating
isolated, technically primitive and largely self-sufficient rural com
munities, or that of the human geographers studying the ‘mutual
relationships between man and his natural environment studied
from the standpoint of m an’s adjustment to environment’.32Although
the city’s environment is man-made, it nevertheless possesses a
natural order, ‘a free and natural economy, based on a natural
division of labour’,33 which provides conditions of interdependence
and the basis for the cultural organization of the people, i.e. its
moral order.
Park draws a distinction between ‘community’ and ‘society’ as
double aspects of social groups. While competition characterized
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‘community’ society was marked by ‘solidarity, consensus and
common purpose’. He acknowledged the force of Dewey’s observa
tion that ‘Persons do not become a society by living in physical
proximity any more than a man ceases to be socially influenced by
being so many miles from others. . . . Consensus demands communi
cation’,34 but nevertheless considered that every community must
have some attributes of society. The differentiation of ‘community’
recognized that there could be relations that were not social, but
which provided the ‘necessary conditions in which societies are
rooted’.35
Although Park acknowledged that the distinction could not be
validated empirically in that there was no community that was not
at the same time a society, the distinction is the keystone to his
theory of the city as an ecological community. The conception of a
natural order to community life legitimates his adoption of ecology
as the language of urban exploration, and the necessary underpin
ning to urban sociology. The significance of this distinction finally
led him to the conclusion that social existence should be studied
by two quite different methods. The study of community as the
natural resultant of the competitive process constituted the field
of human ecology in which statistics were to be the normal method
of research; and the study of society as the result of the cultural
process was to be conducted with methods similar to those of
social psychology or cultural anthropology.
Throughout his career Park remained uneasy about the purity of
the distinction drawn between these two aspects of society, and the
validity of the comparison with the plant and animal world. Although
at times he sought to demonstrate that ‘the cultural superstructure
rests on the basis of the symbiotic substructure’, he also admitted
that ‘in human society competition is limited by custom and cul
ture’.36 Subsequent to the exploratory statements in the 1921
textbook, he never set out his theoretical position with any coherence,
and used his concepts loosely. Alihan, totally exasperated with his
inconsistency and vagueness in the use of the key concepts, con
cluded that the difficulty derived from methodological naivety,
which might have been avoided by use of ideal types.37 And yet
Park was fully acquainted with this methodology in European
sociology. The confusion is symptomatic of the tension between
the analytical sociology of Tonnies or Simmel, and the holistic
empiricism of James and Dewey in which total experience was the
basis of knowledge.
3 Land values
These are associated with the natural order, and ‘offer a new device
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by which we can characterize the ecological organization of the
community, the social environment and the habitat of civilized
man’.38 The division of the city into separate neighbourhoods thus
results from an economic process: rents mediate between incomes
and land values. This explanation of the natural areas of the city
must have presented Wirth with problems in his discussion of the
Jewish ghetto,39 but once more it is left to Park to discredit this
version of the ecological argument: ‘the population tends to segre
gate itself not merely in accordance with its interests, but in accor
dance with its tastes and temperaments. The resulting distribution
of the population is quite different from that brought about by
occupational interests or economic conditions.’40
Undoubtedly part of the fascination with land values lay with the
possibilities they appeared to offer for accurate measurement of the
urban scene. If they could be considered as indices to social organiza
tion, as a measure of social distance, then a greater precision to the
science of society would be possible. However, the ecologists shied
away from analysis of the property market, and turned instead to
human ecology to encompass their interest in the influence of the
land market over the transformations in the local communities of the
city.
4 Dominance, invasion and succession
Familiarity with the city of Chicago had led to recognition of
orderly sequences of change in the character of urban neighbour
hoods. The extension of the commercial centre to the surrounding
residential districts, or the movements of immigrant groups into
the inner city, triggered off a predictable pattern of displacement and
movement of population through the rest of the urban area. This
sequence of population movement formed the basis of Burgess’s
zonal model of city structure,41 and Park’s concept of the natural
area. Explicit use is made of ecological terminology. The area of
‘dominance’ in the city is its commercial centre; this is equivalent
to the dominant species in a plant community, and sets the con
ditions for the existence of subordinate species, in this case the
city’s social groups. Populations or activities ‘invade’ territories,
displacing previous occupants, until they 'succeed’ to the control
of that space. The resultant segregation of the population, although
clearly related to land values, is therefore equivalent to the symbiotic
balance maintained by plant and animal species in an ecological
community, and is therefore natural in derivation. As Alihan
comments, ‘Actuality here merges with inevitability’.42
In choosing to explain segregation of the population in terms of
ecological concepts, and in adopting the aggregate of population as
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the unit of study, so the Chicago School gave a mechanistic im
personal air to change in the urban environment. A blind inevita
bility is given to the most extreme subdivision of the city’s territory.
It is instructive to compare a social historian’s account of the making
of a ghetto with the ecologists’ misleading formalism in description.
Osofsky describes Harlem, built up as a middle-class suburb to
New York between 1880 and 1904, in a series of speculative building
cycles as transport to the northern end of M anhattan Island was
improved.43 In 1904 the property boom was over, the bubble burst,
the market collapsed, and the speculators brought in black tenants
to occupy unlet apartments as the only group other than the middle
classes prepared to pay high rents for their accommodation. The
turnover in population was hastened by ‘blockbusting’ tactics in
which black tenants were brought in to force white owners into
selling at low prices. The ‘invasion’ was promoted by speculators in
housing, and the ‘succession’ was hastened by hard-headed business
men after a quick profit. Segregation, and the ‘dominance’ of the
black population in Harlem, was assured by the number of negroes
arriving in New York, and debarred by restrictive covenants and
discriminatory letting from tenancies elsewhere in the city. In fact
the black ghetto of the American cities comes closest to Park’s
conception of the ‘natural area’.
5 The natural area
Perhaps the most distinctive feature of the large city, any large city—
pre-industrial Peking, medieval London, industrial Chicago, under
developed Calcutta—is its division into distinctive quarters or
neighbourhoods. No large city is an undifferentiated mass but a
recognizable clustering of neighbourhoods distinguishable not only
by their physical appearance, but their population composition, and
their reputation. This observation of the spatial separation of the
city’s population, the existence of separate worlds of experience,
was the basis of Park’s vision of urban life: the neighbourhoods,
colonies and segregated areas of the city are seen to be ‘a mosaic of
little worlds which touch but which do not interpenetrate’.44 It is
these that give the city its diversity, novelty and excitement. An
individual may move from one to the other, maintaining separate
identities in each, the eccentric find a sympathetic circle, the up
rooted peoples of the rural world maintain their self-esteem in
confrontation with an industrial culture.
From initial observations as to the correspondence of the spatial
divisions of the city with the ‘racial, cultural and vocational interests’
of its population, Park and McKenzie developed a theory as to
their evolution. The separate communities of the city were the end
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product of the processes of invasion by which groups established
control over a locality although they were in turn liable to be
disrupted in successive phases of the city’s growth. Apparently it
was considered that ‘biotic balance and social equilibrium’ would
always be reassumed. Phases of rapid change would be followed by
the crystallization of the neighbourhood as a community with a
distinctive array of institutions, attitudes and even personality
structure. Consequently,45
Every natural area has, or tends to have, its own peculiar
traditions, customs and conventions, standards of propriety and
decency and, if not a language of its own, at least a universe
of discourse in which words and acts have a meaning which is
appreciably different for each local community.
Park went on to argue that this statement held even in areas where
the traditional marks of a community were absent, as in Bohemia,
or the rooming house districts. Here too there is a convention of
behaviour, even though that convention may be unconventionality.
Park had a seemingly unshakeable belief in the environmental or
spatial basis to m an’s social existence. Despite a recognition of the
privacy and peculiarity of personal experience acquired through an
individual’s mastery of space, he was still prepared to state: ‘All
forms of association among human beings rest finally upon locality
and local association.’46 Then, as later, he was reluctant to attach any
credence to theories of social organization based on principles of
occupation, class or association, and was unconvinced of the social
viability of organization based on occupational or vocational
interests.47 The solidarity based on the interdependence of associational groups is fragile; the interdependence less real than the
competition between groups for status and position within the city.
It is a solidarity based not on sentiments but on interests, a ‘socio
logical monstrosity’.48
In this way Park set urban sociology upon its subsequent course:
the investigation of the local bases of social solidarity. The separa
tion of life in the community from the world of productive activity is
tacitly accepted, and the latter dismissed as inconsequential for the
problems Park and his contemporaries considered crucial to socio
logy—social control, consensus, the maintenance of individuality,
and the future of democracy. The major issue confronting the
European sociologists, the relations between social classes, went
unrecognized by the American academics.
The interest in the spatial delineation of human association was
strengthened by methodological concerns. The pressures for the
‘scientific’, i.e. statistical, advancement of sociology were strong, and
although Park never allowed of their use in sociological inquiry
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he was prepared to make a case for the use of statistics in ecological
studies. Statistics could be used in accurate measurement of spatial
distribution of the population which ‘determine so irresistibly and
fatally the place, the group, and the associates with which each one
of us is bound to live’.49 A correlation between space and social
structure is a necessary precondition of statistical methodology.
There was, however, a stronger methodological argument for the
adoption of natural areas as the unit for study. They are seen as a
‘frame of reference’ within which the sociologist can operate. With
out some such model for the social and spatial structure of the urban
area, work in the social-anthropological field tradition which Park
advocated as the method for sociology cannot be undertaken in the
large city. There, only in limited respects can the local community
be isolated for study. Its origin, continued existence, and eventual
decay are determined by changes in the pattern of investment in
land and use of labour, and consequent movements in population
over the city region. Community studies undertaken in the neigh
bourhood without reference to some conceptual framework for the
urban community run the risk of misinterpreting the local situation.50
The success of the Chicago School depended on the skeletal frame
work Park provided for the very diverse studies undertaken by his
students.
Not only are the natural areas, in Park’s view, the only basis for
urban research, but they also ‘establish a working hypothesis in
regard to other areas of the same kind’. That is, Park assumes that
having established the distribution and characteristics of the natural
areas of one city, this model of the ecological community could be
extended to other cities of the same general type, and so findings on
one natural area in one city could be extended to similar areas
elsewhere. To quote: ‘It is assumed . . . that people living in natural
areas of the same general type and subject to the same social con
ditions, will display, on the whole, the same characteristics.’51
This is precisely the assumption made by all urban sociologists in
using local community studies. Suburbs, slums, twilight zones,
Bohemias, and ghettos, all these are assumed to be generic categories.
It is clear that Park hoped to accumulate a set of hypotheses as to the
nature of urban existence generally, through case studies of indi
vidual areas that might be treated as types and used for comparative
studies. There is a possible comparison here with Durkheim. Park
is careful to draw attention to the natural areas as ‘things’ and not
events; and his methodological arguments are reminiscent of
Durkheim’s treatment of the normal and the ‘average’ type. But
whereas Durkheim is seeking to simplify the description of many
instances, Park is trying to generalize from the one instance on a
demonstration of its typicality.
215

THEORIES OF URBANIZATION

These methodological difficulties broached by Park remain out
standing. Any sociologist exploring one of the social worlds of the
city raises two problems: the relation of that particular social
group to others in the same urban area, and the comparability with
other similarly positioned groups elsewhere. Failure to consider
these problems means either the accumulation of particularistic
monographs as sociological curiosities, or their use for uncontrolled
generalization. Park simplified his task by assuming that all cities
were somehow similar, and that the social worlds of the city were in
regular relationship. Now that sociologists are prepared to consider
cities and not ‘the city’ as their subject matter, there is no longer a
basis for comparison between places, and for generalization from
local studies. Rejection of the urban-rural distinction as socio
logically suspect, and at the same time modifications to the alter
native class theories of society, has left an indeterminate void
between environmental and social theories of urbanization.
The concept of the natural areas is the basis of Park’s theory of
urbanization. The end state of the process of urbanization is not a
homogeneous mass, but a heterogeneity of life-styles each founded
in control over a territory. Although Park uses the language of
functionalism, and plainly sees the natural areas as essential to the
city as a social unit, they are equally a response to the varied and
fundamental needs of its population, and as such will be of enduring
significance. Park answers to the problem posed by Simmel, that of
maintenance of individuality in the metropolis, and that posed by
his contemporaries, the prevention of breakdown in urban society,
in a theory of community development which allows for self-esteem
without prejudice to the way of life of others. Social control can be
achieved without sacrificing the freedom of action opened up by
urban living, in the development of distinctive cultures in the neigh
bourhoods. And this diversity of opportunity can be achieved
without risk of breakdown of the city as a social unit, for, although
communication between the different cultures may not be possible,
they are inextricably bound together through the natural order
founded on ‘competitive co-operation’. Conceptualization of the
city as an ecological community enabled Park to present the new
metropolis as an ordered entity in which both community and
freedom were realizable.
2 Community and freedom
A major issue posed by the middle classes of established America,
including the new profession of sociologists, at this time was the
maintenance of social order in the large cities. Rapid industrialization
had entailed massive urbanization and this, linked with uncontrolled
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immigration from Europe, had brought together dispossessed,
rootless populations among whom there was no ‘language of dis
course’, and whose circumstances of existence challenged entrenched
beliefs as to the preconditions for democracy. It was considered that
in the city ‘the problem of poverty, of medicancy, of unsanitary
surroundings, and of debasing social influences, are met in the most
acute form’.1 Life in the cities was posed as a problem, a problem of
social disorganization caused by urbanization, and the immediate
task of sociology as a science, and as a practical enterprise, was
the elucidation of this social problem. Sociology in its early days
was an integral part of the ‘social gospel’, the ‘ruling motivations of
which were a passion for social reform and an adoration of science’,2
and its advocacy has to be seen in the same light as the concurrent
enthusiasm for eugenics, which similarly seemed to offer possibilities
for the control of ‘the dependent, defective and delinquent classes’.3
One aspect of this concern with the failure of traditional
mechanisms of social control in the new cities, was the initiation
of a community settlement movement which was to ‘remove hollow
ness by reconstructing localism, by building within the city little
centres of neighbourly communication’.4 Hull House, Chicago, had
been set up in 1889 by Jane Addams with the express intention of
recapturing a sense of community in the cities.5 This concern for
participation and communication is carried forward in the writings
of Dewey, who throughout a long career examined the conditions
necessary for a reinstatement of a communal reorientation for a
democratic society. Mills cites a passage from a late book:6
Democracy must begin at home, and its home is the neighborly
community. It is outside the scope of our discussion to look
into the prospects of the reconstruction of face-to-face
communities. But there is something deep within human nature
itself which pulls towards settled relationships.
Dewey in America, Durkheim in France, Weber in Germany, Morris,
Howard and the Garden City Movement in Britain, all represent
middle-class groups who, while liberal in their political attitudes,
were nevertheless deeply disturbed by the direction taken by indus
trial society. For the American middle classes, themselves drawn
largely from agrarian America, the change was doubly disturbing in
that the environment of their own childhoods was being jettisoned.
The writings of the Chicago School are frequently interpreted as
belonging to an anti-urban tradition which reveals ‘a romantic
attachment to the pre-urban community’.7 A concern for social order,
treatment of city life as pathological, and the search for bases for
community living in the city comparable with those of the village,
are seen as expressions of a small-town reluctance to envisage forms
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of social solidarity other than those previously experienced. This
attitude was strengthened by evolutionary conceptions of social
change imported from the European sociologists. ‘In the writings
of Park there is perpetuated that sociological romanticism which
stressed the aloneness of the individual in an urban environment
increasingly impersonal and indifferent to his hopes and desires.’8
But this assessment is notably unfair to Thomas, Park or Wirth,
all of whom evidently relished urban living and had no desire to
direct the future to a rural past.
More careful interpretations of their treatment of urbanization
do, however, present a more equivocal view of their position. Goist,
for instance, views Park’s work as representing a 'double-visioned’
response to urbanization in which he tests the validity of older forms
of association in altered circumstances, and assesses the potential of
the new forms.9 He argues that Park’s theory does not belong to an
anti-urban tradition but to a quest for community which has been
a mainstream feature of American culture. Stein similarly makes
clear Park’s consciousness o f ‘the creative as well as the disorganizing
potentialities of marginality’.10 Potential for innovation would be
unleashed in conditions of rapid change. And Sennett, drawing
largely from the 1915 essay, presents Park’s writings in terms of a
concern for urban freedom. The city’s division into the natural
areas meant that it was impossible to compel conformity. ‘Thus
Park saw the city as the medium for the emergence of free men,
whose personal development could transcend general societal
standards, whose innovations could provide the basis for historical
changes in society itself.’11
For all Park’s alertness to the new forms of association and
communication emerging in Chicago—voluntary associations,
interest groups, newspapers—he did place his authority behind the
older forms of association. Although he had a deep sense of the
essential isolation of the individual, ‘each in his own little world
hugging his personal secret’,12 and for him the fascination of urban
ization lay in the coexistence of these strangers, each of whom had
to be considered as ‘a unit of thought and action’,13 he defines the
central problem of sociology as that of social control. He, along
with the others at Chicago, stressed group cohesion, social order and
consensus, in a thoroughly sociological way. Individualization and
social disorganization merit ‘a new parochialism’: it is only the few
who can take advantage of urban life and move out of ‘the little
world of the locality’.14
There is a consistent ambivalence in the writings of the Chicago
School indicative of the individualistic tendencies in American
intellectual life, and its conservative concerns. The very traditions
and currents of thought in which the sociologists were attempting
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to establish a new field of study are indicative of the tensions in
American liberalism. The writings of Simmel, for instance, speaking
of individuality and secrecy, could be opposed to those of the
American sociologists concerned with social disorganization and the
reconstruction of community, and the views of James, who had a
passionate belief in the freedom of the will, could be set against
those of Durkheim with his relentless insistence on the primacy of
the social. Neo-Kantian liberalism, sociological conservatism,
pragmatism and American progressivism are all present as strands
in their appraisal of urban living. Bramson uses the inconsistencies
and tensions evident in the work of Park, and subsequently Wirth,
as demonstration of his thesis that sociology, with inherently con
servative concepts and interests, must sit uneasily in a liberalindividualist tradition:15
sociological concepts with their load of anti-liberal freight
derived from European social and political philosophies,
undergo a subtle transformation at the hands of American
sociologists when imported into the liberal American context.
Or, . . . these concepts are uncritically applied to the American
realities without regard to the deficiencies of the resulting
analysis.
However, the argument is suspect when the writings of the Chicago
School are examined more closely. Park, for instance, takes the
writings of Simmel, the classic liberal, and redirects his analytical
sociology to more specifically moral, and conservative, questions
consistent with the concern of his contemporaries for the future of
community in a rapidly changing society.16
Park took over the programme for sociology initiated by the first
generation of sociologists, Giddings at Columbia, Small and Thomas
at Chicago—the city is still the ‘natural laboratory of social science’
—but in his hands the emphasis is subtly, but certainly, shifted from
social disorganization and personal demoralization to the oppor
tunities for personal achievement, innovation and creativity. City
living enabled theindividual torealize hisown potential untrammelled
by primary group affiliations and customary restraints. Park’s
phrase is ‘the mobilization of the individual man’.17 This new,
urban, freedom was gained in the very separation of the city’s
population into different communities. N ot only could the individual
pass from one group to another changing his conduct as he did so,
thereby gaining a personal freedom of action, but the sheer diversity
of social experience, of expected standards of behaviour, meant
that it was impossible to impose one standard of behaviour, and
out-legislate deviance. The segmentalization of city life, in circum
stances of social diversity, had an outcome of personal freedom.
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Park attempted to bring together two opposed views of urbaniza
tion. In his own mind sure of the progressive and liberative con
sequences of urbanization in history,18 he was equally open to the
view of his contemporaries that urbanization meant the loss of
community and with it the collapse of democracy and an irrevocable
degeneration of social existence. And so he presents an image of a
pluralistic, segregated city in which the individual is to be free to
move and act, although the existing divisions in the urban community
are to be intensified and the distance between social groups increased,
as one answer to the liberal problematic. Individuality will be
enhanced, and yet community remains a living force in everyday life.
In fact he turns the contemporary fear and rejection of cities on its
h ead: the city, all appearances to the contrary, is the only basis for a
free community. The gap between Park, the European sociologists,
and his own student, W irth, is complete. Tonnies and Weber could
neither see the city as a community nor community in the city,
Simmel had only been able to point to contrived individualism in
face of an overwhelming environment, and W irth was to reject
Park’s prediction of the emergence of local communities in the city.
Park alone among the sociologists holds out a future for community
in the city.
Park’s theory of community development resolved the antinomy
of community and freedom, if certain ecological postulates were
accepted. His statement had the added attraction that the problem
of urbanization was presented as one that could be resolved on a
local basis through the manipulation of the physical environment.
Just as the middle classes of late Victorian London had posed the
problem of their metropolis as one of slums, not poverty, and
therefore one to be solved by the provision of housing, the equiva
lent social classes of urban America phrased the issue of urbanization
as one of community, not inequality or exploitation. A good society
could therefore be planned for through the rearrangement of the
city’s neighbourhoods without challenging the existing distribution
of power and wealth. Booth’s survey of London, identifying the
urban problem as that of poverty, was therefore very much more
radical than Park’s theory of urbanization. Although Park was
prepared to go against a widespread assessment of urbanization, he
did not challenge the terms in which the issue of urbanization was
posed for sociology. His statement of the city as an ecological
community, a constellation of natural areas, is an answer to the
problematic posed by a successful group o f professionals and intel
lectuals. If now that statement is in doubt, it should be necessary to
reassess the terms in which the problem was initially set. Was the
demoralization and degradation evident in Chicago symptomatic of
urbanization as such; was the problem of the city that of community?
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The derivation o f human ecology
Human ecology now seems an anachronism in urban studies; there
would be little support from any quarter for explanations of urban
ization in naturalistic categories which take economic action outside
of comprehension or control. The most constructive interpretation
would be to regard the ecological concepts as analogies which have
the merit of drawing attention to the powerful effect of changes in
the urban property market on community life. Further, Park’s
model for community development can be regarded as a counter to
the main trend of sociological thinking on urbanization popularized
by Wirth, and as an imaginative justification for neighbourhood
planning. More commonly it is argued that it ‘interprets as a dis
junction between Nature and Culture what is the effect of a particular
social matrix, determined by the dominant relations of produc
tion’.19 But in Park’s terms human ecology enabled him to answer
to certain problems posed for sociology by the critical, informed
opinion of his own social world.
The major issue posed for sociology by the professional groups
with which Park and his colleagues had the closest affiliation has
already been outlined—the maintenance of individuality and auto
nomy of action in the new society and the reconstruction of com
munity. In many ways Park’s treatment of community in the city
parallels Dewey’s discussions on education for democracy, directed
at a not dissimilar public. A democratic society, declares Dewey,
‘must have a type of education which gives individuals a personal
interest in social relationships and control, and the habits of mind
which secure social changes without introducing disorder’.20 The
formulation of human ecology provided an answer to this state
ment of the problems of American society; it was therefore in
James’s pragmatic terms ‘profitable’, ‘good for so much’, ‘passing
muster in practice’. In that human ecology allowed for a statement
of city life in which community was a natural outcome, and yet
freedom of action was not imperilled, it offered a provisional solution
to the issues posed for sociology by a certain stratum in American
society. Park’s theorizing, however misleading it appears now,
represents an attempt to ‘reduce the tension between a social event
or process which he takes to be real and some value which this has
violated’.21 Urbanization did not mean an end to community or
democracy. Human ecology’s success in resolving these issues must
be considered an important factor behind its acceptance, elaboration
and transmission by Park and his associates.
Additionally, the sociologists were presented with the more
personal problem of their status as representatives of a new pro
fession. There were strong pressures from the academic community
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to carve out an easily described subject matter, and to justify their
claims to scientific standing. The consequent interest in statistical
investigation of social behaviour was intensified by demands for
information and guidance from the many welfare associations in the
city. Community development organizations, playground groups,
settlement houses, all looked to the sociologists. Although Park
conducted a relentless battle against the use of statistics in sociology,22
he did nevertheless feel it incumbent to make way for these demands
for precision. Again ecology provided an answer, in that it would
enhance the reputation o f sociology as science, and permit full use
of the growing statistical armoury.
The gains from human ecology as a theory must be considered,
for, given the thinking then current in sociology, related subjects
such as geography and psychology, and in philosophy, its derivation
at this time presents a problem. It reversed the position previously
taken by the department at Chicago under Small, in which interests
and economic action had been considered as subordinate to senti
ments and the social order, went counter to the whole tenor of work
in the closely associated department of psychology,23 and went
further even than geography in its emphasis on the autonomous
forces in the man-made environment. There was also a major
modification to the pragmatic philosophy then regnant at Chicago.
The philosophy initiated by Dewey and Mead was a philosophy of
possibilities, innovation, control. Man was seen as an active agent,
manipulating the environment and creative of his own future, the
universe as unfinished, and the situations confronting the individual
as indeterminate. Park takes the basic equation of organism and
environment, and the naturalistic view of man, but turns round
pragmatic philosophy to consideration of a universe which is outside
any individual’s control, and which sets the terms both for his
survival and his social development. Whereas Dewey, for instance,
had sharply criticized the ‘natural’ conception of competition,
Park puts the struggle for existence back into central place. Prag
matism forms part of a mainstream of progressive thinking and
social criticism, while Park shows a tacit acceptance of established
institutions. The anomaly is not the biological terms of reference,
for James and Dewey had demonstrated the creative possibilities of
biology for philosophy and social science, but the reversion to the
language of nineteenth-century Social Darwinism, as seen in the
writings of Spencer and Sumner.
Social Darwinism
A starting impulse for sociology in America had been the impact
of Spencer’s application of the biological scheme of evolution to
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human society in The Study o f Society.24 The law of natural selection
and the survival of the fittest, ideas of evolution and progression
in an organism, are carried over from biology to social studies. In
Sumner’s hands the same doctrines had yet more explicit application
to the cut-throat world of American industrialization. He was
prepared to argue for a direct analogy between animal struggle and
human competition, natural selection and the success of the few,
thus presenting a biological apology for laissez faire and an unequal
society. Society was immutable, a superorganism changing at
geological tempo. Hofstadter sums up his career as ‘he came to
preach the predestination of the social order and the salvation of
the economically elect through the survival of the fittest’.25 But by the
twentieth century, the impact of Darwinism on sociology was
receding, although the legacy was still evident. In Small’s hands,
for instance, it is transmitted in the assumption of conflict involving
the collision of interests, as the primary, normal, pattern of associa
tion. This conflict resolves itself into co-operation through accom
modation and socialization. Society is therefore an emerging process
against a background of conditions supplied by nature.
The influence of Small on the direction taken by sociology at
Chicago has been greatly underestimated. Not only is his influence
on the 1921 textbook easily discernible, but he anticipated Park’s
move into human ecology in his own General Sociology (1905). A
series of quotations from this demonstrates his position: ‘human
beings are virtually one with the plants, and the animals in depending
upon nature for their own organic conditions and qualities and
conduct. . . . Life is an affair of adjusting ourselves to matter-of-fact
inexorable nature’; ‘Social life must square with the requirements of
physical surroundings’;26 and,27
any competent theory of human associations . . . must square
with knowledge about those physical and vital relationships
upon which the later social phenomena rest. In a word, some o f
the social forces are not social at a l l . . . they are themselves
phenomena neither of consciousness nor of association.
Park’s novelty lay in the extension of ‘the real world’ which for
Small had meant ‘the grudging soil, the cruel climate and the narrow
space of the region’28 to include the city. This now became the
‘natural habitat of civilized man’. Small, however, unlike Park, had
been very careful to draw attention to the limitations of environ
mental explanations of human behaviour. The physical environ
ment was something that had to be considered in sociology, but only
as one among other factors.
Park was of the same generation as Small, and like him heir to the
great intellectual controversy of the nineteenth century. Although
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dissatisfied with the speculative style of the first period of sociology,
he never shook off the intellectual freight of that century. Through
out his thirty productive years, 1914-44, he continued to draw on its
literature—names like Bryce, Teggart, Bagehot, Emerson, Gibbon,
Spencer and Adam Smith—the library of an educated gentleman
of the old school. Darwinist categories of thought were something
that had to be reconciled with the sociology gathered from France
and Germany and hybridized in Chicago. In the textbook of 1921
there is an extraordinary amalgam of the two traditions: Simmel is
juxtaposed with Darwin, neo-Kantian formalism is encrusted with
Small’s brand of Social Darwinism. But for the conception of the
city as an ecological community Park goes back beyond Small, to
Spencer. The city becomes a superorganism in which competition
provides the rationale for the ordering of social groups; the resolu
tion of the process of urbanization as an equilibrium, a constellation
of natural areas, can be regarded as an application of Spencer’s
principles of evolution: ‘matter passes from an indefinite incoherent
homogeneity to a definite coherent heterogeneity’. The only con
cessions made to criticisms of Darwinism and the mood of critical
reform was in the substitution of ‘competitive co-operation’ for the
tooth-and-claw world of Spencer and Sumner, and the recognition of
social order that might intervene in the process of natural selection.
European sociology
An impressive characteristic of the Chicago School in this period
was its openness to a wide range of ideas. Under Small’s long
regime no attempt was made to stamp the department with a
distinctive brand-image—the writings of American, French, German
and English social scientists were as worthy of consideration as the
next. The same tolerance and open-mindedness is shown in their
sympathetic treatment of deviance and eccentricity among the urban
population, and their preparedness to drop a priori categorization
in favour of the individual’s own definition of the situation. In this
they show themselves at one with the dominant pragmatic temper.
Thomas’s famous dictum, ‘If men define situations as real, they are
real in their consequences’, is a clear expression of pragmatic
criteria of knowledge. James had declared pragmatism to be ‘friendly,
democratic, undogmatic’, it ‘unstiffens all our theories’; all pre
viously held views are liable to be cast into the melting pot of
experience, for pragmatism had ‘no prejudices whatsoever, no
obstructive dogmatism, no rigid canons of what shall count as
proof. She is completely genial. She will entertain any hypothesis.
She will consider any evidence’.29 Park, once a student of James’s,
and temperamentally at home in this easy-going philosophy, shows
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to the full its consequences for sociological discussion in his lack of
rigour in argument, indeterminacy in statement, and his eclecticism.
Park’s borrowings from the European sociologists were highly
selective and he used their ideas with little regard for the intellectual
context from which they had been derived. In this fashion he is
able to bring together the writings of Durkheim and Simmel, using
the former’s ‘sociologism’ and concern with the moral regulation
of society to transform SimmePs science of the forms of association
into the science of collective behaviour. So although Park can be
regarded as transmitting SimmePs thought into American academic
sociology, he succeeds in drawing up a sociology which was ‘con
crete, dynamic and oriented to social consensus, whereas SimmePs
was abstract, structural and oriented to sociological dualism’.30
Park evidently combed European sociology for answers to questions
posed in the aftermath of the controversy over Darwinist interpreta
tions of man in society: how was human collaboration possible,
what were the mechanisms by which the individual was induced to
remain in society, how was social order maintained in face of the
undeniable self-interest of the struggle for existence ?
Although Weber’s early methodological writings were of interest
to Park, the main bulk of his writings were published too late to be
of influence. In any event, the division of labour in the university
at Chicago, in which there was a strong political studies department
and where sociology’s focus had been restricted to ‘the study of
men considered as affecting and affected by association’,31 would
have prevented any absorption of Weber’s writings on power and
authority into sociology by Park. At the same time, the ideas of
Marx, with which Small had been engaged, were allowed to drop;
the stubborn question of the relations between social classes was
no longer of interest.32 The issues with which Weber or Marx had
been concerned were remote to Park and his contemporaries. The
ideas of Simmel and Durkheim, both concerned with the designation
of sociology as a science with subject matter distinct from that of
psychology, history or economics, were more readily assimilable
into the direction of inquiry already instigated at Chicago. The field
of sociological investigation became restricted to the small-scale
world of men in groups, a world of socialization, shared culture,
and ‘collective representations’, linked with that of interaction, and
mutual association. SimmePs statement of society as constituting
‘forms of reciprocal influencing’—‘ only when an influence is exerted
whether intentionally, or through a third party, from one upon
another, has society come into existence in place of a mere spatial
juxtaposition or temporal contemporaneousness of succession of
individuals’33—would have had a ready hearing in an intellectual
circle accustomed to the idea that ‘the destinies of human beings
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are always bound up with the fate of the groups of which they are
members’.34
Such an attitude was not incongruent with pragmatic philosophy,
which although strongly individualist in derivation moved steadily
towards a conception of man as a social being whose very personality
was rooted in his community. Mead, for instance, worked from
consideration of the relation of individual to environment, to the
assignation of meaning to the individual act in co-operative group
action; his is ‘a socialized individualism.’35 Dewey similarly con
sistently referred to the role of sociality in securing participation
and collective action by which individuality is to be realized. Tn
social feeling’, he wrote in 1887, ‘we merge our private life in the
wider life of the community, and in doing so, immediately transcend
self and realize our being in its widest way.’36 The interest of both
sociologists and philosophers lay in the study of consensus, and
for both the most fruitful line of investigation seemed to be the
examination of the social processes engendered by the interaction
of individuals.
Pragmatism
Sociology, at Chicago, in fact had its origins in a convergence of the
working vocabulary of European sociology and pragmatism. On
the face of it this seems an improbable cross-fertilization: the
emergence of classical sociology in the period 1880-1920 in the
hands of Tonnies, Durkheim, Simmel, Weber, is either interpreted
as a conservative reaction against the changes in European society,
or seen as a rephrasing of some dominant ideologies in nineteenthcentury thought—Marxism, rationalism, idealism and positivism.37
Pragmatism, while critical of industrial-urbanization, was a philo
sophy of acceptance and moderate reform, and Darwinism, not
Marxism, the inspiration for inquiry. But in practical terms this
gulf seemed to matter very little. To take one example: Simmel’s
delineation of sociology from other social sciences by a distinctive
method, the analysis of the forms of ‘sociation’, would have found
a ready hearing in Chicago from men accustomed to thinking of
science as the practice of science rather than as a set of established
theories. Similarly, the rather exceptional empiricism set out by
James, ‘radical empiricism’, came very close to the verstehen method
for sociology set out by Weber. The general drift of sociology gave
force to the pragmatists’ concern for the study of individual experi
ence as mediated by social interaction.
Pragmatic philosophy, particularly as set out in the statements of
James, seems to have been a major inspiration behind the methodo
logy advanced by Park for sociology. The basic postulate of
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Pragmatism (1907) and Essays in Radical Empiricism (1912)38 was the
primacy of experience; reality was ‘an experience continuum’.
Knowledge was drawn from what James variously terms ‘the world
of concrete experience’, the ‘immediate flux of life’, ‘pure experience’,
and the great philosophical debates as to substance, consciousness,
truth, had to adopt this as their testing ground. Knowledge was to be
sought, truth derived, ‘among the interactions of men’s experience
in detail’.39 Philosophy had to be brought out of the classroom into
the street, and knowledge was to be democratized. The radical
element to this methodology came in James’s insistence that ‘the
relations between things . . . are just as much matters of direct
particular experience . . . than the things themselves’.40 This gave
express sanction to the Chicago School’s redefinition of sociology
as the study of the processes of interaction between men in groups.
In an earlier statement James had made a distinction between
two forms of knowledge, ‘acquaintance with’ and ‘knowledge
about’.41 The former, undirected, and largely unconscious, he later
takes as the basis for the theory of knowledge set out in Radical
Empiricism. Knowledge was a process derived in ‘working living
experience’, always in transition, yet always continuous: ‘Knowledge
of sensible realities thus comes to life inside the tissue of experience.
It is made, and made by relations that unroll themselves in time.’42
James rejects the dualism of subject and object hitherto implicitly
accepted in philosophy, and argues that knowing is a particular
relationship between two portions of what he terms ‘pure experience’.
Consciousness is a relationship and not a ‘special stuff or way of
being’; in some circumstances a given portion of experience is a
knower, and in another something that is known. Knowledge is no
matter of observation but of a fusion between the object studied
and the experiencing subject. This means that knowledge is located
in the person of the knower; each man has his own universe, based
on his experience. James paints the picture of the world as a ‘quasi
chaos’ in which43
innumerable thinkers, pursuing their several lines of physically
true cognition, trace paths that intersect one another only at
discontinuous perceptual points and the rest of the time are
quite incongruent; and around all the nuclei of shared ‘reality’
. . . floats the vast cloud of experiences that are wholly subjective.
Park’s own career as a journalist must have strengthened his
conviction of the need for personal and first-hand encounters with
the day-to-day world. James’s arguments gave weight to an already
held sense that the direction for sociological investigation must be
towards empirical study of this world of experience, a world of
human actions in which every gesture is ‘anticipated, checked,
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inhibited, or modified by the gestures and intentions of his fellows’.44
Park, like Thomas, was not a methodologist, and never developed
this ‘phenomenological empiricism’.45 He considered simply that
sociology must investigate ‘the individual experiences of men and
women’46 and to this end he recommended ‘detailed and local studies
of man in his habitat and under the conditions in which he actually
lives’,47 the use of documents, particularly the life history, and
intensive fieldwork. There was no substitute for tramping the streets,
for direct acquaintance with the many worlds of the city, if possible
by participation in the life of those under investigation. Only in
this way could one begin to acquire an understanding of m an’s
dual existence, his public and his private life; the task of sociology
was akin to that of philosophy in acquiring knowledge that was
relevant to man’s action and experience, so enhancing awareness
of his own self.
Park’s attitude to sociological investigation sets him in sharp
opposition both to the tough-minded temper of his colleagues at
Chicago, intent on gathering yet more information on facets of
urban life that would enable control over its disorganization and
evident pathologies, and to the dominant mood of urban investiga
tion initiated in England. Booth’s mammoth survey of poverty in
London had triggered off similar surveys in America, but Park
considered that its merit lay not in Booth’s statistics, but ‘his realistic
description of the actual life of the occupational classes . . . their
passions, pastimes, domestic tragedies, life philosophies’.48 Hard
data, and policy direction, were not his objectives. His methodology
differs also from that of his contemporary, Geddes, who set the pace
for urban studies in Britain. Geddes was more interested in the
place than the people, prepared to consider the city as a real entity
subject to rules of direction and control. Under Park, strongly
influenced by pragmatic philosophy, knowledge of urban culture
was to be sought among ‘the interactions of m en’s experience in
detail’; urban sociology became the study of this world of personal
experience. The legacy of Park’s direction of research at Chicago
is seen in the urban community studies that have come to be socio
logy’s most popular contribution to urban studies.
A main current to urban sociology was therefore initiated in the
application of the vocabularies and rules of inquiry formulated in
the early years of the twentieth century. Elements from European
sociology and American pragmatism were drawn together by Park
into a set of background assumptions as to the domain of sociological
investigation and the nature of society. The resultant restriction
of investigation to ‘the patterned collaboration and accommodation
among persons’,49 and the social to the consensual, must have
presented Park with a theoretical problem when seeking to deal
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with the city in sociological terms. He had had a career as a reporter,
a man trained to recount what he found on the ground: what he
encountered in Chicago was a city that extended far beyond any
one man’s experience or consciousness, which in the terms of his
sociology had no basis for the establishment of the consensus on
which society depended. Its jostling cosmopolitan population with
its diverse interests and experience appeared more akin to the fluid
inchoate mass described much later by social anthropologists in the
African towns, than the bounded social groups and established
hierarchies sociology led him to expect of an ongoing society. There
was a lack of congruence between his own sense of what was real
in Chicago and the domain of social theory. The derivation of
human ecology filled this theoretical void, so helping to restore
confidence in the rationality of what had seemed unreasonable and
unnatural, thereby bringing the city back into the realm of the
permitted, the normal, and by implication the controllable.
In pragmatic terms, ecological theory answered to ‘the needs of
the situation’. Urbanization had become a reality of everyday life,
an element of the experiences of an increasing number of individuals,
so the city as the context of experience had to be brought into
comprehension. In Dewey’s terms an indeterminate situation was
to be transformed into a determinate one through inquiry, so
furthering the mutual adjustment between the individual and his
environment. For a number of reasons, the exclusion of the issues
of power and scarcity from sociology, the restriction of the social
to the immediate and the consensual, the adoption of personal
experience as the point of reference, sociology could not answer to
the posed problem of the city’s continuance as a social entity.
Human ecology, on the other hand, did not take sociology into
economics, allowed for competition without denying man’s social
nature, and provided an explanation for the city’s continued exis
tence as a community. In the terms in which the ‘urban problem’
was posed by Park and his colleagues, human ecology was a highly
successful social theory.
To summarize: human ecology as a theory answered to a specific
issue posed by ‘a protest philosophy of the minority intellectual’,50
i.e. pragmatism. Its derivation must be related to the concerns of
liberal democracy at a period of rapid social change. The world
had swung round this group too fast for them to assimilate the new
environment to the older social theories. The vocabulary taken
from sociology could not encompass this new world; there was a
dissonance between experience and this intellectual tradition,
which human ecology was to bridge. Human ecology reconciled
sociology and Darwinism,and provided for the scientific investigation
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of the city in terms which encouraged reform, without question
ing the basic tenets of capitalistic society developing so assuredly
in the USA.
But for its continued influence in urban studies, human ecology
would now be of strictly academic interest as a digression from the
mainstream of sociology. But its key assumptions have been in
corporated into the conventions of urban sociology. Its influence is
still felt, even in the ‘new wave’, in three respects: (i) the maintained
belief in the integrity of the city as an interconnected system; (ii)
the focus on the effect of spatial arrangements on social life; and
(iii) the restriction of ‘urban’ sociological investigation to issues of
community living, as a world apart from that of production.51 The
terms of reference for urban sociology have not been shifted far
from those derived by Park and his associates for sociology. In that
environmental resources, and community, remain key issues, it
would seem that the terms of debate have not shifted far from those
posed in the vocabulary of liberalism, in Chicago, ‘the city of
destiny’.
3 A continuing tradition?
The intellectual enterprise at Chicago in this ‘Golden Age’ affords
an opportunity for assessment of the implications of a philosophy for
the conduct of sociology. The linkages between the sociologists and
the pragmatists, James, Dewey and Mead, were direct and personal,
and in many respects their sociology can be regarded as working
out its postulates. They accepted its individualistic frame of refer
ence : in contrast to Marxist analyses in terms of objective existence
and the impersonal force of history, their sociology took as its
concern personal experience. Although they modified the organismand-environment equation in human ecology, they similarly took the
bio-physical world as their starting point, so locating ‘all problems
between man and nature, instead of between men and men’.1
Pragmatic contempt for all forms of metaphysics is shown in the
sociologists’ impatience with abstract theory, and the philosophers’
restoration of the world of everyday experience as the basis for
knowledge gave force to the methodology advanced by Park. Both
groups shared a concern for what Dewey termed ‘the immediate
community of experience’ and saw this as the basis for the good
society. At every point sociology and pragmatism converged and
interpenetrated.
This closeness of interests, vocabulary and methodology leaves
them open to the same range of criticisms. Chief among the reserva
tions about pragmatism is the adoption of naturalistic categories for
explanation of thought and action. The biological terms in which it
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is couched not only serve to minimize the cleavages and power
divisions within society by locating all problems between man and
nature, but also aid the tacit assumption of cultural sanctions for
activity of a certain kind \ . . value-decisions as value-decisions are
assimilated into the biological and hidden by formality’.2 The broad
outlines of the existing social order were not called into question, and
action was limited to the adaptation of immediate circumstances. A
main driving force behind pragmatism was a belief in the power of
m an’s intelligence to control his destiny, remedies for maladjustment
between man and environment were in the individual’s hands.
These criticisms are perhaps more pertinent now for planning than
for urban sociology. There is a strong case for seeing town planning
as heir to human ecology either as taught by Park, or by his con
temporary, Geddes. In systems planning there is the same sense of the
city as a complex organism in relation to a given environment. In
McLoughlin’s model ‘the human eco-system is “driven forward” by
modifying actions taken by individuals and groups in society’3 in
much the same way as Park’s urban organism derived its character
istic pattern of land uses from competition. The methodology of
town planning is that of human ecology as outlined and taught by
Park and Burgess: population characteristics, land use, land values,
population mobility, the network of communications, and the
differentiation into social areas are the object of study. Planning
looks at men’s activities in space rather than their involvement with
one another—‘the universe of discourse becomes limited to externali
ties’.4 And although the explicit biological categories are dropped
there is the same search for universal scientific statements, this time
in the language of cybernetics and systems theory.
In many respects the planning profession can be seen as latter-day
pragmatists. They too come from the socially mobile middle classes,
are liberal in outlook and have a belief in the need for step-by-step
adaptation and reform to permit a more democratic society. There
is something of the same ethical content as in Dewey’s philosophy:
the moral and the scientific have frequently become merged in
theories of planning. Although planning has its theories, it, like
pragmatism, is essentially practical in temper, dealing with concrete
difficulties, more concerned with action than with reflection, and
impatient with abstract theory. Above all, planning and pragmatism
share the same belief in the power of intelligence and reasoned
debate, for not only is it considered that individuals have power to
change their environment, but public consensus in the need for
changes can be achieved through communication of reasoned argu
ment as to ‘the practical possibilities’.5 Criticisms of the Chicago
School and pragmatism are therefore of real interest in the debates
over the role of planning.
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A second line of criticism at pragmatism is addressed to its theories
of knowledge. Kolakowski refers to their ‘pedantic nominalism’:6
only when experience obliges the individual to admit a thing into his
consciousness is it allowed to exist. The pragmatists, and with them
the sociologists, made a choice as to what was most real—personal
experience and the world of concrete objects, the individual’s im
mediate milieu. Events, existences, beliefs, outside this domain were
not admitted. Knowledge is immediate and personal. Russell refers
to this as ‘subjectivistic madness’ and comments: ‘unless we are able
to infer things not experienced from things experienced, we shall have
difficulty in finding grounds for belief in the existence of anything
but ourselves’.7
The resultant difficulties for Park in seeking to deal with the city
have already been described. Given the fragmentation, isolation and
sheer diversity of urban experience, adoption o f these canons of
knowledge meant the restriction of sociological inquiry to the city’s
social worlds. On these terms a sociology of the modern metropolis
simply was not possible. But whereas Weber, adopting not dissimilar
criteria of action and meaning to the individual for sociology, had
been prepared to abandon the city as an entity worthy of sociological
investigation, Park was not prepared to do so. Human ecology was
the result.
Central to Dewey’s philosophy was the concept of inquiry. This
he defined as ‘the controlled or direct transformation of an in
determinate situation into one that is so determinate in its constituent
distinctions and relations as to convert the elements of the original
situation into a unified whole’.8 However confused and fragmentary
a situation appeared to be, underlying it there was an ordered reality,
which intelligence was to establish. The whole process of inquiry
entailed this adjustment of a situation into something congruent with
reason. A similar attitude is expressed in these terms: ‘That there is
more order in the world than appears at first sight is not discovered
till the order is looked for.’9
Im portant in the Chicago School’s orientation is the same belief in
‘seeing things whole’. Even though the 1921 textbook had as its focus
processes of social interaction, there is none of Simmel’s pre
occupation with facets o f social transactions, and when they turn to
the city their total, or organic, approach becomes clear. Although
they were fascinated by the cosmopolitanism of the city their quest
was to understand it in its entirety, as a ‘cultural area’ (Park) and
‘social entity’ (Wirth). The fragmented, kaleidoscopic quality of
urban experience was no indication as to the organic character of
the city as a product of nature. The driving force behind the socio
logical enterprise at Chicago was the discernment of the ordering
principles underlying a state of seeming disorder: the city had to be
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more than an aggregate, ‘a congerie of individual men and social
conveniences’; it was an ordered entity, a determinate environment.
The attraction of Park’s conception of the city as an ecological
community to subsequent generations lies in its statement of the city
as an ordered entity in terms which, while opening up the question
of its social coherence, do not presume this. Order is there to be
established, perhaps through systems analysis, or ekistics, an order
intrinsic to the urban situation. Consequently increasing research
effort goes into deriving models for the interpretation of urban
behaviour. The challenge from sociologists in a long succession from
Weber to Castells, asserting, first, the dependence of the urban
process on the nature of the social formation for which cities act as
productive and controlling centres, and, second, the breakdown of
the city as a community, has been largely disregarded. Stated baldly,
cities are considered as real entities, and as structured wholes,
entities in space which command their own future. Urban students
have been very loathe to concede that perhaps cities are indeterminate
environments in which there is no intrinsic coherence and whose
seeming regularity of activities is either deliberately imposed,
through, for instance, the administration of collective services, or
derives from beyond the urban community. The pragmatists’
assumption of interconnection and unity to the environment con
fronting man, and their quest for control of that environment
through science, lives on in the urban studies research industry.
Since Park’s head-on confrontation with the problem, urban
sociologists have remained ambivalent in their attitude to cities as
objects of scientific study. Well aware of their colleagues’ scepticism
towards an urban frame of reference, they have yet been committed
by their very specialization into demonstration of the validity of
spatial analysis in sociology. No longer content with random and
piecemeal empiricism, renewed effort has gone into the reformulation
of the ecological arguments for consideration of the city as an entity,
either in terms of its markets in housing,10 its structure of access to
community resources,11 or as ‘a unit of collective consumption’.12 An
urban frame of reference is justified on either, or both, of two counts:
first, that there are situations of interdependence stemming from the
distribution of population and activities in space, and, second, that
resources, whether in land, housing or community services, are
allocated locally. While therefore productive activity is localized, so
tying the labour force to a certain land area, and resources are
allocated by local rather than national agencies, a certain unity of
interest and experience is imposed on the population.
Tempting though this line of argument may be, for certainly there
are situations in which it is possible to describe markets in property
focused on a single centre, with relatively determinate boundaries,
233

THEORIES OF URBANIZATION

caution is necessary. Even in the provincial community unity is
arbitrary and subject to change with every administrative reorganiza
tion, and in the metropolitan region identity is lost in a blurred
fragmentation of interest and responsibility. It may be necessary to
accept that urbanization entails loss of an ordered environment and
that the logic of space is inconclusive.
It is clear that the terms and guidelines for urban study set out by
the Chicago sociologists live on in both planning and urban socio
logy, and that human ecology is a continuing tradition: the language
of the original statements is important, therefore, as an object lesson,
a check to over enthusiastic adoption of an exclusively urban frame
of reference. Can no more be said for their other major innovation
in sociological studies, their insistence on intensive investigation into
the ‘interactions of men’s experience in detail’? The application of
pragmatic canons of knowledge to sociological research initiated a
tradition of community studies which rejected the atomization
inherent in standard survey methodology. Park, backed by the more
sophisticated teaching of Mead, took as axiomatic the need to under
stand the everyday lives of men and women, as experienced in their
social settings. The small-scale, bounded horizons of the common
man were the fit subject for a democratic sociology. That so much
was omitted is now well known—the contours of economic and
political life in America or in Chicago were disregarded, and the
social worlds described became, literally, in the best of the studies to
be carried out in this tradition, the world of the street. In The Hobo,
The Gang, the later Street Corner Society, and Suttles’s Social Order
o f the Slum,13 observation is restricted to the public worlds of
streets, playgrounds and bars. For these, and other reasons, such
studies have been heavily criticized for their triviality, their dilettante,
unscientific character, and their voyeurism—in short the dissipation
of energies in the collection of information with no scientific or
political objective.
In pioneering these urban community studies, the group at
Chicago were furthering a concern inherent to sociology, differing
from advocates of survey methodology in their rejection of positivism
in its cruder forms, and from the Harvard School in their refusal to
make open use of social theory. In that these studies are personal
presentations of the issues of private milieux, the product of a unique
interaction between an ‘experiencing subject’ and a ‘vast cloud of
experiences that are wholly subjective’, they are more than other
forms of social investigation open to charges of concealed value
premises and ideological distortion. Advocates of the methodology
have been able to offer only weak apologia for the one-sidedness of
studies.14 But the pragmatists’ insistence on the primacy of personal
experience as the basis of knowledge and subject of science was
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resonant of a main strand in Western philosophy, realized in
sociology, more particularly American academic sociology. Social
theory, even, becomes ‘a search for the meaning of the personally
real, that which is already assumed to be known through personal
experience’.15 This methodology is that of a humanistic liberal study
at its least doctrinaire but, all too frequently, most fragmented.
In fact, not all such studies have been of such limited import.
There is a long precedent for the political uses of community studies
in a succession of investigations to stimulate changes in social welfare
policy. Case histories, anecdotal material, graphic portrayals of the
circumstances of day-to-day life, have been used to spur on reform
in housing, planning, welfare, poverty and race relations pro
grammes. Very few such studies have been carried out in Britain
without such political objectives.16 Their influence on public policy
is at very least subject to dispute. From a Marxist standpoint they
would be considered as ‘a component part of bourgeois social
thought’17 and subject to the deformations of the social order in
whose terms they are couched and to whose ruling interests they are
directed. The recent radical critics of mainstream sociology could
have no hesitation in designating all aspects of the Chicago School’s
work as bourgeois obfuscation of the issues of urbanization in
capitalist society. In all respects, theory (human ecology), leading
assumptions (symbolic interactionism), domain of study (urbanism),
methodology (community and small group studies), this group of
academics is seen as providing an ideological smokescreen for the
issues confronting the societies of advanced capitalism then, and
now.
And yet there are certain tempting parallels between pragmatism
and aspects of Marxism, particularly as drawn from the early writings
of Marx. For both Marx and Dewey, ‘experience’ derives from the
totality of the individual’s interaction with his environment; it
signifies the ‘rich living, sensuous, concrete activity of self-objecti
fication’;18 ‘action’ in Dewey’s vocabulary has echoes of ‘praxis’ in
Marxist terminology, although the former is limited to the contiguous
environment and is void of political import. It would seem that the
methodology derived by the sociologists for the apprehension of the
world of action and self-realization could have application to a
sociology concerned with the critical analysis of a given mode of
production. Localized studies could be of strategic importance in
the appraisal of the ‘banal, primitive, simple, everyday life and wishes
of the broadest mass of the people in all the specificity of their
situation in society’.19 Intensive investigation of the world of daily
chores, trivial routine, local gossip, and immediate concerns, could
take account of ‘how individuals in the welter of their daily experi
ence, often become falsely conscious of their social positions’.20 This
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is the world we live in, a world far removed from the grand structural
issues which influence daily conduct so remotely.
From different positions, therefore, a case can be made out for
the continuation of the research tradition initiated in Chicago a halfcentury ago. Not only does it enable us to transcend the separate
worlds in which individuals in cities are trapped and so achieve some
understanding of the diversity and sheer inequality of urban ex
perience, but it can be of direct political import. Apprehension of
the world of experience, a world remote from the employer, the
politician or the national media, is perhaps the strongest justification
for the continuation of investigations based on locality rather than
occupational or interest group.
The risk is that research would fall apart into the random accumu
lation of well-documented evidence as to the diversity of existence in
local communities, urban or rural, without prior investigation of the
political economy of that place. It would scarcely be possible to
investigate the situation of women in Lancashire, for example, with
out an appreciation of the traditions of employment in that area;
similarly community activity in towns in the N orth East must be
placed in the context of the particular political traditions of that
region. All of this requires reference outside of the immediate world
of experience, beyond the limits of the ecological community, to an
appraisal of the relation of that particular place to the national
society over generations. An empiricist research programme based
on the canons of knowledge advanced by James and Dewey will
neither advance understanding as to the process of urbanization, nor
assist in the comprehension of the activities from which ‘experience’
derives. The pragmatists, and with them the Chicago School, and
subsequent generations of urban sociologists, were not concerned to
establish why experience was so, and not otherwise; their causal
chain stopped with the immediate environment confronting the
individual. If this tradition of research is to continue at all it must be
incorporated into a methodology more searching than either
pragmatism or classical sociology permitted.
This perhaps is an unacceptable argument—that a tradition of
investigation initiated on certain philosophical premises can be
adapted to a philosophy, Marxism, wholly opposed in its methodo
logy to a-historical, uncritical and individualistic research. The plea
for ‘an exact science based on observation and experiment’21 relates
to the data of history, the objective contradictions in capitalist
society, and its political struggles, in which the sociological micro
scope into the atomized consciousness of the members of that society
is not required. On this argument, local studies, if conducted at all,
would have to be designed in different terms. There are few models of
such research: one might be Class Consciousness in the Industrial
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Revolution,22 others to which reference could be made are Middletown
or Coal is Our Life.23 The first of these relates to three towns only,
in a limited epoch in British development; in Middletown, the Lynds
attempted to capture the essential characteristics of a local world, its
work, politics, family life, religion, leisure, in the transition from
craft to mass production in the American economy; the last-named
was a demonstration of the brutalization of total experience in the
dependence of a local community on the coal mine.
This is not the sociology of the Chicago School. The world of
family and neighbourhood is not divorced from the sphere of pro
duction; political life is an intrinsic aspect of existence; the local
social grouping is specifically placed in the context of transformations
in the mode of production on a societal scale; a sense of history is a
prerequisite to their construction. Undoubtedly a major appeal of
the Chicago School in its ‘Golden Age’ was the excitement of field
work—practical engagement with a novel living world whose
accurate documentation was sufficient task, but it was this uncritical
and limited empiricism that formed the fatal straitjacket to their
endeavours.
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Epilogue
The city or the town?

the existence of the town implies at the same time the necessity
of administration, police, taxes, etc., in short of the
municipality and thus of politics in general.1
Urban issues, urban problems, never catch the main headlines: the
bankruptcy of New York or Tokyo is of interest, but no more; the
coup de grace for London’s motorway box merits a few column
inches only in the serious press. Towns are too familiar, the grey
muddle of the older areas, the redbrick geometry of the new estates,
are as interesting as our breakfast toast, and as such disregarded. The
general public’s blindness to the urban environment is something
academics, professional students of the cities and the regions they
dominate, are unable to grasp. And yet specialization of study can
render the professional equally blind—with intensity of observation,
a spotlight on a few themes—and very soon we are dealing with a
different world from the one known to the layman. It is not only
the language, though this alone can protect the academic from
undue cross-examination, but the consensus that is established in
an area of professional specialization as to the significant issues for
debate.
Conventionally urban sociology has dealt with a narrow range of
issues. In Chicago interest was with the city as urban community
first, and then with issues of neighbourhood turnover, social dis
organization and immigrant assimilation. And until distress and
unrest in the central American cities forced attention on housing and
urban renewal and community development issues in the late 1960s,
interest remained with the subcultures of the city—black, white,
street-corner, neighbourhood association, slum, suburb. The result
ant image of the American city as a constellation of social worlds
was readily accepted by the ‘public’ of the sociologists, the
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professional middle classes to which their students graduated. It was
a quest for the ecological bases of social integration. A similar con
sensus as to what was to be taught, discussed and hopefully
researched, did not begin to emerge in British urban sociology until
the late 1960s. Here the statements of Rex and Pahl were the
precipitants in the maze of uncertainty. In providing theoretical
bridgeheads from the mainstream of Weberian sociology, they
certified the subsequent concentration on welfare issues—housing,
planning, poverty, community development and race.
While most members of the general public would readily acknow
ledge the importance of these issues, they are not the ones that most
readily spring to mind as urban problems. For the working class,
unemployment and industrial relocation policies have as great a
salience as housing and slum clearance; education and public
transport services are more important than community development
programmes. For the middle classes, education, rates, local govern
ment reorganization, environmental conservation and traffic
congestion are the recognized issues. Traffic in towns is a problem
every car-owner or businessman would readily identify with; few
among them would understand the concentration by urban socio
logists on the restricted range of issues indicated here. Why do we
not talk about the town centres, the industrial estates, football
crowds, street gangs? How is it we debate the morality of town
planning, the parameters controlling built form, without ever
examining the buildings themselves? We discuss the future of the
city without stopping to examine the towns we live in.
A first explanation could be the peculiar status of sociology within
the social sciences, and the uneasy demarcation lines between
branches of sociology. Education is excluded from the debates in
urban sociology, for instance, because of the parallel specialization
in educational sociology, as well as its tangential impact on urban
space. More importantly, sociology is still the residual science, taking
for study areas of existence not pre-empted by other social sciences.
Urban politics thereby fall into the lap of the political scientist, land
questions go to the economist, and issues of employment to the
planners. The effective division of labour between social scientists
restricts the urban sociologist to social affairs. But this does not
explain the virtual exclusion of so much urban social life—its pro
fessional associations, its discotheques and youth clubs, its pubs
and its football crowds—from discussion. There is no sense of
excitement with urban life, no puzzlement over its variegation, or
its monotony. There is instead a sense of intellectual passivity and
near-boredom.
Perhaps urban life presents methodological problems for the
empirical investigation of social behaviour. Neither a discotheque
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nor a crowded pub are settings conducive to systematic observation
or sympathetic discussion; their hurly-burly provides privacy in the
midst of the throng into which the social investigator would be wise
not to intrude. Similarly, the football crowd presents problems in
collective behaviour irreducible to survey and questionnaire. And it
could be argued that, strictly speaking, traffic in towns is not social
behaviour at all.2 On the roads social intercourse is mediated by
headlight and horn, each car load a social bubble forced to acknow
ledge the others around only in so far as trajectories in public space
converge. The car has carried onto the roads what the nineteenthcentury observers remarked on the pavements—the intersection of
many paths, the coexistence of many individuals in the thick of the
crowd, mutual recognition in the use of space but in no other respect.
To the man in the street, towns are signified by their public activity,
a world amenable to sociological analysis only in terms of ‘pheno
menological situationalism’.
However, there has been so little empirical study of aspects of
British towns by sociologists that the methodological arguments are
unconvincing. The point is simply that the sociologist and ‘general
public’ are aware of different urban worlds. Those who make their
living writing or teaching about towns debate themes which are not
the most apparent ‘urban’ issues to those who live in them. Who,
then, are the urban sociologists talking to? Themselves, other
sociologists, other social scientists, the students they teach, all
members of the academic world of which they are a part. To this
extent the debates are artificially contrived, not phoney perhaps, but
without the push of conviction or the need to survive. There is none
of the urgency or the immediacy of the planners’ office or a crowded
housing centre. Is it, then, just another academic treadmill, is there
no discourse with the public?
Directly there is very little—a few popular monographs hit the
bestseller lists, some joint conferences are organized between
planners and sociologists, architects take note of their consultant
sociologists, and so on. But there is an expectancy by sociologists
that they will be listened to, that what they write and earnestly debate
will have bearing for decisions taken about our urban future. In
their own minds they have established an alter ego with whom to
debate urban questions—the government official or local government
officer who acts as arbiter in decisions on urban investment—and
tacitly restricted the range of urban sociology to issues of mutual
interest. There is an emphasis on buildings, on the form of the cities,
on the allocation of resources in land, all matters which directly
concern government and its agents, the local authorities. That so
little attention is given to the commercial uses of urban space is
indicative of the restricted public addressed by urban sociologists:
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attention is directed at that which the State can encompass. Realistic
ally, therefore, the profit-seeking investors and their stake in the
towns have been excluded from discussion.
Urban sociology in Britain, as in America, grew out of the interest
and concern of the middle classes in the living conditions and social
welfare of the population of the towns. Sociology as systematic
investigation took its direction from the desire of the middle classes
to ameliorate the squalid conditions by which they were surrounded,
and, in turn, gave impetus to reform movements. Diffuse sentiment
was harnessed to determine goals, gratuitous goodwill was directed
to political ends; the new science, sociology, was to provide weapons
with which to muster support for reform. Just as Chadwick’s
inquiries in the 1840s had helped to push forward sanitary legislation,
so the inquiries into poverty and housing, carried out by publicspirited citizens in many towns, gave good grounds for welfare
legislation before and after the First World War. The findings of this
social research were the unwritten footnotes to these enactments, in
every way comparable to the citations in the New Deal legislation to
expert commission and research. Once the capabilities of private
philanthropy were exhausted, as they soon were, arguments had to
be directed to the State, its agencies and its officials.
There were certain definite episodes in which urban study, urban
social research, has attracted interest. One such period in Britain was
that before the First World W ar; in America the Golden Age of
Chicago sociology ran into the American Depression; in all the
so-called developed societies there was a resurgence of interest
through the late 1960s. In each case an interest in urban sociology
coincided with a period of uncertainty in the political culture, and
economic instability, subsequent to a phase of relatively rapid
development. And in each episode the themes which shaped dis
cussion and research in urban sociology echoed the debate among
the middle classes. Underlying the interest in urban studies in
Britain before 1914 was a concern for citizenship; anxious debates
about poverty and housing overlaid uncertainty as to the future of
the liberal democratic order in an era of mass (male) franchise. In
America, similar concerns were expressed in the arguments about
community in the cities. The sociologists had pinpointed the dis
organization of the populations of the large cities and their detach
ment from the consensus held to by middle America: could com
munity development through education and planning give a solution ?
And to take one example from the self-searching of the post-war
world—French urban sociology—does not its theoretical brilliance
and Marxist terminology not express, in perhaps unfamiliar guise,
the widespread unease at the growing power of the state in modern
society ?
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Although overtly hostile to the capitalist state and opposed to its
continuance, urban sociologists in France, as in America and Britain,
are part and parcel of the apparatus of state planning. The rhetoric
may be Marxist, but the message is reform; social science acts ‘to
persuade resistant or undecided segments of the society that such
problems do exist and are of dangerous proportions . . . the state
requires social researches that can express those social problems with
which the state is ready to deal’.3 The difference in language, maybe
in abstractness of level of analysis, is indicative of the differing status
of the ‘intellectual proletariat’ in the different national social struc
tures. In Britain, where this group have always had the sense of
access to the ‘bourgeois political arena’, social theory has typically
been linked to detailed and concrete proposals for practical social
reform.
The public to whom the urban sociologists have directed their
debates and research is, if this argument is accepted, the ‘professional
proletariat’4 from whom are recruited the personnel of government
offices (and increasingly the legislature itself). The restricted compass
of field of study has therefore reflected the consensus in this stratum
as to the proper area for state intervention—namely issues of housing
and planning. It was the environment of the towns, not their economy,
which was deemed to be manageable. The assumptions made by the
Fabians as to the nature of power in a modern society, the accredita
tion given to ‘superior brains’, the weight of rationality and pro
fessional expertise, live on in much British social research. Urban
sociology remains elitist in orientation, bureaucratic in tone, and,
interestingly, centralist in leanings. Arguments are consistently
directed at central government. Despite the localism of subject
matter, the belief in the rationality of administration and scientific
policy-making implies the non-local control of local affairs.
The relationship between local and central government is one that
attracts little public interest. It also goes unremarked in most
academic discussions of the role of the State in modern British
society. And yet it is estimated that local authorities dispose of
approximately 20 per cent of national income.5 They act as a
‘supplementary apparatus of agencies by which the State might
operate some of the services for which it has assumed responsi
bility’.6 Contrary to popular mythology and local historiography,
local authorities are of recent origin and national provenance. Their
charter for action was set out by central government, they are legally
bound (in the ultra vires rules) by the statutes of parliament, and
increasingly financed by central funds and not local rates. Although
many a county borough (now county district) can trace its ancestry
to medieval charter and corporation, the boroughs were divested of
these ancient rights in 1835 and formally reconstituted as agents of
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central government charged with the maintenance of law and order,
as well as local services. And so it has continued. Central government
has the power to grant or withhold authority or finance, the
final right to dismantle the administrative apparatus devolved
over a century and a half, as seems most fitting in the national
interest.
One of the weaknesses in the position adopted by British urban
sociologists in recent years is the restriction of debate not just to
welfare issues but to those which are locally adjudicated. The
‘managers’ to whom reference is made are the individuals en
countered in local offices, not the government department or regional
committee. This is to ignore the switch of responsibility for planning
and administration of services from local authority to statutory body
in post-war years. Hospitals and water supply are two such examples;
trunk roads, port administration and national airports have been
taken into the hands of central government. On any criterion these
are life-supporting services, essential to production and circulation
as well as the ‘reproduction of the labour force’, managed on neither
a local nor an urban basis. And yet, at the same time, many of the
activities of local government, the mundane and trivial duties of,
say, rat-catching, or dustbin-collecting, are unmentioned. The
designation of field of study as that of the collective means of con
sumption sounds all-embracing, but in practice it is resolved as the
consideration of some of the more contentious activities with which
local authorities and their officers are still charged, i.e. housing and
planning. The sociologists probe where policy directives are ambigu
ous and local discretion possible.
The division of responsibility between national and local govern
ment has been subject to continual alteration. Throughout the
nineteenth century local authorities were not the prime agents of
local government. The administration of the poor law was in the
hands of commissioners answerable directly to London; responsibil
ity for compulsory education was vested in school boards elected for
that purpose; initially public health controls were in the hands of
sanitary boards. Innovatory policies, in some cases threatening local
interests, were handled by specialized agencies answerable directly
to central government. The great years of the local authorities were
to come after 1888 when the counties (and county boroughs) became
the principal units of administration. The ever widening range of
social legislation was to be handled by bodies answerable in name to
local electorates and not to national government. All this at a period
of London’s social, political and cultural supremacy.
The panoply of local government—the ceremonial council
chamber, the robes and chain of office, the monumental town hall—
is Victorian in its solemnity and inconsequentiality. The old boroughs
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had been divested of sometimes considerable wealth and political
responsibilities, purged, reform ed; new townships, such as Oldham,
were handed the trappings of authority and divested of the power
of control over, for example, the police force. The newly constituted
local authorities were almost entirely dependent upon central
government. The councillors, aldermen, mayors and sheriffs were
unpaid agents of government, caught up in the obligations of public
service by their ambitions or standing in the local community. The
blunt businessmen of the northern towns, the new breed of pro
fessional men, had much to gain from local prominence: arguably,
local affairs benefited from the application of acumen and skill. In
this way the new bourgeoisie were incorporated into the state, the
gulf between these new classes and traditional elites bridged by their
co-optation into the machinery of government. The extension of the
powers of government in the nineteenth century was made easier by
the retention of the shell of existing institutions. New policies were
rendered more acceptable for not only might they originate in the
interchanges on parish pump affairs, but the very parochiality of
debate could blunt the edge of novel policies.
Then, as now, local authorities as institutions were the mediators
of government policy. Their intricacies of internal organization and
reputed particularity clouded the injustice inherent in the allocation
'o f services when resources were inadequate. Increasingly, however,
in the welter of directives and circulars from central government, the
execution of social welfare and public services must fall into the
hands of the functionaries, professional servants of the public
interest. Now it is more im portant to recruit the best qualified
officers and devise the most efficient system of administration than
to interlock with local elites. Reorganization of local government
has been one answer, together with the passing of responsibilities to
statutory bodies. In these circumstances, the current lack of interest
by sociologists in local community power structures is understand
able; the officers of the local authorities, so-called managers, have
more power over investment decisions than local notables. But there
has been little scrutiny of the interplay between politician, pro
fessional and public in the local community. Indeed, in the examina
tion of professional ideologies it is implicitly assumed that the
criteria employed by the officers are given nationally rather than by
local considerations. The relationship between national and local,
between higher and lower levels of government, similarly is taken as
given, and the structural position of the local authority in the chain
of command not explored.
There is no sociology of local authorities, and yet an argument
presented for an ‘urban’ sociology has been the variability in the
administration of services by these institutions.7 This, it was
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suggested, justified local studies. The egalitarian principles of the
Welfare State had foundered on the intractability of local politics
and unevenness in distribution of resources. So, although in socio
logical terms there might be no theoretical justification for urban
studies (recognizing the proclaimed partnership between central
government and local authority as an administrative fiction),
empirically the boundaries outlined units that merited study in
themselves. This assumed an immutability and essential continuity
to local government to which, claims of civic patriotism notwith
standing, recent changes give the lie. The city is a product of the
State, assembled and dismantled at the will of central government,
and the academic enterprise, urban sociology, on this argument, is
built up on conceptual quicksand.
Ostensibly local government reorganization in 1973 was carried
out to improve the efficiency of the authorities, thereby justifying
their greater autonomy. In this way their standing in the eyes of the
ratepayers could be raised and their democratic functions enhanced.
However, the sheer size of the new counties militates against involve
ment of constituents and may reduce the influence of elected
representatives. In that the number of authorities has been reduced
and the authority of professional officers increased, their surveillance
by central government is easier. It is argued that ‘the effect of reform
has been to lock them more effectively into the mechanisms of
central administration’.8 Local idiosyncrasies are less pronounced,
embarrassing deviations from government policy less likely to occur.
The very feature of local life emphasized by social scientists—its
variability in social structure and political culture—is for administra
tive purposes nullified. Is it then ironic that at the very period when
there is interest by social scientists in the intricacies of local com
munities, their independence is further erased?
Urban sociology exists in an intellectual world in which ‘social
scientists . . . find it most difficult to formulate [a significant problem]
in terms of any unit smaller than the nation state’.9 Much of urban
sociology, therefore, has had to do with national policies, and local
study has been considered as instrumental to criticisms of these.
Dramatic accounts of local injustice are used to highlight their
absurdities, as well as the maladroitness of local authority imple
mentation. Sociology becomes academic populism:10 bureaucracy is
the target, official bumbledom aggravated by the social distance
between central executive and local community, and the communica
tion problems inherent in an organizational over-reach. In these
criticisms social scientists repeat a generalized disquiet with vested
administrative interests, one voiced by the many pressure groups
independent of the hierarchy of government. They can be said to
confer academic authority on the arguments for reorganization.
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Does, therefore, the ‘Welfare State require at very least a limited sort
of critical sociology’,11 which not only exposes the existence of social
problems, but also the inadequacy of previous arrangements for
dealing with it, and in so doing undermines the local elites formerly
in charge of these arrangements? So writes Gouldner of the re
lationship between higher and lower levels of government in the
United States. On this basis urban sociology had been instrumental
in its own academic downfall. However, it can be claimed that the
administrative overburden placed on the central executive, and the
political inconvenience of widespread organized protest against state
policies, were the precipitants to government moves on reorganiza
tion and devolution.
It is hard to see urban sociology as intrinsic to ‘the special means
by which the ruling class maintains its hegemony’.12 The arguments
have not only been hostile to official policy, but notably ineffective.
For instance, neighbourhood units continue to be built despite
sociological criticisms, the residents of the zones in transition have
not been preferred over those from traditional cottage housing, and
housing policies create yet new situations of shortage. All this is a
measure of the powerlessness of the sociologist, without support
from those whose interests he claims to represent, hammering at
aspects of state policy which from the centre seem trivial, those
whom he or she might seek to influence in local government being
without power themselves. In what sense can urban sociology relate
to ‘the political necessities of the dominant fundamental group’?13
It neither relates to the social necessities of production, nor offers an
ideological justification of authority. Essentially it is inoffensive, a
‘radicalism without teeth . . . a critique without dangerous con
sequences’,14 and as such can be dismissed politically.
Or can it? Can it be dismissed so cavalierly? U rban sociology as
applied social science does not offer ‘weapons of the intellect’: it
proffers information on how things actually work at ground level,
picks up discontent, suggests remedies—remedies in the hands of the
State. It does not pretend to social engineering, there is too much
scepticism about the possibilities of moulding social relations through
the manipulation of the environment, but adopts a managerial
stance. Irrationality and absurdity offend, equality in the distribution
of social welfare is sought, and efficiency in the conduct of social
policy. The assumption is that there are remedies, and that present
ills may be administered away. It therefore builds up an atmosphere
of reform. However iniquitous present policies, they may be changed,
so that, for instance, housing can be seen to respect the needs of the
inhabitants, slum clearance can be effected gracefully, and so on.
Reform is possible within the existing social order, even if the reform
effected is not that sought.
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Now that continued spending on social services, in fact all public
expenditure, has to be set against claims on government funds from
industry, the reformist position adopted by so much urban research
appears tenuous. In a situation of international recession, local
housing and planning issues seem of no account, and there is little
interest in land as a source of national productivity or absorber of
national wealth. Sociologists are only too aware that the general
public is more concerned with unemployment than with the fortune
won or lost in property booms. The ground has shifted from under
their feet, and the sense of achievement, the momentum in academic
terms felt as courses in higher education were set up throughout the
1960s, has faded away. The coherence sought for an academic
subject seems impossible to attain now that the Welfare State con
sensus is under open attack. The deterrent to a retreat to field
research in the current impasse of urban sociology rests in a sense of
the futility of policy research, and a shortage of government funds.
Nor is a movement to pure theory probable given the concrete and
applied terms with which urban sociologists have tended to operate.
It is, after all, the environment of cities that has attracted and
repelled, and it is to this that the theoretical statements of urban
sociology must be returned. It is in the plans and pronouncements on
urban form by writers such as Howard, Geddes, Mumford or Le
Corbusier that urban social theory reaches its widest audience.
Demonstrably the ideas of Park for a civilized cosmopolitan city
built up on the division of labour were expressed in the organic forms
advocated by Mumford and his mentor, Geddes. Biological analogies
find expression in parkways as well as neighbourhood units. In the
same way the theories of Tonnies, Simmel or Wirth—the city as the
mass society with no common cause or interest other than physical
proximity—are realized in the concrete towers of Le Corbusier’s
Radiant City. In these last conceptions of the city man is all alone,
technology rules supreme, all social life depends on bureaucracy. But
that bureaucracy with its experts and power to command resources
can sweep away the clutter and injustice of bourgeois society to
convey a sane rational environment for all. Similarly, Howard’s
modest proposals for a garden city in the Home Counties sought to
show that purposeful organization, i.e., planning, of investment in
land, houses and community resources, could give a more humane
and democratic society. Like so many of his contemporaries in
Britain and elsewhere, Howard sought to establish the preconditions
for national democracy. The garden city proposals were of immediate
practical application, and also political reference, in an era of mass
suffrage. But whereas Weber, the sociologist, in his discussion of the
city, saw participation through association as the necessary condition,
Howard presented an environmental solution to the liberal impasse.
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If there is a common theme to the scattered and diverse writings
considered as urban sociology, it is that of democracy. Individualism/
community, anomie/association, disorganization/communication,
bureaucracy/participation, conflict/consensus, these are the debating
themes to which theories have been addressed. The practical concern
with the redress of environmental injustice stems from a belief as to
the rights of the citizen in the democratic state. Those rights, once
conferred by property ownership, now derive from residence; there
fore access to the benefits of membership in the Welfare State are
set by environmental conditions. The inference is that the modern
state will function as democracy once these inequalities on the ground
are removed. The towns, as towns, aggregates of population and
activity, concentrations of capital and enmassed labour, buildings
on the ground, are not the object of study. They are a fact of exist
ence, their buildings, traffic and daily life common to all. It is from
this datum line the sociologists seek in their theories and their pre
scripts for planning to recapture, build afresh, re-create, an image of
a democratic community. We are held in thrall to the idea of the city.
As Weber or Wirth recognized, the idea of the city is central to
Western culture. The Greek city state of Aristotle or Plato, and the
medieval guild corporations, enshrine an image of urban life far
removed from what men have experienced in the modern big city,
and all the more appealing for that. In the surroundings of the
Victorian city, an image of an existence in which private interest
could be harnessed to public service was gleaned from classical texts
and historical scholarship. In a situation which permitted of no
sense of control over one’s personal environment, the city state of
classical Greece or Rome, or medieval Europe, fired the imagination.
These were the images in whose terms the new men of modernizing
Europe shaped the world they lived in. The metropolis, in its size,
organization, impersonality of economic, social and political life,
was the antithesis of this idea of the city as the free communityassociation, and everyday experience flatly contradicted democratic
ideals. But scholarship, the arts, architecture, strengthened the image
of bourgeois democracy, counterface to the mundane round. Urban
social theory answered to this theme and spoke to this audience, the
administrators and professional servants of empire and nation-state.
The political vitality of the city, its ideals of citizenship and organiza
tion as a community were at issue, not its productive interests nor
mode of capital accumulation.
As Williams argues, the ideas of country and city are often used
as ‘forms of isolation and identification of more general processes . . .
the ideas . . . express . . . human interests and purposes for which
there is no immediately available vocabulary’.15 To this particular
social stratum, then and subsequently, the environment of the towns,
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and the administrative machinery associated with their establishment
as agencies of government, had a more powerful ‘reality’ than the
productive activities or class relationships from which urban growth
derived. The municipality demanded their service and the conduct of
urban politics became their charge. To the working class a different
vocabulary was available—that of class and state. The main power
over its existence was a productive system that allowed no respite
from degrading toil, not the urban environment resented by the middle
classes. Work, wages, national representation, were the themes
which informed working-class culture. In these terms the great
towns were welcome in that they provided greater opportunity for
livelihood and organization than underdeveloped rural economies.
Similarly, the interests of capital could not be contained in urban
imagery. The constructs (myths ?) of ‘city’ and ‘country’ indicate the
life experience of a middle stratum represented by writers as diverse
as Clare or Dickens, Morris or Howard, or, for that matter, William
James or Park.
The discontinuities in the professional development of urban
sociology are marked, but criticisms of its restricted field of dis
cussion and limited analytical penetration must still be criticisms of
liberalism, a liberalism in which the state is accepted as a natural
ally representing the interests of the national community. The
emphasis on empirical research and practical proposals for a re
formed environment has muffled the idealism of philosophy and
method. The bluntness of research design of, say, Booth was in
admissible—‘phenomenological empiricism’ took its place; and the
directness of purpose of the practical planner would have betrayed
the spirit which took urban sociologists out of the uncertainties
aroused by mass urbanization. Both in substantive orientation and
language, urban sociology has remained quite distinct from, for
instance, human geography with, from the days of Mackinder and
the Royal Geographical Society, more straightforwardly conservative
concerns which strengthened a natural materialism. Despite the
subsequent cross-recruitment and hybridization of method between
survey research, urban planning, geography and sociology, the
domain assumptions of urban sociology were not challenged until
recently. Politics, not economic activity; community, not class;
housing and domestic buildings and not industrial development; the
city, and not towns and regions—these constituted the bill of fare for
students and teachers alike. The construction of this book is evidence
of the vitality of this convention of inquiry.
It is now generally accepted among urban sociologists that
urbanization cannot be considered as a thing in itself. For Pahl, for
example, the main reason for ‘the confusion, aridity and lack of
development in the field . . . is that sociologists have as their main
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objective the sociological understanding of the city per se. Paradoxic
ally, the fundamental error of urban sociology was to look at the city
for an understanding of the city’.16 And certainly the denuded urban
sociology we have relates to the short circuit of observation and
explanation referred to here. In effect it is a brand of functionalism,
sharing in the latter’s formalism of language and lack of specificity
in orientation. Unacknowledged, however, is the ahistorical idealism
underpinning the endless discussions about the city and where it
stands in modern society, which did give the subject a certain
coherence. The confusion of recent years is indicative of the un
certainty among this ‘professional proletariat’ as to the market for
their ideas: local authority or national legislature; the ‘state’ and its
functionaries or resistance groups (urban social movements); the lay
public or academic colleagues. In that the State is addressed there
has been a shift from issues of allocation to those of production, so
widening out the domain of urban sociology. Towns and regions
have been rediscovered as the unevenness in opportunities for work
and development in the society have become more pronounced.
Political economy is now the catchword. At its simplest it is taken
to mean locating urbanization (or urbanism) in ‘the central political
and economic dynamic of the social system’.17 Towns and regions—
the disposition of a society on the ground—are then incorporated
into an anatomy of advanced capitalism. In this way, to take one
example, the buildings of the town are related to conditions of capital
circulation and the nature of state intervention in property invest
ment. Marxist categories of analysis are implied but by no means
obligatory. There is the implication that there are urban institutions,
phenomena, call them what one will, which simply need to be related
to a broader context to make sense. But political economy, in the
hands of Smith or Ricardo, or historical materialism, were allembracing methods of analysis in which societies were to be studied
at a certain level of abstraction, in their entirety. On this precedent
community life and buildings cannot be extracted from the pro
ductive relations and political structure to whose contradictions,
local as well as global, they bear witness. If Marxist social science is
to supplant liberalism in the study o f urban (civil) society, a change
of vocabulary is not enough. There should be different themes,
concerns alien to the tradition of urban sociology. At very least,
towns must be regarded as signifying ‘the existence and development
of capital independent of landed property . . . property having its
basis only in labour and exchange’.18
In many respects it is easier to write about urban sociology than
about towns and regions. For everyday professional purposes, the
city, the political community, the socio-ecological system, can be
treated at a middle range level of abstraction which permits the
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discussant to move between generalities and particular cases at
random. Definition on the ground is not necessary; conceptually
‘the idea of “place” is only a rough practical approximation: there
is nothing logically necessary about it, and it cannot be made
precise’.19 By contrast, in political economy towns and regions are
granted an objectivity not readily substantiated empirically. Method
of study and involvement with specific empirical questions would
push the social scientist into the classic issues of science—analytical
clarity, precision of information, theoretical comprehensiveness, and
capacity to inform action. Urban sociology provides none of these;
Marxism cannot, as yet, bridge the gap between political conviction
and knowledge. There would seem to be no alternative but pains
taking, inconclusive, empirical investigation into substantive issues
of urbanization and regional development.
In the present conjuncture of international recession and diminu
tion in the authority of the state, there is an impatience with politics
and with ideas. The material circumstances governing spending on
housing, or choice of location, or planning policies, are too blatant
to be lost in discussions of myth, imagery or professional creed.
Accordingly, suburban expansion is analysed in terms of land econo
mics and State subsidy, high rise housing in the light of the economics
of construction, and regional development interpreted in terms of a
renewed exploitation of national resources. Study of the images of
suburban living which might spur households into a move there, the
professional creeds which justified point blocks and streets in the
air, and the regional and nationalist movements which ventilated
peripheral discontent are regarded as an unwarranted luxury, or
ideological deformation. But the ideas of democracy and community
have shaped our towns, and given form to the environment in which
people spend their lives. An unknown number of households now
live in neighbourhood units; how many more are forced to commute
from out-country estates through greenbelts and past low density
‘suburbs in the city’? Certainly there are now more than 1 million
residents in the new towns, a group equivalent to that housed in
high rise developments whose construction was spurred on by
visions of urbane living. And many of these latter were displaced
from their homes under the compelling argument of slum clearance.
Reformers’ slogans have solidified into conventional wisdom and
sociologists’ case studies used as warrant for the execution of state
policy. The critical tradition of urban sociology is an important one.
Perhaps this is a gloomy survey of urban sociology. The literature
on urbanization which has proved of enduring interest over the years,
that of Mayhew, Booth, Park, the Lynds, Willmott and Young,
Dennis, Henriques and Slaughter, for instance, was produced by
writers who were ignorant of town life, personally intrigued by
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urbanization—the way cities grew, changed their activities, generated
new classes, new riches, and extremes of poverty, different forms of
political organization—and also were concerned with an issue, an
argument, a campaign. (Even a writer as intently academic as Park.)
If not polemical, their writings show a concern with a specific issue,
a definite aspect of urban or local life which gave direction to their
research. This tradition is coming to life again with the interest of
non-specialists—journalists, English critics, Marxists, historians,
economists, or even plain sociologists—in urban and regional
questions. Hopefully their position as outsiders to urban sociology
drawn to investigation of ‘things in space’ out of sheer puzzlement
will abate the tendency to ‘focus our consciousness upon, to analyse,
and to combine our ideas’.20
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58 Milner Holland Report, op. c i t p. 228. The brief given to the commit
tee in 1963 was limited to the ‘survey of the housing situation in Greater
London with particular reference to the use, maintenance and manage
ment of rented accommodation whether privately or publicly owned’.
So although the report acknowledges that the housing crisis was
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they can call their own. The real nodal point of moral and family
existence, hearth and home, is being swept away by the social whirl
pool.’ Progress Publishers, Moscow, 1970, p. 22.
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Mizruchi, Addison-Wesley, Reading, Mass., 1969, p. 291.
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A. Kopp, Town and Revolution, Thames & Hudson, London, 1970,
p. 12.
L. Martin, ‘Address on receipt of gold medal award’, Journal o f Royal
Institute o f British Architects, vol. 80, no. 8, 1973.
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1967, provides ample illustration of the distortion and brutalization
of Le Corbusian designs in public housing, by architects without his
‘sensibility’ and resources.
Le Corbusier, op. cit., p. 51.
Cox, op. cit., p. 498.
Kopp, op. cit., p. 12.
Jencks, op. cit., p. 25.
Le Corbusier, op. cit., makes it explicit that 2 million out of 3 million
inhabitants of his proposed city were to live in garden city suburbs.
All these statements are taken from The City o f Tomorrow, pp. 74-81.
Le Corbusier, The Radiant City, p. 36.
Ibid., p. 96.
J. Jacobs, Death and Life o f Great American Cities (1961), Penguin
Books, Harmondsworth, 1964, p. 32.
Jencks, op. cit., pp. 112-15.
Jacobs, op. cit., p. 680.
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Seeker & Warburg, London, 1968, pp. 121-2.
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Body Politic, ed. M. Wandor, Stage 1, London, 1972, p. 123.
Mumford, op. cit., p. 118.
Bauer, op. cit., pp. 276-8.
A. Nevitt, Housing Taxation and Subsidies, Nelson, London, 1966,
pp. 92-112.
MacEwan, op. cit., p. 20.
The programme of high rise construction was brought to a rapid halt
after 1968. Although the Ministry of Housing had introduced ‘cost
yardsticks’ in 1963, it was not until 1968 that Exchequer grant was
made conditional on exact adherence to these standards which were
framed in such a way as to render impossible further expensive projects.
In some circumstances, ‘modern housing’ schemes can be satisfactory
to their residents; Parkhill, Sheffield, seems to have been one such
case. In 1962, only 20 per cent of the tenants were dissatisfied with
the estate ( Official Architecture and Planning, February 1966, p. 234),
and a large number had asked to move there. Banham comments,
‘Parkhill is first and foremost an example of the City of Sheffield
rehousing people of Sheffield’, New Society, October 1973, p. 156, in
recounting the care taken over the development and local pride in it.
Bauer, op. cit., p. 221.
P. and P. Goodman, Communitas (1947), Random House, New York,
1963, p. 3.

3 Housing finance
1 D. H. Pinkney, Napoleon III and the Rebuilding o f Paris, Princeton
University Press, N.J., 1958, comments of nineteenth-century Paris,
‘Critics complained of crowded shanty towns, masses of hovels
fashioned of planks and tar-paper, growing up on the extremities of
the city in the sixties’ (p. 166), a picture remarkably like that of the
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Paris bidonvilles now, or the Third World shanty towns. For a dis
cussion of the latter see J. Turner, ‘Architecture that works’, included
in Human Identity in an Urban Environment, ed. G. Bell and J. Tyrwhitt,
Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1972; and S. Brett, ‘Low income
urban settlements in Latin America’ in Sociology and Development,
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boom from 1895 to 1904, see J. Blackman and J. Sigsworth, ‘The
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London, 1970, pp. 21-6; J. Rex, ‘Some theses on sociology and plan
ning’ (1971) in J. Rex, Race, Colonialism and the City, Routledge &
Kegan Paul, London, 1973, pp. 64-71.
9 D. Eversley, The Planner in Society , Faber & Faber, London, 1973,
p. 343.
10 See M. Kidron, Western Capitalism since the War (1968), Penguin
Books, Harmondsworth, 1970, pp. 104-23; N. Harris, Beliefs in
Society (1968), Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1971, pp. 97-129.
11 J. Carney and R. Hudson, ‘Ideology, public policy and underdevelop
ment in the North-East’, North East Area Studies, University of
Durham. W.P. no. 9, 1974; see also J. M. Cousins, ‘Regional problems
or problem regions’, Rowntree Research Unit, University of Durham,
1974.
12 The issue of the inner city twilight areas, or ‘areas of housing stress’,
was not of concern to the planning profession until the mid-1960s,
specifically after the publication of the Milner Holland Report:
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Housing in Greater London, HMSO, London, 1965, which itself was
initiated in the aftermath of the Profumo affair in 1963, and the
associated publicity given to ‘Rachmanism’.
13 Palmer, op. cit., p. 44.
14 Examples of incremental implementation of elements of long outdated
master plans abound: one example—a section of an inner ring road
proposed for Hull in the Abercrombie Plan for Hull in 1945, incor
porated into the Development Plan approved in 1954, and still to be
constructed 1975-9.
15 C. Reich, The Greening o f America (1970), Penguin Books, Harmonds
worth, 1972, p. 94.
16 P. Self, ‘Show me a structure plan’, Town and Country Planning,
December 1972, pp. 559-60, comments on the South Hampshire
Structure Plan 1972.
17 Eversley, op. cit., p. 342.
18 In two recent papers Pahl has presented a refutation of ‘managerialism’
in urban studies. R. Pahl, ‘Urban managerialism reconsidered’,
prepared for the Simposio do Sociologia Urbana, Barcelona, January
1974; ‘The sociology of urban and regional development as a pattern
in political economy’, prepared for the Eighth World Congress of
Sociology, Toronto, August 1974.
19 P. Norman, ‘Managerialism—a review of recent work’, paper pre
pared for the Centre of Environmental Studies conference, York,
January 1975, p. 19.
20 See D. McCrone and B. Elliott, ‘Property relations in the city: the
fortunes of landlordism’, paper prepared for CES conference, York,
January, 1975 for a review of empirical research.
21 P. Self, ‘Introduction’ to New Towns: the British Experience, ed.
H. Evans, published for the Town and Country Planning Association,
C. Knight & Co., London, 1972, p. 5.
22 Reade, op. cit., p. 1181.
23 Report of the Expert Commission on Compensation and Betterment
(Uthwatt Report), HMSO, London, 1942; see also J. Switzer, ‘Enter
prise and ethics’, Town and Country Planning School, Report o f
Proceedings, 1973, pp. 50-6.
24 Eversley, op. cit., p. 303.
25 A. Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, ed. Q. Hoare and
G. Smith, Lawrence & Wishart, London, 1971, p. 271.
26 B. Russell, The History o f Western Philosophy, Allen & Unwin,
London, 1946, chapter 30, ‘William James’, p. 844.
27 Ibid.
28 P. Geddes, Cities in Evolution (1915), ed. J. Tyrwhitt, Williams &
Norgate, London, 1949, p. xxvi.

Chapter 5 The critique of metropolis
1 Urbanism and Marxism
1 F. Tonnies, Community and Society (1887), Harper & Row, New York,
1963, p. 234.
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2 Engels had early emphasized the impact o f urbanization: ‘The great
cities are the birthplace of the labour movement’ and without ‘their
forcing influence upon popular intelligence the working class would
be less advanced than it is’. F. Engels, Condition o f the Working Class
in England in 1844 (1892), Allen & Unwin, 1920, p. 122.
3 K. Marx, ‘The British rule in India’ (1853), included in Marx and
Engels: Basic Writings on Politics and Philosophy, ed. L. S. Feuer,
Collins, London, 1969, p. 517.
4 K. Marx, Capital, vol. Ill, included in T. Bottomore and M. Rubel,
Karl Marx (1956), Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1963, p. 260.
5 R. E. Park, ‘The city: suggestions for the investigation of human
behaviour in the urban environment’, included in The City , ed. R. E.
Park and E. W. Burgess, University of Chicago Press, 1926, p. 12.
6 L. Mumford, The City in History (1961), Penguin Books, Harmonds
worth, 1966, p. 656.
7 Ibid., p. 292.
8 R. A. Nisbet, The Sociological Tradition (1966), Heinemann, London,
1967.
9 E. Fromm, The Fear o f Freedom, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London,
1942; C. W. Mills, White Collar, Oxford University Press, London
and New York, 1951; H. Marcuse, One Dimensional Man , Routledge
& Kegan Paul, London, 1964; and F. Fanon, The Wretched o f the
Earth (1961), MacGibbon & Kee, London, 1965.
10 A. G. Frank, Capitalism and Underdevelopment in Latin America,
Monthly Review Press, New York, 1969. The recent emphasis on
cities as the centre of power re-echoes the analysis o f Marx and Engels
in ‘The German ideology’ (1845). They wrote, ‘the existence of the
town implies at the same time the necessity of administration, police,
taxes, etc., in short of the municipality and thus of politics in general’.
Precapitalist Formations, ed. E. J. Hobsbawm, Lawrence & Wishart,
London, 1964, p. 127.
11 M. Castells, La Question urbaine, Maspero, Paris, 1972, p. 113; in
translation, ‘the sphere of social domination of a specific class, the
bourgeoisie’.
12 A. Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, ed. Q. Hoare and
G. N. Smith, Lawrence & Wishart, London, 1971, p. 103.
13 Tonnies, op. cit., pp. 168-9.
14 M. Weber, The City (1920), Free Press, Chicago, 1958, p. 201.
15 Tonnies, op. cit., p. 235.
16 G. Simmel, ‘Metropolis and mental life’ (1903), included in The
Sociology o f Georg Simmel, ed. K. H. Wolff, Free Press, Chicago,
1950, p. 422.
17 G. Simmel, ‘The field of sociology’ (1917), in The Sociology o f Georg
Simmel, p. 9.
18 K. Marx, ‘Economic and philosophical manuscripts’ (1844) in D.
McLellan, The Thought o f Karl M arx , Macmillan, London, 1971,
p. 107.
19 K. Marx and F. Engels, ‘The German ideology’, included in Botto
more and Rubel, op. cit., p. 253.
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20 G. Simmel, ‘Metropolis and mental life’, included in The Sociology
o f Georg Simmel, p. 410.
21 Castells, op. cit., p. 102; in translation, ‘that particular ideology
which seizes on the modes and forms of social organization as
characteristics of a stage in the evolution of society, directly tied
to the ecological conditions of human existence, and ultimately with
its context of life’.

2 Tonnies: Community and Society (1887)
1 T. Parsons, The Structure o f Social Action (1968), Free Press, New York,
pp. 686-94. Parsons draws attention to the descriptive nature of
Tonnies’s schema—gemeinschaft and gesellschaft are ‘ideal types of
concrete relationship’—and comments on the Marxian influence on his
sociology, as evidenced in his inclusion of ‘institutional elements’ in
the classification.
2 R. Redfield, ‘The folk society’, American Journal o f Sociology, vol. 52,
1947, pp. 293-308; and The Little Community (1953), University of
Chicago Press, 1960, chapter 9, pp. 132-48, sets out the fullest state
ment of the ‘imaginary system’ of combined opposites. Tonnies’s
typology based on historical description is transmuted into ‘pairs of
imaginary contrasts’ (p. 146), for comparative community analysis.
3 R. A. Nisbet, The Sociological Tradition (1966), Heinemann, London,
1967, p. 19.
4 F. Tonnies, Community and Society (1887), Harper & Row, New
York, 1963, p. 35.
5 Ibid., pp. 76-7.
6 Ibid., p. 80.
7 Ibid., p. 228.
8 C. P. Loomis, ‘Introduction’ to F. Tonnies, Community and Society,
Michigan State University Press, 1957, p. 5.
9 Tonnies, Community and Society (1963), p. 165.
10 Ibid., p. 37.
11 The essential difference in quality of analysis of Marx and Tonnies
is easily discernible in their discussions of the peasantry. For the
latter, peasant life is harmonious and serene, there is a vision of a
free people cultivating their land in common, whereas for Marx,
writing of France, ‘the smallholding of the peasant is now only the
pretext that allows the capitalist to draw profits, interest and rent
from the soil. . . . Smallholding property, in this enslavement by
capital . . . has transformed the mass of the French population into
troglodytes’. ‘The eighteenth Brumaire’ (1852), included in Marx and
Engels: Basic Writings on Politics and Philosophy, ed. L. S. Feuer,
Collins, London, 1969, p. 381.
12 Tonnies, Community and Society (1963), p. 233.
13 Ibid., p. 168.
14 Ibid., p. 227.
15 Ibid., p. 230
16 Ibid., p. 179.
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17 Ibid., p. 230.
18 Ibid., p. 79.
19 The most thorough commentaries on Tonnies’s writings (in addition
to Parsons and Loomis, op. cit.) are those by R. Heberle, ‘The socio
logical system of Ferdinand Tonnies’ in Introduction to the History
o f Sociology, ed. H. Barnes, University of Chicago Press, 1948;
D. Martindale, The Nature and Types o f Sociological Theory, Routledge
& Kegan Paul, London, 1961, pp. 81-92; and W. Cahnman and R.
Heberle, ‘Introduction’ to F. Tonnies, On Sociology: Pure, Applied
and Empirical, University of Chicago Press, 1971.
20 Early in his career, Wirth had prepared a critical review of Tonnies’s
sociological work: L. Wirth, ‘The sociology of Ferdinand Tonnies’,
American Journal o f Sociology, vol. 32, 1926. In this he drew largely
from the later writings of Tonnies, in which the emphasis had shifted
to that of a ‘pure’ sociology, in which Wirth was unconvinced. He
concluded ‘that community and society are suggestive and helpful
conceptual tools . . . but can only lead to sterile philosophizing if
they are to be used as the perennial frames into which the many-sided,
complex, and elusive facts of history are to be squeezed’ (p. 422). But
his interpretation of gemeinschaft throughout is ecological—‘The
community grows out of the organic relationship of man to his
environment’ (p. 416)—and Tonnies’s concept is distorted.

3 Simmel: ‘Metropolis and mental life’ (1902-3)
1 D. Martindale, Nature and Types o f Sociological Theory, Routledge
& Kegan Paul, London, 1961, pp. 216-25, 236-47.
2 G. Simmel, ‘The field of sociology’ (1917), included in The Sociology
o f Georg Simmel, ed. K. H. Wolff, Free Press, Chicago, 1950, p. 8.
3 Ibid., p. 5.
4 Ibid., pp. 16-17.
5 Ibid., p. 9.
6 D. Levine, ‘Introduction’ to G. Simmel, On Individuality and Social
Forms, University of Chicago Press, 1971, p. xii.
7 G. Simmel, ‘Metropolis and mental life’ (1903), included in The
Sociology o f Georg Simmel, p. 409.
8 K. H. Wolff, in the ‘Introduction’ to The Sociology o f Georg Simmel,
draws attention to the lack of clarity in Simmel’s formulation of
sociology, and argues that it is indicative of his attitude ‘that Simmel
did not want to socialize the spirit: he wished (half-heartedly in his
sociology and wholeheartedly elsewhere) to preserve its autonomy’
(p. xxxvii).
9 A. Giddens, ‘Georg Simmel’, included in The Founding Fathers o f
Social Science, ed. T. Raison, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1969,
p. 138.
10 Weber and Simmel were close colleagues at Berlin, and the indebted
ness of the former to Simmel in his interpretation of Western civiliza
tion as characterized by rationalization, and his analysis of the forms
of social interaction, tends to be underestimated. Levine, op. cit..
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p. xiv, quotes Lukacs to the effect that Weber’s achievement in the
sociology of culture ‘was possible only on the foundations created by
Simmel’.
G. Simmel, ‘On the significance of numbers for social life’ (1902) in
The Sociology o f Georg Simmel, p. 87.
L. Wirth, ‘A bibliography of the urban community’, included in The
City , ed. R. E. Park and E. W. Burgess, University of Chicago Press,
1926, p. 219.
G. Simmel, ‘Metropolis and mental life’ in The Sociology o f Georg
Simmel, p. 412.
Ibid., p. 412.
Simmel relates the ‘cosmopolitanism’ of the city not just to its imme
diate size, but to its intellectual dominance over its hinterland. He
contrasts the small town with the metropolis, in that the ‘sphere of
life of the former is, in the main, self-contained and autarchic’,
whereas the latter ‘overflows by waves into a far-flung national or
international area’ {ibid., p. 419). The freedom and individuality of
life in the metropolis is explicitly related to its control over sub
ordinate territories.
R. Sennett, Classic Essays in the Culture o f Cities, Meredith, New
York, 1969, argues that ‘Simmel was willing to explore what good the
great, impersonal metropolises of his and our time could serve . . . a
visionary of the real world . . . He had the courage to look at routine
and impersonality in order to see what could be made of it’ (p. 6).
G. Simmel, ‘Metropolis and mental life’ in The Sociology o f Georg
Simmel, p. 422.
R. A. Nisbet, The Sociological Tradition (1966), Heinemann, London,
1967, pp. 305-12, interprets the paper as a study in alienation, ‘the
tyranny of objectivism’, and concludes that ‘Community and alienation
are, for Simmel, but the two poles of man’s eternal destiny’ (p. 312).
Quoted in the American Journal o f Sociology, vol. 63, 1958, p. 641.
The letter was written in 1908, by Schaeffer, when Simmel was being
considered for a Chair at Heidelberg.
P. Sorokin, Contemporary Sociological Theories, Harper, New York
and London, 1928, pp. 489-91, 495-507.
D. Martindale, ‘Introduction’ to M. Weber, The City, Free Press,
Chicago, 1958, p. 31.
G. Simmel, ‘The field of sociology’ in The Sociology o f Georg Simmel,
p. 16.

4 Weber: The City (1911-13)
1 L. Mumford, The City in History (1961), Penguin Books, Harmonds
worth, 1966, p. 606.
2 L. Wirth, ‘Urbanism as a way of life’, American Journal o f Sociology,
vol. 44, 1938, p. 8.
3 R. Sennett, Classic Essays in the Culture o f Cities, Meredith, New
York, 1969, p. 6.
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4 Weber commences his discussion of the definition of the city with the
comment, ‘This massing of elements interpenetrates the everyday
concept of the “city” which is thought of quantitatively as a large
locality’, only to conclude ‘Both in terms of what it would include
and what it would exclude size alone can hardly be sufficient to define
the city’. M. Weber, The City , Free Press, Chicago, 1958, pp. 65-6.
5 Ibid., p. 81. The exact date of the original lecture papers is uncertain:
all the evidence points to their elaboration between 1911 and 1913.
They were first published in Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, 1920; for
an English edition, see G. Roth and C. Wittich, Economy and Society,
Bedminster Press, New York, 1968, vol. Ill, chapter 16, pp. 1212-374.
Sections in the General Economic History (1923), Allen & Unwin,
London, 1927, in particular chapter 28, pp. 315-37, parallel the
arguments of The City more directly and forcefully.
6 T. Parsons, The Social System , Free Press, Chicago, 1951, p. 5.
7 R. Aron, Main Currents in Sociological Thought (1967), Penguin Books,
Harmondsworth, London, 1970, pp. 185-258.
8 Weber, The City, p. 102.
9 Ibid., p. 81.
10 Ibid., p. 181. In the General Economic History , pp. 315-17, Weber
elaborates on this discussion of medieval urbanization as integral to
the analysis of the development of capitalism. The medieval cities were
unique social associations in that they offered ‘citizenship’, allegiance
to a territorially identifiable social group, and freedom from ascribed
groupings. See R. Bendix, Max Weber (1959), Methuen, London,
1966, pp. 70-9.
11 Weber, The City, p. 197.
12 It is this aspect of Weber’s work that D. Martindale, in the ‘Introduc
tion’ to The City, stresses as a valuable corrective to ecological, or
socio-psychological, theories of urbanization.
13 Weber, The City, chapter 5, ‘Ancient and medieval democracy’,
pp. 197-230.
14 Sennett, op. cit., p. 7.
15 Ibid., p. 7.
16 M. Weber, ‘Science as a vocation’ (1919), included in From Max
Weber: Essays in Sociology, ed. H. Gerth and C. W. Mills, Routledge
& Kegan Paul, London, 1948, p. 155.
17 M. Weber, The Methodology o f the Social Sciences, Free Press, Chicago,
1949, pp. 74-5.

5 Wirth: ‘Urbanism as a way of life’ (1938)
1 The two articles to which reference is usually made are those of L.
Wirth, ‘Urbanism as a way of life’, American Journal o f Sociology,
vol. 44, 1938, pp. 1-24; and R. Redfield, ‘The folk society’, American
Journal o f Sociology, vol. 52, 1947, pp. 293-308. Wirth’s many articles
on urbanization, community planning and social welfare are collected
in L. Wirth, On Cities and Social Life, ed. A. Reiss, University of
Chicago Press, 1964, and L. Wirth, Community Life and Social Policy,
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ed. A. Reiss and E. M. Wirth, University of Chicago Press, 1956.
2 In many respects the essay can be regarded as a popularization of the
statements of the European sociologists for an American academic
audience. From the outset of his career Wirth had continued the
Chicago School’s tradition of leavening the parochialism of American
sociology. His early essay ‘The sociology of Ferdinand Tonnies’,
American Journal o f Sociology, vol. 32, 1926; the translation and
introduction to K. Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia, Harcourt Brace,
New York, 1936; and his later efforts in setting up the International
Sociological Association of which he was first President in 1950, are
all indicative of his dissatisfaction with homespun sociology, shared
by many contemporaries, such as Parsons.
3 D. Martindale, ‘Introduction’ to M. Weber, The City, Free Press,
Chicago, 1958, p. 28.
4 R. E. Park, and E. W. Burgess, Introduction to the Science o f Society,
University of Chicago Press, 1921, p. 44.
5 L. Wirth, The Ghetto, University of Chicago Press, 1926.
6 Mannheim, op. cit., ‘Introduction’, reprinted in Wirth, On Cities and
Social Life, p. 133.
7 W. James, Essays in Radical Empiricism, Longmans, London, 1912,
p. 93.
8 R. A. Nisbet, Emile Durkheim, Prentice-Hall, Englewood Cliffs, N.J.,
‘Introduction’, p. 3.
9 A. Small, General Sociology (1905), included in Park and Burgess,
op. cit., p. 199.
10 Ibid., p. 42.
11 D. Levine, ‘Introduction’ to G. Simmel, Individuality and Social
Forms, University of Chicago Press, 1971, p. liii.
12 E. W. Park, ‘Human ecology’ (1936), included in E. W. Park, Human
Communities, ed. E. C. Hughes, Free Press, Chicago, 1952, p. 157.
13 L. Wirth, ‘Ideological aspects of social disorganization’ (1940),
included in On Cities and Social Life, p. 46.
14 Wirth, ‘Urbanism as a way of life’, p. 18.
15 Ibid., p. 8.
16 R. E. Park, ‘The urban community as a spatial pattern and moral
order’ (1925), included in Human Communities, p. 165.
17 This scepticism is marked in his dissertation, The Ghetto ; in his
summary presentation he concludes ‘the ghetto . . . can be completely
understood only if it is viewed as a socio-psychological, as well as an
ecological, phenomenon; for it is not merely a physical fact but a
state of mind’; Wirth, On Cities and Social Life , p. 98. In 1945, while
paying tribute to the studies in human ecology, he reasserted the view
taken by Small forty years previously, ‘that physical factors . . . are
at best conditioning factors offering the possibilities and setting the
limits for social and psychological existence and development’; ‘On
human ecology’, included in On Cities and Social Life , p. 187.
18 R. Bendix, ‘Social theory and social action in the sociology of Louis
Wirth’, American Journal o f Sociology, vol. 59, 1954, p. 523.
19 Wirth, On Cities and Social Life , p. 132.
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20 Ibid., ‘Introduction’ by A. Reiss, p. xxvii.
21 H. Becker, ‘Introduction’ to C. Shaw, The Jack Roller, University of
Chicago Press, 1966, p. viii.
22 C. W. Mills, The Sociological Imagination, Oxford University Press,
London, 1961, chapter 3, pp. 50-99.
23 Wirth, ‘Urbanism as a way of life’, p. 23.
24 Martindale, op. cit., p. 41.
25 L. Wirth, ‘The scope and problems of the community’ (1933) in Wirth,
On Cities and Social Life , p. 176.
26 L. Wirth, ‘Consensus and mass communication’ (1948) in On Cities
and Social Life, p. 20.
27 Levine, op. cit., p. liii.
28 Wirth, ‘Consensus and mass communication’, p. 34. His debt to
Dewey is here unmistakable.
29 Bendix, op. cit., p. 526.
30 R. Sennett, Classic Essays in the Culture o f Cities, Meredith, New
York, 1969, p. 16.
31 The most thorough criticism of Wirth’s thesis for the study of urban
ization internationally is that by P. Hauser, ‘Observations on the
urban-folk and urban-rural dichotomies as forms of Western ethnocentricism’ in The Study o f Urbanization, ed. P. Hauser and D. Schnore,
John Wiley, New York, 1965, pp. 503-17.
32 M. Castells, La Question urbaine, Maspero, Paris, 1972, p. 113. In
transition,
Now, it only needs certain moments’ reflection to realize the
absurdity of a theory of social change based on the growing
complexity of human association in terms of demographic
growth alone. . . . All evolution in size and differentiation of a
social group is itself product and expression of a social structure
and its laws of transformation.
33 R. Williams, The Country and the City, Chatto & Windus, London,
1973, p. 96
34 K. Marx, ‘The holy family’ (1845), quoted by D. McLellan, The
Thought o f Karl Marx, Macmillan, London, 1971, p. 32.

Chapter 6 The Chicago School: urban experience
1 The ecological city
1 R. E. Park, ‘The city: suggestion for the investigation of human
behaviour in the urban environment’ (1915), included in R. E. Park,
Human Communities, Free Press, Chicago, 1955, p. 16.
2 E. A. Shils, ‘The present situation in American sociology’, Pilot
Papers, June 1947, vol. 2, pp. 12-13.
3 Selections from the studies made in Chicago are included in E. W.
Burgess and D. J. Bogue (eds), Urban Sociology, University of Chicago
Press, 1964; and J. F. Short, The Social Fabric o f the Metropolis,
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University of Chicago Press, 1970. See also, R. E. L. Faris, Chicago
Sociology, 1920-32, University of Chicago Press, 1970.
4 Park was introduced to the Chicago department by Thomas whom he
met at Tuskegee in 1912: E. C. Hughes, ‘Robert E. Park’, included in
The Founding Fathers o f Social Science, ed. T. Raison, Penguin Books,
Harmondsworth, 1969, p. 162. For the first few years his post was
unpaid, and not until 1922 was his position in the university regularized.
R. Faris, obituary article, American Sociological Review, vol. 9, 1944,
pp. 322-4. His early career had shown a restless alternation between
academic life and active work, first as a journalist and then as assistant
to Booker Washington. Hughes writes,
This dialectic of focus upon the individual case and upon the genus
runs through all that Park did. . . . It is in a sense the dialectic of
his own life: reform and action against detached observation;
writing the news of the unique event as against the discovery of
the eternal themes and processes of history.
(R. E. Park, Race and Culture, Free Press, Chicago, 1950, p. xiii.)
5 First published in the American Journal o f Sociology, vol. 20, 1915,
pp. 577-612, two years after his arrival in Chicago, this can be regarded
as the programmatic statement for sociological research at Chicago.
6 R. E. Park and E. W. Burgess, Introduction to the Science o f Society,
University of Chicago Press, 1921.
7 McKenzie spent only a short time at Chicago, but he and Park re
mained in continuous communication. Selections from his writings are
found in R. McKenzie, On Human Ecology, University of Chicago
Press, 1968.
8 H. Becker, ‘Introduction’ to C. Shaw, The Jack Roller, University of
Chicago Press, 1966, pp. vii-viii.
9 D. Rucker, The Chicago Pragmatists, University of Minnesota Press,
Minneapolis, 1969, describes the university at the turn of the century
as providing ‘an atmosphere of energy and breaking with the past’
(p. 9). But although the social sciences were breaking new ground in
their concern for empirical work in Chicago (as, for example, the
work by C. E. Merriam, New Aspects o f Politics, University of Chicago
Press, 1925, perhaps the earliest study by a political scientist of local
politics), radical involvement in Chicago was constrained by the
university’s origin as a Baptist college, and its dependence for finance
on local businessmen. Small and Mead’s attempt in 1907 to persuade
faculty to award Jane Addams an honorary degree failed because of
the radical reputation of her settlement, Hull House. J. W. Linn,
Jane Addams, Appleton Century, New York, 1935.
10 Burgess and Bogue, op. cit., p. 6.
11 A. Briggs, Victorian Cities (1963), Penguin Books, Harmondsworth,
1968.
12 Even in 1880 the population of Chicago was only 550,000. Thereafter
its growth was phenomenal: 1.1 million in 1900, 1.6 million in 1910,
2.7 million in 1920, 3.3 million in 1930. By the latter date the city
was already losing population to the country, whose population was
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then 4.675 million. All figures taken from R. Wade and H. Mayer,
Chicago: Growth o f a Metropolis, University of Chicago Press, 1969.
Burgess and Bogue, op. cit., p. 275.
L. Wirth, The Ghetto, University o f Chicago Press, 1926; H. Zorbaugh,
The Goldcoast and the Slum , University of Chicago Press, 1929.
R. McKenzie, ‘The ecological approach to the study of the human
community’ (1924), On Human Ecology, p. 4.
M. A. Alihan, Social Ecology (1938), Cooper Square Publishers, New
York, 1964, p. 6.
Park and Burgess, op. cit., p. 506.
McKenzie, On Human Ecology, p. 5.
A. Small, Adam Smith and Modern Sociology, University of Chicago
Press, c. 1907. R. Bendix, ‘Social theory and social action in the
sociology of Louis Wirth’, American Journal o f Sociology, vol. 59,
1954, pp. 523-9, suggests that Park, and subsequently Wirth, were
exploring the interplay between the themes of competition and com
munication, originally separated by Adam Smith in The Wealth o f
Nations and The Theory o f Moral Sentiments. In this respect, therefore,
they inherited an issue posed for sociology by the first generation of
sociologists, Giddings at Columbia, Small at Chicago.
Small, op. cit., p. 24.
R. Hurd, Principles o f City. Land Values (1903), Arno Press, New
York, 1970.
McKenzie brings human ecology very close to human geography: ‘the
spatial and sustenance relationships in which human beings are
organized are ever in process of change in response to the operation
of a complex of environmental and cultural forces’. ‘The scope of
human ecology’ (1926), included in McKenzie, On Human Ecology,
p. 19, differing only in the emphasis on relationships between units in
the aggregate. In Burgess’s only theoretical statement ‘The growth of
the city’, included in R. E. Park and E. W. Burgess, The City, University
of Chicago Press, 1926, his indebtedness to the plant ecologists, in
particular C. M. Child, and the organismic analogy, is much more
marked than in Park’s writings. Burgess subsequently emphasized
those aspects of human ecology most readily susceptible to statistical
analysis, for instance, the concept o f ‘gradient’.
R. E. Park, ‘Community and society’ (1929), included in Park, Human
Communities, p. 196.
R. E. Park, ‘The city as a social laboratory’ (1929), included in Park,
Human Communities, p. 78.
M. Stein, The Eclipse o f Community, Harper & Row, New York, 1960,
p. 19.
R. E. Park, ‘Human ecology’ (1936), included in Park, Human Com
munities, p. 148.
Park, ‘The city: suggestion, for the investigation o f human behaviour
in the urban environment’, p. 17.
L. Wirth, On Cities and Social Life, University of Chicago Press, 1964,
‘Introduction’ by A. Reiss, p. xviii.
Park, ‘Human ecology’, p. 158.
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30 M. Weber, ‘Class, status, party’ in From Max Weber: Essays in
Sociology, ed. H. Gerth and C. W. Mills, Routledge & Kegan Paul,
London, 1948, p. 183.
31 Park and Burgess, Introduction to the Science of Society, p. 30.
32 H. Barrows, ‘Geography as human ecology’, Annals o f the Association
o f American Geographers, 1923, p. 3. A monograph by J. C. Galpin,
The Social Anatomy o f a Rural Community, University of Wisconsin,
1915, is an early example of geographical study which impressed
Park.
33 Park, ‘Human ecology’, p. 158.
34 J. Dewey, Democracy and Education (1916), included in Park and
Burgess, Introduction to the Science o f Society, pp. 185-6.
35 Park, ‘Community and society’, p. 182.
36 Park, ‘Human ecology’, p. 158.
37 Alihan, op. cit., pp. 47-9. Park quite disarmingly admitted the validity
of her criticisms, and confessed to ‘the immaturity of the logical
structure on which these studies are based’. Annals o f the American
Academy o f Political and Social Sciences, vol. 20, 1939, p. 265.
38 Park, ‘Community and society’, p. 192.
39 Whereas in The Ghetto Wirth was concerned to demonstrate the histor
ical and cultural dimensions to the ghetto and their bearing on the seg
regated pattern of living in the American cities, he had written earlier,
‘land values are the chief determining influence in the segregation of
local areas . . L. Wirth, ‘A bibliography of the urban community’
(1925), included in Park and Burgess, The City, p. 203.
40 Park, ‘The city: suggestions for the investigation of human behaviour
in the urban environment’, p. 49.
41 Burgess, ‘The growth of the city’. His simple diagram is probably the
best known feature of the Chicago School’s work. The concept of
‘zone’ is, however, flatly contradicted by that of ‘gradient’; both cut
across Park’s conceptualization of natural areas.
42 Alihan, op cit., p. 182.
43 G. Osofsky, Harlem: The Making o f a Ghetto, Harper & Row, New
York, 1968.
44 Park, ‘The city: suggestions for the investigation of human behaviour
in the urban environment’, p. 47.
45 Park, ‘Community and society’, p. 201.
46 R. E. Park, ‘The mind of the hobo’ (1925), included in Human Com
munities, p. 94.
47 In the 1915 paper Park had introduced a discussion on the division of
labour as the basis for new forms of social solidarity in the city,
and his line of argument would seem to parallel that of Durkheim.
His indebtedness to Durkheim is, at this remove, unascertainable. On
his own account, he considered Simmel and Durkheim to be the two
greatest sociologists (D. Levine, ‘Introduction’ to G. Simmel, On
Individuality and Social Forms, University of Chicago Press, 1971,
p. Ii), but direct citations are rare, and there is uncertainty as to whether
this was because Park had so deeply internalized Durkheim’s sociology
that reference was unnecessary, or, alternatively, because he had
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come to his writings after long exposure to the currents of thought in
which Durkheim, too, was immersed. In these circumstances, Durkheim
is only cited as confirmation of ideas already arrived at by Park—he
confers conceptual distinction upon them.
R. A. Nisbet, Emile Durkheim (1963), Prentice-Hall, Englewood Cliffs,
N.J., 1966, p. 36. The gulf between the American sociologists and
Durkheim was by no means as great as Nisbet makes out: ‘Between
American sociological thought and the acceptance of Durkheimian
perspectives lay the wilderness of homespun individualism, Pragmatism,
and general suspicion of theory . . .’ (i b i d p. 4). And although Durk
heim repudiated biologism, his designation of social morphology as
one of the branches of sociology backed up Park’s formulation of
human ecology.
R. E. Park, “T he urban community as a spatial pattern and moral
order’ (1925), included in Park, Human Communities, p. 177.
One example, the well-known study, M. Young and P. Willmott,
Family and Kinship in East London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London,
1957, probably gave greater prominence to certain aspects of family
and neighbourhood life, in the absence of any overall analysis of
London’s housing market of East London, or the century-old move
ment of East Londoners into suburban Essex.
Park, ‘Community and society’, p. 197.

2 Community and freedom
1 ‘Columbia University Declaration’ (1894), quoted by H. Odum,
American Sociology, Longmans, London, 1951. See also R. L. and
G. J. Hinkle, The Development o f Modern Sociology, Random House,
New York, 1954.
2 L. and J. Bernard, The Origins o f American Sociology, Crowell, New
York, 1943, p. 846.
3 ‘Columbia University Declaration’. The Eugenics movement ‘reached
dimensions of a fad’ by about 1915; R. Hofstadter, Social Darwinism
in American Thought, Beacon Press, Boston, 1955, pp. 161-7.
4 M. and L. White, The Intellectual Versus the City, Harvard University
Press, Cambridge (Mass.), 1962, p. 147.
5 Ibid., pp. 147-54. But the settlement rapidly achieved a radical reputa
tion through its association with the trade unions, and its challenge
to the corruption of ward politics. The women around Jane Addams
in the early years were formidable campaigners for the unionization
of women, the introduction of legislation for an eight-hour day for
women, the restriction and supervision of child labour, and the in
stitution of juvenile courts. (J. W. Linn, Jane Addams, Appleton
Century, New York, 1935.) Later the settlement at Hull House did
withdraw from the battleground between capital and labour, but
they never showed the detachment and disinterest in economic and
political life that is so striking a feature of the writings of Park and
his colleagues in the university.
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6 C. W. Mills, Sociology and Pragmatism, Oxford University Press,
London, 1966, p. 435.
7 P. Orleans, ‘Robert Park and social area analysis’, Urban Affairs
Quarterly, 1966, p. 13. Mills, writing more generally of the sociological
profession in America, stresses the farm, or small-town background,
of many sociologists, and interprets their stress on community as a
reaction to urbanization: ‘the notion of disorganization is quite
often merely the absence of that type of organization associated with
the stuff of primary group communities having Christian and Jeffer
sonian legitimations’. C. W. Mills, ‘The professional ideology of
social pathologists’, American Journal o f Sociology, vol. 49, 1943,
p. 175.
8 L. Bramson, The Political Context o f Sociology, Princeton University
Press, Cambridge (Mass.), 1961, p. 70.
9 P. D. Goist, ‘City and community: the urban theory of Robert Park’,
American Quarterly, vol. 23, 1971, pp. 46-50.
10 M. Stein, The Eclipse o f Community, Harper & Row, New York, 1960,
p. 18.
1 1 R. Sennett, Classic Essays in the Culture o f Cities, Meredith, New
York, 1969, p. 16.
12 R. E. Park, ‘Understanding a folk culture’ (1934), included in R. E.
Park, On Social Control and Collective Behaviour, University of
Chicago Press, 1967, p. 19.
13 R. E. Park, ‘The city as a social laboratory’ (1929), included in R. E.
Park, Human Communities, Free Press, Chicago, 1955, p. 74.
14 R. E. Park, ‘Community organization and the romantic temper’ (1925),
included in Human Communities, p. 72.
15 Bramson, op. cit., p. 17.
16 Park’s indebtedness to Simmel in delineating a field for sociology
is enormous, but in his hands Simmel’s sociology is transmuted from
a science of the forms of association to the ‘science of collective be
haviour’. Park shifted Simmel’s conception of a social fact from
‘the normatively indifferent fact of human association’ (D. Levine,
‘Introduction’ to G. Simmel, On Individuality and Social Forms,
University of Chicago Press, 1971, p. Ii) to concerns of social organiza
tion, social control, concerted action and community.
17 R. E. Park, ‘The city’ (1915), included in Park, Human Communities,
p. 46.
18 In an essay late in his career, Park summarized his views on urbaniza
tion in history: cities are melting pots, solvents of existing systems
of stratification in the name of economic efficiency. Through natural
selection, and an increasingly fine division of labour, productivity,
and creativity, are furthered. The breakdown of custom means indi
viduation, releasing energy and ambition for ‘new and strange in
ventions and achievements’. The city is the ‘workshop of civilization’
‘The city and civilization’ (1936), included in Park, Human Communities,
pp. 128-41. Social Darwinist thinking is allied to Marxist terminology.
‘It is said that every civilization carries in itself the seeds of its own
destruction. Such seeds are likely to be the technical devices that
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introduce a new social order and usher out the old’ (p. 121). The
theme of the essay runs parallel to the arguments of Tonnies, and is
a precursor of the folk-urban continuum subsequently elaborated by
Redfield, and as such is a link between nineteenth-century liberalism
and twentieth-century theories of development.
M. Castells, La Question urbaine, Maspero, Paris, 1972, p. 441.
J. Dewey, Democracy and Education, Macmillan, London, 1916, p. 115.
A. Gouldner, The Coming Crisis o f Sociology, Heinemann, London,
1971, p. 484.
R. E. L. Faris, Chicago Sociology, 1920-1932, University of Chicago
Press, 1970; see also R. E. Park, ‘The city as a natural phenomenon’
(1939), included in Park, Human Communities, pp. 125-7.
The head of the philosophy department had been Dewey (1892-1904)
and it was only after his departure that a separate psychology depart
ment was formed. Subsequently Mead, in his consideration of the
realization of self in social situations, pushed psychology yet further
from instinctivist or behavioural interpretations of social existence.
G. M. Mead, On Social Psychology, University of Chicago Press,
1956. All senior students in the sociology department in this period
attended Mead’s lectures. R. E. L. Faris, ‘The social psychology of
G. Mead’, American Journal o f Sociology, vol. 43, 1937, p. 509.
H. Spencer, The Study o f Society, published in America 1872-3, had
had a tremendous impact on social thought; ‘it soon gave Spencer a
public influence that far transcended Darwin’s’, and he became ‘the
metaphysician of the home-made intellectual’. Hofstadter, op. cit.,
pp. 31-2.
Ibid., p. 66.
A. Small, General Sociology, University of Chicago Press, 1905,
pp. 408-10.
Ib'd., p. 420.
Ibid., p. 407.
W. James, Pragmatism, Longmans, London, 1907, p. 79.
Levine, op. cit., p. liii.
Small, op. cit., p. ix.
Small had studied Marxism carefully, and even taught a course on
the subject at Chicago (E. A. Shils, ‘The present situation in American
sociology’, Pilot Papers, June 1947, vol. 2, no. 2, p. 14); he also
‘attacked the evils of capitalism and monopoly with such vigour that
his style sometimes became almost lively’. E. C. Hughes, ‘Robert E.
Park’ in The Founding Fathers o f Social Science, ed. T. Raison, Penguin
Books, Harmondsworth, 1969, p. 170. He and Veblen were con
temporaries at Chicago. But this interest was not transmitted to the
next generation in the department, and the language of human ecology
replaces that of Marxism; the context of research is that of the physical
framework of the city, not the relationships of production. The
interest in technology remains, ‘in human ecology . . . the factor of
technology becomes one of major importance’, but is considered in
terms of ‘the means of rapid transport, public utilities, skyscraper
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apartment buildings, the new means of communication . .
E. W.
Burgess, quoted by Odum, H., op. cit., p. 353.
G. Simmel (1909), included in R. E. Park and E. W. Burgess, Introduction to the Science o f Society, University of Chicago Press, 1921,
p. 349.
Small, op. cit., p. 496.
A. Strauss, ‘Introduction’ to Mead, op. cit., p. xxiv.
Quoted by Mills, Sociology and Pragmatism, p. 443.
For instance, the interpretations of R. A. Nisbet, The Sociological
Tradition (1966), Heinemann, London, 1967; and H. S. Hughes,
Consciousness and Society, McGibbon & Kee, London, 1967.
James, op. cit.; Essays in Radical Empiricism, Longmans, London,
1912.
James, Pragmatism, p. 241.
James, Essays in Radical Empiricism, p. x.
W. James, The Principles o f Psychology, Holt, New York, 1896,
referred to by R. E. Paik, ‘New as a form of knowledge’ (1940), in
cluded in Park, On Social Control and Collective Behaviour, pp. 33-52.
James, Essays in Radical Empiricism, p. 57.
Ibid., pp. 65-6.
R. E. Park, ‘Human nature and collective behaviour’ (1927), included
in Park, On Social Control and Collective Behaviour, p. 190.
A. Reiss, ‘Introduction’ to L. Wirth, On Cities and Social Life, Univer
sity of Chicago Press, 1964, p. xv.
Park, ‘Human nature and collective behaviour’, p. 193.
Park, ‘The city’, p. 5. Over twenty-five years, Park did not waver from
this approach, in his methodological papers, his prefatory statements
to the books o f others, and in his advice to students. In 1921, in his
most systematic writings on sociology, he wrote,
It has been the dream of philosophers that theoretical and abstract
science could and perhaps some day would, succeed in putting
into formulae and into general terms all that was significant in the
concrete facts of life. It has been the tragic mistake of the so-called
intellectuals, who have gained their knowledge from textbooks
rather than from observation and research to assume that science
had already realised its dream. But there is no indication that
science has begun to exhaust the sources or significance of
concrete experience.

48
49
50
51

(R. E. Park, and E. W. Burgess, Introduction to the Science o f Society ,
University of Chicago Press, 1921, p. 15.)
Park, ‘The city’, p. 7.
R. Turner, ‘Introduction’ to Park, On Social Control and Collective
Behaviour, p. xv.
Mills, Sociology and Pragmatism, p. 20.
In this respect, note Rex’s approach to the city ‘as a social organiza
tion structured in terms of differential rights in relation to the use of
domestic and community buildings’, J. Rex, Race, Colonialism and
the City , Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1973, pp. 112-13. Even
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the commercial buildings of the city are excluded in this model of the
city.

3 A

continuing tradition?

1 C. W. Mills, Sociology and Pragmatism, Oxford University Press,
London, 196�p. 382
2 Ibid., p. 380.
3 B. McLoughlin, Urban an d Regional Planning: a Systems A p proach ,

'Faber & Faber, London, 1969, p. 95.
4 M. A.Alihan, Social Ecology, Columbia University Press, New York,
1938 (reprinted Cooper Square Publishers, 1964), p. 6.
5 P. Geddes, 'Civics: an applied sociology', Sociological Papers, 1904,
p. 117.
6 L. Kolakowski, Positivist Philosophy, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth,
1972, p. 201.
7 B. Russell, The History of Western Philosophy,
London, 1946, p 841.

Allen & Unwin,

8 Ibid., p. 851.

J. Chorley and P. Haggett, So c io Eco nomic Models in Geography,
Methuen, London, 1967, p. 20.

9 R.

-

10 J. Rex and R. Moore, Race, Community and Conflict, Oxford University Press, London, 1967.
11 R. Pahl, Whose City?, Longman, London, 1970.
12 M. Castells, La Question urbaine, Maspero, Paris, 1972.
13 N. Anderson, Th e Hobo, University of Chicago Press, 1923; F.
Thrasher, The Gang, University of Chicago Press, 1927; W. F. Whyte,
Street Corner Society, University of Chicago Press, 1943; G. Suttles,
The Social Order of the S lum, University of Chicago Press, 1969.
14 Redfield responded to Lewis's criticisms of his Rousseauesque pre
sentation of life in a Mexican village with the statement: 'The principal
conclusion I can draw from this experience is that we are all better
off with two uescriptions of Tcpoztlan than we would be with only
one of them. ' R. Redfield, The Little Com mu nity, University of Chicago
Press, 1960, p. 136. Lewis surveyed the same village seventeen years
after Redfield, in O. Lewis, L ife in a Mexi can
Restudied, University of Illinois Press, 1951.

Village: Tepozt/an

15 A. Gouldner, Th e Coming Crisis of Western Sociology, Heinemann,
London, 1971, p. 482.
16 The list could include M. Young and P. Willmott, Family and Kinship
in East London (1957), Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1963; B.
Jackson and D. Marsden, Edu c ation and the Working Class,
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1962; Rex and Moore, op. cit. ; and K. Coates
and R. Silburn, Poverty: the Forgotten Englishmen, Penguin Books,
Harmondsworth, 1969.
17 M. Shaw, 'The coming crisis of radical sociology' in Ideology and
Social Science, ed. R. Blackburn, Fontana, Collins, London, 1972,
p.34.
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18 K. Marx, 'The Paris manuscripts' (1844); quoted by D. McLellan,
Marx Before Marxism, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1970, p. 260.
19 W. Reich, What is Class Consciousness? (1933), Socialist Reproduction
Press, London, 1971, p. 23.
20 C. W. Mills, The Sociological Imagination, Oxford University Press,
London, 1959, p. 5.
21 K. Korsch, Karl Marx, Russell & Russell, New York, 1963, p. 79.
22 J. Foster, Class Consciousness and the Industrial Revolution, Weidenfeld
& Nicolson, London, 1973.
23 R. S. and H. M. Lynd, Middletown (1929), Harcourt Brace & World,
New York, 1956; and N. Dennis, F. Henriques and C. Slaughter,
Coal is Our Life, Eyre & Spottiswoode, London, 1956.

Epilogue The city or the town?
1 K. Marx and F. Engels, 'The German Ideology', included in Pre
capitalist Economic Formations, ed. E. J. Hobsbawm, Lawrence &
Wishart, London, 1964, p. 127.
2 M. Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization, Free Press,
New York, 1964, p. 113: 'Not every type of contact of human being
has a social character. ... For example, a mere collision of two
cyclists may be compared to a natural event....
'

3 A. Gouldner, The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology (1970),
Heinemann, London, 1971, p.349.
4 Phrases used by the Webbs and O. B. Shaw. See E. J. Hobsbawm,
Labouring Men, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, London, 1964, chapter 14,
'The Fabians reconsidered', pp. 250-71.
5 Centre of Environmental Studies, Proceedings of the Conference on
Urban Change and Conflict, London, 1975, CES CP 14, p. 220.
6 K.B.Sme1lie, A History of Local Government, Allen & Unwin, London,
1969, p. 111.
7 Note the discussion by R. Pahl, Whose City?, Longmans, London,
1970, pp. 215-25.
8 J. Cornford (ed.), The Failure of the State, Croom Helm, London,
1975, p. 9.
9 C. W. Mills, The Sociological Imagination (1959), Oxford University
Press, London, 1967, p. 136.
10 M. Harloe, 'Inner
of Environmental
Proceedings of the
p.7.
11 Gouldner, op. cit.,

urban areas-a review article', published as Centre
Studies, CES WN 356, London, 1973. See also
Conference on Urban Change and Conflict, op. cit.,
p. 350.

12 M. Shaw, Marxism and Social Science, Pluto Press, London, 1975,
p.13.
13 Ibid., p. 14.
14 R. Miliband, The State in Capitalist Society (1969), Quartet Books,
London, 1973, p. 233.
15 R. Williams, The Country and the City, Chatto & Windus, London,
1973, p. 291.
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16 R. Pahl, 'Urban processes and social structure', included in Whose
City ?, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1975, p. 234.
17 J. Anderson, 'The political economy of urbanism: a bibliography',
Architectural Association, London, unpublished document circulated
January 1976, p. 10.
18 Marx and Engels, o p. cit., p. 127.
19 B. Russell, quoted by M. Weber, 'The urban place and the non-place
urban realm', included in Explorations in Urban Structure, ed. M.
Webber, University of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, 1964, p. 79.
20 E. Durkheim, The Rules of Sociological Method, Free Press, Chicago,
1950, p. 14.
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