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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. Reflec-
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 postcolonial 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 qualifies this period 
as distinctively modern, however, is that contemporaries themselves were aware that 
they were entering a «new» era, which offered increased opportunities to shape their 
own future.2 The modern became a category of self-identification, 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 scientific 
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 
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
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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 Vorgriffs auf die Zukunft», Geschichte und Ges-
ellschaft 34 (2008) 4, 305–326; A. Doering-Man-
teuffel, «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 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 
efforts, 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 identified 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 
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 



477

JM
EH

 1
3 

/ 
20

15
 /

 4

Experimental Spaces –Introduction 

governance where citizens encounter planning officials, 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 in question. Three important differences from 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.

The Research Agenda
This special issue, thus, proposes a historical approach to social planning that differs 
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-configura-
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 specific agency of state actors, agents, experts, per-
sonnel and officials, 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 their representatives  
are also planning actors in their own right. Moreover, state actors are not seen as plan-
ning advocates per se, whereas civil society representatives do not exclusively display 
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univocal protests to planning. The state actors might consider rejecting intervention by 
planning, while the 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 specific plans as «experiments», since the experts and the planners 
always held strong convictions on the effects of their interventions and on their ex-
pected outcomes. At the same time, their final aims of planning were never narrowly 
defined outcomes or blueprints, but more holistically phrased objectives, such as equi-
librium, harmony, affluence, 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, the experts and the planners thus had to adjust and realign – practically and 
discursively. Moreover, in some instances, the composition of the 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-)defined roles of historical actors, whether planners, experts 
or citizens, are all but fixed. 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 signifi-
cance of agency of a wide range of historical actors in planning practices.

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 scientific 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  
interactions at the centre, as conducted by Kuchenbuch, discloses a much more self-
reflective 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-
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, 
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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 specifically 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’s 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 official urban recon-
struction schemes, but, alternatively, by departing from the grassroots level.

Thirdly, our contributors analyse the relationship between the planners and the 
planned. As a result of a decentred approach, the distance between both decreases, as 
planning officials and citizens become part of the same analytical framework in which 
the plan is re-adjusted due to the agencies of both the planners and the planned. This is 
demonstrated by Anette Schlimm’s article, which offers the most evident example of the 
modification of a plan by its users. Raluca Mus.at, whose article examines the widespread 
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 act-
ing 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 between the experts and 
the visitors of the centre seems to dissolve completely. In those instances, the experts 
seem to regard themselves as parts of the planned communities at hand. 

We hope that this effort will help to 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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