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Introduction

In Search of the Social: 
Neighborhood and Community 
in Urban Planning in Europe and 
Beyond, 1920-1960

Stefan Couperus1 and Harm Kaal2

Abstract
This introductory text presents the overarching question that informs the articles in this 
special section: How have notions of neighborhood and community determined urban planning 
discourse and practice in mid-twentieth century Europe? Against the backdrop of World Wars, 
crises and recovery schemes, aspirations to repair – or create – social cohesion among urban 
dwellers were manifest in the parlance and actions of a range of historical actors, many of which 
were at the heart of urban planning and reconstruction: architects, sociologists, administrators, 
planners and local officials. This special section covers different temporal and geographical 
contexts in Europe (and the US) to disentangle multilayered notions of ‘the social’ that have 
permeated neighborhood and community planning schemes. Moreover, taken together, the 
articles will show how persistent dichotomies in urban planning historiography, such as top-
down versus bottom-up or organic versus mechanic, obscure historical understandings of how 
urban communities were conceived spatially, socially and politically.
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Introduction

“What is it that makes a group of people a community?” asked the political philosopher Sebastian 
de Grazia in 1948.1 He formulated an overarching question that not only scourged the minds of a 
variety of planners, policy makers, and intellectuals during the first years after the Second World 
War but also harked back to interwar discussions. This haunting question, as De Grazia acknowl-
edged, was not exclusively derived from intellectual interest; it was a long-pending assignment 
to comprehend social bonds and alliances in the modern era, a question that had gained ever more 
prominence since the disruptive impacts on the old social institutions of belonging during and 
after the First World War.

Two years later, the British urban sociologist L. E. White asked, “Can communities be 
planned?”2 Fully concurring with the assignment at stake, White thus added to De Grazia’s rather 
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open-ended query a practical layer. In line with the languages of planning that informed myriad 
beliefs in the malleability of man, (urban) space, and the economy, White exceeded the mere 
conceptual and pondered on the creation of communities by human intervention. He did so with 
particular reference to the context in which, allegedly, communities had shattered or atrophied: 
the industrialized cities of the Western world.

White stressed the complexity of this question. On one hand, he subscribed to a highly popular 
planning paradigm that had roamed town halls, planning agencies, and academia since the late 
1920s: the neighborhood unit.3 “Neighbourhood planning,” White stated, “attempts to recover 
the importance of place and locality and the strength and cohesion of the small ‘primary’ group 
with its face to face contacts.”4 On the other hand, White stressed the reification of the commu-
nity through neighborhood planning: “Community is a living and vital reality, but because it is of 
the spirit, free and intangible, it cannot be planned, any more than freedom can be planned.”5

This special section deals exactly with such complexities, which were instilled in the lan-
guages of neighborhood and community in mid-twentieth-century urban planning. All the authors 
address historical instances and practices, which disclose the way in which urban planners, archi-
tects, social scientists, and local officials attempted to render knowledgeable the urban commu-
nity and the urban neighborhood. Subsequently, the contributors interrogate how these actors 
then perceived of—and in some cases also embarked on—the planning of “the social” within the 
urban environment. As such, this special section presents a set of historical narratives, discourses, 
and practices that unearth differing socio-political epistemologies of neighborhood and commu-
nity, rather than reiterating the neighborhood unit and its genealogy from a predominantly town 
or spatial planning perspective.6

Taken together, the articles introduce a reassessment of what planning “the social” implied for 
mid-twentieth-century urban planners and professionals. Key to these languages was concep-
tions of decentralized social units within the urban fabric, whether referred to as neighborhoods, 
communities, or families. All four articles address (part of) a different language or intent through 
which the planning of the social was performed and reshaped. So, in brief, from different angles—
transnational agency, conceptions of the human scale, sociological assessment, and political 
engineering—this section addresses a set of languages and practices of community and neighbor-
hood building, which stretch beyond the imperative of spatial design in analyses of urban plan-
ning. As such, this special section responds to recent calls to explore new research avenues and 
to engage in critical reflections on periodization, transnationalism, and agency in modern urban 
history.7

Historical Background

The meta-narrative of fin-de-siècle urban sociology and theory has informed conceptions about 
community life and public spirit in the metropolis. A perceived binary opposition between the 
“humane” social realities of pre-modern communities and the “mediated and complex culture” 
of the modern city has determined much of the sociological understanding of urbanity.8 With 
their famous works, Ferdinand Tönnies, Georg Simmel, Émile Durkheim, and Walter Benjamin 
have contributed to a language that posits the (early) twentieth-century urbanite—individually 
or collectively—as being mired in a set of new social realities that provoke modes of anomie, 
alienation, individualism, shock, apathy, or atomization.9 Stemming from these and other social 
analyses, community developed into a manifest trope of modernity; it was one of the most 
elaborated panaceas to the perceived disruptions in social life due to industrialization and urban-
ization since the late nineteenth century.10

Interventions in the social life of the city dweller found expression in a series of institutionalized 
urban governance practices, ranging from poor relief, to public housing and social re-education 
schemes. Most of such policies were geared toward processes leading the promotion and active 
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formation of urban Gemeinschaft (community), to use Tönnies’s famous opposition, at the expense 
of the mechanistic bonds as instilled in burgeoning Gesellschaft (society).11

Urban administrators, officials, and experts fostered a belief in social malleability through 
modes of governmental intervention in the urban fabric. Social scientists, architects, and planners 
forwarded that the restoration of fading social ties and bonds, whether based on kinship, neighbor-
liness, religion, class, or ethnicity, would not occur without human corrections in—or a recovery 
or reinvigoration of—the alleged “natural” trajectory of community formation. Consequently, 
community building, particularly after the horror of the Great War, was increasingly forwarded as 
a legitimate incentive for interventionist municipalism at the expense of “failing” regulatory insti-
tutions such as the church, the market, and private initiative, particularly in European cities.

The Second World War added another localist sense of community building through urban 
planning, due to the tainted connotations of national community. One could argue that the dis-
course of creating a Volksgemeinschaft, expressed through the ethno-cultural and nationalist 
essentialisms of the 1930s and early 1940s was superseded by a notion of community that was 
formulated in terms of local community and capitalized on a different set of criteria. First, the 
appeal for national community building was (partly) replaced by a sense of localism. Second, 
administrators and planners replaced mono-cultural or ethnic postulations with a burgeoning 
aspiration of socio-economic homogeneity (i.e., the affluent middle class in a supposedly class-
less society), which indeed, too, produced a new national social body at which the postwar wel-
fare arrangements and comprehensive planning were directed. Third, (local) politicians and 
scholars largely denounced the perceived political apathy of citizens in postwar democracy and 
stressed the need for political participation within the community. Advocates of urban reform 
agendas deemed planning to provide an opportunity to “reconcile” the quest for “community” 
with the narrative of progress that underpinned modernity: “planned modernization.”12

As much a matter of economic, political, or physical (re)development, mid-twentieth-century 
modernism encompassed the complex assessment of lost societal bonds of alliance and cohesion. 
Whether perceived as a grand restoration of national community or as a regeneration of street-
level morale of solidarity and sociability, the reinstatement of “community” was thus imperative.

Languages and Practices of Neighborhood and Community 
Building Reassessed

The idea that the local served as a substrate of community tied together a number of community 
discourses. Translated into the particular language of decentralizing the metropolis, which 
emerged during the mid-twentieth century, this amounted to an intimate entanglement of notions 
of “neighbourhood” and “community.”

Social scientists of all sorts played a key role in both shaping and reflecting on this entangle-
ment. Ethnographers, sociologists, anthropologists, and political scientists were involved in what 
Lutz Raphael has labeled as the “scientization of the social.” These experts introduced new visu-
alizations and categorizations through which they produced new conceptions of the social.

These discourses translated into many variations as the specificities of local and national 
socio-political contexts had to be negotiated.13 The first article in this section, by the historian 
Andreas Joch, gives a clear indication of this contextualism. He shows how two German-born 
architect planners, who immigrated to the United States in the interwar years, navigated the 
political culture of their new country of residence. Where Walter Curt Behrendt (1884-1945) 
found it hard to adapt to the realities of American power politics, his colleague Oscar Stonorov 
(1905-1970) did manage to tie in with American approaches to urban planning. Behrendt’s focus 
on state-led planning and his “social” planning discourse, which was aimed at achieving distribu-
tive justice, clashed with the rising call for popular participation in urban planning and the 
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Americans’ liberal rather than social interpretation of democracy, which Stonorov was able to 
master in his work.

In his article on Swedish and German interwar urban planners, the historian David Kuchenbuch 
shows how planning experts conceived of the “human scale” as the main rationale behind urban 
planning to achieve the return of organic communities. The human scale, Kuchenbuch argues, 
was an intellectual means of increasing the malleability of “the social” by interventionist prac-
tices, geared to preconceived notions of human sociability. Strikingly, these practices both 
emerged in the democratic countries like Sweden as well as in Hitler-Germany.

Not only urban planners, but also sociologists produced discourses on the construction of 
urban communities. After the Second World War, a generation of sociologists aimed to uncover 
the reality of urban community life. These studies were not, as is usually assumed, formulated as 
a critique of top-down state-led planning. On the contrary, Kenny Cupers demonstrates how the 
sociological mapping of community directly informed the mass-housing estates and New Town 
schemes that fundamentally reshaped postwar Europe. His contribution, based on case studies of 
mid-century Rotterdam, London, and Paris should thus be read as a cogent argument for the 
complex interrelationships between sociology and planning at this time.

In fact, discourses on the (re)construction of urban communities often reveal a tension between 
top-down planning and the democratic call for citizen participation. In the final contribution to 
this special section, the historian Stefan Couperus discloses how the planning fad of the “neigh-
borhood unit” tapped into political reform schemes in the urban context. His case study of 
Rotterdam unravels the political inscriptions into neighborhood and community planning as part 
of postwar “political engineering” scheme aimed at the (re)creation of political community.
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