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476 E x p e r i m e n t a l  S p a c e s  – 

P l a n n i n g  i n  H i g h  M o d e r n i t y

 1 U. Herbert, «Europe in High Modernity. Re6ec-
tions on a Theory of the 20th Century», Journal of 
Modern European History 5 (2007) 2, 5–21.

 2 L. Raphael (ed.), Theorien und Experimente der 
Moderne, Cologne 2012; C. Dipper / L. Raphael, 
«‹Raum› in der europäischen Geschichte. Einlei-
tung», Journal of Modern European History 9 (2011) 
1, 27–41; C. Dipper, «Moderne, Version: 1.0», Doc-
upedia-Zeitgeschichte, 25.08.2010, URL: http://doc-
upedia.de/zg/Moderne?oldid=84639 (last visited 

24 March 2014); T. Etzemüller (ed.), Die Ordnung 
der Moderne: Social Engineering im 20. Jahrhundert, 
Bielefeld 2009.

 3 A. Escobar, «Planning», in: W. Sachs (ed.), The 
Development Dictionary: A Guide to Knowledge as 
Power, London 2010, 146. 

 4 Escobar, «Planning», 146–147.

Recent years have seen a sharp increase in the scholarly interest in planning and social 

engineering, which became widespread in the Western world as well as the colonies 

and post-colonial states in the age of High Modernity. This age, covering the years be-

tween 1890 and 1970, has been distinguished from other periods, firstly, by the sheer 

rapidity of economic, social and cultural changes, such as industrialisation, urbanisa-

tion, mass emigration, and the «scientification» of society.1 What qualides this period 

as distinctively modern, however, is that contemporaries themselves were aware that 

they were entering a «new» era, which oeered increased opportunities to shape their 

own future.2 The modern became a category of self-identidcation, combining a sense 

of crisis with a strong belief in the possibility to perfect society through interventions. 

Expectations were high: modernity itself would provide the means, such as scientidc 

knowledge and technological innovations, to channel the sweeping changes and re-

store a stable order in the post-liberal age.

«Planning» as a concept «embodies the belief that social change can be engineered 

and directed, produced at will».3 Its emergence at the end of the nineteenth century 

should be attributed to the rise of the modern political economy, which fostered an in-

strumental attitude towards nature and people. In reaction to the disturbing social 

consequences produced by laissez-faire capitalism, industrialisation and urbanisation, 

professionals and experts launched initiatives to improve social conditions, resulting in 
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 5 See for example E. Hansen, «Depression Decade 
Crisis: Social Democracy and Planisme in Bel-
gium and the Netherlands, 1929–1939», Journal of 
Contemporary History 16 (1981) 2, 293–322.

 6 The supplement of Past & Present 210 (2011) 6 is 
centred on this theme, as was the workshop «So-
cial Planning in Late Colonial and Post-Colonial 
Societies» at the German Historical Institute in 
London in 2013. For a conference report, see: 
GHIL Bulletin 35 (2013) 2.

 7 J. C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes 
to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed, New 
Haven, London 1998.

 8 D. Peukert, Die Weimarer Republik. Krisenjahre der 
Klassischen Moderne, Frankfurt am Main 1987.

 9 D. van Laak, «Planung. Geschichte und Gegenwart 
des Vorgries auf die Zukunft», Geschichte und Ges-
ellschaft 34 (2008) 4, 305–326; A. Doering-Man-
teueel, «Ordnung jenseits der politischen Sys-
teme: Planung im 20. Jahrhundert», Geschichte 
und Gesellschaft 34 (2008) 4, 398–406; T. Etze-
müller, Die Romantik der Rationalität. Alva & Gun-
nar Myrdal – Social Engineering in Schweden, 
Bielefeld 2010.

the rise of town planning and the incipient welfare state. The state – and at times so-

cially minded industrialists too – became the guarantor of social progress.4

The growing belief in the state as the appropriate actor to reconcile various social 

and economic interests and protect the common good by means of regulatory and dis-

ciplinary instruments was the result of shock-like experiences that opened up new 

realms of state interference. The First World War led to a dramatic increase in planning 

eeorts, initially in order to wage war and regulate the war economy, and then later as a 

response to the wartime damages. The worldwide economic slump following the crash 

of the New York stock exchange heralded another episode in large-scale planning. This 

time it was predicated on the need to secure jobs and stabilise the agricultural sector.5 

After 1945, the aftermath of war called for new reconstruction initiatives, while plan-

ning also became a crucial concept in the attempts to «develop» decolonised states.6

Initially, scholarly inquiries into these planning histories stressed the authoritarian 

and totalitarian polities that provided for such far-reaching interventions. Seminal 

works, like James Scott’s Seeing Like a State, tend to understand planning as being in-

trinsically linked to a high, even extremist degree of state interference in societal af-

fairs.7 Authoritarian state power and a prostrate civil society are seen as the key features 

of the «failed» grand schemes, which Scott has identided and described. However, al-

ready in 1987, Detlev Peukert portrayed the Weimar Republic as a «laboratory» of the 

social.8 More recently, scholars have problematized the view on the necessarily au-

thoritarian nature of state planning and have expanded the range of planning histories 

by looking beyond non-democratic political systems. They convincingly argue that 

planning and social engineering are trans-ideological historical phenomena, which 

have occurred in liberal-democratic and authoritarian contexts alike in the age of High 

Modernity.9

This special issue adheres to this reading of planning history: a belief in (state) 

planning and in the creation of harmonious and coherent social orders emerged on the 

left as well as the right, under democratic and non-democratic regimes alike. To that, 

however, this issue adds the plea for a decentred inquiry. In our view, planning histori-

ographies have often adopted a too clear-cut division between planning authorities and 
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those being planned in Europe. As a consequence, experts, their plans and their dis-

courses have been at the core of historical analyses, whereas social practices, the level of 

governance where citizens encounter planning oqcials, as well as the implementation 

of plans tend to be of secondary importance. As the contributions in this special issue 

reveal, such a decentred, governance-focused perspective forces us to thoroughly re-

consider notions of the state, the planning agents as well as the planning recipients.

This issue is composed of contributions by scholars who have recently probed into 

a variety of spaces in need of a system of governance that would structure and order the 

entity at issue. Three important dieerences with the more traditional literature on 

planning can be noted. Firstly, our contributors shift the focus away from large-scale 

transformations and onto more medium-sized if not micro-locales of planning. This 

change of scale puts new actors into the spotlight, including non-state planning elites 

as well as those being planned for. Secondly, by doing so, we are able to go beyond the 

planners’ discourse and investigate the practices of planning. Finally, this approach 

enables us to demonstrate the dynamic nature of most planning exercises.

1. The Research Agenda

This special issue, thus, proposes a historical approach to social planning that dieers 

to a large extent from the tenets in the recent historiography on social planning and 

engineering. Firstly, it contends that a decentred, localist inquiry sheds light on the 

social dynamism, which informs planning practices and discourses alike. Therefore, 

by moving away from taking the state as the sole framework of analysis, we can criti-

cally assess the social interactions between groups of people, who have often been re-

garded separately in state-focused analyses. Secondly, the contributions interpret the 

relations between the planners and the planned as intrinsically unsettled. Conse-

quently, planning as practice is no longer primarily interpreted as a linear process. 

Planning does not uninterruptedly lead from the conception of the plan to its imple-

mentation and execution. Instead, the articles view planning practices as capricious 

undertakings, which are subject to re-interpretations, re-adjustments, re-condgura-

tions, restrictions, enlargements, (un)intended feedback mechanisms and deadlocks at 

various stages of conception, negotiation and implementation. 

Evidently, these conceptual orientations are not innovative in their own right. Many 

aspects of them may even be found in the existing planning historiography. However, 

taken together, these three orientations encapsulate a historical, localist understanding 

of «planning by doing», which avoids some of the fallacies in many planning histories. 

To begin with, the state – or related planning agencies or expert groups – is not 

represented as a monolithic black box that superimposes planning agendas on people. 

In contrast, this issue depicts the specidc agency of state actors, agents, experts, per-

sonnel and oqcials, who engage and participate in a particular planning practice. The 

same applies to civil society. Voluntary associations and organised groups are not 

mainly seen as the (often unhappy) recipients of planning, but its representatives are 
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also planning actors in their own right. Moreover, state actors are not seen as planning 

advocates per se, whereas civil society representatives do not exclusively display univo-

cal protests to planning. State actors might consider rejecting intervention by plan-

ning, while agents of civil society might join the planning authority they are confronted 

with, or develop planning schemes themselves. 

Our insistence on planning by doing allows for an in-depth assessment of the ex-

perimental nature of planning. To be sure, in line with the historical actors themselves, 

we cannot regard specidc plans as «experiments», since experts and planners always 

held strong convictions on the eeects of their interventions and on their expected out-

comes. At the same time, their dnal aims of planning were never narrowly dedned 

outcomes or blueprints, but more holistically phrased objectives, such as equilibrium, 

harmony, aruence, organic order, and modernity. 

The road towards such objectives was not short and straight, but a rather long and 

winding one – which might have even ended in a cul-de-sac. In order to keep their eyes 

on the ball, experts and planners thus had to adjust and realign – practically and discur-

sively. Moreover, in some instances, the composition of planning elites was subject to 

changes. This is what we mean by «planning by doing». As a consequence of this clash 

with reality and because of the holistic aims, planning has to be regarded as an open-

ended process.

In general terms, this special issue critically examines the social interactions at 

various decentralised scales and spaces (i.e. transport hubs, model villages, community 

centres, urban neighbourhoods). The concept of «space» refers to the local scale of 

analysis, but it also indicates the impact of spatial settings on social practices. In turn, 

then, these interactions reveal a highly dynamic set of (discursive) practices in which 

(pre-)determined and (self-)dedned roles of historical actors, whether planners, experts 

or citizens, are all but dxed. This amounts to three focal points, which lie at the heart 

of this issue’s articles: the relation between planning discourse and social practice; the 

contested – and re-adjustable – ambitions and goals in social planning; and the signid-

cance of agency of a wide range of historical actors in planning practices.

2. The Agenda in Practice

Our contributions reveal a complex duality between expert discourse and planning 

practice. The case of the Peckham Health Centre, examined by David Kuchenbuch, 

displays this complexity par excellence. By solely focusing on the scientidc discourse of 

medical experts, one gains a highly structured account of the social experiments con-

ducted at the centre. However, a critical assessment of the practices and the social in-

teractions at the centre, as conducted by Kuchenbuch, discloses a much more self-re-

6ective and reciprocal perception of social realities by the experts in charge.

Additionally, our contributions demonstrate that the practice of planning often had 

only little to do with the imposition of rigid, dogmatic blueprints on society. Antici-

pated outcomes tended to be couched in abstract terms, such as «equilibrium» (be-
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tween the individual and the collective), «order» (as opposed to free-reigning market 

forces), and «community» (as opposed to the alleged «atomisation» of society). This is, 

in part, an expression of the particular local context of the studies examined here. Al-

though the planners might have expected these schemes to have an impact on society 

at large, their schemes were never part of an overarching master narrative of planning. 

In her article, Anette Schlimm analyses experts engaged in setting up a system of re-

gional milk distribution in Cornwall. They understood their task to be specidcally re-

gional in nature and did not aim for an all-encompassing system of food distribution 

on a national or even international scale. In a similar vein, Stefan Couperus’ article on 

the reconstruction of blitzed cities highlights ambitious small-scale housing and com-

munity building initiatives. Stemming from the voluntary sector, these initiatives 

sought to improve the urban conditions not by adhering to the oqcial urban recon-

struction schemes, but, alternatively, by departing from the grassroots level.

Thirdly, our contributors analyse the relationship between planners and planned. 

As a result of a decentred approach the distance between both decreases, as planning 

oqcials and citizens become part of the same analytical framework in which the plan 

is re-adjusted as a result of the agencies of both planners and the planned. This is dem-

onstrated by Anette Schlimm’s article, which oeers the most evident example of the 

modidcation of a plan by its users. Raluca Mus.at, who in her article examines the wide-

spread phenomenon of model villages in interwar Romania, Turkey and Italy, shows 

that even authoritarian state authorities, such as the royal dictatorship of Carol II in 

Romania, were unable to keep their subjects from undermining the modernising 

schemes by acting in opposition to the project’s stated aims. In the article by David 

Kuchenbuch, the interaction is carried to its most extreme, when the distinction be-

tween experts and visitors of the centre seems to dissolve completely. In those in-

stances, the experts seem to regard themselves as parts of the planned communities at 

hand. 

We hope that this eeort will help set a new research agenda for historians inter-

ested in planning, with a focus on decentred practices and discourses of planning in 

the twentieth century.
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social engineering, which became widespread in the Western world as well as the 

colonies and post-colonial states in the age of High Modernity. This special issue 

shows that a belief in (state) planning and in the creation of coherent social orders 

emerged on the left as well as the right, under democratic and non-democratic 

regimes alike. Moreover, it argues that a decentered, governance-focused approach 

to planning, which takes into account not only expert discourses but also practices, 
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as the planning recipients.
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 1 J. Freedland, «Ministers seeking inspiration should 
talk to Pam about pre-war Peckham», in: Guardi-
an, 31.10.2007.

 2 K. Barlow, Recognising Health, London 1988; A. Scott-
Samuel, Total Participation, Total Health: Reinvent-

ing the Peckham Health Centre for the 1990s, Edin-
burgh 1990. Today, the Pioneer Health Foundation 
is preserving the legacy of the PHC: http://thephf.
org/.

In 2007, in an article in the Guardian, journalist Jonathan Freedland observed a recent 

trend in British politics: According to him, politicians were embracing new ideas about 

welfare policy and the empowerment of local communities.1 Providing them with fur-

ther inspiration Freedland did not point to contemporary projects. Instead, he recom-

mended talking «to Pam about pre-war Peckham». Pam Elven of Peckham – a neigh-

bourhood in the London borough of Southwark – he claimed, could tell cabinet 

ministers more about a project she had participated in some 70 years earlier: the Peck-

ham experiment. Freedland was referring to the Pioneer Health Centre (PHC), estab-

lished in 1935: a health and leisure club for working-class families. He wrote that this 

Centre was to an astonishing degree run by members of the local community them-

selves. There were no lectures and few rules. Whenever they chose to do so, the Centre 

members could use the swimming pool, the library, and sports equipment. And when-

ever they wanted, they could ask the two doctors who had initiated the experiment for 

medical advice. Meanwhile, the physicians Georg Scott Williamson (1884–1953) and 

Innes Hope Pearse (1889–1978) were silently monitoring the environment they had 

helped create. The freedom of the Centre, they found, had resulted in a signidcant in-

crease in the members’ dtness, and, more importantly, it had fostered the growth of an 

active community.

Freedland’s historical inspiration is not as far-fetched as it might seem. In British 

progressive discourse the Peckham Centre has resurfaced many times since its closure 

in 1950. Especially in the late 1980s, it was propagated as an approach to health promo-

tion consistent with pluralist claims for political participation.2 Even before that, educa-

tors, architects and public intellectuals, such as Aldous Huxley, had held that «Peck-

ham» demonstrated how individuals from all kinds of social backgrounds could be 

David Kuchenbuch

A Laboratory of Anarchy?  
The London Pioneer Health Centre  
and the Experimentalization of the Social, 
1935–1950
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 3 A. Huxley, Brave New World Revisited, New York 
1958, 143. Praise for the PHC can be found, for 
instance, in L. Moholy-Nagy, Vision in Motion, Chi-
cago 1947, 359; L. Haworth, The Good City, Bloom-
ington 1963, 126–128; C. Alexander, A Pattern Lan-
guage. Towns. Buildings. Construction, New York 
1977, 252–255; and L. Berg, «Moving towards Self 
Government», in: J. Hall (ed.), Children’s Rights. 
Towards the Liberation of the Child, London 1972, 
8–53. The experiment even left a mark on popular 
culture: It plays an important role in Piers Antho-
ny’s 1969 science-dction novel «Macroscope».

 4 C. Ward, «‹A Laboratory of Anarchy›. A Compara-
tive Anthology», in: Anarchy 6 (1966), 56–61. On 

anarchist appropriations of the Centre: E. Charkin, 
«‹Building the Natural Society of the Future›: The 
Peckham Experiment (1943) as an Anarchist Ac-
count of Childhood and Education», in: Paedagogi-
ca Historica 50 (2014), 414–432.

 5 Research on the PHC has not yet fully utilized the 
wealth of primary sources in the London Well-
come Library for the History of Medicine (see L. A. 
Hall, «The Archives of the Pioneer Health Centre, 
Peckham, in the Wellcome Library», in: Social His-
tory of Medicine 14 (2001), 525–538), as well as ad-
ditional material that can be found in the National 
Archives, Kew, and the Archives of the London 
School of Economics. 

stimulated into activity, while keeping state control (and spending) at a minimum.3 In 

the mid-1960s, the Peckham experiment actually embodied an almost utopian dream: 

British anarchists like Colin Ward viewed it as scientidc proof that a peaceful society, 

devoid of institutions and consisting of individuals eager to cooperate while following 

their own paths to fuldlment, was indeed possible. «Peckham», to Ward, seemed like 

«a laboratory of anarchy».4

It is the aim of this article to reconstruct the experiment and, in doing so, to ques-

tion the narratives and interpretations introduced above. In my article, I will loosely 

follow a chronology. Firstly, I will consider the original aims of the Pioneer Health Cen-

tre as well as the context of its establishment, which dates back to the 1920s. As a close 

look at its archival records reveals,5 and contrary to the familiar narrative, the PHC did 

not start oe as a research station designed to study social self-organization (1.). In fact, 

it owed more to Victorian traditions of social work than to anarchist visions of empow-

ered communities. It was also hardly as original as some of its recent supporters claim. 

This presents us with an interesting question: How, under what circumstances, and 

when, did the Pioneer Health Centre turn into the «Peckham experiment», which still 

captivates the imagination of political commentators in the twenty-drst century?

To answer this question, a second section will explain the rather sweeping re-inter-

pretations of the Centre by its founders between 1935 and 1939 (2.). It will show that 

both the relative freedom the users enjoyed in the Centre and the notion of social ex-

perimentation only gradually evolved during the late 1930s. As the Peckham doctors 

struggled to adapt a biological epistemology to the chaotic reality in the Centre, they 

developed an early type of participant observation. However, the scientists’ insights re-

garding the merits of social self-organization started to reverberate in the laboratory. 

Many Centre members began to invest their individual development with meaning 

based on the scientists’ evolving theories (3.). As a third section will show, the meth-

odological blind spots that resulted from this rather precarious experimental setting 

proved disastrous in the late 1940s, when the PHC had to apply for outside funding. 

Pearse and Scott Williamsons, however, attributed the eventual closing of the Centre to 
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 6 Among them were heirs to companies like Sains-
bury’s and what was to become Unilever. The Hon 
Mrs Ewen Montagu recollects the origins of the 
Pioneer Health Centre, 1998, Wellcome Library 
(WL), SA/PHC/B.1/1/1. See, for instance: S. Kühl, 
For the Betterment of the Race. The Rise and Fall of 
the International Movement for Eugenics and Racial 
Hygiene, New York 2013, and M. Turda, Modernism 
and Eugenics, Houndmills, New York 2010.

 7 Notes re Pilot Scheme Plans, 1925, WL, SA/PHC/ 
B.1/1/2, 2.

 8 Ibid., 2.

 9 See A. Beach, «Potential for Participation: Health 
Centres and the Idea of Citizenship c. 1920–1940», 
in C. Lawrence / A. Mayer (eds.), Regenerating Eng-
land. Science, Medicine and Culture in Interwar-Brit-
ain, London 2000, 203–230; I. Zweiniger-Bar-
gielowska, Managing the Body. Beauty, Health, and 
Fitness in Britain 1880–1939, Oxford 2010; as well 
as G. Jones, Social Hygiene in Twentieth Century 
Britain, Beckenham 1986 (who mentions the PHC 
in passing: 9) and V. Berridge, Health and Society 
in Britain since 1939, Cambridge 1999.

the emerging welfare state’s hostility towards individual freedom and family life. In the 

concluding section I will show how «Peckham» can serve as a case study in several re-

spects (4.).

1. From Social Work to Social Experimentation

The Pioneer Health Centre was established as a charity based on bio-political concerns. 

In 1926, a drst Centre opened its doors for the Peckham residents on Queen’s road, 

some blocks away from the later, much larger Centre. The project was initiated by a 

group of wealthy philanthropists, who had a clearly dedned goal consistent with the 

international discourse on eugenics at the time.6 The Centre was meant to raise the 

physical condition of the urban working-class as well as educate on hygiene, family 

planning and contraceptives. For this reason, it was organised along the lines of a fam-

ily club. It had a medical examination room, but it also came equipped with board 

games, tools (for the men) and sewing machines (for the women). In this way, the 

founders hoped to attract people by appealing to their «inherent desire for some con-

structive hobby», as they wrote in a 1925 manifesto.7 They were convinced that they 

could best distribute information on matters of health by addressing the family as a 

whole. Generally, close contact between physicians and ordinary people seemed im-

perative, since it seemed to be the only method that would increase the people’s respon-

sibility for their own bodies and those of their potential oespring: «We [...] must im-

plant in their minds how essential it is for them to be in a dt state themselves before 

they contemplate the creation of life.»8 

Clearly, the adjective «pioneer» in Pioneer Health Centre is misleading, even with 

regards to the drst, smaller Centre. As research on social hygiene in Britain has shown, 

the idea to increase the health of the nation and thus gain in national eqciency was 

rather undisputed within the British elites after World War I. In fact, the need to im-

prove the physical «quality» of the lower classes had been the subject of intense politi-

cal debates since the Second Boer War (1899–1902). Consequently, a drst compulsory 

(if rudimentary) health insurance for workers (in 1911) and the Ministry of Health (in 

1919) were established.9 Furthermore, even the specidc approach to social work, chosen 
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 10 D. W. Wills, The Hawkspur Experiment. An informal 
account of the training of wayward adolescents, Lon-
don 1967 [1941]. Nevertheless, in retrospect, 
«Hawkspur» and «Peckham» were often regarded 
as close relatives: C. Ward, «Anarchism as a Theo-
ry of Organization», in: L. Kirmerman / L. Perry 
(eds.), Patterns of Anarchy, New York 1966, 349–
351.

 11 See N. Scotland, Squires in the Slums: Settlements 
and Missions in Late-Victorian London, London, 
New York 2007; R. Crocker, Social Work and Social 
Order: The Settlement Movement in Two Industrial 
Cities, 1889–1930, Urbana, Chicago 1992.

 12 Still fascinating on ideologies of self-improvement 
in Victorian England: P. Joyce, Democratic Subjects. 
The Self and the Social in Nineteenth-century Eng-
land, Cambridge, New York 1994.

 13 R. Humphreys, Poor Relief and Charity 1869–1945. 
The London Charity Organization Society, Hound-
mills, New York 2001.

 14 See the Minority Report of the Poor Law Commis-
sion Part I: The Break-Up of the Poor Law. Edited 
with an Introduction by Sidney and Beatrice 
Webb, Clifton 1979 [1909].

 15 Annual Report 1927, WL, SA/PHC/A.2/2.

by the Peckham founders in order to overcome the perceived medico-social crisis, was 

dated by the standards of the 1920s. In contrast to what it later came to stand for, the 

main objective of «Peckham» at this time was to implant in the «deserving poor» a 

sense of responsibility through neighbourly contacts with their social «betters». The 

Centre in Peckham might actually be considered a late-comer amongst a large number 

of elite attempts to «improve» the lower classes, not least by establishing institutions 

with rather experimental approaches: When compared, for instance, to mid-1930s’ 

projects like the self-governing, anti-authoritarian «Q-Camps» for delinquent boys in 

Hawkspur, Essex,10 the Pioneer Health Centre actually bears more resemblance to the 

settlement houses established in the poor quarters of large cities in the late 19th cen-

tury, such as Toynbee Hall in London and Hull House in Chicago.11 Similar to the 

PHC, volunteer work in these institutions focussed on individuals and their families in 

order to assist with self-improvement.12 More importantly, at the turn of the century, 

in6uential associations, such as the Charity Organization Society, endorsed such per-

sonal approaches because, to them, both anonymous charity and dnancial redistribu-

tion by state agencies seemed only to foster dependency and passivity on the receiving 

end13 – a belief that the founders of the Peckham-Centre shared. When the PHC was 

established, progressive reformers like Beatrice and Sidney Webb had in fact long at-

tacked such reasoning as ignorant of the structural rather than moral basis of social 

problems in what was essentially an unjust society.14 

What, however, made «Peckham» stand out from the large number of contempo-

rary single-issue voluntary institutions was the intention to scientibcally survey the 

health-eeects of individual medical advice within a working-class community. The 

evaluation of the members’ health showed that the project was quite successful in this 

regard.15 The drst medical report of 1927 claimed that the member families were 

healthier and better informed about hygiene, family planning and even nutrition. They 

were generally taking better care of themselves and even their social life had been en-

riched. The Centre was so popular that membership numbers soon began to outgrow 

its capacity. In 1929, the institution was closed down, and planning for a much larger 

building began. 
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Two years later, capitalising on this initial success while raising funds for the new 

project, Pearse and Scott Williamson published a drst account of their work in Peck-

ham, titled The Case for Action. Both doctors had originally only been hired to conduct 

the routine medical examinations. But now they were increasingly monopolising the 

Centre’s dndings. Pearse and Scott Williamson had begun to conceive of the new Cen-

tre as an asset that would allow for the long-term observation of healthy behaviour in a 

«natural» setting. Crucially, in keeping with the personal approach of the drst PHC, in 

their book, they considered themselves to be «knowledgeable friend[s]» of the future 

Centre members, rather than distant experts.16 Yet, in stark contrast to retrospective 

accounts, the social activities they envisaged in 1931 were still a far cry from being self-

organized. Pearse and Scott Williamson pointed out that individuals would have to be 

«drafted by medical prescription» to the activities in the Centre. Clearly, the doctors 

were rather suspicious of the average «working man»: «[T]he intramural clubs [...] will 

be at the same time a source of disciplined development and not merely a way of whil-

ing away time.»17 

In May 1935, the new purpose-built health centre opened its doors on St Mary’s 

Road, Peckham (Figure 1). Architect-engineer William Owen had designed a transpar-

ent, stripped-down building, which quickly became an icon of British modernism.18 

The building housed special laboratories for the doctors; for the users, it featured a 

1: Bildunterschrift liefern bitte und Source
Source: 
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large swimming pool, a self-service-cafeteria and a gymnasium. There were toys, tools, 

billiard tables, a small stage, a library and a day nursery. Resembling a leisure Centre 

rather than a polyclinic, the structure was designed to be used by up to 2000 families. 

The residents of Peckham were invited to join the Centre after paying a weekly sub-

scription fee. There were two preconditions, however. For one, it was only possible to 

join as a family. Furthermore, every family had to go through a health inspection upon 

joining and then again once every year. During this check-up, the individual’s health 

status was assessed and then discussed in a family consultation.

The events that followed by far surpassed the doctors’ expectations, at least accord-

ing to their bestselling, internationally acclaimed 1943 book The Peckham Experiment. 

A Study in the Living Structure of Society. In this book, Pearse and her assistant Lucy 

Crocker claimed that, after some initial chaos, a highly harmonic order had emerged. 

«In the Centre», Pearse remarked, «the visitor is generally very surprised that what he 

sees before him is spontaneous action and not the result of program, persuasion or 

regulation.»19 Apparently, people were making extensive use of the Centre and had 

formed clubs of their own. Individuals who had been neighbours for years without ever 

talking to each other were now sharing their knowledge, some of it only recently ac-

quired via the medical stae. As a result, they were exhibiting a much more pro-active 

lifestyle.

In their book, Pearse and Crocker drew several conclusions. First of all, they found 

that it was imperative to review what they painted as top-down interventionism preva-

lent in contemporary public health policy – rather unjustly, given the heterogeneity of 

approaches to preventive medicine in inter-war Britain. To the authors, ensuring the 

dieusion of medical knowledge amongst the members of a community was the most 

eqcient way to cultivate responsibility. But more importantly, a milieu rich in social 

stimuli would also free biological potentials otherwise untapped in modern society. 

Pearse and Crocker were sceptical of more radical attempts at «hereditary improve-

ment» – to them, eugenics amounted to dabbling in matters better left to nature.20 

They favoured the metaphor of nurture, thus merging the semantic delds of physiolog-

ical and educational «intake». To the Peckham-doctors, all people, irrespective of their 

hereditary outdt, would (and should) continue to grow as individuals, much like an 

embryo in the womb, when enabled to use resources provided by their social environ-

ment. Crucially, for the doctors, the eeect of such enabling circumstances – «positive 

health» as they liked to call it – could not be dedned as the mere absence of illness. On 

the contrary, positive health encompassed qualities of its own, such as emotional self-

realization and the ability to stimulate social activity in others. 
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The way Pearse and Crocker were substantiating their theories, however, was unu-

sual, yet comprehensive. In their book, they were utilizing a wide range of narrative 

techniques, as well as photographs. The medical results were introduced by a rather 

conventional table, which revealed the quantity of the disorders discovered among the 

Peckham population. Most chapters, however, presented the readers with a more alle-

gorical narrative. Throughout much of the book, Pearse and Crocker were describing 

what they perceived as a natural cycle of human reproduction, a pattern supposedly 

derived from many examples in the Centre. This narrative amounted to a rather 6ow-

ery tale of happy family life within a community of friends, all eager to share their 

knowledge, collectively overcoming ill-health, isolation and passivity, as well as produc-

ing altruistic, yet determined oespring. Signidcantly, statistical data played only a mi-

nor role in validating such social eeects – only in one instance did Pearse and Crocker 

rely on quantidcation: They presented the case of an eleven-year-old boy, who, after a 

turbulent phase of testing out all the facilities the Centre oeered, had gradually discov-

ered his natural talents. An individual pattern had emerged, which the authors even 

depicted in a diagram. Although they produced little evidence for this claim, Pearse 

and Crocker held that such individual growth was prerequisite for the collective 

progress they were witnessing. The very «diversity of individual specidc actions», they 

claimed, resulted in an «order arising out of the capacity [...] to respond to the total 

situation.»21 To Pearse and Crocker, social self-organisation and individual responsibil-

ity were interdependent factors in establishing what they perceived as a biologically 

sound societal order. Strikingly, they were by now dedning «responsability [sic]»22 as 

an instinct – an ability to respond – rather than an ethical category. To the Peckham 

scientists, responsibility basically amounted to a susceptibility to the «mutual synthe-

sis» within a community of families.

2. Evolutionary Thinking and Social «Chaos» 

Clearly, when Pearse and Crocker began writing The Peckham Experiment in 1939, they 

had lost interest in the reformist objectives of the original Centre. To understand how 

this change came about, two factors have to be considered. For one, in the early 1930s, 

the Peckham doctors, much like British intellectual culture in general, had become 

infatuated with new concepts of social evolution. These ideas, secondly, provided the 

doctors with an epistemic framework much needed in 1935, when the Centre was run-

ning into unexpected diqculties. 

Almost all recent accounts of the Peckham experiment ignore the fact that Pearse 

and Scott Williamson saw their project as a biological rather than a social experiment. 

They considered themselves biologists, not sociologists or physicians. This self-image 

must be put into historical context. In the early 1930s, many physicians endorsed a 

certain holism in medicine. This can be seen as a defence strategy against increasing 
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specialisation in the medical profession, and more generally, as a reaction to a per-

ceived tendency towards rationalisation in the modern world.23 But such holism also 

directed scientidc interest towards environmental aspects of organic functions, a view 

which was further underlined by advances in endocrinology. Julian Huxley, for instance 

– he was later to become a member of the PHC’s advisory board – conducted a famous 

experiment that elucidated the role of hormones in the development of organisms. 

Concepts of communicative interaction between the organism and its surroundings, 

which enabled the body to maintain homeostasis, began to aeect the understanding of 

social processes as well.24 Not least since the emphasis on the environment corre-

sponded to a new interpretation of evolution as a cooperative process, put forward, 

again, by Huxley and other so-called Scientidc Humanists. To this in6uential group  

of scholars, social interaction by state-forming species seemed to provide models  

that could be applied to human organization, too. Incidentally, such reasoning – not-

withstanding the Scientidc Humanists’ progressivism – legitimized the extraordinary 

position held by upper-class academics. More «developed» personalities, it seemed, 

were entitled to leadership in society. By virtue of their redned culture, they were dt to 

realise their communities’ potential.25 Widespread as they were within British dis-

courses on social reform, these new evolutionary ideas fell on particularly fertile ground 

in the minds of Pearse and Scott Williamson. Both had been conducting research  

into the thyroid gland and its hormones while planning the second Centre.26 When 

the PHC opened its doors, the doctors increasingly regarded it as an unprecedented 

laboratory, within which they could explore social evolution in real life. Crucially, rather 

than coldly investigating this process from a distance, they were ready to cultivate the 

growth of a community they were themselves part of.27 In fact, it seemed imperative to 

walk the thin line between over-integration and excessive specialisation, as both ex-

tremes could result in stagnation of human development because of a lack of reciprocal 

stimulation. 

However, another, more prosaic factor seems also to have played a role in further-

ing the Peckham scientists’ interest in freely unfolding socio-biological processes. 

While money is rarely mentioned in the oqcial publications on the PHC, the archival 

records are full of documents relating to the economy of the Centre. They leave no 

doubt that even in its mid-1930s’ incarnation, one of the project’s main objectives had 
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been economic: Could an institution like the PHC be maintained entirely through 

members’ subscriptions? Clearly, another Victorian idea haunted the PHC. Its original 

supporters were convinced that people would react more readily to welfare work if they 

were paying for it. Assuming that many Peckham residents would happily pay their 

weekly subscription, all dnancial budgeting for the larger Centre had been calculated 

on the basis of weekly payments by about 2000 families. However, membership num-

bers in the second Centre never rose above 700 families. Thus the PHC was never able 

to support itself. And in light of its constant dnancial crisis, the unexpected diqculties 

that it faced right after its opening appeared to be especially threatening to the Centre’s 

existence. During the drst months, equipment was stolen, glass panes were smeared, 

and children were «curling» with the heavy glass ashtrays while their parents were 

dully sipping beer in the dirty cafeteria. «Chaos», Pearse would remember later, «raged 

for many months.»28 Much to the frustration of the stae, they had to «walk and walk 

and walk round and up and down the building – watching the destruction, powerless 

to stop it [...]. ‹Can’t you do something to stop these children breaking everything up?› 

The answer of course was that we could, but at the risk of driving them out.»29 

Fatally, the stae suspected that rumours, which had spread in the neighbourhood 

about the chaos in the Centre, were preventing other Peckham residents from joining 

it. Adding to the general confusion, some of the gym teachers had begun to enforce 

order themselves by issuing suspensions. But these suspensions were immediately 

revoked by the directors, further undermining the teachers’ authority.30 Clearly, in try-

ing to prove the hypothesis that knowledge was best informally communicated within 

a community, the medical stae was keen not to «contaminate» the laboratory from the 

very start. They resisted their urge to intervene when confronted with untreated medi-

cal conditions and unreasonable behaviour.31 Additionally, the stae soon realized that 

the activities they had organized along traditional lines – with dxed timetables and in-

structors evaluating individual progress – failed to attract the people of Peckham. There 

was no way to pressure the members into joining swimming or dtness classes. Eventu-

ally, after consulting some of the members, tickets for activities were distributed, ena-

bling individuals to use the facilities autonomously. The ticket-system had the added 

advantage of allowing for a collection of data about the users’ actions. 

On all accounts, the chaos disappeared after some months, as members began to 

organize their own activities. In 1938, the two directors published a preliminary re- 

port on their observations: Biologists in Search of Material. In contrast to The Peckham 

Experiment, this short book has largely been forgotten today. «Individuals», the doc-

tors had learned, «resent or fail to show any interest in anything initially presented to 

them through discipline, regulation or instruction which is another aspect of author-
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ity.»32 They thus concluded: «It seems that ‹a sort of anarchy› is the drst condition in 

any experiment in human applied biology.»33 Even in the lea6ets that the directors kept 

sending out to potential member families in the neighbourhood, they had begun to 

point to the participation in the Centre as one of its attractive features: «You have the 

chance to co-operate in this great experiment [...], to make it grow in the right way. Why 

not come in and see what you’re missing?»34 Membership numbers did not rise sub-

stantially, however. Nevertheless, such promises were impossible to revoke – even less 

so as Scott Williamson had begun to interpret the order in the Centre as the result of a 

process of biological integration. In line with this interpretation, he began to share 

even his most daring hypotheses about their behaviour with the members. In one of 

his regular «Sunday meetings» in 1936 he proclaimed: «[I]n joining the Centre you 

have become serious partners in a team of research workers. [...] Somehow or other you 

have to try and become an active member of the team and being so are as responsible 

as any other part of a whole body.»35 A «strange laboratory» had emerged,36 not least 

due to William Owen’s architecture. The open plan of the building allowed for constant 

movement and great visual transparency. The swimming pool, for instance, was sepa-

rated from the cafeteria only by glass partitions. This enabled the scientists to easily 

observe the members. Pearse and Crocker also claimed that being visually confronted 

with the activities of others spurred the members to action. However, the transparency 

was two-sided, as, by the late 1930s, the doctors themselves suggested. Apparently, they 

now conceived of their work as a kind of participant observation, even though they 

never explicitly used the term. The retrospective «experimentalization» of the PHC – 

the stae spoke of an «experiment» much more frequently in the late 1930s – seems to 

have helped justify this rather precarious way of gathering information. This is evident 

in a 1938 manuscript by Jack Donaldson entitled What do we mean by calling it an ex-

periment?: «Scientidcally, the experiment can be described as the attempt to provide a 

suitable environment for the family, and then to see and record what happens. The 

‹suitable environment› is of course experimental in itself, and has continually to modi-

ded [sic] by experience. [...] [I]t is not wished to produce certain eeects in the people 

belonging to the Centre, but rather to see what eeects, if any, will emerge. The stae 

members have to guard themselves continually against tendentiousness.»37 
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3. The «Guinea Pigs» and the «Passing of Peckham»

A year later, in 1939, the Centre was closed down. The authorities had decided that it 

was unsafe to use a glass building located closely to potential air-raid targets in the 

London Docks. Pearse and Crocker began writing The Peckham Experiment. When they 

had dnished the book, as indicated, much of today’s narrative on «Peckham» had 

evolved. Never shy of generalizations, the authors now claimed that «at the end of four 

years there is little to distinguish members from stae in the social interplay of the Cen-

tre. The whole medium is social – Science socialised. The Centre has, in fact, shown 

itself to be a potent mechanism for the ‹democratisation› of knowledge and action.»38 

As progressive as this might sound to us, as I have demonstrated, this democratisation 

had only been a by-product of the original project. Forced to experiment with the or-

ganisation of the Centre, the medical directors had «discovered» the ability of the Peck-

ham residents to act on their own impulse, without assistance. Soon, this ability be-

came much more fascinating to the scientists than the mere eeects of healthy living 

they had set out to study. 

But how then did the members themselves appropriate the experiment? Evidently, 

the Centre was very popular with those who used it (if not with the majority of Peck-

ham’s residents). At least, this is the impression conveyed by Being Me and Also Us, an 

anthology on the experiment, edited in 1989 by Alison Stallibrass, an assistant to 

Crocker in the 1940s, which features several members’ memoirs. In fact, the former 

members Stallibrass had interviewed were full of praise for the Centre, most of them 

pointed out how it had changed their lives for the better. But interestingly, in looking 

back, the interviewees were clearly framing their experiences in terms provided by 

Scott Williamsons and Pearse.39 This points to a diqculty familiar to many oral histo-

rians: The members knew what they were talking about and what was expected of them 

– in the early 1980s, when the interviews were conducted, the books on the experiment 

were easily accessible.40 More problematically, a second glance reveals that many of the 

interviewees were involved in attempts at re-establishing the Centre during these years. 

Strikingly, other interviews preserved in the archives, which did not make it into Stal-

librass’ book, paint a dieerent picture. Some members were indeed picking up on the 

doctors’ theories, permanently monitoring their own achievements through a biologi-

cal «lens».41 A large number of ex-members, however, showed little interest in the re-

search aspect. Many would comment favourably on the aeordability of the health 

check-ups when no health insurance was available to them.42 Others recalled the PHC 
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drst and foremost as a place were they could enjoy their leisure as parents, since their 

children were supervised and busy.43 

Even more revealing of the heterogeneity of motives and interpretations on the part 

of the Centre’s members is a periodical that some of them edited in the post-war years. 

Ironically entitled The Guinea Pig, it communicates a norm of activeness, encouraging 

improvisation and tolerance of amateurs.44 However, The Guinea Pig bears traces of 

con6icts as well. A recurrent topic is the critique of exclusive cliques in the Centre. La-

menting the lost «Centre spirit» of its early days, the editors would also accuse the post-

war members of seldshly using the Centre without considering its research aspect.45 

Finally, photos can serve as additional sources on life in the Centre. One should, 

however, look very closely at the circumstances in which they were taken. One image in 

particular, apparently a snapshot of the cafeteria «early on a winter evening», might il-

lustrate that the PHC was far from devoid of power relations, if subtle ones (Figure 2). 

The image seems to show a relaxed routine in the Centre. All grown-ups are frozen in 

2: Bildunterschrift 
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unconscious movement, hardly taking notice of the photographer. But all the children 

stare at the camera, betraying the fact that it does capture its own in6uence on the 

scene. Apparently, most people in the photo knew very well how to stage informality.

Whatever the reasons for such behaviour on the part of the Centre members, 

clearly, they re6ected upon the objectives of the laboratory they were part of. Scott Wil-

liamson and Pearse, however, never commented on how this was aeecting the order 

that, to them, had evolved quite naturally. Additionally, in their writings they never re-

6ected on the extent to which a pre-existing working-class culture of cooperation might 

have aeected the members’ behaviour. In general, the two directors were surprisingly 

unaware of the symbolic capital they held as educated individuals: To many members, 

the doctors remained representatives of the upper classes, if rather approachable ones. 

Above all, Pearse and Scott Williamson never discussed to what extent the actions of 

the Peckham residents had to be seen in light of their poverty, which was moderate, but 

hardly negligible. Evidently, by the late 1930s, the Centre had begun to turn into an 

echo chamber. The members’ actions and the scientist dndings were amplifying one 

another. Consequently, little criticism penetrated the bubble that had evolved around 

the researchers. Scott Williamson, as Frances Donaldson, one of the original initiators 

of the Centre, would later note in her memoirs, «could not be moved to any form of 

compromise with the ideas of other people».46 In fact, his texts were increasingly re-

vealing a strangely cosmological way of thinking. 

Eventually, Scott Williamson’s inability to thoroughly substantiate his dndings con-

tributed to the dnancial demise of the Centre in 1950. Even before the war, the Centre 

had been standing on the verge of bankruptcy. In 1939, the directors applied for re-

search grants from the Ministry of Health and the Medical Research Council (MRC). 

Experts assessed the Centre and pointed to serious 6aws in its data.47 Scott Williamson 

had to admit: «[W]e have been groping in the dark for three years and are only now 

coming out into the light.»48 This, however, did not keep him from criticising plans for 

a nation-wide health system put forward in a 1944 government White Paper.49 Follow-

ing the great success of «The Peckham Experiment», Scott Williamson was frequently 

asked for his opinion on the matter, but always declined to accept the premise that 

health insurance should be compulsory, tax-based and administered by the state.50 In-

stead, he envisioned a market-driven system, based on local health centres and clinics 

administered by boards of citizens and physicians. In 1945, he published an essay on 

the topic, «Physician, heal thyself».51 It was dismissed as utopian, and published too 
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 52 American Itinerary, 1947, WL, SA/PHC/A.1/4.
 53 M. L. Johnson, «Research in Social Organization. 
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269–270, 269.

 54 M. Chance, Where from Peckham?, in: The Lancet 
255 (1950), 726–727, 726.

 55 See, for instance, J.A. Ryle, «The Peckham Experi-
ment», in: Bulletin of Hygiene, 1944, 236.

 56 Quoted after Ward, A Laboratory of Anarchy, 60.
 57 Donald Wilson to Pat Winsley, 9.9.1949, WL, SA/

PHC/B.5/15.

late to have any impact on the structure of the National Health Service (NHS) created 

three years later.

Meanwhile, in 1946, the PHC was reopened. To a large extent, this was actually the 

work of the ex-members. Several hundreds of them had petitioned the Prime Minister 

to release the Centre from military administration (during the war, the building had 

been used by a company building radio equipment for the Royal Air Force). Although 

this display of responsibility on the part of their «guinea pigs» must have prided the 

directors, they were hesitant to join forces. In fact, Pearse and Scott Williamsons were 

by now increasingly using the PHC for the purposes of promoting their theories rather 

than for substantiating them. Both directors went on extensive lecture tours in Britain, 

the Middle East and the USA, culminating in Scott Williamson address to the General 

Assembly of the United Nations at Lake Success in March 1948.52 However, the great 

media coverage the Centre now received did not encourage more donations. Neither 

did a documentary-dlm about the Centre made by the Foreign Oqce in 1947. Criticism 

of the experiment’s shortcomings, however, grew louder. A review of «The Peckham 

Experiment» in Nature argued that «preconceived ideas about ‹the living structure of 

society› stand in the way of the experimenters», concluding «a biologist is driven to 

judge the social and the scientidc aspects of [their] work very dieerently.»53 Fatally, 

even a former member of stae claimed: «Many investigators came to [...] Centre and 

asked where the discipline was, and they always received the answer that there was no 

discipline. If by this was meant that there were no principles by which people could 

understand what the limits of their freedom were, this statement is true. But members 

had only to try something that was disapproved of to dnd that dednite limits were in 

fact set to social activity. [...] [T]he arbitrariness with which on occasion the stae inter-

fered with the activities of the members was startling.»54 

Other critics pointed out that an experiment whose objects attribute meaning to the 

laboratory setting can hardly claim to commit to the standards of controlled and repeat-

able scientidc procedures.55 In this regard, some of Scott Williamson’s statements were 

indeed paradoxical: «I was the only person with authority», he claimed in 1946, «and I 

used it to stop anyone exerting any authority.»56 

Alarmed by the criticism, the Health Trust, which was in charge of the dnances of 

the Centre, began pressuring the directors to adapt a sound statistical method and to 

use control groups to verify their claims.57 In 1949, the Trust commissioned another 
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 61 D. Stark Murray, «Doctors into Biologists», in: So-
cialist Medical Association Bulletin, September 
1947. On the SMA see J. Stewart, «The Battle for 
Health». A Political History of the Socialist Medical 
Association, 1930–51, Aldershot 1999.

outside evaluation of the Centre, which recommended that the directors continue their 

research under the auspice of the MRC, dnanced by the London County Council (LCC). 

However, in compliance with the NHS’ universalist agenda, the LCC demanded that 

the Centre be opened for residents from other parts of the city. Scott Williamson and 

Pearse deemed this unacceptable. In March 1950, the Centre was shut down, to the 

disappointment of many members, whose public protests received considerable media 

attention for a couple of months.58 The building was sold and reopened as a LCC-pol-

yclinic in 1952. Pearse and Scott Williamson had by now begun to blame the closure on 

hostility towards family life – again, rather unfairly, given the widespread concern with 

«problem families» at the time59 – and towards individual freedom on the part of the 

proponents of the centralist state.60 Rightly, they were pointing out that there was little 

room for enterprises such as the PHC within the legal framework of the NHS. How-

ever, they failed to mention that the families the Centre was serving clearly could not 

shoulder its running costs. The PHC had always remained one of the philanthropic 

institutions its founders had originally intended to prove unnecessary.

4. Conclusion

In light of the egalitarian ideas about economic redistribution and political citizenship 

put forward during and shortly after the war, it was easy to dismiss the «Peckham 

method» as «working in a capitalist state and being very careful not to notice it», as the 

Socialist Medical Association Bulletin noted in 1947.61 However, taking aside this blind 

spot, as well as the observation that the PHC way was by no means as «pioneering» as 

its supporters would have it, the amount of freedom the Peckham members enjoyed in 

the late 1930s was rather exceptional. So was the fact that, at least in print, Pearse and 

Scott Williamson were completely abandoning the idea of ordering human behaviour 

along normative lines. This points to three implications of this case study.

1. For one, the Peckham experiment holds a peculiar but nevertheless illuminating 

place in the history of the applied social and natural sciences. In a modernist building 

in South London, established concepts of social work were fused with environmentalist 

theories on cooperative evolution, which were further adapted to the specidc social in-

terplay in the emerging «laboratory». Within a few years, this resulted in a hands-oe 

approach on the part of upper-middle class professionals towards the problem of social 

reform. Thus, in terms of historical method, the case of «Peckham» shows that we 
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metry 8 (1945), 92–96. See reference 3 and 4 
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 67 H. Bridger, «The Discovery of the Therapeutic 
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should pay more attention to contingent, micro-historical processes when analysing 

what Lutz Raphael has termed the «scientidcation of the social» in the twentieth cen-

tury.62 Much like recent laboratory-anthropology has demonstrated with regards to the 

hard sciences,63 historians need to look more closely at condned localities, at «experi-

mental spaces». These spaces have shaped the scientidc knowledge on which expert 

attempts at social planning or «social engineering» were based. In doing so, it is im-

perative not to take the experts’ reports at face value, but to consider the agency and 

resistances of the people who were being «engineered».64 But we also need to take into 

account that the concepts underlying socio-technical interventionism were in some 

cases adapted by the very people the experts were concerned with. In the Peckham Ex-

periment at least, appropriations of expert knowledge induced productive repercus-

sions within the very social space in which it was put into practice. 

2. This points to a second aspect, which concerns what one might see as a broader 

trend towards the «experimentalization of the social» in the mid-twentieth century. 

Pearse and Scott Williamson, somewhat tragically, failed to recognize that the PHC 

bore much resemblance to, and possibly even in6uenced other social experiments. I 

will mention only one of these projects, the so-called «Northdeld experiments»,65 even 

though interest by experimental sociologists in «Peckham» can be traced as far as to 

Jakob Moreno’s American school of sociometry.66 During the war, in the Northdeld 

Clinic near Birmingham, traumatised soldiers were encouraged to self-organise, to 

form clubs according to their interests, and to discuss their psychosocial diqculties in 

daily meetings. The military psychologists in the clinic abstained from intervention. 

Soon, to their own surprise, they observed how the initial anomic situation was turning 

into a highly eeective «therapeutic community».67 Importantly, in 1946, the Northdeld 

psychologists founded the Tavistock Institute for Human Relations, which would become 
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pivotal in popularising knowledge about the therapeutic and economic potential of the 

spontaneous self-management of social groups, in6uencing both political elites and 

corporative executives. Based on their experiences in experimenting with «leaderless 

groups», in the post-war decades, the Tavistock scientists began to look upon authority 

as an obstacle to productivity, political participation and self-fuldlment. The point to be 

made here is that the Peckham experiment primarily attracted so much attention 

throughout the second half of the twentieth century because it was being associated 

with insights triggered by later research.68 But the Tavistock scientists actually went 

much further than Pearse and Scott Williamson (for whom the biological family unit 

always remained at the core of their experiment) in considering self-organisation and 

individual 6exibility as resources rather than problems. In the 1960s, feedback in ex-

perimental, open situations was increasingly regarded as an ideal technique for devel-

oping subjects that were freethinking and adaptive to change.

3. Recent scholarly criticism tends to regard these new forms of group experimenta-

tion as crucial in the establishment of norms which are widespread today:69 Increas-

ingly, the individual’s ability to motivate itself, rather than the societal position it holds, 

is seen as the key to success in life. Social theorists like Nikolas Rose (who has worked 

extensively on the Tavistock programme) point out that we are therefore pressured to 

permanently explore and evaluate the self-as-project in response to shifting economical 

contexts.70 In maintaining this pressure – especially on the less privileged parts of the 

population – governments often rely on intermediary, privately run institutions. These 

institutions do in fact remotely resemble the PHC in that they channel this pressure 

locally, by «governing through community», by inclusion rather than control.71 It is 

thus tempting to regard «Peckham», as an avant la lettre training ground for a contem-

porary type of governmentality72 – especially in light of its recent reappraisal by self-

proclaimed «social entrepreneurs» like Andrew Mawson.

However, looking at its records, and considering, for instance, the naturalisation of 

gender-specidc types of activity in the Centre, it is easy to put it in historical perspec-

tive. Moreover, any attempt at painting the PHC as a quasi-postmodern phenomenon 

is simplistic: It builds on a stark contrast between high modernist top-down planning 

and more liberal types of governance, a contrast which itself is a historical chimera: 

Since the late 1980s, it has frequently been suggested that the British post-war state 
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crowded out established forms of mutual aid and voluntary action, thus crushing civil 

society, weakening social bonds and diminishing social responsibility or – as recent 

political rhetoric had it – destroying the «Big Society».73 In truth, many voluntary or-

ganisations were driving the state into practices of provision in the 1930s and 1940s, 

and even in6uential proponents of the welfare state were envisioning complementary 

roles for private initiatives and public administration.74 

All three points considered the Peckham experiment demonstrates that, as histori-

ans, we are well advised to remain receptive to the many nuances of science-based re-

gimes of activation. A micro-historical perspective, which brings to light the contingen-

cies and contradictions that shape the knowledge-basis of such regimes, can keep us 

from falling for unhistorical generalizations.

A Laboratory of Anarchy? The London Pioneer Health Centre and the Experimen-

talization of the Social, 1935–1950

This article takes a micro-historical look at the «Peckham Experiment», conducted 

in South London between 1935 and 1950. In the «Pioneer Health Centre», working-

class families could freely organize recreational activities, their physical and social de-

velopment being closely observed by physicians. The article traces how theories on so-

cial evolution were structuring the doctors’ gaze on an experimental space originally 

conceived to study the eeects of health promotion. It also argues that the scientists’ 

hands-oe attitude evolved out of epistemological challenges they were facing when in-

teracting with their «guinea pigs». In a bestselling 1943 book, the experimenters were 

rejecting interventionist thinking, theorizing on the creative potential of individuals 

and the power of social groups to self-organize – generating insights that were dis-

cussed around the world, still haunting British political debates today. The article thus 

serves as a case study on hopes placed in social experimentation in the 20th century 

and its «gouvernmental» eeects.
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Planning history of the first half of the twentieth century has long been focused on 

large-scale projects. Due to research on a great variety of projects such as the Tennessee 

Valley Authority or utopian «white elephants» like the Atlantropa project of the Ger-

man engineer Hermann Sörgel, the «Generalplan Ost» or the efforts of inner colonisa-

tion in Europe, our understanding of the alliances between engineering, scientific ex-

perts and politic power has grown considerably.1

James C. Scott has described those planning processes as based on a high modern-

ist ideology, which was widely spread among «planners, engineers, architects, scien-

tists, and technicians», and characterised as the will (and the conddence of being capa-

ble) to organise and regulate not only technological aspects of the modern world, but 

also natural, social and (most generally) human aspects of the world in general.2 This 

ideology resembles in many respects the ideology of technocracy, which formed a small 

but famous movement in the United States as well as in Germany.3 But while the tech-

nocracy movement as such was limited to a relatively small number of members, its 
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fundamental ideas became more and more in6uential. In order to emphasise the wide-

spread in6uence of these ideas, Dirk van Laak has described them as a «background 

ideology» among scientists and engineers, administrative elites and also some politi-

cians.4

The focus on large-scale projects as well as the ideology of high modernism implies 

that the drst half of the twentieth century was drst and foremost the high tide of top-

down planning and authoritarian interventions – a conclusion that is undoubtedly cor-

rect, in particular with regard to authoritarian political systems like National Socialist 

Germany. It is, additionally, often associated with the perception that these planning 

processes were directed towards a specidc spatial concept: the strict separation of dif-

ferent spaces which were to be internally centralised and homogenised. This form of 

spatial interventionism is often discussed in relation to the «territoriality» that has 

been described by Charles Maier as a characteristic of the era between 1860 and 1970. 

In his classical essay from 2000, Maier identided a global coherence of the era in 

which the territory itself became an instrument of power. In this period, two aspects of 

the territory became particularly crucial: the borders and the space within. The political 

practices of drawing up and strengthening frontiers are unquestioned in their impor-

tance for the history of the nineteenth and twentieth century, the era of nation states. 

Maier, however, puts an emphasis also on the relevance of processes that concern the 

exploitation of the land within. By means of describing the era of territoriality not only 

as a period of strict border regimes, but also as one of centralisation processes, he is 

capable to shed light onto how old, more decentralised forms of power perished and 

new techniques of maintaining power within the territory appeared and evolved; trans-

port facilities and new forms of governance and administration became more impor-

tant and were a stabilising factor for the centralised (nation) state.5 Maier’s considera-

tions on the age of territoriality as well as the coinciding re6ections about a «spatial 

turn» in history have inspired many scholars to explore the territorial character of mod-

ern states and the relations of power and to analyse border regimes, the construction of 

(national) spaces by cartographic practices as well as the spatial expansions in imperial 

and colonial contexts.6 A noteworthy deld of interest in the last years has been that of 

«exceptional spaces». These «exceptional spaces» are territories that were perceived as 
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«empty» or «exploitable», and in which brutal acts of violence took place, such as colo-

nial spaces and peripheries of empires as described by Timothy Snyder.7 Yet concur-

rent practices of constructing and exploiting space other than the aforementioned are 

often disregarded. 

This exclusive focus on radical and extraordinary projects ignores, however, the 

many every-day and moderate planning processes in the drst half of the twentieth cen-

tury, which were not only based on a more complex idea of structured and hierarchical 

spaces, but also on a specidc combination of top-down planning and (small) spaces of 

self-organisation. Governments as well as regional and local authorities enforced a new 

internal structure of space during the era of territoriality. These planning processes in-

6uenced most aspects of the every-day life of many people and had strong long-term 

eeects. In this contribution, I will focus on these «normal» planning processes, par-

ticularly with a view to analysing transport planning. In so doing, I will concentrate on 

two interrelated problems:

Firstly, I will analyse what types of top-down or bottom-up planning and organisa-

tion were put into action in order to realise a rational and smooth transport – and social 

– order. Secondly, I will scrutinise the spatial concepts these planning processes were 

based on. Thereby, I will ask for the less well-known forms of ordering space behind 

radical and large-scale projects. Thereby, another type of high modernist planning 

practice becomes visible: small-scale and more 6exible, but by no means a democratic 

or even congenial form of ordering the social.

The objects of my analysis will be the German and British transport experts. These 

two national cases seem suitable for the aim of analysing the rather every-day-practices 

of transport expertise, especially concerning the inter-war years. When the dieerent 

transport systems which had emerged during the nineteenth century began to con-

verge after the First World War, transport experts in both countries had to cope with the 

same problem: the growing competition between railways and road transport.8 Even 

though the institutionalisation of transport expertise and the political and social con-

texts dieered fundamentally in both countries, no radical dieerent spatial practices 

took place. Therefore, my argument will not lead into a straight national comparison. 

Instead, I intend to outline a transnationally existing form of planning which can help 

to broaden the perspective on planning history in high modernity.
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1. Transport Studies in the Inter-War Years –  

Development and Stabilisation

The tendency to critically examine transport processes began in both countries during 

the nineteenth century, coinciding with the expansion of the railway network. Authors 

like Friedrich List stressed the politically unifying forces of the railways, which had to 

be completed by a political union in Germany.9 Yet the principal problem was the legal 

and economical alternative of public or private ownership of railways and canals. Dur-

ing the nineteenth century, the idea of publicly owned infrastructure was increasingly 

supported, in particular in Germany. Conversely, privately owned railway companies 

were only legally regulated in Great Britain – mostly with respect to security, account-

ability and accessibility.10

While these questions were initially mainly discussed by economists, jurists and 

politicians, and especially with regard to the railways, the institutionalisation of trans-

port studies as a distinct deld of knowledge took only place after the First World War. 

One factor for this development might have been the experience of a stricter adminis-

tration of the transport sector during the war. In the immediate aftermath of the war, it 

seemed thus equally necessary to develop civil forms of a general transport administra-

tion, especially because of the growing number of lorries formerly owned by the armed 

forces. The setting up of governmental transport departments like the Ministry of 

Transport in Great Britain and the Reichsverkehrsministerium in Germany were re-

lated to an even wider awareness of the importance of transport problems, which later 

also led to the foundation of specialised transport newspapers as well as institutions in 

which the emerging group of transport experts organised themselves. 

Nonetheless, the specidc forms of expertise were quite dieerent. German transport 

experts were mainly found in newly founded departments for transport studies. In 

contrast, British experts met at the Institute of Transport, a learned society. These 

transport experts were primarily practitioners and often worked for transport compa-

nies in the administration and management sector.11 Despite the obvious dieerences 

between these institutional forms of expertise, both communities of experts shared 

some distinct features. Both experts’ cultures can be characterised by a strict habitus of 

rationality as well as social responsibility: in both countries, the transport specialists 

believed to serve the common interest with their specialised knowledge. 

After the First World War and the drst period of institutionalisation, a longer period 

of diqculties for the new deld of expertise began. In Great Britain, the short era of re-
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 12 H. P. Maybury, «Presidential Address», in: The 
Journal of the Institute of Transport 3 (1921) 1, 15–22; 
K. Hey, «Transport Co-ordination and Profession-
alism in Britain. Forging a New orthodoxy in the 
Early Inter-war Years», in: The Journal of Transport 
History 31 (2010), 25–41.

 13 For the dieerent conjunctures of interventionism 
in the transport sector see A. Schlimm, «Verkehr-
seinheit und ruinöser Wettbewerb. Der ‹Schiene-
Straße-Kon6ikt› in Großbritannien und Deutsch-
land als ein Problem des Social engineering», in: 
Geschichte und Gesellschaft 39 (2013), 338–368; for 
the longue durée of transport regulation see 
D. Klenke, Bundesdeutsche Verkehrspolitik und Mo-
torisierung. Konpiktträchtige Weichenstellungen in 
den Jahren des Wiederaufstiegs, Stuttgart 1993.

 14 See K. Pirath, «Die Entwickelungsrichtung des 
Verkehrs im rheinisch-westfälischen Industriege-

biet und die Schnellbahnpläne», in: Verkehrstech-
nische Woche. Zeitschrift für das gesamte Verkehr-
swesen 22 (1928), 405–409, 421–424, 434–438; 
B. Walter, «Das Scheitern der Rheinisch-West-
fälischen Schnellbahn in den 1920er Jahren – Re-
gionale Verkehrsentwicklung, technische Innova-
tion und Interessenpolitik», in: W. Reininghaus / 
K. Teppe (eds.), Verkehr und Region im 19. und 
20. Jahrhundert. Westfälische Beispiele, Paderborn 
1999, 201–248.

 15 J. W. Korte, «Der Verkehr in der Stadtplanung», in: 
L. Brandt (ed.), Stadtverkehr heute und morgen, 
Düsseldorf 1954, 12–44; K. Leibbrand, «Die Ver-
kehrsnot der Städte», in: C.-G. Bennholdt-Thom-
sen (ed.), Der Mensch in der Großstadt. Eine Vor-
tragsreihe, Stuttgart 1960, 103–115.

construction ended at the beginning of the 1920s, and the re-organisation of the trans-

port sector became less important for the governmental and the public interest.12 The 

scientidc experts in Germany at the University of Cologne, for example, were faced 

with major dnancial diqculties. During the 1920s, the experts in both countries sought 

to stabilise their institutions and to build an audience for their expertise – in transport 

companies, in public administration and in the political sphere. According to the dieer-

ent political cultures, administrative traditions and styles of expertise, these addressees 

dieered considerably, and so did consequently the planning styles and degrees of inter-

vention.13 After the great reforms of railway companies in the early 1920s, the scale of 

transport planning was reduced to a regional or local level until the late 1920s. Subse-

quently, the growing competition between railways and lorries coincided with the 

Great Depression, and in this situation state interventionism and large-scale planning 

in the transport sector became acceptable again.

These regulative ideas were based on a specidc diagnosis of crisis in the transport 

sector. Many experts perceived an exacerbating social and spatial disorder, for example 

a growing disequilibrium between rural and urban regions caused by accelerated mod-

ernisation processes. Even in rather organisational contexts, this perception of crisis 

and disorder caused by modernity was the basis of a specidc form of interventionism. 

The organisational task of creating new authorities of transport administration for 

larger agglomerations like the Ruhr area or Greater London were related to the wider 

contexts of creating a new order of settlement, spatial decentralisation or prevention of 

augmenting migration.14 By these attempts to build up a new transport order, experts 

believed that also problems of industrialisation, urbanisation, in brief: modernity could 

be solved.15
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2000, 73–100.

 17 Anonymous, «Co-ordinated Transport of Cornish 
Milk», in: The Railway Gazette 58 (1933) 10, 332–
335. 

2. Cornish Milk Logistics –  

An Unremarkable Example of Transport Planning?

Literary historians have used anecdotes – short, not necessarily canonical texts or frag-

ments – to make relationships visible which are otherwise hard to uncover. This ap-

proach can be helpful here, too.16 By analysing and contextualising an unremarkable 

transport plan as an anecdote, I will show how even this inconspicuous intervention 

reveals many characteristics of inter-war transport discourses, and these are the charac-

teristics that will shed new light on the every-day planning practices and implementa-

tions in inter-war Europe in a rather dieerent form than radical and large-scale vari-

ants. 

In 1933, the Railway Gazette, a British weekly newspaper for railway professionals, 

published a rather extensive and richly illustrated article.17 Entitled «Co-ordinated 

Transport of Cornish Milk», the article informed the readers about a new milk collect-

ing system, which had recently been established by the Great Western Railway and 

Nestlé in Cornwall. The piece explained how the collection of more than 7000 gallons 

of fresh milk from over 600 farms throughout Cornwall was organised on a daily basis 

in order to transport milk to the central collecting point at Lostwithiel station. Light 

lorries collected the milk at each farm and brought it to Lostwithiel where a train de-

parted to Nestlé for dnal processing, bottling and distribution to the consumer. 

This new scheme was presented as rational and smooth. For the perfect 6ow of 

milk and its transport, Cornwall was subdivided into 24 sectors. Ten sub-centres were 

established to which the lorries delivered the collected milk before it was dnally trans-

ported to Lostwithiel. This hierarchical system of grouped sectors and centres on dif-

ferent levels formed a new spatial order of Cornwall. It did not follow any existing pat-

terns, such as the system of administrative regions; instead, it was directly shaped by 

the requirements set by the milk collecting traqc (Figure 1). Additionally, it covered the 

whole territory without any overlapping.

The planning process was a great challenge for the railway company and its expert 

Fulwar C. A. Coventry, the superintendent of Road Transport. It included meticulously 

collecting necessary information (e. g. address lists of milk-producing farms), person-

ally inspecting the whole region as well as calculating time-tables for lorries. The most 

important part of the planning process remained, however, the task of locating the lorry 

centres and traversing the 24 dieerent milk-collecting routes, which had to be allocated 

to the sub-centres. The combination of new, dispersed and extensive traqc was the 

major challenge for the planning process, yet it was a great success according to the 

Railway Gazette: «Subject to minor diqculties inseparable from a completely new 
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 18 Anonymous, «Cornish Milk», 332.

transport system of this magnitude, the scheme soon began to function smoothly and 

eqciently.»18

At drst glance, the article seems to deal solely with rational planning in an indus-

trial society, where both, production and distribution of groceries, followed the ration-

ale of logistics and industry. Yet the most interesting part of the article in the Railway 

Gazette is still to be told. According to the newspaper, the artidcial spatial regime 

proved to be able to establish a new form of organisation, namely the self-organisation 

and co-operation of transport facilities bottom-up. Immediately after the implementa-

tion of this new scheme, drst modidcations emerged – self-organised, without plan-

ning or even permission by the Great Western Railway. The drivers began to use the 

trains of the Great Western and established a hierarchy of light and heavy lorries. The 

light vehicles no longer went the whole way to their sub-centre, but only to new, infor-

mal collecting and meeting points where the milk was transferred to heavier lorries. 

While the light ones were able to make a second round to collect more and fresher milk 

from the farms, the heavier vehicles delivered the milk to a local station where it was 

transferred to a train, sometimes even a passenger train, heading to Lostwithiel. The 

spatial system established by the transport expert continued to be used, but the trans-

port 6ow was now able to bring itself to perfection, self-regulated and self-ordered. The 

Railway Gazette was very impressed by this development.

The article, published in a specialists’ newspaper, might be seen as a negligible 

episode in the history of logistics. However, its publication in an experts’ journal sug-

gests that the article was intended to present a successful example of how the challenge 

to form a thorough and extensive organisational pattern for a specidc sector was coped 

1: The Cornish Milk Transport System
Source: Anonymous, «Co-ordinated Transport of Cornish Milk», in: The Railway 
Gazette 58 (1933) 10, 332–335, 332.
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 19 Greenblatt, «Erich Auerbach», 79, 87, 98.
 20 See A. F. Napp-Zinn, «Grundbegriee des Verkehrs», 

in: Zeitschrift für Verkehrswissenschaft 18 (1943), 4, 
201–233.

 21 C. Pirath, Die Grundlagen der Verkehrswirtschaft, 
Berlin 1949 (2nd ext. ed.), 1.

with perfectly. These discursive elements become visible also in other texts by trans-

port experts as well as in political attempts to regulate the transport sector during the 

interwar years. The anecdote, to follow Stephen Greenblatt, becomes (by thorough 

analysis) representative for its time and specidc context – not by strict parallelising, but 

by underlining the resonance of the anecdote in other texts.19 Thus, this strongly con-

densed singularity about milk logistics in Cornwall reveals the strong conjunction of 

spatial order and planning, the relation between top-down and bottom-up organisa-

tion, of hierarchy and co-operation in transport.

3. The Unity of Transport

The article in the Railway Gazette features some major characteristics of the profes-

sional transport discourse between the wars. One can identify in this piece, for exam-

ple, the prominent position of the expert and of the underlying values of empirical 

knowledge and eqciency for all planning tasks. In the following, I will concentrate on 

three further characteristics that are displayed in the article: the importance of the unity 

of transport, the hierarchical spatial structure and the margins for self-organisation. 

One important aspect of the anecdote is the practiced co-operation of dieerent 

transport facilities. There is no apparent emphasis on this fact; it rather seemed to be 

natural that the co-operation of lorries and railways was necessary and desirable to ex-

ploit a certain territory. All available transport facilities together were to solve the com-

plex task of milk collecting traqc in Cornwall: trains (both freight and passenger trains) 

as well as lorries (light and heavy ones). This is a typical feature of the transport dis-

course in the inter-war years. The creation of a smooth transport system, overwhelm-

ing all existing forms of traqc and communications, was the greatest challenge for the 

new deld of knowledge.

Transport studies, as outlined by transport experts, covered all forms of transport 

facilities – railways, air transport, road transport, etc. – as well as transport relations 

(local and long-distance traqc) and economic forms (public sector and private enter-

prises).20 This required a new dednition of transport which would embrace all physical 

and non-physical, local and mobile, economic, political, and social aspects of traqc and 

mobility in one concept. As a consequence, transport became described as a social 

function, constitutive for all sectors of society: social, political, economic and cultural. 

The German transport expert Carl Pirath suggested an abstract dednition of transport 

in which transport was to assist the three basic functions of social life («Volk», «nation» 

and «national economy»21), whereas the initiator of the British Institute of Transport 

found a rather catchy picture to outline the invisible and organic nature of transport: 
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 22 H. H. Gordon, «Manuscript of the address at the 
drst meeting for the foundation of the Institute of 
Transport», 08/1919. Papers of the late H. H. Gor-
don relating to the foundation of the Institute of 
Transport; Archives of the Chartered Institute of 
Logistics and Transport, Corby/GB.

 23 See the debates concerning the foundation of the 
Ministry of Transport: Anonymous, «Ministry of 
Ways and Communications Bill. Second Reading 
Debate in House of Commons. The Orders in 
Council Clause Withdrawn», in: The Railway Ga-
zette 30 (1919) 12, 537–545, esp. 537, where the 
«driving, vitalising power of transportation pow-
er» was described as a contemporary perception. 
See also D. H. Aldcroft, British Transport since 1914: 

an Economic History, North Pomfret, VT 1975, 18–
29; St. Glaister et.al., Transport Policy in Britain, 
Basingstoke, New York 2006; P. Headicar, Trans-
port Policy and Planning in Great Britain, London, 
New York 2009, 66; Hey, «Transport Co-ordina-
tion».

 24 See R. Filarski / G. Mom, Shaping Transport Policy, 
113–175.

 25 See van Laak, Imperiale Infrastruktur, 45–99.
 26 Royal Commission on Transport, Final Report. The 

Co-ordination and Development of Transport, Lon-
don 1931, 84; R. Vahrenkamp, Die logistische Revo-
lution. Der Aufstieg der Logistik in der Massenkon-
sumgesellschaft, Frankfurt a. M. 2011.

Whenever the word Traffic is used, the picture that commonly presents itself to 

the mind is one of railways and roadways, docks and harbours, canals and inland 

waterways. I venture to suggest that that is not an altogether adequate mental con-

cept of the term. Traffic as I understand it, is no more locomotives and trains, 

tramways and omnibuses horsed and power driven vehicles than say cricket is a 

bat, a ball and a pair of stumps. True, they are the implements of the game; but the 

game itself, that is the teamwork of a number of men, striving under definite rules 

and regulations for a common end, utilising the instruments on definite well 

ascertained principles, designed to achieve the maximum result with a minimum 

effort.
22

Thus, in both expert cultures, the concept of interdependence of all forms of transport 

was a crucial feature. German scientidc experts sought to develop abstract dednitions 

and ensured the coherence of the transport sector with a view to its fundamental social 

tasks, while in many British statements the coherence of an industrial sector seems to 

have been of greater importance. But nonetheless, the social charging of transport can 

equally be found in British contexts.23 

Both groups of experts favoured interventions in order to ensure that the collabora-

tion between the still competing branches of the industry could be realised. The main 

deld of discussion for transport experts and also the main challenge for transport policy 

in the interwar period, even until the early 1960s, was competition in the transport 

sector, which was perceived as problematic (at best) or even dangerous (at worst).24 

While this had been quite a subordinated topic around the dn de siècle, when infra-

structure provision in a worldwide context was of major importance,25 it quickly be-

came a major topic in transport expertise after the First World War – brought about and 

accompanied by the massive establishment of motorised street transport and the grow-

ing importance of eqciency in a situation that was characterised by constant economic 

problems.26 The relation between railways and inland water navigation was also dis-

cussed quite extensively in the drst half of the 1920s (at least in Germany) until the 
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 27 See G. Sjöblom, «The Shift from Railways to 
Roads. Four Propositions about the Interwar Peri-
od in Britain and Germany», in: Jahrbuch für Wirt-
schaftsgeschichte 2007, 55–65.

 28 See R. J. Eaton, The Elements of Transport, London 
1936, 46–47; P. Helfrich, «Am Kreuzweg der 
Verkehrspolitik: ‹Gemeinwirtschaft› oder ‹Mark-
twirtschaft› im Verkehrswesen?», in: Zeitschrift für 
Verkehrswissenschaft 25 (1954) 1, 39–55.

 29 After the First World War, the former Ländereisen-
bahnen (federal railways) were united under the 
central control of the Reichsverkehrsministerium 
(national transport ministry). In 1924, the Deut-
sche Reichsbahn became partly independent when 
it was transformed into a state-owned enterprise 
(«Deutsche Reichsbahn-Gesellschaft»). See M. Pohl 
/ S. Kill, «Von den Staatsbahnen zur Reichsbahn 

1918–1924», in: L. Gall / M. Pohl (eds.), Die Eisen-
bahn in Deutschland. Von den Anfängen bis zur Ge-
genwart, München 1999, 71–107.

 30 E. Kolb, «Die Reichsbahn vom Dawes-Plan bis 
zum Ende der Weimarer Republik», in: Gall / Pohl 
(eds.), Eisenbahn in Deutschland, 109–163, esp. 
109–124; A. C. Mierzejewski, The Most Valuable 
Asset of the Reich. A History of the German National 
Railway, Vol. 1: 1920–1932, Chapel Hill, NC 1999.

 31 See H. Baumann, «Zur Einführung», in: O. Blum 
/ H. Baumann (eds.), Verkehrsmittel untereinander. 
Ihre Aufgaben im Rahmen einer gesunden Verkehrs-
politik, Berlin 1931, 2; Royal Commission on 
Transport, Final Report, 84.

 32 See E. Salin (ed.), Deutsche Verkehrsprobleme der 
Gegenwart. Verhandlungen der Friedrich-List-Ge- 
sellschaft am 29.10.1927 in Berlin, Berlin 1928, 12, 

«road-rail problem» became the dominant topic in transport debates during the inter-

war years.27

The main characteristic of the problem was not only the confrontation between old 

and new transportation technology, but also the dieerence concerning their economic 

mode. Railways were subdued to specidc political regulations, in particular the system 

of taries28 and legal obligations like the «Beförderungs- und Betriebsppicht» of the Deut-

sche Reichsbahn.29 In Germany as in Great Britain, the railways were seen neither as 

a «normal» economic sector nor as an ordinary deld of state policy. During the inter-

war years, both systems – the Staatsbahn-system in Germany and the privately owned 

railway companies in Great Britain – were altered considerably. The result were hybrid 

forms of private and state ownership (in Germany) and of unbound and politically 

controlled decision making and regulation (in Great Britain). In both contexts, the rail-

ways were perceived as facilities which had to serve not only economic purposes, but 

also the common interest.30

On the other hand, the road transport industry in both countries was a highly het-

erogeneous deld of many small and a few bigger enterprises which often operated on a 

small revenue base. Notably in the crisis-driven economy of the 1920s, «uncontrolled 

growth»(«Wildwuchs») in the freight companies’ sector was discussed frequently.31 

Smaller companies seemed to cause problems in the transport sector by price-cutting 

competition to the detriment of the quality of transport, but also to long-term eeects of 

transport. For example, economic health of the enterprise in the medium run, the 

maintenance of infrastructure like roads and even a (perceived) healthy regional and 

social order seemed to be challenged by the short-term freight competition furthered 

by small companies. Therefore, the con6ict between railway and road traqc was 

quickly interpreted as a con6ict between common good («Gemeinwohl») and self-inter-

est («Eigenwohl»).32 While railways were seen as safeguarding the public interest, road 

transport enterprises seemed to epitomise egoism, greed and the dark side of capital-
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 33 «The Royal Order», reprinted in: Royal Commis-
sion on Transport, Final Report, VII, VIII; citation 
VII.

 34 Aldcroft, British Transport, esp. 30–95; A. Zatsch, 
Staatsmacht und Motorisierung am Morgen des In-
dustriezeitalters, Konstanz 1993.

 35 See, for example, Anonymous, «VI. – Between 
Two Systems. How to Get the Best from Both», in: 
The Railways. Six Special Articles together with Two 

Leading Articles Reprinted from The Times, London 
1932, 26–29; K. G. Fenelon, Transport Co-ordina-
tion, London 1998 (original edition 1929), Royal 
Commission on Transport, Final Report. A. F. 
Napp-Zinn, «Die Neugestaltung der Verkehrspoli-
tik im nationalsozialistischen Deutschland», in: 
Jahrbücher für Nationalökonomie und Statistik 141 
(1935), 22–52; C. Pirath, Verkehrseinheit und Verke-
hrspolitik, Berlin 1935. See also Schlimm, «Ver-
kehrseinheit».

ism. In Germany, this con6ict was immediately interpreted as an existential one, 

whereas the crisis diagnosis in Great Britain was slightly weaker. Nonetheless, in Great 

Britain structural changes in the transport sector were equally conceived as a problem; 

the idea was to pacify the perceived con6ict by means of putting the whole transport 

sector into a new order. In 1929, the Royal Commission on Transport was appointed to 

develop constructive suggestions on how «the problems arising out of the growth of 

road traqc» could be solved.33 

In most historiographical contexts, these approaches to establishing a new order in 

the transport sector are analysed and interpreted only as economic regulations. As a 

result, the main points of interest are the tarie schemes, the systems of licensing and 

the interventions in the organisational structure of transport companies, which were 

politically implemented in the 1930s and 1940s in Great Britain and Germany.34 Con-

sidering the Cornish Milk anecdote, however, the problem of competition in the trans-

port sector can also be interpreted with respect to the underlying spatial concepts. In 

the success story in Cornwall, no competition could be observed between the dieerent 

facilities. On the contrary, the system was based on the division of labour between rail-

ways and lorries. This division of labour was the Holy Grail that both groups of trans-

port experts were looking for: to organise all available means of transport in such a way 

that there would be no competition and oversupply, no parallel services and no regions 

without any connection. The Cornwall anecdote can be dedned as a small-scale exam-

ple for an existing ideal transport organisation: a «Verkehrseinheit» or a «co-ordinated 

transport system».35

4. The Structure of Space 

The co-ordinated transport system, as it was presented in the Cornwall example and as 

it was sought to be realised in many other contexts, was based on a hierarchical spatial 

order. At the drst glance, the most important characteristic of the spatial regime of milk 

collection traqc seems to be the fact that no transport route was overlapping another 

one. It was an eqcient system without any oversupply on the one side or any undersup-

ply on the other. The new transport network covered the whole territory.
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 36 Anonymous, «An Open Letter to the Minister of 
Transport. A Great Opportunity for Sir Eric Ged-
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Address», in: Modern Transport III (1920), 53, 2; 
M.-E. Feuchtinger, Der Verkehr im Wandel der Zeiten 
seit dem Jahre 1000. Studie auf Grund der Wirt-
schafts- und Verkehrsbeziehungen der früheren Reichs-
stadt Ulm an der Donau, Berlin 1935, 120; E. Müller-
Hermann, Wettbewerb und Ordnung. Grundlage der 
Verkehrspolitik, Darmstadt 1954, 12–13; A. Schmitt, 
«Verkehrspolitik», in: A. Weber (ed.), Handels- und 
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 37 The whole discourse on transport competition was 
based on a fundamental diagnosis of a crisis, 
which made waiting for a natural balance impos-
sible. In the contemporary crisis, waiting for a 
natural equilibrium would cause a severe waste  
of resources, which were constantly short. This di-
agnosis also found its way into the dednition of 
unwanted competition: it was a «wasteful» one.  
R. J. Eaton, The Elements of Transport, London 
1936, 53.

 38 See W. Kaschuba, Die Überwindung der Distanz. 
Zeit und Raum in der europäischen Moderne, Frank-
furt a. M. 2004; H. Rosa, Beschleunigung. Die 
Veränderung der Zeitstrukturen in der Moderne, 
Frankfurt a. M. 2005; P. Virilio, Revolutionen der 
Geschwindigkeit, Berlin 1993.

This important characteristic notwithstanding, the more interesting aspect of this 

transport regime is the hierarchy on which the system was based. It cannot be reduced 

to a simple centralisation pattern. In fact, the spatial regime was more complex because 

it was based on a multi-level hierarchy. Each individual farm was part of one (and only 

one) sector that was served by one lorry; each two or three of these sectors were related 

to one sub-centre. The result was a complex system of hierarchies and interconnec-

tions, which was not only able to exploit the whole territory but also to realise an eco-

nomic order of transport without any competition.

The relationship between spatial aspects and co-operation problems lies in the fact 

that the main lines of competition did not run solely between collective and individual 

transport facilities, between regulated enterprises and free market economy, between 

«public» and «private» interest. Furthermore, the opposition between road and rail was 

also perceived as one of spatial eeects: independent and private road transport served 

the short distance exploitation of space, while politically regulated rail transport was 

considered for long distances and the eeective linkage of centres. Thus, the attempts to 

establish a co-ordinated transport economy were strongly linked to the idiosyncratic 

concept of spatial order which the transport discourse was based on. An important 

component of this underlying discursive structure was the fact that both forms of 

transport were seen as indispensable.36 Therefore, the aim was to establish a new bal-

ance between the dieerent transport functions as well as transport facilities – and par-

ticularly not to bring the old railway monopoly back into being. The equilibrium could, 

according to the transport expertise, only be achieved in a strictly hierarchical system, 

in which the most important lines and the cheapest infrastructure were combined.37

All transport facilities were – according to the basic paradigm of transport studies 

– seen as a vital part of the overwhelming transport system; every part had thus to serve 

dieerent tasks. Transport was not interpreted as a kind of space compression, as it is 

sometimes discussed in recent spatial theory.38 Instead, there were three dieerent spa-

tial functions of transport: connection, exploitation and structuring of space. All of 
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1937), University Archives Stuttgart (UAS), 89/5a.

 40 K. Bergmann, Agrarromantik und Großstadtfeind-
schaft, Meisenheim am Glan 1970; specidcally on 
urban transport: D. Schott, «Suburbanizing the 
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Transport and Urban Development in Historical Per-
spective, Aldershot 2003, 79–99.

 41 See C. Pirath, Die Verkehrsteilung Schiene-Strasse in 
landwirtschaftlichen Gebieten und ihre volkswirt-
schaftliche Bedeutung, Berlin et al. 1954, 2.

 42 C. Pirath, «Die Raumerschließung durch die Re-
ichsautobahnen», in: Zeitschrift für Verkehrswissen-
schaft 15 (1938) 3/4, 181–193.

 43 See K. G. Fenelon, Railway Economics, London 
1932, 217; O. Steinhoe, «Betriebsp6icht und Tarif-
zwang», in: Verkehrstechnische Woche. Zeitschrift 
für das gesamte Verkehrswesen 21 (1927) 1, 1–5, 5.

them had to be combined in the right way to achieve a rational social order.39 While 

there were means of transport whose abilities lay primarily in the linkage of centres 

(like mainline railways or air transport), other means seemed to be able to open up 

distinctive regions – light railways as well as lorries were discussed in this respect. To 

properly combine these abilities and eeects it was crucial for correctly structuring the 

space – at a global as well as at regional level. Thus, transport experts had to organise 

transport facilities in such a way that the spatial eeects of the dieerent transport media 

were combined to realise an ideal spatial order. 

This diqcult task was based on the idea that a specidc equilibrium between linking 

and exploiting transport facilities should be achieved. It was perceived as a great mis-

take of the nineteenth century that the railways, thus the facilities with the greatest ca-

pability of linking two centres, were developed without taking account of de-centralis-

ing transport media like light railways or road transport facilities. The furious process 

of urbanisation was the result, which seemed now irreversible.40 Yet the other extreme 

was not an alternative either – the concentration on those transport facilities which 

served to stretch land would have led to the complete dissolution of all structures. A 

modern form of economy could not be envisaged without centres of commerce and 

production, and, moreover, to concentrate on de-centralising transport facilities would 

have been very costly given the lower eeectiveness and higher costs of the area-serving 

facilities like lorries or light railways.41 Even the construction of the Reichsautobahn was 

critically discussed in respect of its spatial eeects. The showcase project of the national-

socialist transport policy was suspected of causing new centralising processes.42

Thus, every transport system in a distinct space had to solve two dieerent prob-

lems: it had to exploit the whole space and to avoid all uneconomic oversupplies simul-

taneously. This seemed to be possible only by a hierarchical order of the dieerent trans-

port facilities, in which the most 6exible and lightest vehicles provided the lowest level 

of exploitation and the most non-elastic means of transport formed the «backbone» of 

transport system.43 Flexibility and elasticity were not only discussed as spatial capabili-
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 44 See C. Pirath: Die Entwicklung des Weltluftverkehrs 
in seinen Beziehungen zur Eisenbahn. 13.02.1929, 
UAS 89/10; C. Pirath / M.-E. Feuchtinger, Der 
Kraftfahrzeugbedarf für den Wiederaufbau und die 
Erhaltung der deutschen Wirtschaft [typescript], 
Stuttgart 1946.

 45 W. Scholz, «Vortrag aus Sicht der Automobilin-
dustrie», in: A. F. Napp-Zinn (ed.), Eisenbahn und 
Kraftwagen. Verhandlungen auf der von dem Verein 
zur Wahrung der gemeinsamen wirtschaftlichen In-
teressen in Rheinland und Westfalen und dem Institut 
für Verkehrswissenschaft an der Universität Köln am 

ties – like the dieerence between rail bound and non-rail-bound means of transport, 

but also as economic ones. And, furthermore, all these dieerences followed the same 

lines. On the one hand, there were the privately owned road transport facilities, which 

were able to react 6exibly to new transport requirements or volatile demands, on the 

other hand the non-elastic main railways.

To sum up, the hierarchy between the transport means that structured all attempts 

to solve the problem of transport co-ordination in the inter-war years was a spatial, a 

technical and an economic one. And I would add: the hierarchical order was also a 

 political one. Publicly controlled railways were seen as the backbone of the whole 

 transport system. They were drst and foremost transport facilities that the public ad-

ministration was able to regulate, and indeed, they were largely governed in a top-

down-manner. As a consequence of their technical, organisational and legal specidcs, 

they predetermined the spatial pattern of transport policy. Transport experts were pro-

foundly convinced that this could be considered the natural way of governing spaces by 

transport systems. Yet apart from the top-down regulation, most transport experts 

claimed that transport could not be planned entirely. They described their deld of ex-

pertise as a highly dynamic sector, which could only be managed by a mixture of plan-

ning and evolution.

5. Margins of Self-organisation

The core feature of the Cornish success story was the evolution of an even more perfect 

and smooth transport co-ordination, which started immediately after having dnished 

the planning and implementing process. The system that had been introduced by ex-

perts of the railway company proved to be suqciently 6exible to provide margins of 

self-organisation and development. 

The reader of transport experts’ texts from the inter-war years will encounter those 

margins of development quite often – at least more often than most readers would ex-

pect when working on a planning discipline at the high tide of authoritarian planning 

practices. Beyond the dxed lines of in6exible transport infrastructure, many transport 

experts expected potentials of development. In some cases, this expectation was limited 

to «new» transport branches, that is, air transport or the «young» road transport.44 

Their regulation should leave leeway for development, which would eventually serve 

the common interest. This argument was predominantly used by representatives of 

road transport companies and the automobile industry, since they were in the drst 

place interested in avoiding all regulation attempts for the road transport sector.45 
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27. Mai 1930 in Düsseldorf veranstalteten Verkehrsta-
gung; mit Anschluß einer verkehrwissenschaftlichen 
Kritik, Köln 1931, 36–64.

 46 See K. G. Fenelon, «Some Aspects of Road and 
Rail Transport. Methods of Eeecting Co-ordina-

tion», in: Modern Transport 20 (1928) 496, 9–10.
 47 Filarski / Mom, Transport Policy, 156–160; Schlimm, 

Ordnungen, 216–221; Sjöblom, «Shift».
 48 T. Luks, «Eine Moderne im Normalzustand. Ord-

nungsdenken und Social Engineering in der ers-

Nonetheless, proponents of the railway system – like most of the German transport 

experts– also used this argument in order to achieve that some margins were left free 

of regulation. These margins were normally located at the lowest level of the spatial 

order, that is, in the sphere of local transport. Local transport relations were hardly 

schedulable because of their high volatility, and they seemed less pivotal for the na-

tional economy than long-distance traqc relations. 

Here again, the strong hierarchical relationship between the dieerent transport fa-

cilities can be observed which underlay the transport experts’ discourse. Central traqc 

needs regarding long distances had to be satisded, and this required a rational and 

central planning process. Otherwise, this backbone of traqc system would have over-

lapped in the more crowded areas and the less inhabited (or industrialised) regions 

would have been neglected. For a balanced network, central planning accordingly 

seemed indispensable. In addition to the main lines of transport, a need for feeder 

services to explore the regions around was expressed. Here, the special abilities of pri-

vate road transport came into play.46 

This hierarchical division of labour had also political implications. In both coun-

tries, the freight transport industry was brought under a strict regulation system in 

order to ensure the co-ordination of road and rail in the early 1930s. Under this regula-

tion system, railways were supposed to manage the long distance traqc, and the road 

transport industry should carry out the short distance traqc and feeder services. To 

ensure this division of labour, only the local range remained free from regulation (and 

became thereby a sphere of competition), while the regional and national transport was 

subjected to a strict system of concessions. Long distance freight routes by lorries were 

permitted only to the extent that they did not compete with rail routes.47 The road 

transport industry may have been perceived as a necessary element in transport, but 

still subordinate to railways.

6. Conclusion

My main interest in this contribution was to analyse the every-day and small-scale plan-

ning processes with the objective of providing insight into how they may contribute to 

our understanding of inter-war planning processes. My analysis results in a bundle of 

propositions that could partly adjust our picture of planning in the drst half of the 

twentieth century. I intended to show that planning in this period was by no means 

characterised solely by large-scale, utopian or radical planning attempts. If one analy-

ses the «normal state» instead of the «state of exception», as Timo Luks recently sug-

gested, the scope of intervention practices in this era is widened substantially.48
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ten Hälfte des 20. Jahrhunderts», in: Österreichi-
sche Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft 23 (2012) 
2, 15–38.

 49 See A. Doering-Manteueel, «Die deutsche Ges-
chichte in den Zeitbögen des 20. Jahrhunderts», 
in: Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte 62 (2014), 
321–348.

 50 A. Schlimm, «Social Engineers in Transport Poli-

cy. Co-ordination Eeorts in Governmental Com-
missions in Britain during the Interwar Years», in: 
G. Duc et. al. (eds.), Histoire des Transports et de la 
Mobilité. Entre concurrence modale et Coordination 
(de 1918 à nos jours), Neuchâtel 2014, 131–146.

 51 See A. Rehling, Konpiktstrategie und Konsenssuche 
in der Krise. Von der Zentralarbeitsgemeinschaft zur 
Konzertierten Aktion, Baden-Baden 2011.

First of all, the expert cultures in Great Britain and Germany show very similar 

representations and perceptions of space and spatial order. While many recent analyses 

stress the practices of spatial homogenisation and separation, the analysis of transport 

expertise has shown that we can dnd strong eeorts to bring space into a new structure 

by implementing a space hierarchy. 

This approach had two prerequisites. Firstly, the dieerentiation of spaces was only 

possible due to a holistic representation of transport. Transport was seen as an instru-

ment for re-stabilising the (perceived) chaotic and destabilised transport and social or-

der at the same time, and it made an integrated planning process necessary that had to 

take into account all existing means of transport. Finally, this idea ensured the coher-

ence in spite of divisions of labour and space.

The second prerequisite was the interlocking of a central, top-down planning proc-

ess with bottom-up processes of self-organisation and evolution on a lower level. Plan-

ning and self-organisation, which had long been considered as antagonists, particularly 

concerning the supposed anti-liberal era between the wars,49 were not seen as insepa-

rable approaches for transport experts (and perhaps other protagonists) between the 

wars. Nonetheless, these two approaches were placed in a clear hierarchical order: self-

organisation was only tolerated or desirable a) in consigned spaces, on a local or re-

gional level, and b) only on condition that all undertakings were serving the higher goal 

of transport. 

Beyond these similarities, the two national examples show dieerent forms of ac-

ceptance for the (supposed) essential spheres of self-organisation. The German case 

shows an attitude of mere tolerance because complete planning was considered im- 

possible, while British experts (and transport politicians) expressed even their willing-

ness to integrate self-organised negotiations between dieerent transport undertakings 

into the planning process.50 These rather participatory forms of planning were incon-

ceivable in Germany – despite many corporative political structures in Weimar Ger-

many.51

These characteristics of transport planning in both countries dieer in many re-

spects from the forms of authoritarian and top-down planning that we know from the 

analysis of large-scale projects. Does that mean that transport planning was a kind of 

asynchrony in history, maybe even pointing towards mere postmodern forms of plan-

ning and regulation?
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In fact, I would suggest the opposite. The attempts to regulate and stabilise a social 

and transport order which can be reconstructed through an analysis of transport ex-

pertise between the wars were by no means post-modern. The strict hierarchy of top-

down and bottom-up regulations points to a high modernist ideology as well as the 

exalted position of the expert. Only small ranges of self-organisation were left between 

the dxed spheres of rational and eqcient transport regulation. Therefore, I would  

propose analysing these forms of planning attempts also as powerful and high mod-

ernist approaches that are related to a distinct social order which social experts were 

asked to establish. Even if these forms of every-day and low-scale planning were by no 

means analogous to those interventions that tried to realise a new and utopian social 

order by using extreme, authoritarian forms of power, they still in6uenced social life 

considerably. These «normal state» planning processes attempted to re-establish a 

threatened order in the normal spaces of society, which became another challenge for 

planners, and that implied other forms of power and force. Moreover, these planning 

processes were often accompanied by strict regulations, disciplining norms and strong 

hierarchies.

Planning Order and Self-Organisation.  

The Regulation of Competition and Spatial Relations in  

Inter-War Transport Expertise

Planning practices in high modernity are often analysed as authoritarian and top-

down interventions. This interpretation derives from the concentration on large-

scale planning projects. By investigating small-scale and every-day transport plan-

ning examples, this article tries to enhance our understanding of high modern 

planning practices. Transport planning during the inter-war years meant to estab-

lish a transport regime in which all means of transport were put into a rational rela-

tion to each other. This was only possible by building up a spatial order in which 

different spatial functions – connecting places, opening up regions and structuring 

spaces – were placed in hierarchical order. Hence, the planned spaces often dis-

played a hierarchy of top-down and bottom-up organisational patterns. This should 

by no means be regarded as a form of pre-postmodern fascination for self-organisa-

tion of order out of chaos. On the contrary, these planning projects, too, reveal 

strictly defined power relations, even if their objectives and methods cannot be put 

on a par with famous large-scale projects.
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 1 On this interpretation see: J. Düwel / N. Gutschow 
(eds.), A Blessing in Disguise. War and Town Plan-
ning in Europe, 1940–1945, Berlin 2013. 

 2 In6uential studies include: W. Durth / N. Gutschow, 
Träume in Trümmern: Stadtplanung 1940–1950, 
Munich 1993; J. Düwel, 1945: Krieg – Zerstörung – 
Aufbau, Berlin 1995; D. Voldman, La Reconstruc-

tion Des Villes Françaises de 1940 à 1954: Histoire 
D’une Politique, Paris 1997; J. Hasegawa, Replanning 
the Blitzed City Centre: a Comparative Study of Bris-
tol, Coventry and Southampton 1941–1950, Bucking-
ham 1992; J. M. Diefendorf, In the Wake of War: 
The Reconstruction of German Cities after World 
War II, Oxford 1993; K. Bosma / C. Wagenaar 

The history of blitzed cities in the Second World War allows for a rather evident  

articulation of an experimental space. The destructive effects of aerial bombardments 

incited an avalanche of ideas and ideals about the planned redevelopment of cities  

such as London, Coventry, Plymouth, Rotterdam, Le Havre, Hamburg, Dresden and 

Warsaw. 

A somewhat provocative, but nevertheless empirically supported reading of war-

time destructions due to bombardments is that they were considered «a blessing in 

disguise.»1 Other than interwar municipal policy schemes, political reform and town 

planning projects, bombs were capable of removing the tenacious impediments to 

modernist urban reform, such as slums, blight areas, vested interests, old property 

rights, and social misdts who inhabited the inner city alleys and districts. Moreover, 

obliteration by bombs allowed for subsequent clearance of (sometimes undamaged) 

adjacent structures and spurred a revision of the physical organisation of the urban 

environment as a whole. This perceived window of opportunity to act upon the city 

with unprecedented energy and swiftness was accompanied by the establishment of a 

governance structure in which urban planners obtained a pivotal position.2 

The reconstruction of blitzed cities can not only be regarded as an experimental 

space but also dts the temporal framework of an experimental interlude during  

which a number of planning ideas and thoughts were advanced or even acted out. 

From the drst post-apocalyptic weeks until the promulgation of the grand post-war 

structures of urban planning, housing and welfare from the late 1940s onward, the 

locally felt urgencies of recovery fostered a series of planning experiments. Most of 

Stefan Couperus 

Experimental Planning after the Blitz. 
Non-governmental Planning Initiatives  
and Post-war Reconstruction in  
Coventry and Rotterdam, 1940–1955
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(eds.), Een geruisloze doorbraak. De geschiedenis 
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de wederopbouw van Nederland, Rotterdam 1995; 
J. M. Diefendorf (ed.), Rebuilding Europe’s Bombed 
Cities, London 1990; C. Wagenaar, Welvaartsstad 
in wording. De wederopbouw van Rotterdam, 1940–
1952, Rotterdam 1993.

 3 D. Sweeney, «‹Modernity› and the Making of So-
cial Order in Twentieth-Century Europe», in: Con-
temporary European History 23 (2014), 209–224; 
S. Goebel / D. Keene (eds.), Cities into Battlebelds: 
Metropolitan Scenarios, Experiences and Commemo-
rations of Total War, Aldershot 2011; M. Clapson / 

P. J. Larkham (eds.), The Blitz and Its Legacy: War-
time Destruction to Post-war Reconstruction, Alder-
shot 2013; S. E. Cowan, Technocracy, Democracy 
and Publicity: Public Consultation and British Plan-
ning, 1939–1951, PhD thesis University of Califor-
nia, 2010; G. Wagner-Kyora (ed.), Wiederaufbau 
europäischer Städte: Rekonstruktionen, die Moderne 
und die lokale Identitätspolitik seit 1945, Stuttgart 
2014; P. J. Larkham / E. Erdem (eds.), Alternative 
Visions of Post-War Reconstruction: Creating the 
Modern Townscape, London 2015.

these experiments were initiated by (local) authorities. However, with local authorities 

awaiting national directives for action, the voluntary sector produced a series of plan-

ning ideas too.

This article is in line with recent historiography that acknowledges the wider range 

of non-governmental actors, discourses and understandings of modernist planning in 

blitzed cities in post-war Europe. Further adhering to Dennis Sweeney’s recent call to 

approach modernity from the perspective of the «heterogeneous and multiple ration-

alities of social reform projects and their immanence», this article highlights two non-

governmental experiments in community planning in the blitzed cities of Coventry 

and Rotterdam that emerged from the local voluntary sector.3 In the case of Coventry 

the Family Health Club and Housing Society strove to plan and build a self-suqcient, 

almost autarchic community estate at the outskirts of the city. In the case of Rotterdam, 

the Rotterdamsche Gemeenschap directed its energy towards the establishment of an al-

ternative socio-political set-up, which departed from the neighbourhood level. 

Both experiments focused on promoting alternative visions of post-war urban soci-

ety and were conceived and partly executed outside of the authorised redevelopment 

plans, revealing their own rationalities and planning practices. Both projects had to 

cope with the hesitance and unpredictability that characterised urban politics and gov-

ernance in the 1940s. 

This article argues that the planning of blitzed cities was not monopolised by au-

thorised planners and administrators, but also included voluntary, private initiatives 

that emerged during the experimental interlude of the 1940s. As such, this analysis 

stretches beyond the recently addressed theme of popular participation and consulta-

tion in post-war urban planning. It stresses the impact of private initiatives in recon-

struction planning in the transitional stage between wartime crisis politics and the 

planned city in the era of post-war welfarism. Despite the fact that both projects failed 

to come to full fruition, they disclose a clear experimental outlook on the redevelop-

ment of urban society after large-scale destruction and demolition. 
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 4 T. Mason / N. Tiratsoo, «People, Politics and Plan-
ning: The Reconstruction of Coventry’s City Centre, 
1940–53», in: Diefendorf, Rebuilding Europe’s Bombed 
Cities, 94–113; N. Tiratsoo / T. Mason / T. Matsumura, 
Urban Reconstruction in Britain and Japan, 1945–
1955: Dreams, Plans and Realities, Luton 2002.

 5 S. H. Walford, Architecture in Tension: an Examina-
tion of the Position of the Architect in the Private and 
Public Sectors, Focusing on the Training and Careers 
of Sir Basis Spence (1907–1976) and Sir Donald Gib-
son (1908–1991), PhD thesis University of War-
wick, 2009.

 6 On this see: N. Tiratsoo, Reconstruction, Avuence 

and Labour Politics: Coventry, 1945–1960, London 
1990.

 7 A. Smith, The City of Coventry: a Twentieth Century 
Icon, London 2006; L. Campbell, «Paper Dream 
City / Modern Monument: Donald Gibson and 
Coventry», in: I. Boyd Whyte (ed.), Man-Made Fu-
ture: Planning, Education and Design in Mid-Twenti-
eth-Century Britain, London 2007, 121–144.

 8 Tiratsoo, Reconstruction, 46–52.
 9 M. J. Daunton, Wealth and Welfare: an Economic 

and Social History of Britain, 1851–1951, Oxford 
2007, 594; K. O. Morgan, Britain Since 1945: The 
People’s Peace, Oxford 2001, 232.

1. Rebuilding Post-war Coventry 

After the devastating German air raids in 1940, the booming industrial city of Coventry 

was subjected to the immediacy of recovery and reconstruction.4 Much of the inner city 

had been turned into ashes and housing shortages subsequently skyrocketed well into 

the 1950s. The modernist city architect Donald Gibson took up the physical reconstruc-

tion of the blitzed areas as soon as the debris was removed from the streets.5 Coventry 

gradually became the symbol of post-war recovery in Britain: it was hailed as a modern 

industrial city, whose population, despite continuing problems with mass housing, ex-

perienced one of the highest degrees of aruence in Britain in the 1950s.6 In post-war 

propagandist discourse Coventry became «a twentieth century icon» of British resil-

ience and prosperity whose esteem stretched beyond the British isle.7

A drmly entrenched Labour and Trade Union hegemony shaped Coventry’s politi-

cal culture during the 1940s, although other ideological groups secured a sustainable 

position in urban governance too.8 Backed by the relatively aruent working class, 

Labour oqcials were at the vanguard of emergency politics after the blitz and domi-

nated the subsequent redevelopment of the city. Fitting the mounting narrative of  

Labour’s post-war New Jerusalem, Coventry seemed to fuldl the promise of a «better 

Britain»: it swiftly presented a bold, modernist reconstruction plan, which harked 

back to pre-war initiatives of modernist urban regeneration, and was able to sustain 

high levels of welfare as the austerity of the 1940s yielded to consumerist aruence in 

the 1950s. 

Linking it to the wider context of British reconstruction politics, Coventry may be 

seen as a showcase of Clement Attlee’s post-war reformist Labour administration, 

which aspired to «plan from the ground up» and produced the centralist frameworks 

of post-war welfarism relating, among others, to health care, housing and economic 

regulation.9 This national planning agenda, too, provoked criticism on the Labour 

government that was allegedly employing a mode of «socialist authoritarianism».  

Political opponents, intellectuals but also representatives from the voluntary sector ac-

cused Labour of according primacy to its administrative and planning apparatus and 

thus employing a system of state planning that was «ineqcient, unjust and undemo-



521

JM
E

H
 1

3
 /

 2
0

1
5

 /
 4

Non-governmental Planning Initiatives and Post-war Reconstruction

 10 Cited in: N. Tiratsoo, «‹New Vistas›: The Labour 
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the 1940s», in: R. Weight / A. Beach (eds.), The 
Right to Belong: Citizenship and National Identity in 
Britain, 1930–1960, London 1998, 137. 

 11 N. Tiratsoo, «The Reconstruction of Blitzed British 
Cities, 1945–55: Myths and Reality», in: Contempo-
rary British History 14 (2000), 27–44.

 12 Cowan, Planning to the People.
 13 P. J. Larkham / K. D. Lilley, «Exhibiting the City: 

Planning Ideas and Public Involvement in War-
time and Early Post-War Britain», in: Town Plan-
ning Review 83 (2012), 648–668; P. J. Larkham / 
K. D. Lilley, «Plans, Planners and City Images: 
Place Promotion and Civic Boosterism in British 
Reconstruction Planning», in: Urban History 30 

(2003), 183–205; P. J. Larkham, «Selling the Future 
City: Images in UK Post-War Reconstruction 
Plans», in: Whyte, Man-Made Future; K. D. Lilley, 
«On Display: Planning Exhibitions as Civic Propa-
ganda or Public Consultation?», in: Planning His-
tory 25 (2003), 3–8. 

 14 Tiratsoo, Reconstruction, passim.
 15 R. Cherrington, Not Just Beer and Bingo! A Social 

History of Working Men’s Clubs, [S.l.] 2012; I. Buru-
ma, Year Zero: a History of 1945, London 2013; 
D. Kynaston, Austerity Britain, 1945–1951, London 
2007; J. Grindrod, Concretopia: a Journey Around 
the Rebuilding of Post-war Britain, Brecon 2013. 

 16 National Archives (Public Record Oqce), FS 
35/80, Family Health Club Housing Society (Cov-
entry) Limited.

cratic».10 Recent historiography has however shown that the perceived distance be-

tween Labour-endorsed expert planners and the people should not be taken at face 

value. Nick Tiratsoo has convincingly argued that the bold planning statements in post-

war Britain do not re6ect the practices in which public opinion, national policy as well 

as wishes from the citizenry constituted the complex nexus of British planning.11 More 

recently, Susan Cowan has systematically disclosed the wide range of public consulta-

tion practices that paralleled the design and implementation of modernist town plans 

in Britain’s blitzed cities.12 The work of Peter Larkham and Keith Lilley, among others, 

stresses that oqcials and planners were acutely aware of the public, which translated 

into a series of promotional strategies, for instance the public exhibitions of plans.13

In the particular case of Coventry, Tiratsoo has underlined the political pluralism 

that, despite Labour’s dominance, generated substantial political debate, resulting in 

amendments to Labour’s policy agenda and 6uctuations in electoral appeal.14 Other 

studies have also probed into the social aspects of wartime and post-war life in Coven-

try and elsewhere, allowing for less partisan narratives of reconstruction politics in the 

1940s and 1950s.15 

The case study presented here entails a private endeavour of community planning 

during the experimental interlude between the blitz and the coordinated reconstruc-

tion of Coventry from the late 1940s onwards. It shows how a private planning project 

emerged from within Coventry’s civil society that became known as the Family Health 

Club Housing Society Coventry (FHC)and promoted a type of community and mode of 

citizenship that increasingly con6icted with the post-war hegemonic agendas of British 

recovery.

2. Positive Health, Housing and Democracy: The Idea of the Family Health Club

In August 1944, the radiologist Kenneth E. Barlow, together with a group of prominent 

Coventry citizens, founded the Family Health Club Housing Society Coventry, which 

was registered under the Provident Societies Act in April 1945.16 Under this banner, a 
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 17 Wellcome Library (hereafter WL), Archive Peck-
ham Health Centre (hereafter PHC), B.5.25.2, Ad-
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(undated); K. E. Barlow, A Home of Their Own, 
London 1946, 85.

 18 The Medical Press and Circular, 3 April 1946.
 19 M. R. Hughes, The Letters of Lewis Mumford and 
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1970, Bath 1971, 181; Barlow had been Mumford’s 
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view. See: E. Kirby, «Obituary – Kenneth Elliott 
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and Health 50 (2001), 75–76.

 20 WL, PHC, B.5.25.1, G.S. Williamson to Family 
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J. Lewis / B. Brookes, «A Reassessment of the Work 
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Memorial Fund Quarterly, 61 (1983), 307–350, 323.

group of Coventrians embarked on a particular kind of community planning that was 

informed by three categories: health, home and democracy. These three elements were 

not preconceived building blocks for a community, but were to be discovered through 

experiment, which made the FHC «an experimental community» drst and foremost.17

The «social biology» often referred to in FHC publications, was an unimpaired 

subscription to what was called «the positive health» movement stemming from the 

interwar Peckham experiment at the Pioneer Health Centre in London. Barlow, who 

published regularly on behalf of the FHC, represented an intellectual current amongst 

British medics who explained health as a social category rather than a medical, patho-

logical one. Health, argued Barlow, was about prevention and promotion rather than 

pathology: «Neither health nor the circumstances which are likely to promote health, 

receive adequate consideration, either by the medical profession or by the so-called 

Ministry of Health.»18 An annual family health overhaul, for instance, was a key feature 

of the FHC’s health programme, as were the social activities in the planned health 

centre. But the FHC also proposed some feasible additions in order to sustain family 

health, such as securing good nutrition by practising organic farming. 

These and other communal additions to the project, most importantly the nine-

storey 6at complexes, provoked critique from the milieu of urbanists and planners. 

The famous cultural sociologist Lewis Mumford, who knew Barlow as his former as-

sistant, conveyed his doubts about the communal nature of the Coventry project to his 

friend, the urbanist Frederic J. Osborn.19 Scott Williamson, the leading dgure of the 

Peckham experiment in London, was concerned with the Coventry experiment too, as 

it resorted to housing solutions rather than to what he called «grow homes, and not 

build houses».20 High-rises denied the biological order of the family, the key social unit 

from which, in the holistic language of Williamson, «the heart of the home» would 

develop. 

The title of the Coventry project indeed revealed its double agenda: it was as much 

about family health promotion as it was about housing. This combination of «positive 

health» and housing was a strategy to legitimise the FHC within the context of Coven-

try’s post-blitz demands of reconstruction. The pressing housing shortages would elicit 

enthusiasm for private initiatives that would be able to contribute to a solution. Thus, 

regardless of their holistic discourse on the family and the home, the FHC in essence 
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oeered a much-wanted asset: dwellings. However, positive health and housing could 

only contribute to the creation of a sustainable community if it was cemented by demo-

cratic governance: people needed to have a say in the way in which health and housing 

were to be guaranteed. 

The FHC explicitly sought to connect to the burgeoning gospel of democracy and 

democratic citizenship that developed in post-war Britain and linked up with earlier 

debates.21 Or as Barlow dedned the essence of the experimental interlude: «The critical 

experiment is an experiment in democracy.»22 This democratic experiment entailed, 

above all, a high degree of citizen initiative and collaboration.23 The FHC, consequently, 

depended upon «the initiative of its members», which an early brochure stated, was 

«characteristically British and democratic».24 In front of a group of regional planners, 

Barlow argued: «The experiment consists of seeing just what the community will make 

of those opportunities and of itself in the setting which those opportunities aeord.»25 

As such, Barlow believed the FHC was «far more radical and far more democratic» 

than any project the City Council of Coventry had promoted.26

Planning, against the backdrop of this democratic conception of active citizenship, 

then amounted to something entirely dieerent than state-led planning by experts and 

administrators: «To make a beginning with the cultivation of communities, the people 

and planners must come together. But to get the results that our communities require, 

the initiative and the purpose of the experiment must spring from the people and not 

from the planner [...] when the planner decides that is bureaucracy. When the people 

decide that is democracy.»27 The Observer wrote in a similar vein, «the Coventry project 

[...] is a non-prodt-making enterprise in which local people, instead of looking for some 

Governmental authority to plan for them, are coming together to plan their own hous-

ing and community life».28 Evidently, the FHC’s grassroots initiative was consciously 

juxtaposed to what was understood as «socialist authoritarianism» and seen as the so-

lution to reinvigorate the «castrated communities» of Britain – in the words of the 

Secretary of State Health, Aneurin Bevan.29 

Members of the FHC publicly distanced themselves from Labour’s post-war plan-

ning agendas, particularly with regard to the emerging National Health Service (NHS). 
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The head of the management committee stated in a local newspaper that «[s]tate con-

trol means the patients having no direct share in the administration of the new service 

[...] Health service should preserve for both patient and doctor freed from bureaucratic 

regimentation.»30

In his study on Labour dominated reconstruction politics in Coventry, Tiratsoo sees 

the FHC as part of the «pressure of the trade unions or others on the left».31 However, 

labelling the FHC as leftist is problematic when taking its ambiguity towards Labour’s 

agenda of centralist welfarism (e.g. the NHS) and the varying backgrounds of its mem-

bers into account. Alongside working class families, one can dnd engineering workers, 

doctors, farmers, teachers, nurses and clerical workers within the organisation. The 

management committee comprised members of the Conservative and Labour parties 

alike, but also, to a lesser extent, Christian Socialists and Communist Party members.32 

3. The Rise and Demise of a Newly Planned Community in Practice

The aims, ambitions and language of the FHC’s alternative route of community plan-

ning were in place by the end of 1945. The realisation of the project, however, proved 

far more troublesome. After having generated suqcient enthusiasm for the FHC 

among Coventry’s families (350 families had allegedly registered, but numbers of 657 

were mentioned in early 1948), four discussion groups (the nature of family life accord-

ing to the Peckham experiment, agriculture and nutrition, social activities, and housing 

and dnance) were installed to further the plan.

The FHC’s ambitions were clear: «We want so to associate 2000 families that they 

will constitute a community that will be capable of creating a neighbourhood which 

will eeectively be their own: wherein they themselves will meet their own housing 

needs, where they will create their own health centre as the pivot of their community 

and where they will provide for their own most critical nutritional needs.»33 A series of 

lectures and meetings in Coventry and its surroundings spurred enthusiasm.34 Marga-

ret Brooks has restated the perceived prospects of interviewed FHC members: «The 

estate [...] would be compact and totally self-suqcient with its own modern shops 

«solely for pedestrians», schools, churches, cinemas, playing delds, amenity land and 

own farm, and underground parking facilities. The houses would have their own gar-

dens and to ensure privacy and maximum sunlight, all blocks of building would be 

staggered. [In the Health Centre] would be a swimming-bath, the gymnasium, the ice-

rink, the theatre, dance-halls, social rooms for indoor games nurseries for young chil-

dren and self-service cafeteria.»35
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The FHC’s energetic frontman, Barlow, was constantly looking for money to dnance 

the purchase of land, as shareholders had only generated a capital of 132 pounds by 

August 1945. In early 1946 Barlow had secured a mortgage from the Liverpool Victoria 

Friendly Society.36 This enabled the FHC to purchase an estate just east of the city of 

Coventry, in Binley. The acquired land had an additional challenge to it. It had not been 

cultivated for years and the two existing farms (Binley Common farm and Roseycombe 

farm) were largely idle. The FHC’s aim was to prevent the property (Brandon Wood as 

the 461 acre estate was mostly referred to) from «degenerating into a rural slum» and 

to turn it into a thriving community with its own agricultural food production.37

Although most Coventry City and Rugby Rural District oqcials were enthusiastic 

about the plan, no political or dnancial support was gained as long as the FHC could 

not submit fully detailed plans.38 With the help of Arcon architects, particularly the 

famous prefab architect Raglan Squire (who charged a reduced rate), the plans pro-

gressed from spring 1946 onward. 

Meanwhile, the drst feasible activities of the FHC were initiated. Members organ-

ised a host of social activities on the estate. Some arable farming (organic growing) was 

undertaken and Barlow’s family, together with two farm workers and a farm bailie 

moved permanently to the Binley Common Farmhouse.39 The citizens of Coventry 

became increasingly aware of the project as a ten-day exhibition at Trinity Hall was 

opened on July 6, 1946. It displayed the spatial layout and the interiors of the build-

ings. Lewis Mumford gave a stimulating opening address, in which he declared that 

the FHC started «at a point which the town planner and Government bodies never 

reached – the family».40 The local press published positively on the FHC: «British peo-

ple are showing signs of turning social experimenters, working out for themselves new 

patterns for living, working or playing together [...] The really important thing is that 

they are being tried, not under oqcial inspiration or to order, but spontaneously.»41 

Finally, on 7 March 1947, the FHC submitted its plans to the local and regional 

authorities. The drst stage of the housing plan would provide 139 dwellings, including 

the drst complex of 68 6ats. All designs had been subjected to FHC members’ opinion. 

The entire Brandon Wood Estate Scheme was sketched out too. It included housing for 

all income groups and family compositions, including single elderly people, amount-

ing to 2000 homes for about 8000 people in total.42 

The submission of the plan proved to be the starting point of a series of lengthy 

discussions and negotiations with all authorities over the approval and progress of the 

scheme. Coventry’s Housing Committee refused to give dnal consent as long as it was 

unclear whether the scheme would interfere with the pending municipal housing pro-
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gramme.43 Coventry was still awaiting government regulations on the allocations of 

labour and materials for public and private housing enterprises. 

Lying just outside Coventry, the territory of the FHC fell under the jurisdiction of 

the Rugby Rural District Council and the Warwick County Council. However, the new 

Town and Country Planning Act of 1947, eeectuated on 1 July 1948, reinforced the 

Coventry City Council as the responsible authority for planning in the particular area 

of Brandon Wood.44 Initially promising some dnancial support, the Rugby Rural Dis-

trict Council fuelled a seemingly minor debate over the height of the housing com-

plexes. On behalf of the FHC, Barlow argued that the preservation of farmland, so 

necessary in the context of food shortages, nutrition and the lack of buying power to 

import food from abroad, called for the inclusion of nine-storey high-rises in the plan. 

In a meeting with the Planning and Redevelopment Committee of Coventry in June 

1947, Barlow persuaded the committee members. The famous Labour alderman 

George Hodgkinson recalled: «Some of us felt a little adventurous [...] We were pre-

pared to make an experiment.»45 However, ultimately the Rugby authorities were sup-

ported in their rejection of the high-rises in such a rural environment. The Coventry 

City Council overruled all political support by disapproving of the scheme. No «sky-

scrapers» were to emerge in the rural area of Brandon Wood. Hodgkinson, a persistent 

supporter of the FHC, concluded: «Some of us felt a little adventurous apparently, we 

were in fact being revolutionary.»46 

A few months later, the FHC’s appeal to the minister of Town and Country Plan-

ning proved unsuccessful too.47 A new building request for farm cottages was rejected 

in 1948 – only the construction of two proof buildings was permitted.48 Moreover, new 

food regulations prohibited the sale of fresh, unpasteurised milk from the farm directly 

to the public. Even the planned annual health overhaul, which was initiated from Octo-

ber 1949 onward, could not be organised without the assistance of the British Medical 

Association in Coventry; the intended health centre would never be built.49 

The FHC’s vigour was smothered by the new political realities of the late 1940s: 

national legislation and regulation narrowed the scope of private initiatives, whereas 

local and regional authorities promoted their own schemes and agendas in the new 

frameworks of housing, planning and health. Consequently, the FHC had to accept 

disappointment as their plans for housing, food production and amenities were largely 

crushed by state planning programmes and local Labour opposition, a conclusion Bar-

low was willing to accept acrimoniously only in hindsight.50
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In the early 1950s, the FHC did not amount to more than the family health over-

haul, some meetings of its board members and the publication of the Family Health 

Club Review. The farming results in Brandon Wood proved disappointing, inciting Bar-

low to dre the farm bailie who was incapable of organising the farm on «business like 

lines».51 The farms were put up for sale not much later. The FHC solely continued its 

social activities, albeit on a modest scale. In 1956, after more than half a decade of rela-

tive idleness, the formal bankruptcy of the FHC was inevitable.52 

The FHC adhered to a fundamentally dieerent relation between the planners and 

the planned compared to subordinate role citizens played in the design of the formal 

reconstruction plans. After the FHC had lost its momentum, this relation continued to 

resonate in Coventry’s reconstruction politics. For instance, the sociologist Leo Kuper, 

hired by the Coventry municipality to pursue social surveys, recognised the value that 

the FHC had attached to the people’s expressions of their needs and wishes. In his dnal 

recommendations Kuper wrote: «Our dnal suggestion is therefore to shift the emphasis 

from the physical determinism of the expert bureaucratic plan to the activities of the 

residents themselves.»53 Kuper explicitly declared his indebtedness to the FHC, as it had 

promoted participation in planning «not only in the actual plan» but also as a later 

stage during which «a share in the responsibility of the neighbourhood» was projected.54

4. Rebuilding Post-war Rotterdam 

One year earlier, another experiment in community planning had also come to an end 

in Rotterdam, the heaviest bombed Dutch city during the Second World War. Rotter-

dam’s inner city was completely destroyed by German bombs on 14 May 1940. Other 

bombardments and German sabotage followed during the war causing more damage 

in residential and port districts.

As was the case in Coventry, Rotterdam’s reconstruction frenzy amounted to bold 

modernist projections of a completely reshaped inner city. The demolitions ushered in 

an outburst of urbanists’ ambitions, reinforcing their interwar modernist vistas for the 

resurrection of «the world port city».55 Reconstruction thought prompted an instant 

rivalry between various competing local groups of modernist architects and planners, 

who obtained positions at the heart of public debate and governance structures, despite 

the Nazi occupation of the Netherlands. 

Although local interest groups, particularly port entrepreneurs who were specid-

cally interested in town planning and architecture, successfully enforced their visions 
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on the dnal reconstruction plan (1946), ultimately, Rotterdam was (re)built by a drmly 

established apparatus of top-down operating technocrats that took limited notice of 

public accountability and responsiveness.56

In contrast to the blitzed cities in Britain, a social dimension of reconstruction, 

whether in the guise of public consultation or the inclusion of neighbourhood plans, 

was largely absent in Rotterdam’s reconstruction plan. Community discourse did not 

emerge publicly in wartime Rotterdam. As the intensity of German occupation gradu-

ally amounted to a complete Gleichschaltung of politics and society, access to the arenas 

of reconstruction politics depended on a highly contingent set of inter-personal rela-

tions and surviving local networks that were able to permeate Nazi-controlled govern-

ance structures.57 

Reconstruction politics was strongly predominated by the emphasis on the physical 

reappearance of Rotterdam’s destroyed areas and on the recovery of the port district. 

The social dimension of reconstruction in Rotterdam, in contrast, remained under-

ground until the liberation from German occupation in May 1945. From then onward, 

the social aspects of reconstruction politics were heavily debated in public by a group 

of competing urban intellectuals.58 Many of these intellectuals were wealthy port entre-

preneurs whose families had already been engaged in public aeairs since the late nine-

teenth century. They surrounded themselves with architects, planners and local oq-

cials, with whom they debated their private plans for the city, ranging from social 

housing and educational programmes to participation in industrial management.59

During the last war years and particularly after the war, debates about community 

planning and social reconstruction were structured around the idea of the neighbour-

hood unit, the wijkgedachte in Dutch. In general, the debate advanced from the com-

mon analysis of social decay and alienation in the metropolis. Solutions were to be 

sought in the realm of neighbourhood planning, as was promoted by the American 

sociologist Clarence Perry from the late 1920s onwards. Neighbourhood units re- 

6ected a (human) scale that would allow the social necessities of the urbanite, and of 
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the nuclear family, to be realised in concordance with the alleged needs of the nuclear 

family.

The historiography distinguishes between two local groups that gave rise to ideas 

about neighbourhood and community planning in Rotterdam. The drst, most noted 

group was led by the municipal director of housing, Alexander Bos, and consisted of 

civil servants, architects and planners who discussed the underpinning social and cul-

tural values of Rotterdam’s redevelopment from 1943 onwards.60 The second group – 

less prominently discussed in reconstruction literature – was known as the Rotterdam-

sche Gemeenschap (RG), a voluntary association that was oqcially founded in September 

1944 and aspired to foster active citizenship, which would produce community life that 

transcended existing social and political cleavages in urban society.61 

Despite adopting the framework of the neighbourhood for community planning, 

both groups dieered fundamentally in the way they wanted to realise the neighbour-

hood communities. Bos’ study group propagated a rather dedned set of neighbourhood 

assets, which were to be carried out by public authorities. The RG took a somewhat 

dieerent stance: the neighbourhood community had to dedne and articulate its own 

needs and interests.62 While the study group of Bos promoted an expert vision on 

neighbourhood planning, the RG, in strong contrast, propagated hands-on action by 

the citizenry from the very start.63 

5. Neighbourhood, Associational Life and Democracy: The Idea of the 

Rotterdamsche Gemeenschap

Most neighbourhood unit advocates postulated a certain spatial arrangement of houses 

and amenities, which would produce a sustainable neighbourhood community. The 

RG, on the other hand, prioritized grassroots activity and associational life. A socio-

political reading of the neighbourhood unit underpinned the RG’s agenda, as it aspired 

to establish «a new way of living together».64 During its formative phase, from Septem-

ber 1944 until mid-1947, the RG represented a very ambitious agenda of civic participa-

tion and active citizenship within the association of the neighbourhood. The RG, thus, 

conceived of neighbourhood planning as a vehicle for principle democratic reform. 

A quote from the RG’s main initiator, the wealthy port entrepreneur and jurist  

J. Ph. Backx (1903–1982), illustrates how community-oriented the project was: «recon-
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struction is a question of [creating] a new popular community».65 Amongst an elitist 

group of industrialists and entrepreneurs, who assembled regularly to discuss the city’s 

future in secret during the war, Backx refused to restrict the meetings’ agenda to eco-

nomic recovery. A few years later, when Backx withdrew from the elitist debates about 

the economic future, he created his own platform with the RG and wrote more specid-

cally about the neighbourhood community: «The Rotterdamsche Gemeenschap wants 

individual humans to acquaint and to accept their responsibility towards the Commu-

nity. It aspires to promote the neighbourhood unit [wijkgedachte], to allow a human 

being, who is lost in the metropolitan whole, to assert himself within a smaller associa-

tion, without losing contact with the aggregate whole.»66 The institutional condgura-

tion, which would enable such social reform, comprised a whole new layer in urban 

governance. In its early correspondence, meetings and publications, the RG laid out an 

encompassing scheme of political representation and participation that acknowledged 

the necessity of decentralising urban governance, marking the neighbourhood – not 

the city as a whole – as the logical environment for urban, participatory democracy and 

citizenship.67

To accomplish this alternative urban polity, the RG combined a number of dis-

courses that stemmed from interwar and wartime thought on socio-political reform. 

Firstly, the agenda of grassroots participation in public aeairs harked back to Backx’s 

interest – and experiments within his own company – in employee participation. Sec-

ondly, the RG underlined the trans-political nature of its project: ideological, confes-

sional or partisan groupings were to be excluded from all neighbourhood aeairs. This 

idea linked up with the so-called concept of breakthrough (doorbraak), a wartime, col-

laborative eeort of detained Dutch intellectuals and politicians, aimed at transcending 

the ideological boundaries in politics, which gained national prominence after the war. 

Thirdly, the RG took the local particularities of Rotterdam into account. This implied 

that not only neighbourhood inhabitants were entitled to participate in urban democ-

racy, but also that the historically established strong position of the industrial elite and 

the local voluntary associations were included in the RG’s representative scheme.68 

The neighbourhood, the milieus of industrial elites as well as the voluntary associa-

tions together formed the corporatist cells of the newly conceived urban demos.

The RG’s alternative polity commenced at the neighbourhood level. In each of  

the 18 neighbourhoods that the RG had identided, a board (wijkbestuur) would be 

elected that was to articulate the particular interests of the neighbourhood. Notably, 
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neighbourhood interests were conceived of as interests sui generis and dieerent in each 

particular neighbourhood in Rotterdam. Neighbourhood interests had never before 

been taken into account in political decision-making the RG argued; no representative 

or legislative organ (e.g. parliament, the city council) had ever allowed for the represen-

tation and articulation of neighbourhood interests. One member of each neighbour-

hood board, which de facto served as subdivisions of the general board of the RG, 

would then be delegated to the Assembly of Delegates of the RG (Vergadering van 

 Afgevaardigden). Additionally, representatives of Rotterdam’s industrial elite (organised 

in so-called kringen) and a selected number of voluntary associations would complete 

the Assembly. 

Essentially, the RG tried to replace the pre-war system of local government by estab-

lishing the neighbourhood unit as the organising principle. No sustainable rearrange-

ment of urban space and economic recovery could be expected without a sound or-

ganisation of the community whose particular needs and wishes were articulated 

within the setting of the neighbourhood. Therefore, the RG did not only relate to the 

typical community discourse that revolved around the restoration of social ties and 

bonds in the urban context, but it also addressed the regeneration of the political com-

munity, the demos. It attempted to foster a mode of political citizenship, based on a 

participatory and a developmental notion of democracy, separate from party politics, by 

means of a new institutional design. The RG even suggested that the City Council – 

formally the highest political organ in local government – could very well delegate 

(parts of ) its legislative capacities (particularly with regard to public amenities, educa-

tion, cultural life, sports and community centres) to the new self-governing institutions 

of Rotterdam, the neighbourhoods. However, as the local government was reinstated 

with the municipal elections of 1946 and the reconstruction politics became ever more 

structured in the late 1940s, the RG had to downsize its ambitions radically. 

6. The Rise and Demise of Associational Democracy in Practice

At drst glance, the implementation of the RG’s scheme made good progress during the 

mid-1940s. Eighteen neighbourhood boards were installed, whose members were re-

cruited from the growing number of RG members. Membership dgures reached nearly 

6000, including mostly middle class people who were active in the voluntary sector.69 

Concretely, activities within the RG boiled down to myriad meetings of the separate 

neighbourhood boards and between the joint boards and the general board.70 How-

ever, as soon as organisational and administrative matters were dnally settled, and 

neighbourhood politics were ready to take oe, the project was stymied by municipal 

interference. 
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The City Council had approved an experimental scheme, which provided for the 

establishment of representative neighbourhood councils (wijkraden), particularly in the 

remote residential districts. These councils, of which eleven were installed between 

1947 and 1953, were appointed by the municipality and served as formalised advisory 

bodies with regard to the provision of amenities in each neighbourhood.71 The compo-

sition of the neighbourhood councils was entirely based on the proportional represen-

tation of political parties. 

Evidently, the establishment of wijkraden was a blow to the RG. Firstly, in many 

neighbourhoods the RG boards had to compete with the municipal councils over a say 

in public aeairs. Secondly, the municipal neighbourhood council scheme negated the 

trans-political, corporatist aspirations of the RG as it organised neighbourhood politics 

along partisan lines. Thirdly, instead of the envisaged Assembly of Delegates, com-

posed of neighbourhood and civil society representatives, the City Council was aqrmed 

as the main regulator of community and neighbourhood planning. With hindsight, the 

RG would later state, «the appointment of the wijkraden is deeply regretted, as the RG 

[...] had imagined it to develop dieerently».72 

The municipal neighbourhood policy urged the RG to re6ect upon its role. In June 

1947, the RG announced its transformation from political reform movement to a pro-

moter of neighbourhood centred social activities.73 In its periodical the RG valued this 

transformation as the result of a «false start».74 The neighbourhood boards (wijkbes-

turen) were now dedned as coordinating bodies that would bring together all sorts of 

voluntary associations within the neighbourhood. This would foster collaboration and 

the articulation of common interests, in particular with regard to (new) facilities in the 

neighbourhood. To streamline this collaboration, neighbourhood boards were divided 

into functionalist sections, such as youth, culture, sports, education, and socio-medical 

care, allowing all the relevant ideologically dedned voluntary groupings (mainly social-

ist, catholic and protestant) to cooperate.

As such, the RG shifted from grand socio-political reform to feasible social and 

cultural activities for and by neighbourhood citizens (e.g. excursion trips, gardening, 

sports, amateur theatre etc.). However, again, the new set-up was frustrated by munici-

pal interference. In 1949 the municipality installed a Social and Cultural Council as the 

deliberative platform for the city’s voluntary associations. Together with municipal del-

egates the voluntary sector would deliberate over citizens’ needs and wishes with re-

gard to socio-medical care, leisure, religion, social activities and related amenities. 

Again, this clashed with the RG’s ambition to coordinate the entire voluntary sector 
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along similar lines at the neighbourhood level, pushing the organisation’s activities 

even more into the direction of simply providing leisure programmes. Consequently, 

the number of RG boards decreased. In March 1948, only eleven RG board existed, of 

which three were considered inactive.75 

Meanwhile, the RG approached municipal authorities to attune both trajectories of 

community building. In the Commission for the formation of neighbourhoods (Com-

missie voor de wijkvorming), which convened regularly between September 1947 and 

1949, municipal oqcials acknowledged the existence of the RG neighbourhood boards 

but simultaneously stressed the supremacy of the neighbourhood councils.76 A small 

victory for the RG was the award of an annual municipal subsidy of 50.000 guilders, to 

cover its expenses, as it could no longer depend on its voluntary contributions and gifts. 

During a lengthy meeting on 19 January 1950, a socialist alderman and former 

secretary of the RG in the early stage, proposed a probationary period to the RG, to see 

whether the public neighbourhood councils and the private neighbourhood boards 

could coexist or not. Until then, the municipality would not install new councils. Bian-

nual meetings between councils and boards were introduced too.77 During the proba-

tion, however, the situation worsened for the RG, which it seemed to recognise, em-

ploying a much less conddent language: «The work of the RG is still one of searching 

and sensing, as it is an experiment.»78 Its reputation sueered from the increasing 

stigma of being regarded as moral crusaders. In Katendrecht, for instance, one of the 

districts in which port workers and seamen dominated much of the public life, the RG 

neighbourhood board had warned the police about the deterioration of women’s moral 

values. Their letter was leaked to the local press, exposing the writers – two shopkeep-

ers, a pastor and a clergyman (all RG members) – who were subsequently neglected 

and ostracised by the neighbourhood.79

Moreover, in neighbourhoods where municipal councils had been installed, the 

presence or foundation of an RG board was increasingly deemed unnecessary and un-

wanted.80 The renowned drst secretary of the RG in 1950, the former municipal hous-

ing oqcial and neighbourhood planning advocate, W.F. Geyl experienced many disap-

pointments as he saw the RG losing grip on its aspirations: it had failed to regulate and 

coordinate social and cultural activities at the neighbourhood level, mostly due to ab-

sence of confessional and communist voluntary associations.

Geyl, who had considerable experience with the municipal fabric of community 

building, became convinced that the municipal policy would do much more for the 

amelioration of community life than voluntary enterprises, particularly with regard to 
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the provision of feasible amenities such as neighbourhood centres. One of the naive 

ambitions – in his eyes – of the RG was the aim to transcend ideological divisions 

within Dutch society. To him, this pillarization had to be accepted as an immanent 

feature of Dutch community life. Boundaries between Socialists, Protestants and Cath-

olics, had deep-rooted historical origins, he believed. In the end, the RG was «an am-

biguous absurdity», an «anaemic wench», which was only viable because of the dnan-

cial support of the municipality.81

In January 1951, Geyl resigned as RG secretary, leaving the board in dispute.82 As 

in 1947, the RG decided to reorganise itself again in 1952. The neighbourhood boards 

were replaced by loosely organised contact commissions, which would serve as plat-

forms for associational collaboration.83 In essence, this reorganisation was a dnal sur-

render to the municipal neighbourhood councils. Even by the end of 1953, the RG 

claimed that its work was «only in the drst stage of trial and error».84

Continuous con6icts alienated the neighbourhood branches from the central 

board. Geyl’s successor, the well-respected reform socialist J.M. de Heer, had to resign 

as secretary in March 1954. He had secretly reported internal RG aeairs to the local 

reform socialist party.85 Furthermore, another voluntary party manifested itself in Rot-

terdam’s neighbourhoods from the early 1950s onward. Subsidised community work 

bodies (wijkopbouworganen) took up the gauntlet of social work, giving rise to yet an-

other force that would prevent the RG from growing to full stature. And as the RG was 

unable to convince neighbourhood initiatives to associate with them, many new neigh-

bourhoods that were built south of the river Maas in the 1950s established their own 

associations to coordinate socio-cultural neighbourhood aeairs.86

A few neighbourhood divisions of the RG were able to extend their work until the 

summer of 1955 when the RG was formally discontinued. Urged by some neighbour-

hood branches, the RG accepted its dismantling in early 1955. The local socialist news-

paper wrote: «The Rotterdamse Gemeenschap has been buried without show.»87 Its re-

maining activities (vacation programmes and some social neighbourhood activities) 

were transferred to other voluntary associations at the neighbourhood level. 

7. Conclusion

The experimental interlude of the 1940s catalysed and sharpened pending ideas and 

ideals with regard to the reconstruction of urban society. In Coventry, the London 

based interwar experiments with «positive health» were extended to an integral com-

munity scheme including housing, amenities, organic farming, nutrition, health care 



535

JM
E

H
 1

3
 /

 2
0

1
5

 /
 4

Non-governmental Planning Initiatives and Post-war Reconstruction

and democratic governance through direct participation in public aeairs. In Rotter-

dam, the experimental interlude gained momentum as soon as the Nazi occupiers 

were removed from public oqce. Here, pre-war precedents of planning by voluntary 

groupings nurtured an alternative conception of urban governance based on neigh-

bourhood organisations. Both projects aimed at, whether explicitly or implicitly, tran-

scending the social and political cleavages and divisions of pre-war society. 

The transitional period of the mid-1940s thus witnessed the manifestation of ex-

periments in community planning that emerged from civil society. Particularly in 

blitzed cities, the need for housing, food and amenities fostered a series of private ini-

tiatives that promoted highly idiosyncratic visions of the planning and formation of the 

urban community. The experiments of the FHC in Coventry and the RG in Rotterdam 

embodied a belief in planning that denounced the hegemony of public authorities and 

championed some form of self-government. Moreover, they distinguished and dis-

tanced themselves from urban planning by public authorities. 

However, as the experimental interlude yielded to the age of centralist planning, 

and to an increasingly coordinated regulation of society, including the voluntary sector, 

the rationalities of social reform inscribed into both projects lost ground and support. 

In the late 1940s and 1950s public authorities almost exclusively determined the plan-

ning agenda, pushing the struggling planning experiments stemming from private 

initiative to the margins of reconstruction politics. 

Experimental Planning after the Blitz. Non-governmental Planning 

Initiatives and Post-war Reconstruction in Coventry and Rotterdam, 

1940–1955

This article probes into two non-governmental planning initiatives in the bombed 

cities of Coventry and Rotterdam. It articulates planning practices by non-state 

actors at the local level during the 1940s and early 1950s. These practices comprise 

a set of alternative visions graafof urban reconstruction and the regeneration of the 

urban community. Most of these social planning experiments were thwarted by the 

authorised planning schemes of public authorities from the early 1950s onwards. 

However, and engaging with recent historiography on postwar urban planning, 

these non-governmental experiments disclose that urban reconstruction and plan-

ning after aerial warfare in the Second World War was no uncontested or monopo-

lised top-down endeavour initiated exclusively by public authorities and profes-

sional planners in the 1940s.
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A defining feature of the period between the two World Wars was the desire to mod-

ernise the rural world.1 In the international arena, private charitable foundations such 

as Rockefeller and Carnegie and the inter-governmental League of Nations sought to 

address the problems of the countryside on a global scale, circumscribing the rural as 

a site of political intervention characterised by specidc problems and needs.2 On a na-

tional level, the countryside became a prominent arena where processes of nation-state 

building and consolidation took place. The interest in the peasantry was especially high 

in countries with large numbers of rural dwellers, from France to the Scandinavian 

countries to Southern and Eastern European states. The combination of modernisation 

in the guise of «development», and national state-building ideology, formed a unique 

vision of modernity specidc to the interwar period. This article examines three in-

stances of rural planning in three countries. They allow us to see whether or not com-

mon traits of this underlying vision of rural modernity existed beyond their respective 

political, social and economic dieerences.  

Well-known examples of an interwar interest in transforming both the rural envi-

ronment and the lives of its inhabitants include Mussolini’s new towns in Italy, the 

Tennessee Valley Authority projects in the southern United States, and various model 

villages built across Eastern and Northern Europe.3 Less known are the model villages 

Raluca Mus.at

Lessons For Modern Living:  
Planned Rural Communities in  
Interwar Romania, Turkey and Italy
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tures. Abingdon, New York 2010, 190–207.

 7 By 1933 there were 69 new villages. Bozdogan / 
Akcan, Turkey, 36.

 8 On the Italian new rural towns see: Caprotti, Mus-
solini’s Cities, Ghirardo, Building; Kargon / Molella, 
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built in Romania and Turkey, though they exemplify a similar trend. One such case is 

Dios. ti, a small village in South-western Romania. Dios. ti was reconstructed as a model 

village after a dre in 1938, under the auspices of the authoritarian King Carol II.4 The 

design principles stemmed from specialists in sociology and architecture. The Turkish 

model villages built during the ambitious social modernisation process of Mustafa Ke-

mal, known as Atatürk, have received some attention from scholars working on the 

history of Turkish modernism and its political signidcance.5 Nevertheless, because of 

Turkey’s geographic position, kemalist model villages have rarely been discussed as 

part of wider European trends of rural planning.6 In this article, theyprovide a useful 

comparison that sheds more light on the case of Dios. ti. Whilst Dios. ti remained an ex-

emplary case of a model village, and the only one that was fully realised in Romania, 

the Kemalist regime managed to complete a signidcant number of model villages by 

the mid-1930s.7 The best known of the three case studies are the Italian New Towns. 

Italian fascist architecture was trendsetting, oeering inspiration to other countries 

across the world. In the 1930s, small new towns were built across Italy as part of Mus-

solini’s rural politics. The most famous ones were the towns built near Rome on re-

claimed marshland, an area that became known as the Agro Pontino.8 These three ex-

amples were not unique, and seem to represented a common trend present in other 

European countries. Drawing comparisons between them sheds new light on some of 

the key features of this trend. In doing so, the main focus is on the Romanian case of 

Dios. ti, while the Turkish and Italian cases are used to understand the Romanian one 

better.9 This article thus oeers a comparison that is asymmetrical, as it drst zooms in 

on the Romanian model village Dios. ti. Dios. ti’s transformation is analysed in more de-

tail, and the Italian case is used as a point of reference from which to look at the other 

schemes.10 This comparison serves to shed more light on the wider implications of 

rural planning in the interwar period.

In these schemes, planning involved not only the execution of construction work, 

but also the resettlement of people to various territories, the transformation of nature 

and the remodelling of people’s lifestyles. These examples of rural planning can there-

fore be seen as episodes in the expansion of the «social» realm into the rural world. In 
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the view of scholars like James C. Scott and Paul Rabinow, the birth of modern forms 

and practices of governance meant that states became solely responsible for the trans-

formation and eventual perfection of their societies. This led to the creation of a sphere 

of concern about the life and wellbeing of the population, generally dedned as «the 

social». In his analysis of French modernity, Rabinow described the interplay between 

«the construction of norms and the search for forms adequate to understand and to 

regulate what came to be known as modern society».11 If the norms corresponded to 

ideas about planning social transformation, the forms corresponded to the disciplines 

and technologies that gave real shape to these ideas. Over time, the sphere of the social 

expanded from the interest in the wellbeing of the elites to the working classes and 

eventually to the entire population. 

The interwar period represented a key moment in the consolidation of a vision of 

modernity in which the rural world became an integral part of the social realm. My 

argument is that in each case, these new planned communities represented models or 

metonyms for the transformation of the entire society, understood as an expansion of 

the state into its rural hinterlands.   

There are important similarities between the social, economic and political circum-

stances that drove the desire to transform the rural world in the cases compared. First, 

all three countries had signidcant peasant populations that had little formal relation-

ships with the the state, living in what came to be seen as backward yet traditional 

conditions. In Italy peasants made up half of the population, whereas in Romania and 

Turkey they even formed a much larger majority (more than 70 per cent). In all three 

countries, these rural populations played an integral part of the process of national 

modernisation. Nevertheless, demographics would not have counted for much had it 

not been for the active political need to transform peasants into masses of consenting 

subjects.12 Second, all these initiatives represented the new cultural values of the re-

gimes that invented them: Italian Fascism, secular Kemalism and the soft authoritari-

anism of King Carol II. In this sense, we could circumscribe these planning initiatives 

to wider «civilising missions» through which masses were to be educated and social-

ised into modern yet highly politicised ways of living.13 Last but not least, the third 

important prerequisite that made these schemes possible was the presence and role of 

experts. Architects, sociologists, demographers, and urban planners played leading 

roles in providing the tools and practices for this social engineering.14 They were not 

only mediators between the state and the old or new inhabitants of these model settle-

ments, but also carriers of ideas that provided the link between the international and 
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the national arenas. Architects and social scientists from Italy, Romania and Turkey 

were parts of international networks of knowledge that shared a common vocabulary 

and common categories about rural hygiene, housing and development. Architects and 

social scientists were connected to international discourses, sustained by conferences, 

fairs, and journals. They thus were aware of common issues and of the dieerent solu-

tions specialists from other countries had adopted for the countryside. Planning in 

rural areas therefore represented a terrain where, when given the opportunity, special-

ists could experiment with these ideas.

The remaining part of this article looks at these three cases in more detail, indicat-

ing the specidc problems these projects were meant to address, as well as the ideas and 

expectations they shared. 

1. Dios. ti, a Pilot of Rural Modernisation

A new enlarged Romanian state emerged out of the diplomatic negotiations following 

the end of the First World War.15 Despite the fact that its population and territory al-

most doubled and its ethnic mix was greatly increased, the new state remained over-

whelmingly agrarian. Whilst this social make-up posed specidc problems to smaller 

pre-war Romanian kingdom and to the imperial governments reigning over the other 

territories that became part of greater Romania, the unidcation transformed the terms 

of the «agrarian question» entirely. Firstly, the «Romanian» countryside became even 

more diverse than before, incorporating rural dwellers that had lived under dieerent 

political regimes and systems of land tenure. Secondly, the promises of the early post-

unidcation period called for a redednition of the place the peasantry was to occupy both 

in economic and political terms. The 1921 land reform redistributed land to the major-

ity of the peasant population and, despite its many 6aws, did away with the large- 

scale agricultural (neo-serfdom) mode of production prevalent in the Old Kingdom.16 

The new vision for agriculture involved creating a new class of independent small-scale 

agricultural producers who would supply an internal market as well as become con-

sumers of urban goods. This informed much of the political and economic debate of 

the period. Thirdly, in the international post war context and the unidcation led to  

a shake-up of Romanian politics. The old system of rotation that included the two  

main parties, Liberal and Conservative, collapsed, bringing along the total demise of 

the latter party that represented the class of landowners. The 1923 Constitution ex-
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tended the vote to the entire peasant male population, inviting them to participate in 

Romanian politics. New political parties sprung up, promising to represent, alongside 

other voters, the rural masses. Overall, these top-down transformations – territorial 

and legal – integrated the Romanian countryside, at least nominally, to the previously 

much smaller social, political and cultural spheres. 

Whilst the actual integration of the peasant masses into the social and political 

spheres of the state occurred slower than the pace of legal reforms suggested, the work 

of Romanian scholars and social reformers transformed the rural world into a space of 

scientidc and social experimentation.17 In the 1920s and 1930s, specialists from a wide 

range of academic delds such as sociology, psychology, social medicine and urban plan-

ning translated well-known problems of rural life into the vocabulary of their respective 

disciplines, drawing attention to issues such as malnutrition, infant mortality and dif-

ferent «social diseases» (tuberculosis, typhus, malaria, pellagra, syphilis) that plagued 

Romanian villages.18 In coining a new scientidc understanding of the countryside, the 

main question specialists as well as politicians were faced with was how to modernise 

the countryside while preserving the traditions of rural living and make peasants eco-

nomic and political agents. 

A vision of planning rural areas grew out of a series of related issues that gained 

importance for rural specialists after the war 1918.19 The drst of these was the problem 

of rural housing. As architects, doctors and social scientists who undertook research in 

the countryside discovered, a great number of Romanian villagers lived in wretched 

conditions, sleeping in close proximity or even with their animals under the same roof, 

living in hovels or sharing the same bed with several other members of their family. 

Another facet of the housing issue was related to the population exchanges in the re-

gion that led to the construction of several new villages or sections of villages in dieer-

ent parts of the country, especially Dobrogea.20 The concern with rural housing played 

an important part in the development of a new sub-discipline of urban planning, that 

of rural planning (known in Romanian as ruralism). Although clearly less prominent, 
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this discipline developed in the 1920s and 1930s around several architects and publica-

tions of the period.21 

Another area that in6uenced the development of rural planning was the concern 

with the health, hygiene and wellbeing of people living in the countryside.22 These 

concerns were voiced by specialists of social medicine and social hygiene, domains that 

were blossoming in Romania, as in many other parts of the world. Thus, housing con-

ditions became tightly linked with the need to «heal the rural world» by teaching peas-

ants how to wash, eat healthier diets, trust modern medicine, etc. 

The idea of creating «model villages» where locals would be encouraged to become 

models for their own neighbours or for people like them across the country grew out of 

these dieerent specialised discourses, which resonated with the wider international 

scene. Until the late 1930s, the model village and rural planning more widely remained 

at the stage of proposals, plans and debates rather than actual physical projects.

A third interrelated context that gave more strength to the idea of educating peas-

ants through exemplary projects came from the discipline of sociology. The project of 

cultural work, initiated by Gusti, the director of Royal Cultural Foundations and leader 

of the Bucharest School of Sociology, brought young specialists from dieerent disci-

plines to the countryside in order to use their knowledge and skills to transform rural 

living conditions.23 The project used competitions amongst villages as an educational 

method, designating model institutions or model villages to stimulate locals to im-

prove their habitat and lifestyle while preserving their local customs and traditions.24 

All these dieerent concerns found their realisation in the small-scale reconstruc-

tion of Dios. ti, a village in the South-West of Romania that had burnt down and was 

rebuilt as a model village. This project was the result of a set of coincidences.

At the beginning of 1938, King Carol II announced his personal dictatorship. Carol 

had initially renounced the throne in 1925, but reclaimed it in 1930 when he returned 

to Romania with the support of an important part of the political and intellectual elite. 

From then on, his rule was characterised by high-level corruption and fraud, intrigues 

and a continuous eeort to undermine the power of the existing political parties. In 

1937, the King took advantage of the circumstances created by elections when the Le-

gion of the Archangel Michael, the home-grown fascist organisation, got sixteen per 

cent of the votes, appointing the leader of a less prominent extremist organisation to 

form a government. After a short term in oqce, famous for its anti-Semitic brutality, 

Goga was dismissed and the King took a drm hold on power, declaring his personal 



542

JM
E

H
 1

3
 /

 2
0

1
5

 /
 4

Raluca Mus.at

 25 For works on Romanian Fascism and its rural 
projects see A. Heinen, Legiunea «Arhanghelul Mi-
hai», Bucharest 2006; R. Haynes, «Work Camps, 
Commerce, and the Education of the ‹New Man› 

in the Romanian Legionary Movement», in: His-
torical Journal 51 (2008) 4, 943–967.

 26 G. Focs. a, Satul model Dios. ti, Bucharest 1941, 26–27.
 27 A. Ciobanu, Monograda comunei Dios. ti, 1973.

dictatorship at the beginning of 1938. Unlike Mussolini’s Fascism or Kemalism, King 

Carol’s regime lacked a coherent ideological stance. The regime was, like the king him-

self, weak but ornate, heavy in propaganda and light on any real results. In its propa-

ganda, the new regime was to end the petty struggle for power amongst various politi-

cal parties and to bring a new fairer and more stable rule over the country. As part of 

his political agenda, the King was interested in creating a new alliance with the peas-

antry, who had become the target of the Legion.25 Thus, after the instauration of the 

royal dictatorship, King Carol showed an increased interest in the reform the country-

side. What better chance to show his royal mercy towards the rural masses than a natu-

ral catastrophe? That spring, droughts caused many villages to go up in 6ames, includ-

ing Dios. ti, the place that was to be transformed into a model village. 

The main project of rebuilding Dios. ti as a model village lasted only two years.26 

During this short time, the structure of the locality was redesigned according to mod-

ern principles of architecture, planning and sociology. The new section that was added 

to the existing part of the locality, which had not been damaged by the dre, consisted in 

a civic centre, a new road with model houses and several other public buildings. The 

architects used a stylised vernacular of the area for the private houses, which had many 

outbuildings and a rational, yet simple organisation of the interiors. The new public 

buildings, including the central Village Hall, combined simple functional structures 

with vernacular decorative motifs. Besides, the village was equipped with a stadium, a 

water pump and an electric plant.

Beyond the modern design, scientidc knowledge and generous funds, the success 

of the rebuilding of Dios. ti required a minimum cooperation from the local community. 

Since it was in fact a major relief project, the representatives of the village elite met the 

initial proposals with great approval. This was understandable, given that they had lob-

bied for their village to become a model in the drst place.27 However, some resistance 

appeared when the plan started to be implemented in practice. Unlike other rural de-

velopment projects that were built on «virgin land», this project involved some seizure 

or redistribution of land. This was the point at which some locals reverted to a custom-

ary distrust of all forms of external authority, refusing or seeking to resist the seizure of 

their plots even if they were being promised a new house complete with an adjacent 

plot of its own. Despite the planners’ hope to use this as a means of building new social 

ties between the state, voluntary workers and the local community, the villagers par-

ticipated to dieerent degrees in the construction of their own new model home. Some 

people overcame their distrust and cooperated in the building of the model houses. 

Others, especially those who had not been directly aeected by the dre, remained indif-
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ferent to the rebuilding of the village and proved unwilling to change the way they 

worked their own land. These shortcomings showed the limits of this elite, state-driven 

initiative with two contradictory aims: a fast, radical and therefore superdcial transfor-

mation of the locality and the inculcation of a spirit of self-help and cooperation 

amongst the local community. 

The reconstruction of Dios. ti as a model village, in which sociologists, architects, 

rural planners, the monarchy and the locals played a part, was designed as a pilot for a 

future large-scale project of rural modernisation. The project was realised as a concrete 

example of the monarch’s new vision of the countryside, being a prototype for similar 

projects to follow.28 Its overall aim was to transform this community both aesthetically 

and socially by combining the best from the traditional heritage of the area with the 

improvements of modern living. 

The outbreak of the Second World War and the abdication of King Carol II meant 

that the project in Dios. ti was stalled and left undnished for several decades. However, 

the plans for more similar model communities, some of which were started during 

general Antonescu’s regime (1940–1946) show that this type of exemplary rural devel-

opment persisted until the communist take-over of 1948.29 After the take-over, for the 

following two decades, the communist regime proposed a very dieerent type of rural 

transformation that focused on the collectivisation of agriculture and on industrialisa-

tion. New plans for the systematisation of the Romanian countryside resurfaced on the 

political agenda of the Ceaus.escu regime, only in the 1970s, when interwar ideas about 

rural planning were reinterpreted in a new light.30 

2. Kemalist Model Villages 

At the end of the First World War, the new Turkish state emerged from the ashes of a 

great but long-convalescing empire and, like Romania, it also embarked on a process 

of great social and political modernisation. The foundations were set during the au-

thoritarian regime of Atatürk who believed that the key to his country’s future was that 

of «modern civilisation». The reforms introduced in the mid-1920s and especially in 

the 1930s rededned what it meant to be a Turk living in the new Turkish nation. Start-

ing with the mid-1920s the old Ottoman establishment was dismantled piece by piece. 

The new secular republic had a civil code based on the Swiss model, a criminal code 

based on Mussolini’s and a new Latin alphabet. Both men and women received the 

right to vote, although the regime was by no means democratic.31 In the social and 

cultural spheres, the modern ethos expanded from the urban centres where the edu-

cated elites were based outwards into the countryside to enlighten and civilise the peas-

ant masses.
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The modernising reforms of the 1930s required the mobilisation of the country’s 

intellectual elites who were given the task of translating them into actual «norms and 

forms». As elsewhere in Europe, social scientists and architects became the mediators 

between the state and the social masses, especially rural ones, working to put the new 

ideas into practice. 

Architecture played an important role in creating the visual identity of the new re-

gime in Turkey. Inspired by their counterparts in Italy and Germany, Turkish architects 

adhered to the modern movement present in many other countries across the world at 

the time, drawing their inspiration from Le Corbusier, Italian fascist architecture and 

the earlier Garden City movement. Apart from working on urban areas, these experts 

of modern living became actively involved in the transformation of the countryside. 

The architect Adibin Mortas.  made this clear by noting that «villages are of paramount 

signidcance in the nation building and must be designed by the professional archi-

tect».32 The quote highlights the desire of professional architect to expand their exper-

tise into the rural space, claiming their place in their country’s state modernisation.

The model villages built in this period were examples of the practical implementa-

tion of Kemalist reforms. The drst impetus for these projects was the housing need 

generated by the population exchanges resulting from the First World War settlements. 

The redrawing of European states’ borders at the end of the First World War resulted 

in a major displacement of populations. For Turkey, this problem was compounded by 

the con6ict with Greece that generated an important series of population exchanges 

between the Balkan states in the region that in turn called for the building of new set-

tlements.33 However, model villages soon came to represent more than just a response 

to a demographic issue. Instead, they became part of a wider programme of rural mod-

ernisation meant to transform the Turkish peasantry and the countryside as a whole 

(köycülük). As Bozdogan noted, this «was an ideological, cultural and educational mis-

sion to be taken to the remotest, harshest, and most inaccessible corners of the country 

with revolutionary zeal, idealism and sacridce».34

As in the rest of the Balkans, the vast majority of the Turkish population lived in 

rural areas often in poor conditions and forming a specidcally peasant culture. As their 

perceived backwardness represented the backwardness of the country as a whole, the 

enlightenment of the peasantry and their transformation into loyal citizens of the state 

became a priority for the new governments. Turkish leaders and rural specialists drew 

inspiration from the wide variety of projects and programmes employed to transform 

rural populations elsewhere. For example, their initiative to build People’s Houses as 

community centres for popular education were in6uenced by the Italian case del fascio, 

whereas the principles of planning model villages were also often inspired by Musso-
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lini’s New Towns.35 At the same time, the importance of the People’s Houses initiative 

paralleled the Romanian initiative of building cultural centres in the villages supported 

by the Prince and then King Carol II. Planning in rural areas was therefore part of a 

widespread desire to educate and enlighten the countryside according to rational prin-

ciples of modern hygiene, health and civic conduct.

In terms of planning, the new model villages re6ected the diversity of the Turkish 

architectural scene itself both in terms of ideas and of stylistic realisation. Some model 

villages, for example, were built in a very modern style, devoid of all ornamentation, 

whereas other revived and integrated elements from the vernacular styles of the region 

into their new designs. The «ideal republican village» designed by Kazım Dirlik faith-

fully reproduced the concentric zones of Ebenezer Howard’s garden city plan. Another 

architect, Aptullah Ziya, proposed a more conservative take on the model village. This 

involved a square plan with a central square for the main local institutions and public 

places. Furthermore, his proposal that traditional materials be used in the making of 

the houses indicated a vision of the rural future emerging and growing naturally out of 

its own past.36 

Planned rural communities in Kemalist Turkey re6ected all the tenets of the re-

gime: republicanism, nationalism, revolution, secularism, populism and statism. This 

indicates both the similarities with and the dieerences from the Romanian and Italian 

cases. Unlike Dios. ti, the Kemalist villages represented radically new political and cul-

tural values (secularism being the most important) that re6ected the revolutionary 

essence of the regime. Instead, the drive to change rural life in Romania was a truly 

reformist one that sought to maintain the existing status quo intact as much as pos-

sible. In both the Romanian and Italian cases, religion was to be preserved as an im-

portant part of village life. On the other hand, these projects were similar in their drive 

to integrate the rural into the sphere of the state and into an idea of modern society 

with coherent cultural values and codes of conduct. This was realised through the re-

search and work of experts – architects and social scientists – who in turn welcomed 

the opportunity of contributing to the improvement of rural living conditions and 

aesthetics. Thus, the political dimension indicates that radical political change com-

bined with the power of authoritarianism made planning in rural areas a much more 

powerful tool than in Romania. The common element underlying these cases was  

that the development of planning as a set of combined disciplines harnessed the 

power of the state, allowing planning to expand into the countryside as part of a civilis-

ing mission. 
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3. Mussolini’s New Towns

In the case of Italy, the rural population posed a dieerent set of problems than in the 

Balkans. Regionally, Italy was a country of great contrasts, with a rapidly industrialising 

North and a highly agricultural South, where the rural population was still working in 

wretched conditions for powerful landowners. In terms of overall numbers, almost half 

of the Italian population lived in rural areas and, although the fascist regime greatly 

supported industrialisation, agriculture remained one of the most important sectors of 

the Italian economy.37 

In legal terms, the end of the war and the advent of the fascist regime did not radi-

cally alter the status of the peasantry as had happened in Eastern Europe (Romania 

included) where massive land reforms led to important redistributions of property. 

Instead, the fascist rural politics were aimed rather at building consensus and support 

in the countryside and at preventing the migration of peasants from the country to the 

cities.38 

Similar the other cases discussed above, the dve new towns built in the Pontine 

Marshes area were a response to several interconnected social and political issues. 

They were part of eeorts to govern the rural at a time of economic and political crisis, 

represented by the politics of internal colonisation and restrictions on internal migra-

tion. They were also tools of political propaganda for Mussolini and for fascism, repre-

senting the triumph of the regime over nature.39 As the propaganda showed, the tech-

nology employed by the state was next to miraculous, creating fertile land out of 

malaria-ridden marshes. This indicates the similarities to the Romanian case of Dios. ti, 

where nature was also used as a contrast to the rational force of modern rational plan-

ning and of the royal mercy of another powerful leader, King Carol II. However, whilst 

the model village of Dios. ti was meant to preserve rural society more or less in a same 

form as before, Mussolini’s new towns represented a step further: creating an urban 

settlement that had the social and moral order of the rural world. This desire of preserv-

ing the best of the two worlds, urban and rural, was by no means new, evoking the 

dream of the English garden city planners.40 

The architectural design of the Italian new towns used the best of architectural in-

novation and skills present in the country at the time. The towns were built according 

to plans that had been selected after a public competition and re6ected the aesthetics 

of the fascist regime. As in the other two cases, there was not a unique style in which 

all new towns were built, but rather dieerent variations that ranged from a rational style 

to a modernist one that included vernacular in6uences. For example, the new town of 

Torreviscosa in Northern Italy included local Friulian in6uences, whereas Sabaudia, 
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one of the Pontine towns was planned by Luigi Picinato, who «drew much of his inspi-

ration from Frank Lloyd Wright’s Broadacre city».41 This shows how wide the vocabu-

lary in which interwar architecture expressed visions of rural modernity was. It would 

be wrong to say that fascist Italy had reached a dednite idea about the future of the 

countryside. Instead, we should take these small-scale projects as samples or proto-

types that re6ected dieerent solutions for this future. 

Overall, the Italian new towns employed and displayed all the techniques of urban 

planning adapted to the dieerent conditions of the rural. In designing the space of 

these new communities, planners preserved some elements of traditional villages, add-

ing or altering aspects regarding public life. These new towns, like the model villages 

in Turkey and Romania, always displayed the presence of the state at the heart of rural 

life. This was a clear statement about the expansion of the public or social sphere into 

the private and in once isolated rural areas. In the Italian case, the regime was repre-

sented visually through bold architectural statements such as the church in Sabaudia 

(The Chiesa dell’Annunciazione).42 The civic centre, casa del fascio, a new addition that 

could be found to most new towns and even villages of this era, also represented the 

connection between the rural world and the state. 

The relation between the state organisations and the colonists does however indi-

cate that the planning of these new lands represented a negotiation rather than a one-

way process. The recruitment of colonists proved harder than initially predicted and 

standards had to be dropped. The regime therefore ended up bringing people who did 

not represent «model citizens», but often people who had nothing to lose in the areas 

where they were currently living. Since most of them were not agricultural workers, 

they often preferred having money to dedicating themselves to the land. This often led 

to resistance to and negotiations with the main institution in charge of the project over 

the amount of money they were allocated. 

4. Planning the Rural in the Interwar Period:  

the Comparative Dimension

The planned communities discussed in this article were by no means isolated and 

unrelated. Despite rather dieerent political regimes, cultural spaces and economic 

modes of production, these instances of rural planning belonged to a common desire 

to build modernity in the countryside. Read closely, this desire showed various peculi-

arities from case to case. 

The drst point of dieerence was political. Despite all being non-democratic re-

gimes, Fascism, Kemalism and Carol II’s personal dictatorship represented dieerent 

ideological stances and, to some extent, dieerent modernisation impulses. These were 

re6ected in the rural projects built by these regimes. In all three cases the village repre-
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sented both a «locus of the nation and of modernity», although the moral and social 

order proposed often dieered. The desire to secularise, specidc to Turkey, dieered 

from the subordination of the church to the power of the state in Romania and Italy. 

The dieerences between these visions extend even further. In Turkey and Romania, 

despite the new designs of the houses, of roads and public buildings, the model villages 

sought to keep peasants on the land living rural lives. Instead, the Italian case was more 

ambitious. In a similar vein to the earlier Garden City movement, the Italian planners 

and architects imagined a new form of living that combined the best of urban and ru-

ral. Their new towns emphasised rural social values despite being essentially urban 

spaces. However, at the same time, the high degree of invention and innovation was 

counterbalanced by the desire to preserve and to maintain the status quo and thus to 

create political consent in the countryside.43 

Other dieerences were present in the relation between the state and the inhabitants 

of these new communities. Unlike most of the Turkish and Italian cases, Dios. ti was 

built for the locals rather than for colonists. This involved a dieerent negotiation with 

the existing community than in the two other countries. In Romania, the planners had 

less leverage over the locals since the people owned their own land. This was dieerent 

from Italy, where colonists were recruited from elsewhere and where the negotiations 

with the new inhabitants lasted several years. In Turkey, where colonists were the re-

sult of resettlements, people were under greater pressure of accepting the new homes 

since in most cases they had nowhere else to go. 

This leads to another related point of dieerence: the scale of these projects. Whilst 

the Romanian one was a very small-scale project compared to the other two, the Turk-

ish and Italian schemes were both extensive (scale) and intensive (time). This was due 

to the uneven power of the political regimes in these three countries, in terms of their 

ability to raise funds, organise manpower and deploy all of these within the territory to 

be transformed. The Italian and Turkish regimes, which had gained and established 

drm political control in their countries, were in a much better position to do so than the 

regime in Romania, where the political scene had been much more fragile and unsta-

ble. King Carol’s authoritarianism was far from creating a strong state in 1938, a fact 

that was proven by the short-lived nature of his rule.44 

In this context, the village of Dios. ti represented a mere pilot for a wider rural plan-

ning scheme that never really took oe. The comparison with the other two more prom-

inent cases does however bring out the wider implications and meaning of the project 

and of Romanian eeorts to modernise the countryside. Like its counterparts, Dios. ti 

represented a prototype of rural modernisation with high display value. This involved 

a triple visibility: as a 6agship project of King Carol II’s new regime, as a model of ex-
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pertise in the growing international deld of social reform and as a way to educate the 

locals in aesthetic, moral and social ways. Also like the other two examples, Dios. ti com-

bined the desire to transform and to preserve rural life. 

Despite these dieerences, all three examples of rural planning were products of a 

similar process by which the state as an entity was expanding into the rural world, be-

coming involved in managing the lives of its rural citizens. On a more abstract level, 

the expansion of the state went hand in hand with what Lutz Raphael has called the 

«scientisation of the social», that is, the transformation of everyday lives of normal 

people into an area of professional expertise and into an important domain to be man-

aged and improved by experts.45 In all the countries discussed above, experts from 

dieerent domains (be it architecture, planning, social sciences, and others) contributed 

to the transformation of rural life into an object that could be planned according to 

scientidc rules and aesthetic principles. Rural planning in fact allowed experts from 

peripheral countries like Turkey and Romania to distinguish themselves just as much 

as it allowed those in a more «central» country like Italy. This shows the rural world as 

a space for experimentation with new technologies, forms and norms of living more 

generally. Without oeering eccentric or alternative lifestyles, the planned rural com-

munities in Italy, Turkey and Romania were similar attempts to invent a new rural way 

of life that would allow the transition of the countryside into the modern world. The 

use of models, especially in the Romanian and Turkish cases, embodied the interwar 

vision of modernity whose drive for transformation was caught between the desire to 

preserve and to change the countryside. 
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Lessons For Modern Living:  

Planned Rural Communities in Interwar Romania, Turkey and Italy

The desire to modernise the rural world was a defining feature of the period between 

the two World Wars. The combination of modernisation in the guise of «develop-

ment», and national state-building ideology, formed a unique vision of modernity 

specific to the interwar period. This article compares three instances of rural plan-

ning in three countries – in Romania, Turkey and Italy – in order to understand 

whether or not common traits of this underlying vision of rural modernity existed 

beyond their respective political, social and economic differences. This comparison 

also serves to shed more light on the wider implications of rural planning in the 

interwar period.
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