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Introduction

The devastating wildfires that swept through Pacific Palisades
and Altadena in early January 2025 exposed the ecological
fragility and vulnerability of the Los Angeles region and high-
lighted the effects of escalating climate change. Furthermore,
they underscored how natural forces — wildfires, earth-
quakes, and floods — can overwhelm even highly-developed
societies like the United States.! For many of those living and
working in Southern California, these events were a stark
reminder of the “agency” of natural forces and the physical
world. Scholars have long examined the connection between
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environmental disasters and the city of Los Angeles.? How-
ever, this relationship felt particularly urgent in the wake of our
Los Angeles-based workshop, Concrete Dreams: Urban Infra-
structure and the Regulation of Human Behavior in the Global
Twentieth Century, held at the University of Southern Califor-
nia in May 2023.% This workshop sparked discussions on how
twentieth-century urban infrastructure projects in Europe, the
United States, and beyond were designed to influence human
behavior. This thematic Forum in the GHI's Bulletin continues
that dialogue by featuring contributions on this topic, includ-
ing three papers originally presented at the workshop.

The forum explores the complex interplay between the built
environment and human behavior. The contributions exam-
ine how architecture and infrastructure have shaped societal
expectations and behaviors across diverse geographical con-
texts. Key areas of interest include Paris’s tramway network,
penal agricultural colonies in nineteenth-century France and
early Soviet Ukraine, government offices in the Westminster
district of London, and the coalfields surrounding Leipzig,
Germany. More specifically, the contributions delve into vi-
sions of social progress and advancement through efforts to
marginalize the urban poor by using transport infrastructures
to exclude them from city centers; ideals of achieving moral
reform through youth incarceration; the enhancement of
white-collar productivity and efficiency through the architec-
tural design of office towers; and fossil-fuel extraction, often
while neglecting the health consequences for local popula-
tions. Taken together, these papers examine how architects,
planners, politicians, penal reformers, judges, journalists,
and ordinary people tried to shape social relations through
the built environment. Questions of control and surveillance
within the built environment, alongside the unintended con-
sequences of such behavioral regulation, also reverberate
throughout these papers.

The central premise of this forum’s contributions is that the
built environment offers a vital lens for exploring broader
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historical questions about societies — their norms, moral
standards, systems of inclusion and exclusion, and over-
all functioning. We contend that social orders are not only
embedded within physical structures, profoundly shaping
how people lived, worked, consumed, and raised families, but
that the built environment actively reinforces and transforms
these social systems.* Beyond recognizing that physical struc-
tures have effects, the forum’s contributions emphasize the
affective dimensions of the built environment — the expecta-
tions, promises, and aspirations attached to architectural and
infrastructural developments.® This perspective enables our
authors to investigate how spaces were deliberately designed
to guide or modify human behavior and the consequences —
both intended and otherwise — of these interventions. By
examining the intersections of physical spaces and social
dynamics, this forum aims to deepen our understanding of
how environments shape — and are shaped by — human
experiences.

To achieve these goals, the papers in this forum draw on a
rich body of scholarship. Beginning in the 1970s, the “spatial
turn” in historical writing has brought about a new under-
standing of the formation and organization of the physi-
cal environment, treating space not as a mere geographical
entity but as a product of social and cultural transactions.
In his seminal work The Production of Space (1974), the
French philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre famously
established that “(social) space is a (social) product,”® cre-
ated by historical actors and their relations. In turn, space
itself is “both produced and productive,”” insofar as spatial
arrangements also shape and influence social interactions.
Recognizing that the spatial order has the capacity to govern
behaviors and influence circulation, modern statehood since
the eighteenth century has sought to organize and control
spaces in order to exercise power over populations. Munici-
pal and national administrations have restructured spaces in
ways that facilitated policing and control. The French philos-
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opher Michel Foucault famously engaged with the historical
mechanisms used to monitor, classify, and order people. In
his book Discipline and Punish (1975), he argued that in the
modern era spatial reconfiguration became a key method for
disciplining and surveilling populations, with novel institu-
tions such as schools, hospitals, and prisons emerging as cen-
tral disciplinary spaces.® Foucault’s analytical framework has
since been widely adopted and elaborated upon. The polit-
ical theorist Timothy Mitchell, for instance, has highlighted
how European colonizers in mid-nineteenth century Egypt
“enframed” the rural population to foster state control by
rearranging village landscapes.’ In a similar vein, the Amer-
ican anthropologist James C. Scott, studying urban planning
from Baron Haussmann'’s Paris to Brasilia and Le Corbusi-
er’s unrealized Plan Voisin, contended that modern states
have tended to increase the “legibility” of the cityscape, that
is to streamline and regulate complexities to facilitate the
management of its inhabitants and intervention into their
activities.'

Urban planners and reformers indeed regarded regulating
the built environment as a means of directing or controlling
human behavior. Analyzing urban reconstruction from the
medieval era to the interwar years, the American historian and
critic Lewis Mumford reasoned in 1938 that “the improvement
of cities is no matter for small one-sided reforms: the task of
city design involves the vaster task of rebuilding our civiliza-
tion.”!! This idea that spatial intervention could effect human
betterment was shared widely, and the scope of architectural
reform movements was international, with knowledge and
practices circulating on a global scale through publications,
congresses, and exhibitions.'? In the late nineteenth century,
social engineering meant fostering changes in demography
and hygiene. Sanitizing the overcrowded urban centers of
industrialized Europe by ventilating the cities, developing
sewage systems, establishing parks, and restructuring urban
layouts was a prime preoccupation of planners, whose spatial
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interventions were soon replicated in the colonial world."
Social reform was also at the heart of the Garden City move-
ment and its efforts to decentralize urban living.**

Intervention into the built environment and people’s every-
day use of it did not remain uncontested. Urban reconstruc-
tion led to evictions, the marginalization of neighborhoods,
and racial and class segregation. In the United States, the
shift away from city centers and the ensuing process of sub-
urbanization, highly criticized by Mumford and American
architecture critic Jane Jacobs, accelerated these processes."
Sprawling suburbs became only possible through individual
motorization from the 1940s onwards — when the number
of car owners in the United States exceeded that of all other
countries combined.’® The ubiquity of cars engendered a
process of urban reconstruction that pushed other forms of
mobility, especially walking, to the side of the road. In the
postwar boom phase, car ownership and suburban develop-
ment then called for new broad thoroughfares into city cen-
ters, making African-American neighborhoods the prey of
bulldozers.'” Thus enlisted into the project of automobility,
urban space increasingly came to govern mobility through
the implementation of signage systems, parking, and traffic
rules. After its introduction, urban driving competed with
other forms of mobility, leading to the criminalization of “jay-
walking.”!®

The contributions to this forum serve as case studies probing
the bidirectional relationship between the built environment
and human behavior. In the first paper, Peter Soppelsa turns to
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Third Republic Paris and the arrival of the new metropolitan
tramways to demonstrate previously unacknowledged popu-
lar engagement in and protest both for and against new urban
modes of transportation. While voices from the left cheered
the democratizing effect of new forms of public transporta-
tion at the end of the nineteenth century, which made the city
core accessible for members of the working-class and thus
created new opportunities, conservatives decried the trol-
leys as a threat to civilization and a blight on the beautiful
Parisian cityscape. As the new trams transformed the built
environment and popular experiences of the city, observ-
ers debated and recast the meaning of Frenchness in terms
of Paris’ Roman heritage, its position as a beacon of “civili-
zation” and an imperial metropolis, and its resistance to the
forces of Americanization.

Anna-Christine Grant’s essay focuses on penitentiary insti-
tutions for juvenile offenders in two disparate contexts,
nineteenth-century France and early Soviet Ukraine, inves-
tigating two colonies whose creators touted the influence of
environment on human behavior. Nineteenth-century French
ideas about rehabilitation, the salutary effect of the rural,
and the positive influence of a well-ordered environment
also inhered in penal and educational reform movements in
Imperial Russia and persisted but took on a different valence
after the October Revolution. While earlier French reformers
construed wayward youth as an urban population in need of
distance from the morally corrosive city and the corrective
influence of a well-ordered agricultural colony, in the Soviet
context, where urban modernity was celebrated in contrast to
the allegedly backwards countryside, youth residents of the
Gorky colony were seen as the beneficiaries of modern plan-
ning, rationality, and efficiency.

The third contribution, by Juliana Kei, turns to the estab-
lishment of the Department of the Environment in 1970 in
the United Kingdom, an amalgam of existing governmental
bodies tasked with the improvement of British life through
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interventions in the environment. She points to the ambigu-
ity and slippage in the meaning of the term “environment”
which originally referred to urban spaces that were to be
transformed through rational planning and construction,
and not to the natural world and planet, as in more recent
usage. Paradoxically, the establishment of the Department
of the Environment actually presaged the state’s withdrawal
from attempts to rationally manage the built environment, as
modernist ideas lost credibility and Thatcherite privatization
began to hold sway. Lack of a coherent notion of “the environ-
ment,” Kei argues, was one of the factors that prevented the
state from mounting any effective interventions into quality
of life.

In the Forum’s final article, Andrew Demshuk takes us from
the main streets of Britain’s new towns to the abandoned
coal fields of the former GDR, Saxon wastelands scarred
from decades of lignite pit mining which defied generations
of planners’ dreams of transforming the pockmarked fields
into a salubrious landscape to improve its residents’ lives.
Demshuk’s is a story of utopian visions giving way to bureau-
cratic realities in the East German and then the reunited
German state, which at last brought significant financial re-
sources to older reclamation projects but also proved unable
to undo the effects of natural devastation, falling prey to a
hubristic belief in humanity’s ability to bend nature to its will.

Taken together, the papers reveal the rich and intense strug-
gles over attempts to reshape the built environment over the
last two centuries of European history and also the limits of
humanity’s power to intervene against stubborn social and
natural forces, exposing both the attraction and the limits of
the modernist dream of rationality, order, and surveillance.
These papers, we believe, represent just the beginning of a
promising new research area at the intersection of environ-
mental history, architectural and planning history, and the
history of the human sciences and governmentality. Future
avenues could include expanding the investigation to a
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global perspective, with a particular focus on non-European
contexts in Africa, Asia, and the Americas, including force-
ful attempts to reshape the colonial world under the impe-
rial European gaze.'” Additionally, the intersectionality of
categories of difference warrants further exploration, as
for instance, the gendered dynamics of behavioral control
through the built environment, a topic hinted at in the essays
at hand, and explored more substantially in several of the
workshop papers. What notions of masculinity and femininity
were associated with these efforts to influence human behav-
ior? To what extent did the built environment itself become
gendered? How did it reify but also potentially undermine
differences of class, race, and ethnicity? What sorts of conti-
nuities can be located across the boundaries of the Cold War
at the intersection of global development, infrastructure, and
the regulation of behavior? The contributions to this forum
represent, we hope, a significant first step in identifying and
exploring this rich and urgent field of inquiry.

Andreas Greiner is a research fellow at the German His-
torical Institute in Washington. His research specializes in
infrastructure networks, their spatiality and materiality in
the long 19th and early 20th centuries. He received his PhD
in history from ETH Zurich. Before joining the GHI in Jan-
uary 2021, he was a postdoctoral fellow in the Max Weber
Program at the European University Institute in Florence.
His first monograph, Human Porterage and Colonial State
Formation in German East Africa, 1880s-1914: Tensions of
Transport (Palgrave Macmillan, 2022), explores the shifting
role of caravan transport and human porterage in colonial
East Africa, revealing the resilience of precolonial struc-
tures in the era of "high imperialism.” His current research
project examines the entangled history of intercontinental
airline networks in the interwar period.

Jan Hansen is a Visiting Associate Professor in the Depart-
ment of History at UC San Diego, sponsored by the
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German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD). He is also a
Wissenschaftlicher Mitarbeiter (research fellow and lectur-
er) in the Department of History at Humboldt University of
Berlin, currently on leave. A historian of modern Germany,
Europe, and the United States, his research and teaching
focus on infrastructure history, new materialism, the Cold
War, and social movements. He is the author of Abschied
vom Kalten Krieg? Die Sozialdemokraten und der Nach-
rgstungsstreit (1977-1987) (de Gruyter Oldenbourg, 2016).
His co-authored volumes include Making Sense of the
Americas: How Protest Related to America in the 1980s and
Beyond (Campus, 2015); Den Kalten Krieg vermessen: Uber
Reichweite und Alternativen einer bindren Ordnungsvor-
stellung (de Gruyter, 2018); The European Experience: A
Multi-Perspective History of Modern Europe (Open Book
Publishers, 2023); and Historische Friedens- und Konflikt-
forschung: Die Quadratur des Kreises? (Campus, 2023). He
is currently completing his second book, Anatomy of the
Mundane: Living with Infrastructure in Los Angeles, 1850-
1940.

Paul Lerner is a Professor and Chair of History in the Van
Hunnick History Department at USC where he directs the
Max Kade Institute for Austrian-German-Swiss Studies.
He is a historian of Modern Germany and Central Europe
with particular research and teaching interests in the his-
tory of the human sciences, Jewish history, the history and
theory of consumer culture, and theories of fascism. He
has written two books: Hysterical Men: War, Psychiatry,
and the Politics of Trauma in Germany (Cornell, 2003) and
The Consuming Temple: The Jewish Department Store and
the Consumer Revolution in Germany (Cornell 2015) and
co-edited four books: Traumatic Pasts: History, Psychiatry,
and Trauma in the Modern Age (Cambridge, 2001), Jewish
Masculinities: German Jews, Gender, and History (Indiana,
2012), Feuchtwanger and Judaism: History, Imagination,
Exile (Peter Lang, 2019), and Jewish Consumer Cultures
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in Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century Europe and North
America (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019). Lerner is currently
working on two book projects: “Exiles on Main Street: How
Central European Emigrés Reimagined American Life,
1940-1970" and “The Psychoanalysis of Terror: Fred Hacker
between Vienna and Hollywood.”
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Paris Tramways as Artifacts of Civilization
and Barbarism in the Age of Empire,

1890s-1920s

Peter Soppelsa

University of Oklahoma

From the 1890s to 1914, Paris’s horse-drawn and motorized
tramway networks expanded rapidly. Growth peaked before
the 1900 Universal Exposition, when officials approved nine-
teen new lines to serve Parisians and millions of guests gath-
ered to celebrate the turning century.' These tramways in-
spired two types of protest. Historians have noted NIMBY-like
bourgeois efforts to exclude tramways and poorer passengers
from wealthy neighborhoods, but they have overlooked pop-
ular protest for tramway inclusion.? This essay builds on pre-
vious historical mobility studies, including Peter Norton’s
and my own, that analyze the language used in negotiating
transportation infrastructure.® Protests against the tram-
ways registered in the press in notable categories of epithets:
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”ou

“murderous,” “crusher” and “tramway of death,” concerning
safety; “criminal,” “odious,” “mutilation,” and “vandalism”
with respect to aesthetics; and this essay’s centerpiece, tram-
way des barbares (barbarians’ tramway), reflecting concerns
about civilization. The term “vandalism” also evoked Eu-
rope’s barbarian past. In such debates and protests, to quote
Norton, “competing users flung epithets at one another.” The
article thus takes what Martin Melosi has called the cultural
turn in infrastructure studies, working against traditional
top-down and institutional approaches by studying how us-
ers experienced, represented, and imagined infrastructures.*

The vocabulary of civilization and barbarism saturates mod-
ern French cultural, political, and imperial history. Alice
Conklin called civilization “a particularly French concept; the
French invented the term in the eighteenth century and have
celebrated the achievements of their own ever since.” Alice
Bullard added that “savagery and civilization are rhetorical
devices used in attempts to enforce a particular social order
or political agenda. .. In nineteenth-century France, the
ideal of civilization acted as a sort of talisman that kept away
the crisis of meaning generated by modernity.”® As detailed
ahead, Paris tramways became charged objects in this cri-
sis. Conklin and Bullard share a focus on how the concept of
civilization was mobilized to justify French imperialism and
its famous civilizing mission. It is no coincidence that Paris’s
debates about tramways and civilization occurred as the age
of empire crested around 1900.

Since historians have already recognized the social exclu-
sion of Paris’s elite tramway protests, this essay pursues three
other analytic threads — local, national, and transnational.
For local social history, it documents protests from below that
demanded tramway access and inclusion, appropriating and
reversing charges of “barbarism.” For national cultural his-
tory, it analyzes “barbarian” rhetoric in the long-term context
of France’s Roman heritage, and the short-term context of the
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1900 exposition and the new imperialism. Finally, this essay
situates Paris debates about tramways and civilization trans-
nationally, by reviewing tramway protest studies globally,
before showing that foreign journalists around 1900 covered
Paris tramways while foreign intellectuals also linked tram-
ways and barbarism throughout this era.

I. Global Studies of Tramway Protest

Histories of public transport have consistently found that
shared vehicles were objects of social conflict from the intro-
duction of omnibuses in the 1820s and street railways in the
1830s, both pulled by horses. Before motorization raised new
safety, noise, and emissions concerns in the 1880s, group
travel caused controversial social mixing on two related lev-
els. First, transit lines joined places of different wealth and
status with frequent and rapid connections. Second, vehicles
themselves enclosed different classes, races, or genders in
spaces of encounter and conflict; to manage these encoun-
ters, railways, steamships, and eventually airplanes estab-
lished separate spaces and prices for different “classes.”®
Using language later applied in Paris and elsewhere, Phila-
delphia tramway critics in 1858 called horsecars “barbarism”
that would “invade, vandalize, and vulgarize” the streets. In
1867, Mark Twain criticized New York’s crowded trams for
“going back to original barbarism.””

During the second industrial revolution (1880s-1920s),
motorization, electrification, and the growing mass transit
market accelerated tramway conflicts, sometimes violent, in
cities worldwide. As Eric Hobsbawm wrote in 1968, “tram-
ways, whether in Calcutta or Barcelona, are usually conve-
nient for rioters; partly because the raising of fares, which
tends to affect all the poor simultaneously, is a very natural
precipitant of trouble, partly because these large and track-
bound vehicles, when burned or overturned, can block streets
and disrupt traffic very easily.”® Since Hobsbawm wrote, a rich
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scholarly literature has examined urban tramway opposition,
protest, sabotage, and violence. This literature shares his
global scope.

Social histories of tramway protest foreground race, gen-
der, and class. Studies of race highlight protests for tram-
way access by marginalized and minoritized people. Geoff
Zylstra has shown how Black Philadelphians faced rac-
ist violence while struggling to access horse trams in the
18505-1860s.° As a broad literature has documented, trans-
port access remained central to American struggles for ra-
cial liberation and civil rights for another century, before
the iconic 1955-1956 Montgomery, Alabama, Bus Boycott.'°
Comparable dynamics gripped another segregated city,
apartheid Johannesburg.' Similarly, studies of gender
aboard American, Canadian, German, Turkish, and Japa-
nese tramways have examined debates about women rid-
ing trams and the troubling “intimacy” of interacting with
male passengers.'? Finally, labor histories have implicated
tramways in class struggles from the Carolinas to Uruguay.
From the 1890s to the 1920s, violent tram worker strikes
called “car wars” or “trolley wars” touched most major U.S.
cities and were mirrored in Mexico City, Havana, Lima, Sao
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Paolo, and Valparaiso. Critics of Chicago’s 1903 strike called
it “barbaric.”’?

Historians of technology have shown that European and
North American city dwellers often opposed electric tram-
ways’ nuisances and risks, shaping the uneven adoption of
electricity and motor vehicles during the second industrial
revolution.' Electric trams, and particularly their overhead
trolley wires, posed two problems: the risk of electrocution
and fire, and the threat of wires disrupting architectural
aesthetics — especially in major cities (see figure 1). Both
problems touched Paris, where trolley wires sparked resis-
tance from elites and conservatives defending the capital
as a national architectural showcase. In 1902, one munici-
pal councilor threatened to remove trolley wires installed in
his district by hand. Elsewhere, protestors cut down trolley
wire poles: crowds led by New York’s mayor in the 1880s and
by lumberjacks in Toronto in the 1890s.'” In 1893, the mayor
of Montreal suburb Mile End tore up tram tracks.'® Electric
tramway infrastructures — tracks, poles, and wires — were a
major source of controversy across the North Atlantic, with
similar incidents also occurring in American, Canadian, Bel-
gian, German, and Austro-Hungarian cities.
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Studies of African, Asian, and Latin American cities implicate
electric tramway protests in contests over the meanings of civ-
ilization and modernity that characterized this age of acceler-
ating European imperialism. In 1899, Seoul protesters threw
rocks and overturned trams as vehicles of Western and Japa-
nese colonial influence. Tokyo passengers violently protested
fare increases from 1906 to 1911. Although more peaceful,
contemporaries in Cairo, Mexico City, and Montevideo raised
similar concerns about electric tramways’ dangers, Western
influence, and their relevance for negotiating civilization and
barbarism. One Montevidean wrote about gruesome tramway
accidents, “Progress is something that appears much like bar-
barism.”"”

Paris historians have also contributed to thisresearch. Arnauld
Passalacqua showed that Parisians long treated tramways as
“resident aliens,” fundamentally foreign (especially Ameri-
can) artifacts that achieved only “reluctant” acceptance even
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after operating for almost a century.'® Alain Faure recently
interpreted the anti-tramway protests of Paris’s elite as bids
to segregate Paris, limiting access to wealthy western neigh-
borhoods. Highlighting the epithet “barbarians’ tramway,” he
documented in detail the exclusionary aims of elite protest.*’
Passalaqua and Faure examined both organized and sponta-
neous tramway protest, but they ignored why it was cast in
terms of civilization and barbarism, because they did not
address Paris’s imperial role. Writers outside France also saw
tramways as artifacts of civilization or barbarism, a theme
which returns ahead. Meanwhile Parisians debated civiliza-
tion in light of longstanding constructions of their Roman
heritage, a repository of lessons about imperialism.

Il. The New Rome

Paris’s Roman roots run deep. The Roman settlement beneath
the Left Bank emerges today in the Cluny Museum baths
and the Arénes de Lutéce amphitheater. More controversial
is Rome’s legacy, refigured through centuries of discourse.
French national identity is often explained as “Gallo-Roman,”
forged in the clash between Gauls and Romans. While mean-
ingful, this explanation is neoclassical and nostalgic, excludes
France’s empire, and complicates its Roman-ness. Yet French
leaders from Charles de Valois to Charles de Gaulle claimed
to rule a “New Rome,” a notion richly documented in a recent
conference volume.* Although artifacts from bread and wine
to Catholicism might justify such claims, Roman engineer-
ing has been particularly prominent, both intellectually (an
approach to engineering) and infrastructurally (built into the
landscape as roads, bridges, and waterworks).

The medieval Valois dynasty pursued a new Rome by rebuild-
ing Paris bridges and wider, straighter roads. Renaissance
studies track the notion through the 1500s, documenting
French travel to Rome, trade in Roman artifacts, and a le-
gion of textual and visual representations of Rome.?' Soon the
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wars of religion lent the phrase “New Rome” the flavor of the
Counterreformation. In the 1600s and 1700s, the absolutist
Bourbon dynasty expanded neoclassical public works. Chan-
dra Mukeriji’s studies of absolutist water engineering — the
Versailles gardens and the Canal du Midi — have shown how
builders tried to imitate and surpass Rome’s celebrated aque-
ducts, canals, fountains, and sewers.?

After the French Revolution, Napoleon I embellished Paris
with neo-Roman monuments, including triumphal arches on
the Places de I'Etoile and de la Carousel and the Vendéome
Column, imitating Trajan’s Column.? (See figure 2.) Donald
Reid showed that later underground projects, such as the cata-
combs ossuary and sewer modernization, also claimed Roman
antecedents. After 1853, Bonapartists Napoleon III and Baron
Haussmann explicitly pursued the New Rome through the
ambitious and controversial urban rebuilding project known
as “Haussmannization,” which stretched for decades and in-
cluded engineer Eugene Belgrand’s aqueducts and sewers.
As Reid noted, “Even ironic observers of Haussmannization
couched their comments in terms of the Roman analogy.”*

Meanwhile, France braided infrastructure and imperialism to
make its empire a new Rome. Alice Conklin has shown how
infrastructures of public works and public health were central to
France’s civilizing mission in West Africa. Diana Davis’s history
of North African colonization showed how intensified farm-
ing, land reclamation, and irrigation sought to “resurrect the
Granary of Rome.” Sara Pritchard showed how modern French
waterworks, both metropolitan and colonial, followed Roman
legal and engineering precedents as “officials forged geneal-
ogies, not only from Roman hydraulics to their own endeav-
ors but also from the Roman Empire to their own.”* Thus, for
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centuries French elites promoted infrastructure as embodying
the legacy of Roman civilization, although this legacy gained
new urgency as France expanded its empire in the late 1800s.

In Paris around 1900, civilizational claims defended Parisians
against the perceived suburban threats of crime, disease, pov-
erty, and violence, which were often cast as barbarian, spe-
cifically as Native American, like the iconic suburban street
thugs called “Apaches.” While terms like barbarism, civili-
zation, vandalism, and Roman evoked Europe’s own past,
Native American imagery allowed French imperial chauvin-
ism, exoticism, and othering to target Paris’s suburbs, while
drawing attention away from France’s empire in Africa and
Asia. This imagery, dating at least to Alexandre Dumas’s serial
novel Les Mohicans de Paris (1854-59), also conveyed subtle
nostalgia for France’ lost colonies in the Americas.?® Such
Native American imagery added ethnic and racial overtones
to the otherwise nationalist notion that tramways threatened
to “Americanize” France.

Paris’s urban geography after the 1860 expansion of the city
limits reflects a clear division of space by social class: as the
city center gentrified, lost population, and centralized pow-
er, the priced-out working classes were increasingly pushed
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.bnf.fr), digital ID:
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into the peripheral districts and the suburbs. The wealthy
core of Paris was surrounded by a ring of poverty frequently
described as the capital’s “margins” or “frontier,” and linked
with the neglected “Zone” of squatters and shantytowns just
outside the city limits and the “red belt” of radicalized left-
wing suburbs beyond.?” This local center-periphery inequal-
ity illuminates the epithet “barbarians’ tramway.” Tramway
critics accused progressive politicians of “vandalizing” the
streets with tramlines that let savage suburbanites “invade”
Paris. Tramway supporters, by contrast, thought it more bar-
baric to protest social and technological progress. However,
given the size, diversity, and ideological specialization of
the Paris press in this era, it is crucial to note that the lan-
guage of civilization and barbarism was widely shared and
appropriated for different purposes by authors from differ-
ent classes and with different political perspectives. Parisians
thus debated tramways as assets or threats to civilization by
overlaying the capital region’s class geography with images
of far-flung cultures and continents. How could civilization
and modernity coexist in a motorizing city with deep Roman
roots? Could tramways share the Roman luster of aqueducts,
catacombs, and triumphal arches?

Ill. Barbarian Tramways

The epithet “barbarians’ tramway” emerged in 1897 when the
General Omnibus Company (commonly CGO), which oper-
ated most Paris horsecars, opened a new horse-drawn line
from the southern working-class suburb Montrouge to the
church of Saint-Philippe-du-Roule in the wealthy western 8th
Arrondissement (district). (See figure 3.) The opening followed
months of centristand right-wingeditorials and organizedlocal
opposition, which found it fit for “barbarians.”?® Le Petit moni-
teur universel quipped that famed Greenland explorer Fridt-
jof Nansen could imagine a dog-drawn tram for “Eskimos,’
but not Parisians.?* Conservative journalist Jules Claretie
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422 PARIS. — Avenue des Gobelins — LL.

demanded “outcry” and “fury” against the “odious tramway.”
Recalling decades of Haussmannization, he expressed “fear”
that new trams would wake Haussmann’s “ghost” to continue
his mutilation of the streetscape from beyond the grave.*
Critics worried about traffic congestion, public safety, and
above all monumental aesthetics. The new line crossed the
east plaza of Paris’s celebrated classically named avenue,
the Champs-Elysées. American William Walton observed
“the jealous care with which the Parisians guard the orna-
mental features of the Champs-Elysées.”?' Recalling tram-
way protests later, French socialist Paul Brousse similarly
called Parisians “jealous of the beauty of their boulevards.”*?
Although this was only the first tramline to be tarred “barbar-
ians’ tramway,” the prestige of the Champs-Elysées ensured
that protest of this line was particularly intense.

In April, conservative municipal and national politicians tried
blocking the tramline with a state buyout and a police decla-
ration of unsafety, but they were outvoted three to one. Left-
ists cheered this “democratic tramway,” arguing that it “will
not injure the appearance of the Champs-Elysées at all.” Con-
servatives replied snidely, “The democratic tramway . . . will
be pulled by democratic horses,” and charged that the tram-
way and its supporters were barbaric threats to the cityscape,
a trophy case of civilization.*®* One writer slurred suburban
commuters: “Every day the barbarians make their descent
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Figure 3. Two horse
trams pass each other
on the Avenue des
Gobelins. Photograph-
ic postcard dated by
the sender to 1904,
author’s collection.

30 Jules Claretie, La
Vie & Paris 1897 (Paris,
1898), 110; “Le tram-
way des barbares,” 9
May 1897, 2; “A I'Hétel
de Ville,” 21 May 1897,
2; “Les journaux de ce
matin,” 24 May 1897,
2, allin Le Matin.

31 William Walton,
Paris: From the Earliest
Period to the Present
Day (Philadelphia,
1900), 8:83.

32 Paul Brousse and
Albert Basséde, Les
transports (Paris,
1912), 139.

33 “Les interpella-
tions,” Le Matin, 4 April
1897, 1; horses quote
from “Le tramway des
barbares,” Le Matin,

9 May 1897, 2; see
also “Le tramway des
barbares,” Le Matin,
25 May 1897, 2.

23



34 Quoted in Walton,
Paris, 8:84.

35 Quoted in Faure,
“Les invasions bar-
bares,” 106.

36 “"Chronique Pari-
sienne,” Bibliotheque
universelle et revue
Suisse, May 1897,
378-387, at 380-381;
Jean Robert, Les
Tramways Parisiens,
3rd ed. (Neuilly-sur-
Seine, 1992), 57, 79,
102-103.

37 “A travers Paris,” Le
Petit Journal, 19 May
1897, 3; “Le tramway
des barbares,” La Jus-
tice, 21 May 1897, 2.

38 G. d'Azambuija,
“Ca et la: Quartiers
de luxe,” L'Univers, 22
May 1897, 1-2.

24

into the heart of Paris.”** Independent journalist Edmond
Lepelletier called them “hordes,” “migrators,” “Goths,” and
“Huns.”* Critics imagined suburban barbarians invading the
New Rome aboard tramways.

One periodical, the Bibliothéque universelle et revue Suisse,
found these protests fickle and irrational, echoing Gustave Le
Bon’s recent theory of crowd psychology. Elite protest was an
unlikely target for a theory emphasizing masses and mobs,
but the editors made it fit. Le Bon diagnosed the masses as
volatile and suggestible; thus, this publication argued that
press misinformation created anti-tramway protest. First, like
all French public works, tramways required an “inquiry of
public utility” to officially collect public opinion about a pro-
ject before approval. By offering no opinions or objections,
citizens forfeited their chance to protest the tramway. Later,
press invective about barbarism and vandalism “suddenly”
stoked protest. Protestors villainizing this single tram ignored
that four tramlines already crossed the Champs-Elysées,
where accidents were rare. Thus, aesthetics and safety were
less motivating than protestors claimed. The Bibliothéque
universelle detected other motives derived from mass psy-
chology and media influence.*

The new tram opened in mid-May, already “famous” (fameux)
or “too famous” (trop fameux).* G. d’Azambuja, editorialist
for the ultramontane Catholic paper L'Univers, wrote that the
tramway had “won” its “duel” with the Champs-Elysées, rais-
ing aesthetic questions about the western “luxurious quarters”
(quartiers de luxe) or “beautiful quarters” (beau quartiers).
He mourned “the magnificence of ancient times.” From Baby-
lon’s Hanging Gardens to the “splendors” of Nineveh, Thebes,
Palmyra, and the “marvelous Roman Forum,” classical gran-
deurs had “fallen into ruins” or vanished “beneath the sand.”
Such losses were “returns of barbary” (retours de barbarie).
Less shrill than other critics, d’Azambuja offered a neoclassi-
cal elegy for civilizational change and loss.*®
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Close behind aesthetics and civilization were safety concerns.
In the tramway’s early weeks, papers from left-liberal La Jus-
tice to populist Le Matin discussed traffic congestion and
accidents. Could pedestrians enjoy elegant streets swarmed
with dangerous vehicles? Could residents safely navigate
their neighborhoods? One consolation for critics was that the
barbarians’ tramway was horse-drawn, not motorized. Police
manned its route to manage traffic, where one officer was hit
by a small horse carriage (fiacre).*® This accident emboldened
critics to demand again that police shut down the tram for
safety reasons, but the police sensibly blamed the carriage,
not the tram.*

The now-famous tramway ran for two weeks until a new pro-
test erupted (see figure 4). On May 28, 1897, organized work-
ing-class riders from Montrouge occupied the tram, turning
this mobility machine into a protest and publicity machine.
They hung a large fabric banner from the roof deck reading:
“The Barbarians of Montrouge to the Recalcitrant Press.” En
route, protesters “shouted ultra-revolutionary slogans,” and
upon reaching the ritzy Avenue d’Antin, they rushed local bars
and denounced the district’s “savages.” The Montrougians
ironically embraced their own barbarity and condemned the
bourgeois “savages” who would exclude them from western
neighborhoods.*' One protester told Catholic newspaper La
Croix: “We are civilized people. And en route to Saint-Philipe-
du-Roule!” — stressing that suburban worshipers took the
tram to church.*? Protesters threw civilization, Catholicism,
and tramway protest back at conservatives.

Montrougians also bragged that “the Montmartrois, who have
a reputation for wit, could have done no better,” but later that
summer, Montmartre'’s irreverent cabarets produced several
satirical sketches entitled “The Barbarians’ Tramway.” One
sketch featured a ridiculous cardboard tram dragging two
sheep through a crowd ofriotous protestors and harried police.
Foreign observers also saw humor here. Britain’s celebrated
funny paper Punch printed a sing-song poem demanding,
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INHABITANTS, THE “ BAREAR

OPENING OF THE NEW TRAMWAY FROM THAT QUARTER IN MAY, ISg7.

“Why this sudden melée / is a mad dog astray?”** From Paris’s
popular periphery in Montrouge and Montmartre to London,
humorists parodied bourgeois tramway protests.

Some newspapers defended the Montrougians. Liberal Le
XIXe siecle said suburban protesters were “justly aggrieved”
(justement froissés) at being called “barbarian” because this
tram, useful for so many, would “perhaps bother a few fancy
ladies” (géne peut-étre quelques belles madames).** For this
paper and La Petite Presse, the protesters rightly prioritized
the public utility of infrastructure over the complaints of a few
bourgeoises in fancy neighborhoods. Progressives thought
tradition should bend to modernity.** In literary paper Gil
Blas, Léo Trézenik offered a colorful defense of Montrouge’s
“barbarians” with a hint of irony. Calling the protestors
“heroes” and “Huns,” he strikingly likened them to Gallic king
Vercingetorix, enemy of Julius Cesar. Trézenik also used chau-
vinistic Native American-inflected language against wealthy
women as “squaws” (he used the English term) protecting
their “wigwams.” By pitting “Gauls” against wealthy women,
he gendered male victors and female victims, blurring Gal-
lic resistance to Roman imperialism and modern European
imperialism in the Americas. He unmasked the “civilized”
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residents of the wealthy 8th Arrondissement as foreign, Amer-
ican, racialized, and barbaric, while protesters defended the
“democratic, socialist, and revolutionary” tramway.*°

The next week, newspapers reported that pro-tramway activ-
ists had occupied cafés on the Avenue du Maine, along the
tramway’s route in the Left Bank 14th Arrondissement. Like
the Montrougians and the Bibliothéque universelle, these pro-
testers decried “offensive” (désobligeant) press bias and “par-
tiality” in negative tramway coverage. One café owner hosting
protesters said that Right Bank elites were “shocked” when
“our blouses cross the Champs-Elysées.” Signaling class con-
flict, he juxtaposed the iconic working-class blouse with the
8th district’s “aristocrats.”*’

Controversy simmered into late 1897. Cabarets and theaters
parodied the barbarians’ tramway while newspapers chroni-
cled its accidents. In June, two young men were hurt when the
tramway toppled their tandem bicycle.*® In August, the tram
crushed a young boy named Henri Gadignon, severing his
right foot.* Montmartre’s satirical songwriters were watching
the accident pages. A December cabaret tune featured a ven-
dor on the Champs-Elysées selling first aid supplies to locals
injured by the barbarians’ tramway.>°

As debate continued and Le Figaro demanded “mass pro-
test” that never came, commentators revealed the national
context of these local disputes — the public works preparing
Paris, and especially its western neighborhoods, for the 1900
Universal Exposition.”® Le Pays mourned the “death” of the
Champs-Elysées, “decapitated” by the barbarians’ tramway.*
In October, the newspapers Le Matin and La Justice reported
a plan to expand morning commute service on the barbari-
ans’ tramway for laborers building the exposition grounds.*
A letter to leftwing L’Aurore from “Decagon” unfavorably lik-
ened the barbarians’ tramway to the Gare d’Orléans train sta-
tion (today the Musée d’Orsay) underway for 1900.>* L’Aurore
editorialist Eugene Thebault criticized the exposition as an
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investment craze for financiers who would further damage
the Champs-Elysées, already marred by the famous tram-
way.>® While officials used the exposition to justify tramway
expansion, the event raised national identity issues: How
would France present itself to the world? For the exposition’s
harshest critics, the event embodied France’s barbaric de-
cline and tramways were merely symptomatic.’®

In early 1898, the Journal des transports, an international
review of railways and navigation, favorably reviewed a
controversial CGO plan to motorize several horse trams.
Among them was the barbarians’ tramway, which the edi-
tors described pointedly: “the famous tramway . .. which
[public] opinion, at an overexcited moment — but how
artificially? — nicknamed ‘the barbarians’ tramway.” With
little elaboration, the editors portrayed the nickname as
unfair and unfitting.”” Weeks later, the equally progressive
city administration journal Revue municipale made similar
moves to rethink the nickname. Author A. Perrier welcomed
motorization: horse trams, including the original barbar-
ians’ tramway, were backward and brutish, not because of
aesthetics or class conflict, but rather for being technolog-
ically and socially outdated, “utilizing old horses, old cars,
and perhaps even old habits.” Like the Montrougians, Perrier
gave the phrase “barbarians’ tramway” a new and progres-
sive meaning.*®

In September 1898, the epithet barbarians’ tramway touched
a projected Trocadero-Neilly tram that would cross the Bois
de Boulogne, one of Paris’s two largest parks. Again, the beau-
tiful quarters were at stake. Newspapers noted, as if recruit-
ing protesters, that this project, like all public works, would
require an inquiry of public utility with comment from the
public.®® Le Petit journal called it “A project of vandals.”® In
October, the conservative Journal des débats, moderate Le
Journal, and progressive Le Radical used similar language to
oppose motorized trams crossing the Place de I'Etoile, site of
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the Arc de Triomphe.®* In March 1899, municipal councilors
rejected the proposed line.*

Such victories against tramway expansion were rare. In Au-
gust 1899, the satirical paper Le Journal amusant mocked
the capital’s aesthetic defenders, citing Edmond Benoit-
Levy’s Society of Fine Arts and Friends of Paris, and remind-
ing readers ironically that campaigns in the name of “art”
against the Eiffel Tower and the original barbarians’ tram-
way had succeeded (they failed). Surely, Benoit-Levy’s new
crusade against public advertisements would be equally
successful! Like Montmartre’s songwriters, this popular
humorist mocked bourgeois tramway protests as laughable
elitism.%

Later that year, a proposal to expand Romainville-Opera
service projected a tram on the rue du 4-September in the
central 2nd district. Organized residents petitioned the
Minister of Public Works about this “barbarians’ tramway”
and “act of vandalism.”®* By January 1900, newspapers from
nationalist Le Figaro to center-left Le Temps declared their
opposition. Again, aesthetics and safety were not the only
concerns. Historians Jacquemet and Faure showed that
these protesters also sought to exclude workers from their
neighborhood.® Le Figaro boasted of its sustained combat
against barbaric tramways and noted that cycling maga-
zine Le Vélo (the Bike) mounted its own campaign against
a “tramway of death” on the Maisons-Lafitte bridge. The
300-meter-long bridge crowded two tram tracks that would
normally require ten meters of width onto a six-meter-wide
roadway, leaving little room for cyclists, equestrians, pedes-
trians, or automobilists to pass trams, tossing them all into a
“murderous salad.”® Despite ongoing debate about aesthet-
ics and safety, Director of Works architect Joseph Bouvard,
the head of public works for the department of the Seine,
encouraged municipal councilors to stay optimistic about
tramway growth.®”
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Le Journal writer E. Bois-Glavy criticized the tramway oppo-
nents’ “aristocratic instincts,” asking “Are the proposed tram-
ways so frightful?” The new 2nd district line, he wrote, would
not only serve Romainville, but also connect the wider work-
ing-class periphery with the Right Bank’s commercial core,
satisfying a decade of suburban demand for access to central
Paris. He reminded readers that the Journal had long opposed
defiling the “beau promenades” and “mounted a vigorous
campaign” against the original barbarians’ tramway and the
cancelled tram through the Bois de Boulogne. But this new
2nd district line was different. No “aesthetic pretext” could
justify keeping tramways from busy streets that were “differ-
ently elegant” (autrements élégantes). Claiming that the line
was useless because east Paris workers did not want Opera
access was a “bad” or “cruel” joke (mauvaise plaisanterie).
The new tram would ease commutes for those who worked
far from home, raising questions of “true democracy” that the
2nd district’s republican and radical politicians ought to rec-
ognize. “Before protesting,” he ended, consider foreign cities,
where tramways rode even the wealthiest, most elegant ave-
nues. His full-throated defense of the proposed tram showed
the geographic and conceptual limits of tramway criticism.
While opposing tramways out west, he welcomed them else-
where. His rhetoric blended familiar conservative critiques
and democratic defenses of tramways.*

Though these debates regarded specific districts and streets,
their national significance resurfaced as the 1900 exposition
approached. In March, independent rightist paper L'Intran-
sigeant linked the barbarians’ tramway to a project by French
President Emile Loubet to renovate the Champs-Elysées,
which it compared to recent national scandals, the Pan-
ama and Dreyfus Affairs. Using pitched rhetoric and veiled
antisemitism, they called the president “[King] Panama I,” a
“provincial vandal” (vandale montillien) and a “sticky nou-
gat” (nougat poisseux), too soft. “Uprooted” (déraciné) from
Montélimar and “transplanted” in Paris, he therefore lacked
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loyalty. The editorial ended by calling left-leaning municipal
councilors allies of Dreyfus and Panama I, “idiots,” “crooks”
(filous) and “traitors.” This nasty editorial combined claims
oflocal loyalty and national identity, again articulated in gen-
dered and ethnocentric terms.*

Days later in centrist La Presse, Léon Bailby called a new
Charenton-Concorde “barbarians’ tramway” an aesthetic
“threat” to another elegant western plaza, the Place de la
Concorde.” Soon the self-styled “progressive republican”
paper La Petite Presse joined the chorus, calling a proposed
tramway on the central grands boulevards “monstrous,” “util-
itarian,” and “shameful.” The editors bemoaned the “Ameri-
canism” inflicted upon this celebrated historic royal parade
route by “engineers” and “financiers.” National interest and
patriotism, they argued, required resisting such attempts to
turn Paris into New York or London.” The Liberal Catholic
periodical Le Correspondant orientalized the trams, decry-
ing “such mutilations, profanations, deformations, which will
fatally end by making of the former aesthetic capital of the
world the gigantic and vulgar caravan-station of the future
democracy.”” Le Figaro’s editors, consistently stoking pro-
test, made their “nationalist” motives explicit while mourning
that they could not save the Champs-Elysées.”® Thus papers
across the editorial spectrum blew religious, regional, and ra-
cial dog whistles, othering tramways as African, Asian, and
American threats to French civilization. Such nationalist and
xenophobic claims stood in tension with the ongoing “univer-
sal” exposition.

As Le Figaro recognized, the exposition not only buoyed
nationalism symbolically, but also renewed conservative
opposition to the Republic. The leftist majority on the munic-
ipal council lost several seats as the tramway controversies
continued. From fall 1900 into 1901, conservatives, especially
the vocal 8th district municipal councilors including Pierre
Quentin-Bauchard, sustained tramway protest as another
line threatened the Champs-Elysées.”* Quentin-Bauchard
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repeated familiar anti-tramway rhetoric, for example echo-
ing Jules Claretie with a “fear for the future.””® Progressive Le
Radical called these councilors “reactionary” and charged
that they criticized tramways “at their ease” (a leur aise), in
other words speaking too freely without regard for audience
or context.™

Conservatives feared a future that would sacrifice form for
function, leaving Paris “ugly” (laid). In the Journal des débats,
Alcide Ebray argued that “the utilitarianism and industrial-
ism of present times no longer respect anything.””” Critics
consistently cast such coarse modernization as American.
Quentin-Bauchard had earlier pronounced, “Paris should
not be treated like an American city,” while Léon Bailby in La
Presse warned that Paris would become “as brilliant, as new
— and also as ugly — as Chicago.””® From 1900 to 1902, the
municipal council gradually softened limits on installing trol-
leys, briefly bringing them to the center of ongoing tramway
debate.”™ After March 1902, when the CGO moved to motor-
ize the original barbarians’ tramway (see figure 1), Le Petit
Journal moaned that “the too famous barbarians’ tramway”
was becoming “more and more barbaric!”® Months later,
in an opinion piece, “The Cursed Trolley,” for independent
paper L'Eclair, L. Roger-Mileés chided tramway critics who
“reopened the faucet of municipal tears.” They evinced “a sort
of sentimental enfeeblement” (affaiblissement sentimental)
that left them unable to distinguish monuments worth pre-
serving from places worth rebuilding. The critics, he argued,
exaggerated the streetscape’s “immutability,” taking preserva-
tion too far. Opposing all urban change only held Paris back.?!

That same year, Paris’s tramway troubles reached interna-
tional audiences after Prime Minister Pierre Waldeck-Rous-
seau was injured when a tram hit his automobile. London’s
Observer and Spectator were watching, as was “all of Europe”
according to the Spectator. The British Electrical Engineer
reported that the crash reignited ongoing tramway debates
in Vienna.** The New York Times posted updates on his
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recuperation over two weeks.*® The Prime Minister’s story
reached the anglophone Japan Weekly Mail via French colo-
nial Saigon and traveled as far as Australia and New Zealand
papers.®* At home, Paris independent L'Evenement connected
his accident with familiar traffic and safety concerns, speculat-
ing that he might (now) support increased tramway regulation.®

In the early 1900s, the phrase barbarians’ tramway faded
without disappearing. In 1903, the conservative city of Ver-
sailles opposed a new “barbarians’ tramway” from Paris.?
Paul Gaulot, writing for women’s magazine Le monde mod-
ern et femme d'aujourdhui (The modern world and woman of
today) in 1904, called the “famous” tramway “picturesque.”®’
Overtly positive but faintly dismissive, Gaulot’s wording sug-
gests that the tramway’s bad reputation was slowly dwindling.

In 1905, when officials proposed another tramway in the
Bois de Boulogne, controversy emerged around the threat to
planted trees. The promenade plantée (planted promenade)
was an essential urban form in the luxurious quarters, the
nexus of bourgeois street life. It comprised rows of trees (espe-
cially chestnut) shading paved or gravel walking paths, often
integrated into avenues, boulevards, plazas, or parks. Conser-
vative Le Figaro, literary Gil Blas, and progressive Le Radical
joined the critique.?®* Edmond Le Roy, in political journal La
revue diplomatique, argued that times had changed since the
barbarians’ tramway opened. Parisians, he suggested, had
greeted 1897’s bourgeois protest with a populist and dismis-
sive, “What does it matter to me! The Champs-Elysées is the
quarter of the aristos” (aristocrats). By contrast, he argued,
in 1905 luxurious locations like the Champs-Elysées and the
Bois de Boulogne were filled each Sunday with visitors from
across the region thanks to the Métro. As mass transit provided
more comprehensive access to Paris, the tree-lined luxuri-
ous quarters were no longer an elitist enclave, but everyone’s
concern.” Like Bois-Glavy, Le Roy stitched together popular
enthusiasm for mass transit and elite defense of western dis-
tricts. In so doing, he revealed the reality of social mixing that
elite tramway critics had long feared.
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A 1907 rant from Le Figaro titled “Destins,” published a decade
after the original protests, illustrates the continuing salience
of these fears: “Oh universal Americanism! Oh the vandalism
of governance! Oh ramparts of Avignon! Oh barbarians’ tram-
way! Oh the plague of democracy!” This remarkable exclama-
tion connected tramways with foreign influence, republican
government, historical preservation, and democracy in a dra-
matic lament about declining civilization. Le Figaro linked
democracy with leveling, a mass culture that valued “quan-
tity” over “quality,” lessening classical aristocratic virtues like
distinction and excellence.”

The editors of building magazine La Construction moderne
addressed Le Figaro’s pitched tone and advocated balanc-
ing urban development with historical preservation. They
noted that “today every administration is accused, and some-
times charged [atteinte] and convicted [convaincue] of van-
dalism. When it’s not a crime [délit], it’s at least a sickness
lepidémie]*' This quote reveals that charges of “vandalism”
could be widespread and unfair. La Construction moderne val-
idated traffic, safety, aesthetics, and preservation as planning
issues, but joined other specialized periodicals in cooling
debate by contesting the tone of heated newspaper editorials
and political oratory.

In 1909, the 8th district’s municipal councilors made their
swan song, proposing pedestrian tunnels under the Champs-
Elysées to bypass the barbarians’ tramway and renewed limits
on trolleys to slow tramway electrification.®” These proposals
were interrupted by major changes in transport governance:
the 1910 expiration of the CGO’s 1860 charter and the 1913
withdrawal of all remaining horsecars.”® Now Paris’s tramway
debates declined more quickly. Except for the central 2nd dis-
trict, most tramway protest from 1897 to 1909 occupied a dis-
crete wealthy western area: the neighboring 8th and 16th
districts and the Bois de Boulogne. As journalist-politician
Gabriel “Mermeix” Terrail wrote in 1911, western anti-tramway
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organizing revealed the area’s “aristocratic pretentions.”*
The elitism and nostalgia of these loudest tramway protests
increasingly clashed with early-twentieth-century notions of
modernity.

A 1914 article about traffic congestion reprinted in Le Pays
and La Petite Presse asked, given growing tramway traffic,
“Where are the furors which unleashed themselves previously
during the implementation of the famous barbarians’ tram-
way . .. ?”% But the fury was subsiding. As electric tramways
became normalized, neoclassicism receded, and charges of
“barbarism” lost their sting. In 1921, leftist paper Le Cri de
Paris asked “How many Parisians still remember” the barbar-
ians’ tramway. Personnel on the Montrouge-Gare de I'Est line
jokingly called each other “barbarians,” calling out, “En route,
les Barbares!” The editors wondered whether these employees
“knew the original sense of the nickname.”*® In 1925, L'Intran-
sigeant, which earlier railed against the barbarians’ tramway
and the exposition in ethnocentric and nationalist terms, now
celebrated tramways as cosmopolitan tools of social mixing
and proof of Parisians’ “Roman blood.””” These shifts in the
epithet’s meaning, from negative and anti-Roman to positive
and Roman, and from currency to memory, help pinpoint
when and why tramway protest ended.

Though charges of barbarism resonated less in interwar Par-
is, they were still deployed more broadly in diagnosing the
decline of Western civilization associated with Oswald Spen-
gler in Germany and Georges Duhamel in France. Across the
twentieth century, French sources described the barbarians’
tramway as a curious artifact of collective memory.”® Demog-
rapher René Martial wrote in 1933, “Forty years ago, the so-
called ‘tramways of penetration, departing the suburbs to
reach the center of Paris, began to disfigure the latter. It was
the tramway from Montrouge which, crossing the roundabout
of the Champs-Elysées, received the name barbarians’ tram-
way. But it was only the first.”*
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Conclusion

Tramway critics coined the phrase “barbarians’ tramway”
in 1897 to link mass transit with the perceived dangers of
modernity: speed, accidents, democracy, and American-
ization. These wealthy, bourgeois, conservative, Catholic,
reactionary, and populist Parisians sought to save the “New
Rome” from modernization. But pro-tramway protests soon
appropriated the phrase, reinforcing the centrality of moder-
nity and democracy. Republicans, socialists, sympathetic
journalists, humorists, workers, and commuters from the
14th district and suburbs from Montrouge to Romainville cel-
ebrated tramways, casting these mobility machines as vehi-
cles of democracy and equality. They welcomed a progressive
French civilization, technologically enhanced by electrifica-
tion and motorization. While elitists called trams and their
defenders “barbaric,” the public flocked to them, celebrating
their accessibility as “democratic” and “ten-centime” tram-
ways.'” The annual number of tramway riders grew from
around 58 million in 1879 to peak at 700 million in 1928,
expanding over tenfold as the epithet came and went.'”!

Growing mobility especially benefited suburban workers.
As Martial noted, several “barbarian” tramways joined a re-
gional “network of penetration” intended to connect city and
suburbs. Increasing radial mobility in-and-out of Paris desta-
bilized the centuries-old geography distinguishing the spaces
within (intra muros) and beyond (extra muros) the city walls
or limits. Tramways increased suburbanites’ access to the
city center. This core-periphery geography reveals the spa-
tial meanings of the epithet, which expressed fear of social
mixing and leveling caused by mass transit. Tramway critics
revived classical terminology to express this fear as the bar-
barian invasion and sack of civilization, and the dilution of
Frenchness by African, Asian, and American influences. Crit-
ics othered suburban “barbarians” as Goths, Huns, Apaches,
and Eskimos. Importantly, progressive reversals of barbarian
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language, for example heroicizing “Gauls,” underscored its
familiarity and rhetorical force. Parisians appropriated tram-
ways as tools of class conflict, cultural negotiation, even
protest, reshaping the French watchword “civilization” for
a modernizing era of democratization, electrification, and
motorization. The epithet “barbarians’ tramway” served both
elitist/exclusive and popular/inclusive tramway protests as
motorization transformed Paris streets.

This epithet had local, national, and transnational meanings.
Locally, it meant specific tram lines, but also suggested that
all trams were a bit barbaric. Nationally, it reflected deep
questions about French identity’s Gallic and Roman roots
and its foreign influences, “American,” “Oriental,” or other-
wise. Transnationally, Paris’s debates connected and com-
pared with tramway controversies in other cities, for example
echoing the focus on fares analyzed by Hobsbawm and Fujii.
Although Paris saw limited sabotage and violence against
trams, mostly during worker strikes, its tramway protests
were more peaceful than those elsewhere. Yet Paris’ debates
were fierce and fiery, waged in open conflict over society,
urban form, and the future. Whether Paris was Roman, Gallic,
French, or American, beautiful or ugly, civilized or barbaric,
traditional or modern, tramways raised questions about what
kind of city Parisians wanted to inhabit.

It is significant that tramways signaled foreign influence in
both Paris, an imperial capital, and in Asian and Latin Amer-
ican cities under European influence (whether colonized or
not). The connections of tramways and civilization were rel-
evant transnationally amid imperialism and globalization.
Paris’s tramway discourse was transnational both because
Parisians compared their capital to places outside France
and because British, Swiss, Australian, New Zealander, Jap-
anese, and U.S. observers watched Paris. Foreign intellectu-
als offer further evidence of widespread connections between
tramways and civilization. Spanish author Antonio Azorin
illustrated “a more horrid barbarity than in ancient times” by
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recounting an old man crushed by a tram.'** In 1910, Henry
James charged U.S. streetcars with “a savagery and ruthless-
ness beyond conception.”'® In his noted 1917 lecture “Science
as a Vocation,” Max Weber invoked tramways and barbarians
to illustrate modern “disenchantment.” He wrote, “Unless he
is a physicist, one who rides the streetcar has no idea how
the car happened to get in motion.” By contrast, “the savage
knows incomparably more about his tools.” Further left, Wal-
ter Benjamin reversed barbarism, claiming that World War I's
“monstrous” technologies unleashed a “barbarism” unrec-
ognizable to older generations who “had gone to school in
horse-drawn streetcars.”!” Contemporary Argentine writer
Ricardo Rojas also inverted barbarism. In characterizing
modern cities he wrote, “barbarians do not ride horses but
tramways.”'” These thinkers invoked tramways and barba-
rism to portray a modern world transformed by technology.
Paris’s tramway debates thus nested within transnational dis-
courses about modernity, technology, and civilization, which
often paired tramways and barbarism. Although the “barbar-
ians’ tramway” had local and national significance for Paris,
the global resonance of its tramway debates suggests a larger
story yet to be told about how tramways mattered in familiar
debates about modernity and civilization that gripped the age
of empire.

Peter Soppelsa is an assistant professor in the Department
of History of Science, Technology, and Medicine at the
University of Oklahoma. His book Inverting Haussmanniza-
tion: Living with Infrastructure in Paris, 1870-19174 is under
contract with the University of Pittsburgh Press.
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Controlling Spaces, Creating Identities:
Penitentiary Agricultural Colonies for Young
Detainees, from Nineteenth-Century France

to Early Soviet Ukraine

Anna Christine Grant

Occidental College

Children share with criminals the burden of heightened sur-
veillance and reduced agency. From the Enlightenment to the
present day, young lawbreakers, combining these two catego-
ries in one, have attracted special attention, anxiety, and at-
tempts at control. Studying juvenile detention can thus reveal
how people use built and natural environments to elicit de-
sired behaviors. Prior to the early nineteenth century, Euro-
pean nations generally made no special provision for judging
or punishing child criminals differently than adults, although
magistrates might apply a more lenient variant of the pre-
scribed penalty. It was in the context of the rapid urbaniza-
tion associated with industrialization which took place dur-
ing this period that the juvenile criminal was first defined as a
distinct type.' Although villages continued to have their share
of child thieves and vagabonds, in city streets the concentra-
tion of young pickpockets, panhandlers, and prostitutes made
them newly visible and, to wealthier citizens, a recognizable
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hazard of urban life. Yet it was in rural spaces that the first
institutions designed specifically for young lawbreakers were
created. The pioneer was the Mettray penitentiary agricul-
tural colony, founded in 1839 near the city of Tours in central
France. Its founders reshaped a rural space to address an ur-
ban problem.

Eight decades later, the nascent Soviet regime faced a mas-
sive wave of homeless and criminal children who had been
orphaned, lost, or abandoned due to seven years of wars and
revolutions and consequent displacement and famine. Chil-
dren congregated in cities, where they could survive by petty
theft, begging, or scavenging, and which they could reach eas-
ily by stowing away on or under a train carriage. State agen-
cies and volunteer associations scrambled to help, although
they were often overwhelmed by the scale of the problem and
the paucity of funds and material.> One resource available to
administrators was the handful of penitentiary agricultural
colonies founded by late-Russian Empire philanthropists and
patterned after Mettray. Because Mettray had become known
internationally as the best model for reforming delinquent
youth, its distinctive layout and practices were adopted in a
range of contexts, including, from the 1870s, in Russia.’ Many
Russian reformers in the late nineteenth century looked on
western practices as a roadmap to a modern and prosperous
state. The colonies’ capacity fell far short of the need, and
thus do not represent the full extent of the response to the
unhoused children crisis, but they were a direct, material link
with the previous philanthropic system.

Unlike the earlier philanthropists, however, Soviet educators
did not subscribe to a nostalgic view of rural virtues; rather,
their Marxist ideology elevated the urban proletariat as the
revolutionary class. When they sent troubled youth to the
countryside, it was out of pure necessity.* The best-known
of these new Soviet institutions was the Gorky Labor Colony,
founded in 1920 near Poltava, Ukraine, by a former school-
teacher and future novelist named Anton Makarenko. He
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claimed that his methods, based on nurturing a functioning
children’s collective, could produce proletarians from the
very soil that would otherwise sprout peasants and exploiters.

Because the renowned Gorky Colony was first established
on the site of the late-tsarist Poltava Agricultural Colony and
Industrial Asylum, it inherited a material configuration orig-
inally devised at Mettray, transmitted via transnational net-
works, and adapted with limited success to a Russian Imperial
provincial context. Makarenko’s diligent work, both practical
and discursive, to use this space in ways that explicitly contra-
dicted the values embedded in it under the previous regime
sprang from an awareness of what Patrick Joyce and Tony
Bennett have termed “material powers.” They have called on
historians to take account not only of “the distinctive kinds
of effectivity that material objects and processes exert as a
consequence of the positions they occupy within specifically
configured networks of relations that always include human
and non-human actors” but also of “the difference they make
in their own right as a consequence of their specific material
properties considered relationally.”®

Applying this lens of material powers to the Mettray and
Gorky Colonies reveals several processes at play. A mate-
rial configuration — in this case, a penitentiary agricultural
colony — is explicitly designed both as a representation of a
certain conception of how social relations should be ordered,
and as a tool to implement that order. Over time, it is further
shaped by the everyday practice of this system of order. The
founders of Mettray, believing in the power of environments
to determine identity and actions, intentionally designed the
material configuration of the colony to elicit a set of actions
and affects that they viewed as both a means to inculcate, and
an expression of, an honest character. This material configu-
ration consisted of buildings, objects such as uniforms, fur-
niture, and tools, the movement of children’s bodies along
designated routes and performing designated actions, and the
natural environment in which the colony was situated. At the
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moment of its founding, the colony embodied its founders’
ability to exercise power over the space and its inmates. This
power relation became, in a sense, petrified, set into the stone
and other materials of the colony’s physical existence and des-
tined to persist after the original founders had disappeared —
or so the founders of Mettray hoped, and Makarenko feared.

When Mettray-style colonies appeared in tsarist Russia, they
imitated the original design, but because the philanthropists’
power to command space was limited by the relative pov-
erty of the country and by the autocratic state’s heavy hand
on civil society, the material configuration of the colonies did
not exactly reproduce the original model. The power rela-
tions thus embedded into the physical sites were those of the
tsarist-era philanthropists, influenced by Western models
and Russian conditions. At first, Makarenko, like other early
Soviet educators, had few resources available to reconfigure
these spaces, but his actions and writings make it clear that in
directing his colonists to use the spaces in ways that reflected
and supported the new, Soviet regime, he recognized and
resisted the power of material things to entrench a social
order despite its political defeat.

Considering the two model institutions, the Mettray and
Gorky Colonies, in a single transnational and comparative
frame facilitates evaluation of different approaches to youth
criminality and reveals the extent to which ideology and cul-
ture shape solutions to similar problems in different contexts.
This paper considers one aspect of the comparison: how, in
each case, rural spaces were made to solve a problem and
serve a population understood as predominantly urban. In
each case children were rhetorically constructed as urban,
even when their origins were in fact rural. In nineteenth-cen-
tury France, colony directors created spaces that were tightly
regulated and designed to elicit desired behaviors. In Anton
Makarenko’s narrative, it is the children’s collective that is
portrayed as transforming and controlling various degraded
rural spaces in the name of the proletariat.
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I. Mettray: Shaping physical spaces to guide behavior

Beginningin 1810, France’s Penal Code provided for children
under sixteen to be acquitted of crimes they had committed
if a judge believed they had acted “without discernment,”
and to be sent back to their families, or, if no suitable fam-
ily existed, to a “house of correction.”® However, since there
were in fact no houses of correction, judges in the next three
decades faced the dissatisfying choice of returning children
to dysfunctional families or sending them to local prisons.
Some of these institutions began to construct separate wings
for juveniles to protect them from adult detainees, but with
no special adaptations to the needs of children. In 1839,
one of these judges, Frédéric-Auguste Demetz, together
with his friend, former military officer vicomte Louis-Her-
mann de Brétignieres de Courteilles, founded the Colony of
Mettray to address this lacuna. Run by a private charitable
society, the Société Paternelle, and funded by a combina-
tion of public funds and private donations supplemented
by the labor of the young detainees themselves, the colony
accepted male youth acquitted under the penal code who
had nonetheless been sent to prisons because they had no
family deemed capable of raising them. Demetz intended
Mettray to accept boys whose conduct in prison had been
good and who deserved a gentler regime, although as the
colony grew this principle was abandoned. Beginning with
just eight “colonists” in early 1840, Mettray housed around
800 at its peak in 1874.7 This figure represented just under
15% of the 5,383 young male detainees living in private-
ly-run colonies in that year; a further 2,268 were held in
state-run prisons or colonies. Girls were administered sep-
arately, and there were just over two thousand young female
detainees, almost all in private institutions, in 1874.% Once
at Mettray, boys received a primary-school education, and
worked to grow various crops, tend livestock, or learn crafts
and trades that would prepare them to settle in rural areas
on their release.’
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Mettray was a rural space, but it was designed to serve the
needs of an urban population. As one supporter of Mettray
wrote in 1847, Mettray and its imitators “diminish the popu-
lation that encumbers cities, and weaken that excessive com-
petition that, in one blow, crushes workers twice by lowering
salaries and at the same time raising the price of essential
goods.”!’ Urban workers under economic stress could turn to
crime or to political unrest; by reducing these stresses, urban
elites made their own lives more secure.

Because they relied in part on private donations, Mettray’s
founders and patrons produced a discourse about juvenile
crime designed to engage public support. In this discourse,
juvenile crime is defined as primarily the result of urban life.
In cities, they argued, when overworked or morally corrupt
parents failed to keep their children disciplined, it was too
easy for them to escape the authority of priests or employ-
ers, shirk productive work, and be enticed by cabarets and
immoral entertainment. At their society’s inaugural general
meeting, Mettray’s founders decried city life as “the abyss
of corruption,” an “impure atmosphere” for young people’s
moral and physical health. To “preserve them for the future
from dangerous frequentations,” boys at Mettray were encour-
aged to “love and taste the charms” of agrarian life, which was
“more in keeping with our natural needs” than the manmade
attractions of the metropolis.'" The rural setting itself, con-
strued as closer to nature (a milieu uncorrupted by human
intervention, compatible with good health and evoking an
imagined, more innocent time in human history), was under-
stood to possess the inherent power to transform.!? Indeed,
Mettray’s founders fully shared the faith of fellow-reformer
Charles Lucas in “amending the child by the land, and the
land by the child.”*?

This discourse did not include young female detainees,
who were generally expected to perform domestic labor.
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Because this kept them confined indoors, it did not greatly
signify whether the outside world presented them a rural or
an urban face. Until the 1880s, when republican-dominated
governments stopped cooperating with religious groups to
provide correctional services, these girls were entrusted to
charitable orders of nuns, often housed in towns. Here, they
learned domestic skills such as needlework, which brought in
little money. An 1873 penitentiary commission warned that
women in cloistered orders, being cut off from the outside
world, were ill-prepared to help young detainees reintegrate
into it.'* Although the commission encouraged the charita-
ble orders to found agricultural colonies, only a few were ever
created.”

Colony founders believed that a rural setting would help
young male offenders develop hard work, honesty, and thrift,
but they expressed a certain disapproval of the men and
women who already inhabited these spaces, viewing them as
backward, slow, dirty, and disinclined to respect their supe-
riors. Having trained in modern farming methods which were
informed by an agricultural research station on the site, for-
mer colonists were expected to settle in rural districts, acting
as agents of modernization by helping “to uproot those old
routines to which our peasants cling so tightly only because
they defy the examples and advice given to them by men who
are placed above them.”'® Only when subjected to order and
hierarchy would a rural setting bring forth honest laborers
from lawbreaking children. This desire for order was reflected
in the highly symmetrical layout of the colony, with its chapel,
workshops, and houses regularly spaced around a central
square (Figure 1). Such symmetry did not prevent a Russian
visitor to Mettray, Nikolai Shcherban, from experiencing the
colony in 1864 as the true image of what rural life could be:

There was no trace of artificiality in it. Everything around was
perfectly natural, as if it had not been put there but had taken
shape all by itself; one did not think of a house of correction, but
it seemed as if we were standing in the square of a small hamlet,

Anna Christine Grant | Controlling Spaces, Creating Identities

14 Gabriel-Paul-
Othenin d'Hauss-
onville, Les
établissements péni-
tentiaires en France
et aux colonies (Paris,
1875), 473.

15 The Nazareth col-
ony near Angers was
the best known of
these, but it gave its
founder “many crosses”
to bear: Augustin Nicq
and Henri Pasquier,
La Vénérable Marie de
Ste Euphrasie Pelletier,
Fondatrice de La Con-
grégation Du Bon-Pas-
teur d’Angers (Arras
and Paris, 1901),

251, https://gallica
.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/
bpt6k9752173r.

16 AD37 1Y 105,
Assemblée générale
des fondateurs de la
Colonie de Mettray, 23
January 1842, 17.

45


https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k9752173r
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k9752173r
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k9752173r

Figure 1. This engrav-
ing of the Colony of
Mettray was first pro-
duced and distributed
to potential support-
ersin 1846, at a time
when only a few of
the buildings por-
trayed had been built.
Symmetrically laid
out and presided over
by the central chapel,
the colony’s buildings
embody order and
submission to religion.
The buildings’ posi-
tion around a central
square recalls France’s
urban grandes places
on a modest scale.
Source: Frédéric Au-
guste Demetz, Notice
sur la colonie agricole
de Mettray (Tours,
France, 1865), Biblio-
théque nationale de
France, http://gallica
.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/
bpt6k378430r.
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whose inhabitants had gone off to work in the fields, leaving only
the artisans and youngsters at home. Only the ship in the middle
of the yard recalled that all this had been built, and built with a
particular goal."”

A well-ordered agricultural colony promised all the benefits
of country life without the poverty, dirt, or disorder endemic
to actual rural conditions.

Mettray’s leaders, therefore, shaped the physical environ-
ment in which colonists lived, and imposed routines to script
their movements through it. Amenities in the colony were
kept deliberately simple and Spartan, to prevent boys from
becoming accustomed to a standard of living that they would
not be able to attain in future through honest labor. To fos-
ter quasi-familial feelings between boys and their supervi-
sors, they lived not in a large dormitory, but in “small houses,
each consisting of two rooms, and affording under one roof
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working, eating, and sleeping accommodation for a ‘family’
of forty boys and their superintending officers, two in num-
ber,” known as “fathers” of the families.’® A “father” at Mettray
spent almost every non-working moment with his charges:
“he takes his meals at the same table, he sleeps in the same
dormitory as his pupils; he never leaves them or loses sight
of them.”" Like a real father, he shared the home lives of his
children.?® Each supervisor had a separate sleeping room in
the family cottage from which he could observe his charges
through a small grille without being seen. This technique
draws from the Panopticon, a nineteenth-century prison de-
sign comprising a central watchtower from which a guard
could observe inmates housed in cells arranged around it.
Because the inmates could not see into the watchtower to
know whether they were being observed, the design encour-
aged them to regulate their own behavior at all times, and
eventually to internalize the moral values on which the pris-
on’s rules were based.” The boys slept in hammocks, and to
prevent them talking during the night, their orientation alter-
nated, one with his head near the wall, the next near the cen-
ter of the room. Bugle calls punctuated their days, indicating
when to get up, wash, eat, go to work or attend lessons, and
SO on.

These technologies were intensified in the colony’s punish-
ment quarter. Boys whose misbehavior was deemed rebel-
lious or harmful to morale — including some unlucky early
colonists who guilelessly admitted they preferred the shel-
tered industrial workshops of their former prison to field
labor in the wind and rain at Mettray — were sent to small sol-
itary confinement cells where their only human contact was
during visits from the director or chaplain.” For an infrac-
tion such as encouraging others to disobey their supervisors,
solitary incarceration could drag on for months.” Slogans
painted on the cell walls, such as “God sees you,” encouraged
detainees to reflect on their actions and repent.?* The cells
were attached to the chapel building, and incarcerated boys
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could observe religious services without seeing or being seen
by the other colonists.

In addition to being guided by the physical environment,
colonists were taught to give their actions and those of their
supervisors an approved interpretation. These supervisors, or
“fathers,” were encouraged to view their charges with genu-
ine affection with a view to that affection being returned and
serving as motivation for boys to please them through good
behavior. But they also used a system of reward and punish-
ment, instrumentalizing peer pressure, collective respon-
sibility, and the sense of honor.*® Few sources capture the
voices of the detainees themselves, but letters from some
freed colonists, as well as accounts of their words and actions
in the narratives of the colony’s directors and visitors, fol-
low a familiar pattern: repentance for their former misdeeds,
gratitude for the instruction received, and exhortation to
those who remained in the colony to submit to discipline and
attain a successful future. For example, in a New Year’s greet-
ing at the end of 1882, former colonist Audfray scripted out
this call-and-response between his letter and its audience:
“I think you will put my advice into practice, and to prove it
I ask you, when your benefactors read you this letter on the
platform on Sunday, all of you to lift your right hand and say I
swear before God and before my benefactors . . .”** On Sunday
evenings, during the early years of the colony, Demetz and
Brétignieres would read these letters, as well as other uplift-
ing stories of heroic young Frenchmen or repentant miscre-
ants, to an assembly of the whole colony, providing a model
narrative that colonists could and did use to claim the identity
of honest, reformed, and trustworthy citizens: “All colonists
placed far from Mettray feel the need to correspond with us,
and with their comrades to whom they often address the best
of advice.”?” Colony directors designed the natural and built
environment to guide the boys’ behavior, but they did not rely
upon it alone to reform them. Rather they scripted and cho-
reographed the boys’ movement through, and understanding
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of, the colony, trusting that this would help them to internal-
ize its values.

A visitor’s account preserved in Mettray’s archives reveals
Demetz’s skill at using punitive spaces and choreograph-
ing different actors’ movements through them to provoke
repentance and ensure cooperation on the part of his colo-
nists. After accompanying the visitor on a tour of the colony,
Demetz showed him a letter from a sixteen-year-old Breton
who had been confined to the punishment cell after encour-
aging others to disobey their supervisors. The straitened con-
ditions had induced the boy to ask for forgiveness: “Dear sir, I
am still in the cell. If you knew how sad my existence is, locked
up like this for 7 [sic] long months between four walls, work-
ing continually, receiving neither compliments nor rewards,
oh! Director, sir, you would not leave me to languish like this.”
The letter touched the heart of the visitor, who accompanied
Demetz to the boy’s cell where he witnessed the boy’s tears
and interceded for him.”® By making it clear to the detainee
that his release was due not to his having served his time,
but to the gracious and undeserved intervention of a patron,
Demetz could put an end to what was an extremely severe
punishment for insubordination without losing face, while
underlining the boy’s dependent position. The visitor’s jour-
ney down into the cell and his reemergence with the promise
of clemency for the boy served to reenact the religious theme
of Christ’s death, resurrection, and promise of salvation; and
the boy played his designated role as the repentant sinner.

Mettray’s success, then, rested on its ability to rewrite incar-
cerated boys’ life stories through redirecting their behav-
ior. But its founders knew that the colony’s survival also
depended on their ability to persuade supporters to finance
its work, and they used Mettray’s built environment toward
this end, too. Visitors were welcomed and given guided tours
that combined experiencing the material reality of the col-
ony with an approved narrative of the history and working of
the institution.?® The abovementioned engraving (Fig. 1) not
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only conveyed an image of the real Mettray to far-flung sup-
porters; it was the only Mettray that these supporters would
ever encounter, possessing a “mediated materiality,” and it
was designed to influence their discursive and financial rela-
tionship with the colony.?” Signed by V. Chevin, the engraving
appeared in the minutes of the May 1846 General Assembly
of the Founders of Mettray.*' Each year, the Société Paternelle
held an annual meeting in Paris at which the directors gave
an account of the colony’s work, financial statements were
presented, and, usually, a government minister or other pres-
tigious figure was invited to speak. The speeches were printed
and distributed to all those of Mettray’s supporters who had,
by donating 100 francs or more, been designated “founders”
of the colony. Many of these founders never visited Mettray
and knew it primarily through these reports. The engraving
presents aspects of the real colony, with a faithful depiction
of the chapel tower, the central square, and the architec-
ture of the cottages. However, it portrays more cottages and
other buildings than actually existed, encouraging support-
ers to envision a perfected future colony whose expansion
depended on their ongoing donations. In the foreground of
the image, colonists cut and stack hay (although, in reality,
no fields existed in this location), but the figures at the cen-
ter are groups of visitors. The image thus invites viewers to
imagine themselves at the heart of the scene, creating a sense
of belonging that could motivate them to make financial con-
tributions.

Demetz and his associates, then, seem to have understood
that, as Leora Auslander has argued, material objects such
as this printed image “are active agents in history” possess-
ing “communicative, performative, emotive, and expressive
capacities.”*> The colony’s ability to communicate ideas to and
evoke emotion among its supporters was limited by the tech-
nology available and the material qualities of the medium.
The complimentary brochure was printed in black and white
on ordinary paper, conveying simplicity and frugality. Unlike
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a photograph, the medium of engraving allowed the image
to be recognizable as representing the real colony, yet aspi-
rational, showing it in an as-yet unrealized state, and plac-
ing affluent supporters at the center of the image, laying out
the whole institution around them for their perusal and their
approval.

Mettray operated for almost a century, but after the death of
Demetz in 1873 it began a long decline, closing in 1937 with
its reputation in tatters after revelations of abuse and mis-
treatment.* In its heyday, however, its model had become the
acknowledged standard, inspiring imitations across Europe
and the Americas, each offering its row of “family” cottages
and encouraging bracing agricultural work.’" In the 1860s, as
the Russian Tsar introduced a series of modernizing reforms,
including the first independent judiciary, reform-minded
Russians took an interest in Mettray and its various imitators,
founding the country’s first penitentiary agricultural colony
near Saint Petersburg in 1870 and a handful of others across
the western part of the Empire in the following decades. Like
their French predecessors, Russian reformers ascribed moral
purity to rural spaces. When novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky vis-
ited the Saint Petersburg colony, he thought its church should
have icons that would “remind the boy, sinking and befouled
in the whirlpool of the capital, of the distant village where
once he was clean.”*

Il. The Gorky Colony: Raising proletarians

Forthesocialists who took power in the former Russian Empire
after 1917, there was nothing pure or romantic about poorly
paid agricultural labor, and they viewed the pre-revolutionary
penitentiary agricultural colonies as sites of brutal exploi-
tation and physical abuse. Maxim Gorky, the revered Soviet
writer who had himself been homeless as a child, recalled
boys he knew who had had been beaten and the skin
ripped from their head, or been killed with a blow from an
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employee’s fist.*® In 1918, the new Soviet government de-
clared that no child under seventeen could be convicted of
a crime: institutions for troublesome youth were to be edu-
cational and therapeutic, not punitive.*” However, authorities
did not have the resources to adequately fund such institu-
tions, and much depended on the resourcefulness of indi-
vidual educators. In 1920, the district (guberniia) education
authority assigned schoolteacher Anton Makarenko to the
former Poltava agricultural colony, soon renamed in honor
of Maxim Gorky. After a difficult start, the colony thrived, and
Makarenko led it until 1927, when the NKVD — the Soviet
security police — invited him to run a new children’s com-
mune in Kharkiv funded by their agents’ donations. After
leaving the Dzerzhinsky Commune in 1935, he devoted him-
self to a literary career until his death in 1939.

Makarenko’s best-known novel, the Pedagogical Poem (pub-
lished in English as The Road to Life), appeared in 1935 and
is a fictionalized account of his work with the Gorky Colony.*®
The book was immediately successful among Soviet read-
ers and remains in print today.*® As a primary source, it is
uniquely valuable, revealing details of daily life and paint-
ing rich portraits of individuals that do not appear elsewhere.
However, it is not a straightforward, documentary account.
Like any autobiography, Makarenko’s book was written not
only to record events, but to justify the author’s actions, and
in the treacherous political climate of the 1930s, a writer’s fate
could hinge on their skill in doing so.

Makarenko was acutely aware of the political climate in which
he wrote. By 1935, although repressions had not yet engulfed
the country as they would by 1937, political dissent had effec-
tively been stifled. Makarenko was careful to cast events of the
1920s in a light that harmonized retrospectively with Stalin’s
policies of the 1930s, such as the collectivization of agricul-
ture and the repudiation of paedology (the academic study
of childhood from medical, social, and psychological stand-
points).*” When the Soviet leader, having solidified his polit-

Bulletin of the German Historical Institute | 75 | Spring 2025



ical control over the state apparatus by 1936, took a sharp,
socially conservative turn, he made paedology anathema,
returning responsibility for child-raising to the family, pro-
moting teacher-centered, disciplinary modes of education,
and making children twelve and up subject to adult courts,
prisons, and gulags.”’ Archival sources, including correspon-
dence, official reports, and the earliest drafts of the novel
from 1925 on, suggest that Makarenko was already in the
1920s aligned with the side that prevailed under Stalin in the
1930s, embracing military forms of labor organization that his
critics derided as “regimental pedagogics.”** Still, his motiva-
tion to ensure that the values and perspectives conveyed in
the novel were unimpeachably Stalinist must inevitably have
influenced what events he chose to recount, as well as the
interpretations he gave them.

Makarenko also had strong motivation to keep his narrative
as true to real events as possible. Gorky wrote to him in 1933,
“Your enormously significant and strikingly successful peda-
gogical experiment has world significance,” and in 1934 that
his book would “vindicate and strengthen [his] method of
raising children.” Makarenko, in reply, described his peda-
gogy as essentially dialectic, not founded on “any absolutely
correct pedagogical measures or systems” or “dogmatic the-
ses” but adapted to the specific moment and situation.” It
followed that a narrative, rather than a formal treatise, could
best communicate the essence of Makarenko’s approach.
He had struggled to convince his opponents in the educa-
tion authorities that his methods were working: “A properly
organized children’s collective evidently represented such an
impossible miracle that they simply did not believe in it, even
when they observed it in living action.”** By bringing the col-
ony to life in prose, he hoped to convince a wider and friend-
lier audience. Makarenko believed it was the colony’s results,
rather than any theoretical argument, that best defined and
vindicated his pedagogical approach. To achieve its goal of
conveying Makarenko’s pedagogical principles, the novel had
to be true to actual events.
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There are indications that the book does, on the whole, hew
close to actual events. Writing in the first person, Makarenko
uses his own name but gives pseudonyms to all the other
dramatis personae. Makarenko’s own photographs illustrate
the text, with individuals identified by their fictional names,
bolstering the claim that the novel captured real events. He
is candid about some of his failures, including an infanti-
cide and a suicide, as well as several boys who quit the col-
ony unreformed. Archival sources also confirm key dates and
details.

Later testimonies from former colonists underline the accu-
racy of the narrative: “His book deals with real people who
actuallylived in the Gorky Colony. The author merely changed
some of the names,” wrote Semion Kalabanin, a former colo-
nist who featured heavily in the novel under a pseudonym;
everything in the book was “the actual truth,” according to
Ivan Tokarev, another of Makarenko’s pupils.*® Such testimo-
nies, however, given after Makarenko’s death when he had
become an icon of Soviet education, could not feasibly devi-
ate from the approved narrative.*® Perhaps a better argument
for the relative veracity of the Poem is the contrast with its
sequel, Flags on the Battlements, a fictionalized account of
Makarenko’s Dzerzhinsky Commune, published after the 1936
death of his mentor and protector Gorky, during the Terror in
1938.%" It follows a hackneyed socialist-realist plotline of ene-
mies plotting sabotage and being unmasked by good-hearted
Soviet youth. In this book, the main characters (especially the
villains of the piece) are much less nuanced and more stereo-
typical. It is significant that in this work Makarenko no longer
uses his own name for the character of the commune’s direc-
tor, distancing the author from the text in recognition, per-
haps, that it was no longer possible to write an account that
was true to life.

Whether or not any specific event in the Poem happened as
narrated, or indeed at all, is impossible to determine. How-
ever, the accuracy of any given scene is less important than
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the meanings it conveys. After all, the fictionalized Gorky Col-
ony survived in Soviet culture long after the original—and its
author—had passed away. As a primary source, it tells us what
Makarenko wanted the world to know about his colony and
his pedagogy.

Makarenko’s Gorky Colony transformed, in turn, three rural
spaces previously under the control of “non-toiling” (that is,
neither proletarian nor peasant) classes: first, the former agri-
cultural colony for juvenile detainees; later, a former noble
estate; and finally, a former monastery which had, since the
revolution, housed a dysfunctional children’s colony. In each
case, Makarenko portrays not individual leaders, but the col-
lective itself, as an entity naturally endowed with the power
and authority to purify and reshape these rural spaces. This
purification is physical, as colonists remove what is broken
and filthy: building latrines, using stones from old monas-
tery walls to build pigsties, and renovating a noble country
home to house dormitories. It is also cultural, as they over-
come mindsets associated with the bourgeoisie and “former
people.”*® Monks, guards, and aristocrats had fled, but reli-
gious believers, kulaks, and experts in progressive pedagogy
remained to be defeated and their ideas exposed as inferior
and ineffective.” The spaces all these “former people” had
inhabited and which had conformed to their interests and
values had to be reshaped and reused in explicitly proletarian
ways lest they serve to preserve pernicious aspects of the old
regime.

Makarenko rejected the values embodied in the tsarist-era
colonies by using the existing built environments in ways
that undermined their original purposes. He began his work
at Tribi, on the site of the Poltava Agricultural Colony and
Industrial Asylum, founded in 1891 and built on an orderly,
Mettray-style “pavilion” plan.®® He described it mockingly as
a “perfect square” of “uncompromisingly symmetrical brick
buildings.”®" Although Makarenko’s colonists necessarily
occupied buildings designed for the previous surveillance-
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based regime, in which the educators were instructed “never
to take their eyes off their charges, either during work or rec-
reation, and at night to sleep next to them in an adjoining
room,” Makarenko refused to let the built environment deter-
mine his own system and gave all his teaching staff their own,
separate apartments.’> One former educator’s room was later
used by a local wheelwright who joined the colony to escape
his unhappy marriage. Rather than a site of power over the
colonists, the room became a refuge for a harmless but some-
what pathetic character, as the old man “would sit huddled up
in his little room” waiting for the colonists to drive his angry
“virago” of a wife away.” Makarenko’s narrative thus inverts
the power relations embedded in the original design.

Makarenko uses descriptions of the colony’s agricultural land
to condemn the impotence or unwillingness of the previous
regime to provide genuine help to juvenile detainees: “The
very soil on which our colony stood was unsuited to agricul-
tural purposes. It was little better than sand, which a breath
of wind sent shelving into dunes.”** This was the land the
tsarist regime had deigned to make available for the chil-
dren most harmed by poverty and exploitation. Indeed, the
records of the former colony show that after waiting fruit-
lessly for a promised grant of land from the state, the Poltava
philanthropists had to accept a private donation. Poltava is
located in the richly fertile black earth region, an area cover-
ing much of Ukraine and Western Russia and providing abun-
dant grain, but the only plot available for the purpose was a
site that had been logged and then rented out to peasants to
graze their livestock, whose hooves had destroyed whatever
topsoil remained.*® The land was so worthless, Makarenko
later argued in a letter to the local authorities, that the colony
should not have to pay rent for it.>® Although the Gorky col-
ony survived there for three years, thanks to deliveries of food
from various state agencies, it was not until it moved to a for-
mer noble estate that it began to prosper. Makarenko’s narra-
tive upholds the Marxist view that the working classes should
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not be content with the scraps allotted to them by bourgeois
philanthropy but should seize the means of production to
create a better world.

The next site seized by the Gorky Colony was an estate for-
merly owned by the Trepke family, who had fled in 1917, leav-
ing the estate in disrepair. Here, in the “wild beauty of the
loop of the Kolomak [River],” were handsome houses for the
colonists, together with rich farmland, an orchard, and build-
ings for livestock, awaiting only the colony’s labor to repair
and refurbish them.5” A trained agronomist joined the col-
ony and assured its productivity. As at Mettray, the colony
employed modern agricultural expertise to maximize yields,
demonstrating the superiority of science over peasant tra-
ditions. Like the nineteenth-century French reformers, the
Gorky Colony used the children’s labor to improve and mod-
ernize agricultural land: it “amended the land,” to use the
French reformers’ phrase, by the labor of the child. However,
unlike them, Makarenko did not believe the land could, in
turn, morally “amend the child.” In fact, he worried that agri-
cultural work could turn promising proletarians into kulaks.
Building a strong and cohesive collective required labor that
was challenging, meaningful, and politically aligned with the
Soviet regime. The Pedagogical Poem thus paints the colony
at Trepke as a producer of proletarians through the collective:
the rural space was made to serve an urban purpose.

Whereas the founders of Mettray had viewed young criminals
as an urban phenomenon, the “waifs” of the Gorky Colony
initially had, Makarenko wrote, no class identity at all. “We
had hardly any children of workers, the proletariat was for
them something remote and unknown, while most of them
harbored profound scorn for agricultural labour, or rather not
so much for the labour, as for the labourer’s scheme of life and
mentality.”*® Most were of peasant backgrounds, but almost
all had spent time living rough in cities. Some Soviet educa-
tors believed that this experience of alienation freed homeless
youth from bourgeois values, making them the proletariat of
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children, but Makarenko dismissed this idea, arguing that it
was labor and collective belonging, not dysfunctional street
life, that produced class consciousness.”

Even before the Gorky Colonists displayed any sign of pro-
letarian consciousness, however, the Soviet regime deployed
them to embody its sovereignty over rural spaces and peo-
ple. Makarenko recorded scenes of colonists exposing their
neighbors’ corrupt dealings, participating enthusiastically
in raiding their illicit liquor stills and catching them illegally
harvesting trees.®” Even though they had not yet given up
their own illegal activities, stealing property and crops from
the neighbors with little fear of being caught, their presence
served to impose proletarian, Soviet power on the country-
side. To do so, as the young detainees decamped from the
original colony site to Trepke, they reorganized the terrain
itself: “The boys persistently, and with the utmost sangfroid,
carried out revisions of the various communicating paths
between the farmsteads, determinedly straightening them in
their pursuit of a definite ideal.”®" Colonists ignored fences’
function as “tokens of the inviolability of private property”
and set up stiles to pass over them. Makarenko’s ironic tone
here sweeps away peasant concerns that their private prop-
erty could be their best means of survival. The local farmers’
crops suffered, but the work of moving people and supplies
between the old and new colony sites was greatly reduced.*

Recounting these activities in his 1935 text, Makarenko took
care to show that his colonists had been pioneers in the fight
against kulaks. The kulak was alooming figure in Stalinist agri-
cultural policy. Originally meaning “fist,” the term was given
to peasants who had become wealthier than others, especially
after late-tsarist reforms had removed the equalizing influence
of traditional peasant communes. Anyone who hired (and
exploited) laborers was a kulak, but the term metastasized to
include anyone who owned several horses or was conspicu-
ously wealthier than their neighbors—or whose reluctance to
support Soviet power made them politically suspect. Stalin’s
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collectivization of agriculture from 1930 on relied heavily on
the image of the kulak as a threat to other peasants and to
Soviet power. Many peasants categorized as kulaks were pre-
vented from joining collective farms and deported to special
settlements in Siberia or arrested and either shot or sentenced
to the Gulag.® In the novel, Makarenko portrays the boys as
having an instinctive disdain for the local peasants, whom he
labels kulaks and describes as shifty, acquisitive, and danger-
ous. He thus paints the children as predisposed to proletar-
ian consciousness, requiring only political education and the
experience of the collective to become true Soviet citizens.

Taught to see themselves as a collective and to make that
collective the colony’s supreme authority, engaging in farm
labor and political education, the colonists came to adopt
what Makarenko saw as a proletarian identity even as they
worked in agriculture:

The members of the colony had begun proudly to consider
themselves proletarians, and thoroughly understood the
difference between their own position and that of the vil-
lage youth. Intensive, and often onerous, work on the land
did nothing to disturb their profound conviction that quite
different activities lay ahead of them.

The oldest of them were already able to describe in some
detail what they expected from their future, and what they
aspired to. And it was the youthful forces of the town and
not of the village, which played the leading role in the crys-
tallization of these dreams.*

However, once they had developed this consciousness, Maka-
renko wrote, they could no longer be content with the “idyll”
of rural life. Even though agriculture was their “principal
work,” the colonists “regarded farming merely as a means of
livelihood and the improvement of our life, and the workshop
as a means of gaining skill.”*®

In the Poem, Makarenko recounts how former colonists, return-
ing from their studies in the city, expressed such sentiments.
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“Oh, how I love work in the fields! What a pity that there’s no
sense in it, damn it! Wouldn'’t it be nice if you could work in
the fields, and reap, and have textiles growing up, and boots,
fields of machines, tractors, accordions, spectacles, watches,
cigarettes waving in the wind . . . My, my! . . . Why didn’t the
rotters consult me when they made the world!” Another says,
“Our fellows, the waifs, as we're called, are proletarians, it’s

"

industrial work they need. Of course, it’s jolly and all that to
work in the fields, but what do we get out of the fields? If we
go into the village, it means we join the petty bourgeoisie, that
seems a shame.”* Readers in the 1930s would recognize this
emphasis on the necessity and utility of industrial work as
consistent with the Stalinist policy of industrialization, which
relied on the forced collectivization of agriculture by facilitat-
ing extraction from the peasantry in order to accumulate the
resources necessary to establish factories.®” Agricultural labor
is here presented as routine, “jolly,” and ultimately meaning-
less, denying its value, even though such things as textiles,
boots, and cigarettes could not, of course, be produced with-
out the raw materials agriculture supplied. But Makarenko’s
inclusion of this conversation makes a more specific point
about the nature of his colony. The idea of the earth producing
tractors and cigarettes is a fantasy, but Makarenko hints here
that his methods had made agricultural land fulfil one func-
tion of an urban space: producing proletarian people.

Although by 1924 the colony at Trepke was thriving, Maka-
renko portrayed the environment as dangerous to the future
development of Soviet citizens. Although he contended that
the collective won over the local youth by its wealth, its cul-
tural level, and the thriving, joyful colonists themselves, he
also expressed the fear that individuals who grew to love agri-
culture would be lost to the Soviet cause: “Just look round,
and you'll see there are more kulaks every day. How can the
colony go on living here?”®® Even the voluntary collective
farms that appear in the book are viewed as disorganized or
contending for resources in a petty-spirited manner. This neg-
ative judgement may have been made at the time of the events
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recounted, in the early to mid-1920s, reflecting Makarenko’s
no-nonsense persona. Alternatively, it may be an instance of
Makarenko in 1935 retroactively writing Stalinist priorities
into his story: collectivization in the 1930s was a means to
bring agriculture under state control, not merely to change
from an individual to a collective ownership model.®

Agriculture alone, then, was not enough to satisfy nascent
proletarians; they needed to be active and useful builders of
socialism. To Makarenko, this would eventually mean partici-
pating in Stalin’s great project of industrial development in
a factory-based children’s commune. First, though, in 1926,
the Gorky Colony took on the challenge of socializing a large
group of abandoned and uncooperative children at the “7th
of November” colony, organized by the Children’s Aid society
on the former site of a celebrated seventeenth-century mon-
astery at Kuriazh, near Kharkiv (Fig. 2). Although the labor
would be agricultural, the cultivation of the Kuriazh children
would constitute the real “work for the State, work the Soviet
government needs.”” The 120 Gorky colonists joined those
already living at Kuriazh. Many of the original residents left
rather than submit to labor and discipline, but in April 1927,
the relocated Gorky Colony counted 353 colonists - three
more than the official capacity.”

In Makarenko’s narrative, discredited religious beliefs on the
one hand, and ineffective pedagogical work on the other, com-
bine in the very ground of Kuriazh to make it an unhealthy
and malodorous place in need of purification. “The first thing
which struck me was the stench prevailing in the colony. It
was a complex blend of privies, cabbage soup, dung, and . . .
incense.”” By including fragrant incense in a list of foul odors,
the author categorizes religion, despite its pleasant facade, as
harmful and distasteful, to be discarded by Soviet society.

Although the monks had dispersed, Makarenko was faced
with both material and human traces of their work. The mon-
astery’s “broken-down dirty church” continued to operate in
the midst of the colony.” Makarenko lobbied to have it shut
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Figure 2. In this 1927
photograph of Gorky
Colonists at the site

of the former Kuriazh
Monastery, uniformed
youth in a military-
style marching band
contrast with the old
religious architecture
in the background, em-
bodying the new Soviet
order and new mean-
ings superimposed

upon the space. Source:

Anton Makarenko, The
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(Moscow, 1955), plate
opposite page 358.
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down and the building used as a meeting space, but his ef-
forts succeeded only after he himself left the colony in 1928.™
Other elements of the monastery, however, were successfully
repurposed. Pilgrims had previously visited the monastery’s
spring, renowned as miracle-working; the Gorky Colony used
it prosaically for washing. The “old walls, saturated with the
stench of sweat, incense and bugs, oozing with the filth of
waifdom” were pulled down and the bricks reused to build
a pigsty.” The walls, representing the closed-mindedness of
religious belief, as well as forming a physical barrier, keeping
foul odors in and clean air out, were judged fit only for swine.

The first attempt to try to reclaim the former monastery for
Soviet purposes had failed abjectly and the Gorky Colony
found it necessary to purify the place of the “bestial, bio-
logical ruin” of demoralized children living in filthy, lousy
conditions. Yet altering the material environment was
impossible until the children’s attitudes could be changed.
In Makarenko’s narrative, this “conversion” happened sud-
denly, within the space of three hours, with the arrival of the
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120 Gorky Colonists from Trepke.” Makarenko and a small
“advance detachment” had come to Kuriazh several weeks
previously and carried out planning and preliminary work,
but none of the children had been willing to join them. In the
book, it is not Makarenko himself, but the collective as a liv-
ing, thriving entity, that transforms degraded and criminal
children. Immediately after the group’s arrival, Makarenko
relates, the Kuriazh children happily submitted to washing
and haircuts, and their lice-ridden bedding and clothing were
treated in a disinfecting chamber.”

In Makarenko’s view, the socialist collective made up for the
children’s dysfunctional or absent families, but unlike the
founders of Mettray he never used familial terms as official
nomenclature. A 1932 article in the NKVD newspaper Din-
amo, however, praised the “paternal abilities” of a “commu-
nard father” — one of the older boys in Makarenko’s second
project, the Dzerzhinsky commune — who had taken an
“incorrigible” younger boy under his wing, describing them
as “A ‘son’ of nine, and a ‘father’ of eighteen.”” Later, former
colonists described Makarenko himself as a substitute father
to them. One, A. M. Tubin, declared, “My own father deserted
my mother when I was four years old. I don’t remember him,
and have come to hate him. My real father was Anton Maka-
renko.™ Delivered after the conservative turn of the late 1930s,
this statement reflects an official recentering of the nuclear
family and of paternal authority in Stalinist social policy after
the more radical experiments of the 1920s. However, the liv-
ing quarters of the Gorky Colony and, later, the Dzerzhinsky
Commune, were never intended to replace or imitate family
homes as had been the case at Mettray.

Even as the Gorky Colony’s reputation grew and it became a
model institution, attracting foreign and Soviet visitors, ped-
agogical experts who distrusted Makarenko’s charismatic
influence and his military methods accused him of creating
an unhealthy “cult of personality” and worked to have him
removed as director.?* Makarenko experienced this defeat as
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a profound “loss” and searched for a new position. In part
through the intervention of Maksim Gorky, who had adopted
him as a protégé, in 1927 he was appointed director of the
NKVD'’s Dzerzhinsky Commune in Kharkiv.®! Like the Gorky
Colony, it housed lawbreaking and homeless children, offer-
ing schooling together with vocational training, but instead
of agricultural work, here the children were trained in the
commune’s factory, where they produced electric drills and
cameras, requiring skill and precision. The commune was
converted into an ordinary factory just prior to the outbreak
of war in 1941.%

Conclusion

Both the Mettray and Gorky Colonies took rural spaces and
reshaped them to provide solutions to urban problems, hous-
ing children categorized as urban and replacing local tradi-
tions with modern scientific knowledge and organization.
Demetz and Brétigniéres pursued these goals while espous-
ing a romanticized and nostalgic view of rural virtues, intend-
ing their wards to become lifelong rural residents, shunning
the dubious freedoms of the city. Makarenko, believing the
urban proletariat to be the revolutionary class, and knowing
it formed the base of political support for the Soviet regime,
painted rural life as idyllic but dangerous, threatening to pro-
mote stagnation and produce kulaks.

Mettray’s custom-designed architecture contained numerous
elements designed to funnel colonists into desired behaviors
and attitudes, and sometimes to prevent any possibility of
rebellious actions. The Gorky Colony moved into sites created
for other purposes, claiming them in the name of the prole-
tariat. Rather than redesigning the spaces to control them,
Makarenko allowed the colonists to reshape spaces for their
needs, including spaces that belonged to others. At the end of
the Pedagogical Poem, he describes a procession of colonists
marching into the city on a day of celebration, walking on the
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tramlines and forcing the vehicles to match their pace, having
a “joke” with the townsfolk, their “own folk”: “we go about the
town like its masters, not ‘asylum boys, but colonists, Gorky-
ites.”% Having established order in the benighted countryside,
Makarenko claims for the children an urban identity.

Makarenko’s narrative of the collective shaping both its mem-
bers and the spaces they occupied does not, of course, imply
that each individual child had agency or freedom any more
than the colonists of Mettray did in their rigid regime. In fact,
by ceding authority to the collective, Makarenko legitimized
methods, sometimes including ostracization and violence,
that he and his teachers were forbidden to use.* Yet both
Makarenko and Demetz understood that children and ado-
lescents, especially when subjected to a demanding regime,
often needed opportunities to exert agency. Indeed, one
striking similarity between these two very different institu-
tions is the way each sometimes strategically gave up control
over their wards. At Mettray, much was made of the lack of
walls surrounding the colony. When Brétignieres asked a boy
why he did not try to escape, he replied, “because there are
no walls.”®* When Makarenko wanted to stop a spate of thefts
from supply cupboards, he instructed employees to remove
the padlocks.?® Walls and locks only tempted children to test
their skills, and removing the challenge took the fun out of
the game.

Both the Mettray and Gorky Colonies were, for a time, model
institutions turning out a certain number of young adults who
looked on their leaders as substitute fathers and adopted the
values they had been taught. Both, after the initial charis-
matic leaders had died or left, and, for those who were sin-
gled out for punishment, even during their tenure, were sites
of surveillance, coercion, and sometimes abuse. In each case,
it was when they understood children’s need for agency that
the colonies were most successful.

Mettray operated by the principle of "amending the child by
the land, and the land by the child,” using child labor to bring
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idle land into a productive state as its directors trusted in the
rural environment and the carefully planned living spaces
to teach boys to act in approved ways. Because Soviet ideol-
ogy emphasized the leadership role of the urban proletariat,
Makarenko was suspicious of the land’s effect on the child,
and instead used the child to amend the land and its people
by introducing modern, efficient agricultural practices and
keeping the colony’s rural neighbors in line. Both colonies
thus shaped their rural environments to serve the needs of an
urban population.
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Soviet Union.
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How We Forget about the “Environment”:

The United Kingdom’s Department
of Environment, 1970

Yat Shun (Juliana) Kei

University of Liverpool

l. Intfroduction

Marsham Street, Westminster, is not a remarkable area in cen-
tral London: it is a narrow street mostly consisting of brick
buildings from the 1920s, a church, and a few multi-story
residential blocks completed in the early 2000s. This type of
fragmented urbanscape engendered by piecemeal redevel-
opment can be found throughout central London, a city that
is known for the absence of major urban planning interven-
tions in its modern history.! If one looks carefully, however,
on one side of Marsham Street there is a sign for the Depart-
ment of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), the
Home Office, and the Ministry of Housing, Communities and
Local Government. These government departments deter-
mine everyday life in the U.K.: the Home Office decides who
is deemed part of the country’s population, while the other
two departments shape the daily environments.
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This government building, also known as 2 Marsham Street,
is barely distinguishable from its surroundings. (See figure 1.)
The most noticeable architectural intervention is the exten-
sive use of louvres on the facade for reducing energy emission
and consumption. Alongside the well-designed landscape
features, these elements supposedly signifying care for the
environment.? In addition to government offices, the 2 Mar-
sham Street development includes shops, affordable housing,
and a nursery. The architect, Terry Farrell, introduced small
passageways between the government offices to create a more
democratic and transparent look. This hodgepodge design
can be attributed to the fact that the development is a result
of the Private Finance Initiative (PFI) mechanism introduced
by the United Kingdom'’s government in the 1990s.? The pri-
vate sector was incentivized to fund public sector buildings
and infrastructure. For 2 Marsham Street, the design was
created with the assumption that a private developer might
later take over the buildings if the government agencies
decided to move out. In other words, the government agen-
cies that shape the environments of the U.K. are housed in an
architecture that they barely control themselves.

The current physical manifestation of these government
departments is noticeably different from its predecessor.
In November 1970, the British government established the
Department of the Environment (DoE) through a merger of
the Ministry of Housing and Local Government (MHLG),
the Ministry of Transport (MoT), and the Ministry of Public
Buildings and Works (MPBW).* The creation of the DoE was
significant because it was supposedly the world’s first cen-
tral governmental environmental department, predating the
establishment of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
of the United States by a few weeks.” The DoE was a direct
result of the reorganization of the British civil service follow-
ing the recommendations of the report of the Fulton Commit-
tee (1966-1968).° Its creation has therefore been examined in
studies on British political science and history.”
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At the time of its founding, the physical presence of the DoE
reflected its significance: in 1971, the DoE moved into its
new headquarters on Marsham Street. The Marsham Street
Towers, as the original headquarters was often called, con-
sisted of three 200-foot high-rise blocks connected by a four-
story podium (see figure 2). The Marsham Street Towers were
designed by Eric Bedford, the then-Chief Architect of the
Ministry of Public Buildings and Works, who became known
most notably for his design of the Post Office Tower in cen-
tral London (later the BT Tower).® The Marsham Street Tow-
ers bore the hallmarks of postwar architectural modernism:
they were reinforced concrete structures in the form of linear
slab blocks, completed with concrete mullions and repeti-
tive windows that further accentuated the scale of the build-
ing and the bureaucracy it contained.’ Almost as soon as they
were completed, the Towers drew fierce criticism, including a
review describing the building as “a crude piling up of accom-
modation.” The irony that the DoE, which oversaw research,
standards, policies, and other decisions about the built envi-
ronment, was housed in “the most inappropriate building in
London,” was not lost on journalists, historians, and former
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Figure 2. Photo of

the Marsham Street
Towers in 1974. There
are very few pictures
that captured all three
towers because the
street is too narrow.
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government officials.! Architectural historian Elain Har-
wood, for example, observed that "Marsham Street had been
violently disliked by a series of environment secretaries" and
was unpopular among its occupants, too.!"" The Marsham
Street Towers, which gained the nickname “the Three Ugly
Sisters,” remained the DoE’s headquarters until 1997 and
were later demolished in 2002."

The original intentions behind the creation of the DoE, along-
side the demolished Marsham Street Towers, are now mostly
forgotten in British environmental debates. Pollution reduc-
tion and ecological protection, which are the current Depart-
ment of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs’ prime concerns,
were not high priorities in 1970. Instead, the original purpose
of the DoE can perhaps be better described as improving life
in the U.K. through the environment. This purpose was artic-
ulated in “The Reorganisation of Central Government,” the
1970 white paper announcing the creation of the DoE:

It is increasingly accepted that maintaining a decent environ-
ment, improving people’s living conditions and providing ade-
quate transport facilities all come together in the planning of
development. These are among the main functions of local
authorities and are having an ever-increasing impact on ordinary
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people, in town and country and especially in and around the
large urban areas. Because these functions interact, and because
they give rise to acute and conflicting requirements, a new form
of organisation is needed at the centre of the administrative sys-
tem . . . the new department will be responsible for the whole
range of functions which affect people’s living environment."

In this effort, the white paper explained, a new “super” depart-
ment would be created through the merger of the Ministries
of Housing and Local Government (MHLG), Public Buildings
and Works (MPBW), and Transport (MoT). These three min-
istries could broadly be described as the governmental agen-
cies that directly intervened in the built environment in the
U.K., through the planning, construction and management of
buildings, infrastructure, and also entire towns and cities.'* In
this paper, we will grapple with different articulations of the
environment and their supposed effects on the population.
What was the British government’s environmental agenda in
1970? How does the vision become forgotten?

We approach these questions by focusing on the construction
and representation of the DoE in its early years. By center-
ing the Marsham Street Towers, we will parse out the roles
played by architecture and urban planning, which may shed
more light on the British government’s ability, or lack thereof,
to use the environment to shape human behavior. Then,
we will examine the DoE’s attempts to represent itself as an
institution and the difficulties it encountered. In each part
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Figure 3. Roof plan of
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of this paper, we consider how the making and unmaking of
knowledge about the environment, the civil service govern-
ment bureaucracy, and the DoE destabilized one another.
Through this triangulation, we hope to comprehend the rea-
sons behind, and the implications of, the current obscurity of
the original articulation of the meaning of “the environment”
in the creation of the DoE.

Il. The Architecture of the Environment

As an architectural historian, I am interested in definitions
of the environment because modern architectural and urban
theories have been shaped by competing narratives about the
environment. The use of the environment and nature to jus-
tify the beauty and value of architecture can be traced back
to the nineteenth century, through theorists including John
Ruskin.” In the early twentieth century, the importance of
controlling the environment was reinstated by Patrick Ged-
des, who incorporated biological ideas in his sociological and
town planning research.'® Scholars have shown that the ways
British planners, conservationists and governmental officials
shaped towns and cities, in different parts of the world, drew
from concepts defined as “ecologies” and “ecosystems.”!’
Later, in the second half of the 20th century, mobilizations for
environmental protection, pollution reductions, and conser-
vation established the environment as a primary concern in
architecture and urban design. In turn, buildings, infrastruc-
ture, and urban interventions modify the environment, and
even unrealized architectural proposals can shape percep-
tions of the environment. Architectural design and research
acknowledge the fluidity of the concepts of the environments:
environments are relative to what they environ.'®

In British architectural history, the political nature of the cre-
ation and management of the built environment has been
well examined. For example, there are ample studies on the
instrumental role played by the Ministry of Housing and
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Local Government in twentieth-century British architecture
and urbanism." There are also investigations into the works
of local authorities like the London County Council or semi-
independent organizations such as the Building Research Sta-
tion.?® Both the local councils and research institutes would
later be incorporated within the DoE. Scholarship on preem-
inent British architects has often touched upon their roles
as agents of the state, particularly during and after the First
and Second World Wars and in the (former) colonies.?! These
complex relationships suggested that not only architecture is
governed by policies; but public opinion, scientific discovery
and professional expertise also influenced the ways the gov-
ernment envisaged places and spaces.* Existing studies have
revealed there were competing environmental articulations
leading up to the creation of the DoE. For example, in the late
1950s, a group of prominent architect-planners positioned
themselves as “the Environmentalists” in their effort to frame
urban renewal debates.? The label of the environment, in this
effort, was to review and improve on the wholesale demoli-
tion-and-rebuild approach commonly employed during post-
war reconstruction.?” Then, in the early 1960s, the publication
ofthe influential Traffic in Townsreport, shed morelighton the
complexity of the urban environment.?® Traffic in Towns high-
lighted the economic, social, and demographic implications
of the increased presence of motor vehicles. The report called
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for more sophisticated methods in forecasting, planning, and
controlling the ways people moved around. In other words, at
the time the term “environment” was commonly associated
with the concerns for urban renewal and vehicular mobility,
both which could be understood as reactions towards chal-
lenges brought by urbanization and modernization in post-
war Britain. Following a series of governmental interventions
in research and higher education, the term “environment”
was then used to suggest the disciplines of architecture, town
planning, and construction were adopting a more scientific
approach. For example, a proposal for a Research Council
of the Built Environment was put forward by the Royal Insti-
tute of British Architects (RIBA) in 1964.?¢ Although this pro-
posal was rejected, a semi-independent research institute
called the Centre for Environmental Studies was established
in 1967, with a focus on research into regional planning and
large-scale urban modeling.*” Various architectural schools in
universities were also restructured or renamed as schools of
the Built Environment or Environmental Studies in the 1970s.

Despite these ongoing explorations, the concept of the “envi-
ronment” created substantial confusion during the establish-
ment of the DoE. The 1970 “The Reorganisation of Central
Government” white paper, for instance, stated the poten-
tial benefits of the merger of different ministries but did not
explain why “Environment” was the title under which the
three ministries coalesced. Various DoE documents from the
first years of its creation highlight this absence. For example,
a 1971 pamphlet for new employees began by asking “The
Department of the Environment. What sort of creation is it?”
The draft pamphlet stated “Having an organisation named the
Department of the Environment does not give much indica-
tion of its objectives and scopes.”?® Although these statements
were removed from the final version of the pamphlet, they
nonetheless reflected the confusion among the DoE staff. For
example, in 1971, civil servant J. A. L. Gunn, who was tasked
with reviewing the DoE’s achievements in its first year, argued
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that one of the major challenges in his work was to determine
the remit of the department’s mission. Gunn stated that one
could take a “narrow” view of the government’s intervention
in the environment, which was to “palliate or prevent things
that are obnoxious to the sense.” Alternatively, one could
employ a “broad” definition considering the DoE’s control
over “the whole ambience in which our fellow citizens live,
work, move and enjoy themselves.”” The “Reorganisation”
white paper that announced the creation of the DoE seemed
to lean towards the “broad” definition, proposing that the
Department would mobilize planning and the built envi-
ronment to improve the life of the country’s population. In
Gunn’s terms, we may also argue that the current U.K. govern-
ment’s Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs’
portfolio, focusing on pollution reduction and ecological pro-
tection, may in fact be interpreted as a narrowing of the gov-
ernment’s environmental mission.

To consider how the U.K. government jettisoned the “broad”
definition of the DoE’s agenda, I build on social anthropolo-
gist Mary Douglas’ study into how institutions “forget.” In her
critique of the functionalist approach, Douglas observed that
institutions and disciplines discarded and then forgot aims
and goals, sometimes simply because of distractions.* “Insti-
tutions,” she explained, “create shadowed places in which
nothing can be seen, and no question asked. They make other
areas show finely discriminated detail, which is closely scruti-
nized and ordered.”* At stake is that the forgotten things might
also create and reinforce order and discipline. Douglas’ argu-
ment is particularly useful for my analysis, which considers
the DoE both as a bureaucracy and as the creator of knowl-
edge about the environment. We should note that the envi-
ronment is by nature a relative concept - it depends on what
it environs. To put it bluntly, the environment of an individ-
ual is different from the environment of the individual in a
group. The environment changes as one moves and when
time passes. The shifts in the environment, importantly,
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may also engender transformations in what it environs. We
therefore have to confront the unstable nature of the notion of
“the environment” while trying to retrieve the original inten-
tions in the creation of the DoE.

Before moving further, it is worth highlighting that most of
the staff working in the DoE were civil servants, a term first
devised to distinguish civilian employees from military per-
sonnel working for the U.K. government. By the nineteenth
century, the “civil service” was introduced to refer to the non-
political officers of the central government.** It has been asso-
ciated with the permanent employees of the government, too.
However, the civil service, just like the environment, should
be understood as an institution that is open to interpretation.
The DoE was established following the recommendation of
the Fulton Committee on the Civil Service (1966-1968).>° The
Committee reassessed the expansion in civil services staffing
and organization after the Second World War. Its final report
suggested that combining ministries with similar portfolios
could increase efficiency and eventually reduce the size of the
civil services. The 1970 white paper announcing the creation
of the DoE, whose full title was The Reorganisation of Cen-
tral Government, stated explicitly that “government has been
attempting to do much.” It argued that, in the government’s
view, this situation had exerted undue burdens on industry
and the United Kingdom’s population at large. The reform,
they envisioned, would redefine “the proper sphere of govern-
ment in a free society.”** In other words, the establishment of
the DoE was also part of a redefinition of governmental func-
tions, alongside a new articulation of “the environment.”*
The planning and execution of these reforms was carried out
by both the Labour (1964-1970) and Conservative-led (1970-
1974) government, indicating cross-party interests in the
matter. Also worth noting is that this redefinition of the civil
services happened at a time when economic downturns and
slow growth had prompted the U.K. government to reconsider
the postwar welfare state. At the time, the U.K.s geo-political
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importance was shrinking as a result of decolonization and
high Cold-War tension.?® Therefore, when we consider how
the DoE forgot about its earlier agenda, we will also look for
the context in which these environmental debates unraveled,
and how they manifested in the physical realities in the U.K.

One of the immediate contradictions in the creation of the
DoE was that despite the rhetoric about “less government,”
the reorganization did not lead to an immediate reduction in
the number of civil servants affiliated with the DoE. Moreover,
although there were notable overlaps among the three minis-
tries’ portfolios, in the first years of the DoE, there were few
substantial changes in their duties. (See table 1.) The three
ministries were simply renamed “wings” and maintained
their physical separation when they moved into the Marsham
Street Towers in 1971.%” One may even argue that the merger
drew more attention to the bulk of the government, as wit-
nessed by colloquial references to the Secretary of State of the
Environment as an “overlord” - a senior minister who oversaw
several departments.*® This bulk also manifested itself phys-
ically in the skyline of London through Marsham Street Tow-
ers’ dominating presence in the neighborhood. Because the
three 200-foot buildings stood only half a mile away from the
Palace of Westminster and other significant historic buildings
along the Millbank of the River Thames, the rectangular and
repetitive massing of the Towers contrasted strongly with the
historical skyline of central London. Up close, the four-story
podium occupied the full extent of the site and thus had an
overwhelming presence in an area mostly made up of small
streets and four to five-story buildings. The Marsham Street
Towers created a perplexing urban experience: because of the
narrow streets, the towers were in fact largely obscured from
pedestrians’ view. (See figure 3.) Hence, despite their height
and importance, the Marsham Street Towers were not widely
regarded as a landmark in London. In short, the Marsham
Street Towers hardly created or projected an appealing built
environment in central London.
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Mapping of the Portfolios of the DoE and the Three Preceding Ministries

DoE

Transport Industries

Local Government
and Development

Housing and
Construction

[Environmental
Protection]

Ministry of Housing
and Local Government

Ministry of Transport Ministry of Public

Buildings and Works
Land Use Planning Transport Planning

Housing policy and
programmes
+ Land use planning

Housing policy and
programmes

Construction industry
sponsorship

[Protection of the
environment]

[Major public sector
land use development]

[Major public sector
land use development]

Table 1. Table produced from text in Paul Draper, Creation of the D.O.E. (London: 1977), 5.
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However, we need to contextualize the Marsham Street Tow-
ers’ reputation within the changing attitude towards postwar
architectural modernism at the time.* The design and con-
struction of the buildings between 1962 and 1971 occurred
at a pivotal moment in architectural history in the U.K. The
mid- to late-1960s were the highwater mark of modernist
high-rise construction. In the mid-1960s, the completion of
notable modernist commercial buildings such as New Zea-
land House (1963) and Space House (1965) in central Lon-
don, as well as the Bull Ring in Birmingham (1964), seemed
to suggest a paradigm shift in the urban environment. These
constructions reflected the real estate market’s boom-and-
bust cycle between the late 1960s and 1970s. The fact that
the volatility of the market was largely found in commercial
real estate - which many were built in the modernist style
- in turn tainted the public valuation of modernist towers.*
In 1968, the partial collapse of Ronan Point, a high-rise coun-
cil block following a gas leak, ignited further opposition to-
wards modernist standardized construction.”” By the time
the DoE moved into the Marsham Street Towers, not only
did the skyscrapers no longer convey a forward-looking
image; they provoked skepticism about the government’s
ability to control construction safety, building standards,
and the real estate market’s adverse effect on the built
environment.
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In the postwar context, modernist architectural and urban
design had been presented as an integral part of the emerging
welfare state. Postwar new towns, public housing, schools, and
community amenities were often planned and constructed
according to modernist principles. This approach could be
attributed to a myriad of causes: architects’ and planners’
aspirations, international influences, and the parallel pur-
suit of the modernization and industrialization of the con-
struction and building industries.** The rapid growth in the
demand and provision of transportation also lent weight to
the popularization of modernist architecture and planning.*?
However, in the 1960s, modernist architecture became a vis-
ible scapegoat for disappointment with the postwar welfare
state. In some cases, modernist design did create alienating
and repetitive environments; yet as historian Guy Ortolano
and others have suggested, some of the critiques of modern-
ist planning and architecture might be attributed to inevi-
table issues in large-scale development.** New towns took
time to become populated and well-run places. It is also not
uncommon for newly completed buildings to require addi-
tional building work and maintenance, regardless of their
style. However, in the mid and late 1960s, because there were
so many towns and buildings being built and completed,
there seemed to be endless issues associated with modernist
planning, design, and construction.” The assessment of the
architecture of the Marsham Street Towers can thus be attrib-
uted to the disappointments with the design and construction
carried out by the DoE and its predecessors.

Architectural historians have also made a comparison
between the Marsham Street Towers with an unrealized
scheme for Whitehall, the historic seat of the United King-
dom central government, which was developed at around the
same time.*® Located less than a mile apart, the two schemes
represented two notably different approaches to modern gov-
ernment architecture. The Whitehall scheme was designed
by renowned architect-planner Leslie Martin, known for his
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leadership in advanced architecture research.”” Although
Martin’s scheme was not realized, it remained an important
manifestation of the “science and socialism” vision in 1960s
U.K. The project design coincided with Prime Minister Har-
old Wilson’s call to “harness socialism to science to lead to a
Britain that is going to be forged in the white heat of scientific
revolution.”*® Part of Wilson’s “science and socialism” vision
was to strengthen the importance of centralized planning,
through incorporating advanced research and technologi-
cal development.” Martin’s Whitehall commission was first
made by the previous government under Conservative lead-
ership, but its design period spanned across Wilson’s term.
Its association with Wilson’s “science and socialism” vision
perhaps had little to do with the scheme or the architects’
political outlook. Instead, such an assessment should be
attributed to Martin’s research-driven and experimen-
tal approach, presenting architectural design as a scientific
endeavor. The design was derived from typological and geo-
metrical experimentation: the proposed buildings carried for-
ward the courtyard configurations of the existing surrounding
structures. The buildings were stacked on top and interlocked
with each other, forming a sort of a concrete lattice across the
site. Martin argued that governmental departments should
be able to expand and change more readily through the flexi-
bility provided by the large, interconnecting floorplans in the
mat building.

With hindsight, Martin’s concern for flexibility was not mis-
placed: the small floorplates and rigid column grid of the Mar-
sham Street Towers created significant problems for the DoE.
For example, the department struggled to fit a large meeting
table in the boardroom designated at the top of the north tow-
er. (See figure 4.) The original intent of having a meeting room
high up in the building for the enjoyment of the panorama of
London did not work in reality because of the slow elevators
as well as security and privacy concerns.*® Moreover, unlike
the Whitehall scheme, which was conceived as architectural
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research into how central government should be organized,
the Marsham Street Towers signified a top-down and dated
approach to the built environment. The rigid and determinis-
tic outlook of the Towers obscured the fact that the DoE was
overseeing a significant portfolio of interdisciplinaryresearch,
especially after the closure of the Ministry of Technology.® In
contrast, although the Whitehall plan was not realized, it was
deemed a manifestation of the forward-looking ethos of 1960s
Britain in the eyes of architectural historians.*

The fate of Martin’s Whitehall plan and the reputation of the
Marsham Street Towers was both shaped by a competing envi-
ronmental narrative that was emerging at the time. In the mid-
and late 1960s, architectural and urban preservation was an
issue that was drawing significant attention among the public,
professionals, and politicians in the U.K. In part, the interest
in the maintenance of old structures could be seen as a reac-
tion against the demolish-and-rebuild approach commonly
found in postwar reconstruction projects. Self-proclaimed
“environmentalist” architectural professionals championed
the incorporation of building rehabilitation and conserva-
tion as part of urban renewal and redevelopment.*® Moreover,
building preservation intersected with other political issues
such as mobilizations for the rights of squatters, migrants,
and workers; and with the policy question whether the
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government should subsidize owners of historic buildings to
maintain their ageing properties.* These concerns elevated
preservation to a matter that garnered wide-spread support.
Martin’s Whitehall Plan was delayed and eventually canceled
in part because of opposition from preservation groups.

Meanwhile, it was ironic that the DoE - which inherited and
expanded the architectural preservation portfolio from the
Ministry of Housing and Local Government - was housed in
a structure that demonstrated blatant disregard for its sur-
rounding contexts. However, one could argue that the Mar-
sham Street Towers were the victims of the arbitrariness of
the planning system in the United Kingdom, too. Buildings
on the Marsham Street site required approval from the Royal
Fine Arts Commission, which evaluated the visual coherence
of buildings and environmental interventions in central Lon-
don. When a proposal for a governmental building was first
made in the 1950s, the architect Robert Atkinson proposed a
mid-rise courtyard structure with a pyramidal massing that
would visually reduce the height of the building. The pro-
posed design shared the same scale as nineteenth and early
twentieth-century buildings around the site and would likely
have been constructed with similar materials. But the Royal
Fine Arts Commission disliked the bulkiness of the proposal
and suggested that “a vertical character of a group such as
the Rockefeller Centre” would be more suitable for the site.*
Therefore, this earlier reccommendation from the Royal Fine
Arts Commission, which became part of the conditions for
planning approval, directly shaped the final design of the
Marsham Street Towers.

The issues encountered by the Marsham Street Towers and the
Whitehall Plan also shed new light on the difficulties in examin-
ing how the government used the built environment to manage
the population. In both schemes, we find different articula-
tions of how architecture would be a driver for modernization,
either urbanistically, technologically, or politically. The design
had to respond to contemporary debates and to the complex
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conditions found in the building’s physical context. Moreover,
the architect-planners also had to consider the layers of poli-
cies, standards, and controls implemented by previous govern-
ments and authorities. In other words, in envisioning how the
environment could be mobilized to shape human behavior, the
government would have to account for the time needed for the
design and construction. As the Marsham Street Towers show,
by the time such a process was completed, the building might
express a dated vision. These two government headquarters
designs can be understood as microcosm of the issues at stake
in shaping and managing the built environment.

Ill. Department of

Looking at the Marsham Street Towers more closely, contra-
dictions between the physical condition of the building and
the government’s environmental vision come to the fore. In
addition to the overlaps in their portfolios, another aspect of
merging Ministry of Housing and Local Government, Ministry
of Public Buildings and Works and Ministry of Transport in
the Marsham Street Towers was that they were the three min-
istries with the most dire need for office space in London.*
The Ministry of Public Buildings and Works, for example, had
serious overcrowding issues, while the staff of the Ministry of
Housing and Local Government was scattered in no less than
13 buildings across the city.*” But the overlap in portfolios and
their respective tasks also became a source of tension. Even
during the planning stage of the Marsham Street Towers, cor-
respondence among officers described the Ministry of Hous-
ing and Local Government and Ministry of Public Buildings
and Works as “ill-matched bedfellows.” Disputes about who
could claim which tower, who controlled the main telephone
line, and how to communicate among each other erupted
almost immediately.”® There were also fierce debates about
the allocation of the towers. Because of the tight urban site
and complicated underground conditions, the entrances and
exits of the Marsham Street Towers were concentrated on the
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south side towards Horseferry Road.” The three ministries
all claimed that their staff had responsibilities for the phys-
ical environment outside of the towers and fought over the
occupation of the South Tower.®® Moreover, since each of the
former ministries occupied a separate tower, the merger at
Marsham Street still did not dramatically enhance their col-
laboration. Civil servants working there complained about
the long corridors and slow elevators, all of which resulted
in long circulation and waiting times.® The discontent in the
Marsham Street Towers seems particularly jarring consider-
ing that the DoE positioned itself as “the Department most
concerned with improving the quality of living in our country.
The happiness of each individual family will be very much af-
fected by our decisions and by our actions.”*?

However, these day-to-day skirmishes could hardly account
for the unraveling of the environmental vision behind the cre-
ation of the DoE. In fact, one might argue that by the time the
Department occupied the Marsham Street Towers, this vision
had already been jettisoned. In late 1969, when the potential
reorganization of the civil services was first mooted, civil ser-
vants envisioned that the merger would result in a “Depart-
ment for Local Government and Planning,” or “Department
for Local Government and Environmental Planning.”®® The
insertion of the term “Planning” in the 1960s is worthy of
highlighting. Since the closure of the Ministry of Town and
Country Planning in 1951, there was a view among architect-
planners, academics, and political figures that the govern-
ment had overlooked the importance of physical planning in
promoting regional and national developments.®* By the early
1960s, the comparatively slow economic growth in the U.K,,
in comparison to other European countries, led to renewed
interest in national and regional planning. In response, the
Conservative government led by Harold Macmillan estab-
lished the National Economic Development Council (NEDC)
in 1962. When Labour came into power in 1964, they created
the Department of Economic Affairs (DEA), as well as several
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regional Economic Planning Boards, to draw up specific plans
for implementing economic and physical planning at both
the national and regional levels.®

Within the Department of Economic Affairs, “Environment
Groups” made up part of the regional Economic Planning
Boards, mostly comprised of architects and town planning
experts to work out housing, urban renewal, and urban plan-
ning matters with regional and national development in
mind.®® The “Environment Group” focused on identifying
physical planning issues that might require specific accom-
modations in the existing governmental organization, such
as the integration of education provisions in economic and
physical planning.®” For example, the location of schools
would affect the ways families lived and moved around, thus
affect housing, transport, and economic activities of an area.
Similarly, the balance between work and leisure, for the
“Environment Group,” required cross-departmental efforts.
In other words, in the years leading up to the creation of the
DoE, the environment was conceived as a signifier for a more
holistic approach towards economic and physical planning.
Although there were multiple iterations of the naming of the
new Department throughout 1969 and 1970, one of the con-
sistent frameworks was to use the “environment” to reinforce
“planning.”®®

In the end, however, the actions of the Department of Eco-
nomic Affairs were crippled by political skirmishes, economic
downturns, and the government’s lack of financial commit-
ment to large-scale industrial and population mobilization.*
The Department of Economic Affairs and its affiliated orga-
nizations were disbanded in 1969. The former Department
of Economic Affairs staff were transferred to Ministry of
Housing and Local Government. In part, this incorporation
could be attributed to Ministry of Housing and Local Govern-
ment’s experience in New Town and housing construction,
which had engendered notable population and industrial
movements in the postwar era. In 1970, the Department of
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Economic Affairs was subsequently absorbed within the
DoE.” In fact, during the establishment of the DoE, the disso-
lution of the Department of Economic Affairs and the planning
boards was one of the most substantial changes to staff orga-
nization. In other words, when the three ministries merged
and moved into the Marsham Street Towers, the environmen-
tal mission around which they were supposed to coalesce had
already been modified. The goal of introducing more compre-
hensive planning, through inter-departmental interdisciplin-
ary collaborations, was no longer a priority. Then, staff within
the Marsham Street Towers were tasked to undermine the
institutions that executed the planning efforts. For example,
in 1972, the DoE introduced the Local Government Act, which
resulted in the reduction of the number of local authorities
(the smallest unit of government in the United Kingdom) by
more than two-thirds.” Although the prime justification of
this change was to reduce the sphere of government, in effect,
it greatly hindered the mechanism for national and regional
planning that had been articulated in the previous decade.

We can further reflect on the meaning of the “environment” in
the DoE through the history of the ministries it inherited. In
1968, Dame Evelyn Sharp wrote a history of MHLG, which she
headed as permanent secretary between 1955 and 1966.” In
the book, Sharp traced the history of MHLG back to the ear-
lier part of the twentieth century, when the Ministry of Health
had been responsible for matters related to both public and
personal health. The Ministry of Health oversaw issues rang-
ing from population control, housing, and town planning to
the National Health Service (NHS). Specific environmental
controls such as building development rights and the man-
agement of waterways and sewage were part of the Minis-
try of Health’s portfolio as well. Then, in 1943, the Ministry
of Town and Country Planning was created to manage the
immense task of postwar reconstruction.” In 1951, the Min-
istry of Town and Country Planning was replaced by the Min-
istry of Housing and Local Government. The names of each
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of these previous ministries reflected the specific commit-
ments of the U.K. government to its population. For example,
in the 1940s, the name of the Ministry of Town and Country
Planning highlighted the potential significance of town plan-
ning for industrial and resource planning during and after the
Second World War. In the postwar period, the expansion of
public housing and new town programs was reflected in the
naming of the Ministry of Housing and Local Government. To
put it more straightforwardly, each of the previous ministries
named what the government could tangibly provide for the
population: health, housing, or the effort of town and country
planning.

The “environment,” by contrast, was a more elusive concept.
One might consider the environment, in comparison to plan-
ning or local authorities, as something that can exist regard-
less of the government’s efforts. Sharp expressed such a view,
stating that she considered “environment” a “horrible word.””
This brief recollection of the names of the ministries reveals
the government’s shifting approach towards its population:
first moving from an effort to improve the health of individuals
to an emphasis on creating and managing places and spaces
for individuals and groups. The subsequent rebranding of the
ministry as focused on the “environment,” in comparison,
put forward a less deterministic and paternalistic approach.
But it also steered away from the specific commitments made
through the previous ministries. We can situate this turn
toward the environment in the political context of redefining
the sphere of the government. Unlike health, housing or plan-
ning, all of which denote particular tasks, the “environment”
can be conceptualized as a “sphere” that might contract or
expand in relationship to its center.

The relative nature of the environment created confusion
and difficulties during the establishment of the DoE, when
the new Department tried to signify its presence in the phys-
ical environment. Soon after its creation, the DoE launched
an unusual “corporate identity” campaign.” Within the DoE,
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this was executed through the publication of a newsletter that
circulated among employees. This newsletter was to facil-
itate communication among the far-flung parts of the DoE:
in addition to the several thousand civil servants in the Mar-
sham Street Towers, there were also various regional offices
and research institutions affiliated with it.”® Influenced by the
marketing and advertising ethos of the 1970s, the DoE spent
substantial energy exploring the “semiotics” of the environ-
ment, including creating a logo and “in-house” style for its
publications and letters.”

The attempt to create a letterhead for the DoE gradually snow-
balled into signifying the whole of the government’s presence
and interventions in the physical world. In a narrow sense,
the DoE needed to create a logo and a letterhead to replace
those of the Ministry of Housing and Local Government,
Ministry of Transport and Ministry of Public Buildings and
Works. However, in a broad sense, the DoE wanted to show-
case the institutions - which were supposed to epitomize the
new type of civil service organization - to the public. Due to
the merger of the three ministries, the DoE inherited a sub-
stantial part of the United Kingdom’s environment: from the
offices and buildings of local authorities, housing, historic
monuments, and highways to vehicles and barges owned by
the Ministry of Transport. Their branding exercise was sup-
posed to include uniforms, badges, and flags for DoE out-
posts across the country. This “corporate identity” campaign
soon became an all-encompassing effort. Since, as part of the
Ministry of Public Buildings and Works’ portfolio, the DoE
took over the management of most of the offices and facilities
of the UK’s central government (see figure 5), the DoE would
have to put their new departmental logo and signs on these
governmental buildings, which would inevitably create con-
fusion.” Ideas were therefore mooted that the DoE should
oversee the design of logos and signs for the other govern-
mental ministries and agencies to enhance visual clarity and
coherence.
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The debates regarding the scope of the DoE’s “corporate iden-
tity” exercise lasted more than two years. By then, the DoE
recognized that the public would have been familiar with the
organization and canceled the campaign. This skirmish about
“corporate identity” was not a paramount matter to the DoE
but it reflected that, with the planning vision abandoned, the
DoE struggled to identify its priority on the environment. It
highlighted the complexities and contradictions in signifying
the government machine that dealt with the physical environ-
ment. The DoE wanted to declare their presence in the U.K.
environment. However, signposting many buildings, road-
ways, vehicles and open spaces across the country with the
convoluted label of the “environment” contradict the call for
reducing the “sphere” of the government. In short, the DoE
was entrapped by its seemingly all-encompassing title.
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To return to the question posed by this special issue: how
does the government use the environment to shape human
behavior? The DoE, as the first central governmental agency
with an environmental profile, raises the fundamental ques-
tion of whether the government can define what the environ-
ment is. The DoE inherited portfolios from former ministries
that, regardless of their achievements, indicated clearly the
means the government employed to manage the population:
health, housing, planning, transport, public works and local
governments. The creation of the DoE, one may argue, hinted
at a withdrawal of the U.K. government’s interventions in the
physical environment, which was also reflected in the disman-
tling of the Department of Economic Affairs and the contraction
of local authorities in 1972. By the late 1970s, further cutbacks
of the local governments were introduced during Margaret
Thatcher’s prime ministership. Historian Peter Hennessey has
highlighted the effects of this consequential policy. The U.K.
central government had been relying upon the local author-
ities to carry out their environmental planning initiatives,
such as new towns and housing developments.” The weaken-
ing of the local authorities, therefore, sabotaged the U.K. gov-
ernment’s ability to intervene in the built environment. The
physical separation of and administrative tensions among the
three “wings” also set the scene for the DoE’s ebbing, includ-
ing the separation of the Ministry of Transport from the DoE in
1976. By the early 1980s, although the Marsham Street Towers
remained adominantpresence initsimmediate surroundings,
the larger area around Victoria to the west was transformed
by new corporate headquarters, media companies, and com-
mercial skyscrapers, reflecting a major shift in the control of
the built environment. Since the 1990s, various initiatives
have been made to redevelop the Marsham Street Towers, all
with the incentive of transferring control of the site from the
government to private enterprises. Today, not only is the DoE
housed in a Private Finance Initiative (PFI) development, but
the project has also been refinanced as bonds through cap-
ital funds. In other words, investors can purchase a stake in
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the government building.?® Although the private fund and the
bond are highly monitored, this mechanism reflects the dras-
tic changes in the sphere of the United Kingdom government
in the last half-century. As an institution, it turned itself into a
“shadowy place” that can be hardly identified in the physical
environment, and the financial market.

By studying the establishment of the DoE, we are imbued
with the elusive nature of the environment. I was first drawn
to the establishment of the DoE because it coincided with
the boom of international environmental protection efforts.
Following the creation of the DoE, the U.K. government cre-
ated the Royal Commission on Environmental Protection in
1970.%" This establishment partly explained why pollution
control and conservation were not set as a designated divi-
sion within the DoE. In the DoE, environmental protection
did not constitute an independent division; instead, it was
one of the matters that was directly overseen by the Minister
(also known of the Secretary of the State)and required collab-
oration among the three wings. In fact, environmental protec-
tion issues remained a muddled issue in the first years of the
DoE’s history. Internal documents, for example, identified
issues with the arrangement, including the “inevitable dis-
jointedness of the organisational machinery” and the over-
burdening of senior staff.

Within the DoE, participation in international environmen-
tal protection collaboration had been regarded as “a distrac-
tion.”®? Before the DoE was established, the U.K. government
had already started preparations for the 1972 United Nations
Conference on the Human Environment. The Conference,
held in Stockholm, was a high-profile summit that presented
environmental protection as a crucial matter for human sur-
vival and evolution. The DoE’s concern was partially justi-
fied: archival documents reveal that much of the discussions
in preparation for the UN Human Environment Conference
were about Cold War politics such as how to ensure participa-
tion from both East and West Germany.* These were matters
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of the environment that were in fact within the remit of the
Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) and other agencies.

The DoE’s involvement in the Human Environment Confer-
ence indicated how its environmental planning vision became
further obscured. In the early stage of conference prepara-
tions, the DoE’s steering committee articulated several types
of environmental issues, including the physical environment
(referring to pollution control and conservation) and the so-
cial environment (including urbanization as well as the social
consequences of technological innovation and population
growth).®* Concerns for the psychological environment were
mooted, too.?® This framing carried forward the environmen-
tal intentions of the DoE, which encapsulated the multitude
of issues related to the physical conditions in towns and cit-
ies. The DoE also directed an in-house research and exhibi-
tion team to support these efforts.

These environmental framings were well illustrated in the
DoE publication representing the United Kingdom’s contri-
bution to the conference. The publication, entitled How Do
You Want to Live?, documented how people living in differ-
ent parts of the country perceived, modified, and reacted to
their environment.?® The publication invited influential fig-
ures in planning, conservation, education, traffic, recreation,
as well as industry and commerce to contribute their views.
The book’s epilogue was written by Max Nicholson, a conser-
vationist who had been known since the 1930s as a leading
figure in championing national planning in the United King-
dom.?” In short, the content and structure of How to You Want
to Live? still reflected the interests in planning that remained
within the DoE. However, as the preparations continued, the
Foreign and Commonwealth Office and other agencies wor-
ried that the focus on the reciprocal relationship between the
population and urban environment was too specific to the
context of the United Kingdom. The Foreign and Common-
wealth Office lobbed several letters at the DoE demanding the
removal of issues such as housing and industrial development,
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economic and social planning, and public administration.?
The Foreign and Commonwealth Office further suggested
that they should focus on the potential of science and tech-
nology for solving physical and natural environmental crises
shared by all humankind.

These communications between the DoE and the Foreign
and Commonwealth Office offer more insight into how the
socio-economic function of the environment was displaced.
The Foreign and Commonwealth Office’s advice highlights
another contradiction in how to define the sphere of the gov-
ernment, as well as the environment. The DoE’s public opin-
ion research, by centering the communities and citizens,
could potentially lead to the exclusion and omission of groups
and individuals. The Foreign and Commonwealth Office’s
approach, focusing on science and technology, seemed to
aspire to an environmental vision that would be universal for
humankind. The conflict between the DoE and Foreign and
Commonwealth Office positions leads us back to the dilemma
of creating an environmental administration: how to define
the “narrow” or “broad” scope of the institution. For the DoE,
pollution control, natural conservation and other ecologi-
cal measures were a "narrow" approach because they did not
often interact with significant socio-economic matters in the
built environment. But for the Foreign and Commonwealth
Office, these were “broad” matters that concerned interna-
tional collaborations and affected populations beyond the
United Kingdom. The Foreign and Commonwealth Office’s
emphasis brought forth more potential conflicts: the measure
of success for bureaucracy is inevitably anthropocentric, but
efforts in ecological protection usually call for more care for
other species, and thus can go against the grain of bureau-
cracy.®

How to consider the environment as an institution in rela-
tion to the climate crisis is beyond the scope of this paper.
Our analysis ends with the displacement of the DoE’s envi-
ronmental vision. We have examined the U.K. government’s
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national planning imperatives - including built environ-
ment research, planning and design - that were intended to
enhance the productivity of the country’s population and
industry. The merger of the ministries and their move into
the Marsham Street Towers were intended to demonstrate
that civil services could be modernized and rendered more
efficient. Ironically, however, the Towers actually illustrated
the difficulties involved in utilizing architecture and town
planning to shape human behavior. In addition to the time
and professional expertise required to execute these visions,
the Marsham Street Towers project also faced the challenges
of changing political priorities. The buildings remind us of
the importance of context: they were not unequivocally ter-
rible architecture but they were completed at a time when
disapproval of architectural modernism ran high. Moreover,
its design, unlike Martin’s Whitehall Plan, did not project
the confidence that the government could employ architec-
ture and urban design to engender political and behavioral
change. The malleable and potentially confusing nature of the
concept of the “environment” created further tensions with
the Department. The DoE’s “corporate identity” campaign
and its struggles over how to present “the environment” at the
1972 Human Environment conference demonstrate how the
department was, in fact, paralyzed by the notion of the envi-
ronmental. In sum, this paper shows that when governments
seek to use the environment to shape behavior, they ought to
know what the environment is first.
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to how discussions in social sciences and human ecology
were employed to justify top-down planning efforts. She
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Paradise Postponed: Dreams and Realities

in Leipzig's Coalfields before 1989’
Andrew Demshuk

American University, Washington DC

In our Anthropocene Age, humans have become “geologi-
cal” agents who can never truly master the outcomes of the
forces they have unleashed.? This intervention into the com-
plexities of planetary geology is perhaps most starkly appar-
ent when one considers the massive open-cast pit mines that
have proliferated across the Earth’s surface since 1945. From
the 1920s onward, German landscape planners dreamed of
transforming the sprawling brown coal (lignite) pit mines
south of Leipzig into a recreational lake district. Visitors today
are typically astonished when they discover that this charm-
ing recreational district was once a “moonscape” of dusty pits
populated by colossal digging machines, hemmed by sulfur-
dioxide-belching smokestacks, and host to sickly vegetation
and villagers. Brochures and guides about today’s attractive
“Neuseenland” of lakes, beaches, forests, hiking and biking
trails, and new ecosystems typically ignore the formulation of
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Figure 1. Zwenkau
open-cast brown coal
pit, January 1989.
Photographer: Thom-
as Thiel. Reproduced
by permission.
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sachsen Regionaler
Planungsverband,
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alplanung fir
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(Leipzig, 2022), 117.
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world have sought to
recultivate anthro-
pogenically ruined
landscapes. For the
transformation of New
York’s largest trash
dump into a parkland
and methane source,
see Karrie Jacobs,
“How the World’s
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development proposals during communism. Both before and
after communism, campaigns to “recultivate” soil and water
after coal extraction have been fraught and filled with sur-
prises.

Through its investigation of how recultivation of former min-
ing areas was both imagined and practiced before 1989, this
article informs present opportunities and challenges as Ger-
many seeks to leave behind fossil fuels. Contemporary plan-
ners in the expansive brown coal region west of Cologne
seldom acknowledge approaches to coalfield recultivation
east of the Iron Curtain. Even in present-day Leipzig, the pre-
ceding history has been generally forgotten. No less a figure
than Andreas Berkner, the longstanding head of the regional
planning authority, claimed that the most recent proposal
for recultivating the coalfields dated to 1973 and was already
“hopelessly outdated” at the time, creating a “conceptual vac-
uum” for him and his fellow planners to fill.?

-staten-island-
engineering-design,
accessed October 27,
2024.

Largest Landfill

became New York's
biggest new park,”
Curbed (September

13,2016), https://ny
.curbed.com/2016/9
/13/12891320/
freshkills-park-nyc
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Contrary to such assertions, Cold War-era planning for min-
ing areas was hardly fruitless. The 1973 regional plan was part
of a long chain of proposals that influenced postcommunist
planners, some of whom (like Berkner) had started out in the
1980s. The 1960s planning and 1970s realization of the Kulk-
witzer lake next to Leipzig’s enormous Griinau high-rise dis-
trict likewise disproves Berkner’s strange postulation that
“for decades, serious ambitions for water tourism in Leipzig’s
waterways remained without prospect.”* Many of the prob-
lems inherited from coal mining that continue to damage the
ecosystem were anticipated, experienced, and even gradually
mitigated under communism. In effect, one cannot under-
stand the success of postcommunist landscape planning in
devastated pit mining regions without considering the plan-
ning process, landscaping experiments, and irreversible eco-
logical damage that had transpired under the communist coal
economy.

This article presents a chronological outline for how reculti-
vation and landscape planning emerged through the 1960s
and 1970s into a dynamic force that realized substantial, if
proportionally insufficient, recultivation outcomes. It is in-
formed by the evolving interplay between, on the one side,
industry-oriented mining leaders and Berlin officials, and on
the other side Leipzig district (Bezirk) and subsidiary county
(Kreis) officials, inspectors, planners, scholarly agronomists,
and local actors like farming collectives. Keeping in mind
rapacious wartime autarchic industrial and mining exploi-
tation, followed by postwar Soviet reparations extraction, —
conditions that hindered the development of initial recultiva-
tion plans — I begin with the lacking recultivation of mining
areas before 1956. Already by 1950, the greater Leipzig region
was producing 100,850,000 tons of brown coal per year —
roughly equivalent to the combined output in the East Ger-
man Lusatian and the West German Rhenish brown coal re-
gions. Although the other two regions steadily increased their
production, the Leipzig region sustained and even slightly
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increased this level before its production collapsed to less than
20 percent of its peak production after 1989.° Notwithstanding
a 1951 regulation in the GDR lawbook (Gesetzblatt) mandating
that coal collectives that operated the mines restore exhausted
mining areas for use in agriculture and forestry, central offi-
cials only acknowledged the unsustainability of the sand-
swept wasteland amid the East Bloc thaw that accompanied
destalinization. By then, four hundred hectares of exhausted
mining land stretched as an acidic desert without topsoil; only
eleven hectares had been recovered for future use.® From 1956
onward, commissions and inspections repeatedly produced
recommendations, until they gained some traction and a re-
sponse from higher authorities. Mining officials - taking their
cues from the Coal and Energy Ministry’s production imper-
atives - tried to ignore recultivation advice (in contravention
of national laws) so they could maximize resources for min-
ing and industrial output. But they faced new planning and
inspection bureaucracies whose explicit purpose was to com-
pel them to do so anyway.

This creeping influence from district planners and experts en-
sured steady long-term improvements in recultivation plan-
ning, informed by soil and landscaping experiments whose
outcomes were published in scholarly journals. Such experts
were informed by ambitious and evolving Bezirk-level plans
for a future lake district that was to one day replace the moon-
scape.

Notwithstanding East German planners’ and experts’ genu-
ine successes in arresting the almost uncontrolled spread of
sandy wastelands which had prevailed in the 1950s, by the
1980s recultivation efforts could not keep up with the expo-
nential increase in pit mining and industrial output from
outdated and decaying industrial facilities. By the mid- to
late-1980s, it seemed clear that the establishment of a beauti-
ful lake district planned since the 1950s would be postponed
well into the future. This outcome fueled ever more radical
unrest from engaged citizens who feared that, in place of a
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flourishing landscape with extensive recreation opportu-
nities, they and future generations would reap a devastated
moonscape that compromised their health.

After 1989, a triumphalist narrative prevailed that — only
emphasizing late-communist lapses in recultivation — over-
looked the recultivation achievements in planning and exe-
cution that East German officials had in fact attained over
the course of forty years. By restoring the role of recultivation
experts and political actors before 1989, this article better
explains how and why the “Neuseenland” became possible in
the new millennium. It also positions East German reculti-
vation planning as no less dynamic than in West Germany,
where pit mining also permanently altered the environment
with enduring anthropogenic consequences.’

Scholarship on coalfield recultivation is dominated both by
generalists whose surveys cannot delve into local realities
and by contemporary planners vested in valorizing their own
approach; neither approach considers key personalities who
were seldom famous. Joachim Radkau’s influential survey Age
of Ecology argues: “For cost reasons and especially after 1973,
the central plans for the mining sector increasingly neglected
recultivation, just as greater care for the ‘topsoil’ was becom-
ing more and more necessary. In this respect, too, lethargy
prevailed in the latter days of the GDR: the environment min-
istry seems to have done next to nothing, and Leipzigers were
hard put to halt lignite mining at the gates of their city.” While
Radkau rightly takes note of the 1973 oil crisis as a factor in
changing national economic priorities, he wrongly presumes
that SED plans (which generally came from district offices,
rather than Berlin) were not anticipating recultivation, and he
only gives agency to “the environment ministry”: a centralized
state actor that appears hapless. In fact, Hans Reichelt’s Envi-
ronmental Ministry was both well-informed and actively com-
plicit in the state’s economic production goals, which were
incompatible with the ecological responsibility demanded
by diverse Bezirk and Kreis-level officials and actors. In like
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manner, “Leipzigers” appear as a uniform and helpless mass
of people, a cliché that erases repeated efforts by local offi-
cials, scholars, and engaged citizens to improve the reculti-
vation situation. Radkau continues: “In a way, nature shifted
for itself: huge pitholes gradually filled up with water, com-
ing to resemble natural lakes and even offering new leisure
opportunities.”® This also fails to correspond with reality. The
Kulkwitzer See was an expensive SED-state effort deliber-
ately created to give Leipzig a recreational lake. Most of the
other pit holes were still being pumped due to mining, or they
were filled in with overburden—acidic sand that had covered
nearby coal deposits—to make way for forestry or farming (by
the late 1960s). Where groundwater did collect in abandoned
mines, it was usually too acidic to be safe for recreation or any
other use.

In sum, whole branches of state planning were obsessed with
recultivation. Lethargy had nothing to do with the actual
planning offices at the time. And failures to effectively recul-
tivate the land or reduce air and water pollution — repeatedly
protested by local officials, experts, and residents — were
deliberate outcomes of mining collectives heeding central-
ized demands for meeting coal quotas. Unfortunately, Rad-
kau’s narrative is not uncommon.® Most recently, Julia Ault’s
scholarship on East German ecology narrates how “the GDR’s
environmental policies and impotence to fully address its
own failings left a troubling legacy when the SED lost power
in 1989 Although Ault’s book investigates state prac-
tices and protest cultures, further nuance is needed when
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der DDR 1949 bis
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Modersheim, Scott
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Rubin, 201-226 (Ber-
lin, 2019), 226.
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ation, 1963-1989,”
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one addresses “GDR environmental policies” and “failings,’
namely by looking at concrete plans and practices outside of
central offices in East Berlin. Markus Schwarzer’s 2013 dis-
sertation barely comments on the East German period at all
(apart from its runaway ecological devastation) before cele-
brating recultivation achievements after 1990, overlooking
continuities in personnel and recultivation approaches be-
fore and after 1989."

By disassembling “the GDR” as a hegemonic top-down ent-
ity and exploring the debates and practices as they unfolded
amongst a myriad of local actors, this article deconstructs
the “troubling legacy” that has seemed so self-evident in
hindsight. Obviously, East German recultivation had failed
to keep up with the rate of devastation by 1989, but neither
in theory nor in practice had the planners and practitioners
of recultivation been idle. How could local officials, schol-
ars, and grassroots actors be said to have “failed,” if many of
their ideas and even practices laid the basis for “successful
recultivation” in East German coalfields after 1989? Fail-
ure stemmed from insufficient investment from centralized
offices, along with the active efforts by mining collective
leaders, who succeeded in their primary objective of secur-
ing raw materials for the coal-dependent East German econ-
omy, while also increasingly attaining a basic recultivation
program that still benefits the region today. Had utter fail-
ure been the story of recultivation, practically everything
between Borna and Leipzig would have been a desert, whose
acidic sandstorms would have poisoned all the surrounding
forests and farmland outside designated mining areas. This
was a nightmare very much on the minds of officials who
experienced this sort of disaster area in the proportionally
much smaller mining area in 1956. However bad the “moon-
scape” south of Leipzig appeared in 1989, it could have been
much worse had recultivation remained at the dismal levels
they had held into the 1960s.
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I. Mining Dreams, Laws, and Reality before 1956

Experts have long observed the deleterious effects of lig-
nite mining. In their 1807 forestry lexicon, Carl Adam Hein-
rich von Bose and Friedrich Gottlob Leonhardi noted that
landscapes damaged by the mining of “Erdkohle” could at
best be turned into a pond or marsh, and “far more seldom
to be laid out as a field because of a lack of decent soil.”*?
As small holes dug out by hand expanded into machine-
harvested pits starting in the 1920s, a new science of reculti-
vation emerged, led by experts such as Joachim Seidemann at
the Leipzig University Institute for Soil Melioration. By 1954,
the monthly paper Das Magazin fantasized about Markklee-
berg (a town adjoining Leipzig’s southern city limits) sitting
at the edge of a lake by 1975. In 1956, the Leipzig University
Geographical Institute produced a map of this lake district. A
Leipzig drafting office’s 1959 “Development Plan for Brown
Coal Pits and Post-Mining Landscapes for the Leipzig-
Borna-Altenburg Region” produced the region’s first schol-
arly recultivation plan.*®

Such dreams of a lake district hemmed by productive farm-
land and forests (on filled-in pits) clashed with geological and
chemical realities. From the 1920s onward, experts had urged
filling in abandoned mining pits with the mass of tertiary
sands laden with oxidizing pyrite and marcasite and then cov-
ering these phytotoxic soils with rich topsoil separately stored
on special heaps. Instead, most of this topsoil - generated for
centuries in the four-to-five-meter-deep “Auenlehm” along
the Weifie Elster and Pleifle rivers and their tributaries -
was dumped onto the bottom of overburden heaps, lost for-
ever, while the ample sands landed on top. This lowered the
pH level to the level of vinegar. As scholarship at the time
and since has demonstrated, a one-meter layer of sepa-
rately stored topsoil was needed to produce farmland (two
meters for forestry), while organic or mineral fertilizers were
essential to produce even low yields from carefully rotated
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(less lucrative) crops in the early years to begin to overcome
adverse conditions for plant growth.' Filled-in pits not only
disrupted groundwater distribution: they also leached toxic
sulfide residues to other areas of land and into future lakes, if
these were not fed by streams instead.
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Figure 2. Plans for
postmining landscape.
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The first attempt at a stream-fed lake came with the Senf-
tenberger See, completed in Lusatia in 1972." Along with
earlier alkaline melioration with lime, East German reculti-
vation experts such as Manfred Seela pioneered the use of
lignite byproducts (notably filter ash) to make the filled-in
pits’ acidic soils productive. Building on the scholarship of
East German experts, contemporary experts have concurred
that, “when pyrite- and lignite-containing sites are amelio-
rated well and revegetated with trees, pedogenesis and over-
all water and elemental budgets eventually approach normal
development after several decades.” As will be shown, how-
ever, proper soil amelioration was limited to test plots well
into the 1960s, meaning that the most effectively restored
land was only just becoming more productive at the moment
that East Germany collapsed, in effect enabling post-commu-
nist planners to claim “success” for landscape development,
even though its seeds had literally been sown in the 1970s and
1980s.1°

The legal basis for recultivation was already established in the
December 6, 1951 Gesetzblatt der DDR (issue 146): “Verord-
nung iiber die Wiedernutzbarmachung der fiir Abbau- und
Kippenzwecke des Bergbaues in Anspruch genommenen
Grundstiicksflichen,” which decreed that mining collectives
were obligated to make land usable again for agriculture or
forestry. Paragraph two explicitly demanded the complete
storage and reuse of topsoil, while paragraph four only ex-
cluded the inevitable land deficits left after coal extraction
(Restlocher) from its rule that all post-mining terrain was to be
leveled and graded for productive use. In most cases, the land
deficits would one day become lakes.'” In contravention of this
law, very little topsoil reclamation (Mutterbodenwirtschaft)
took place in East Germany through most of the 1950s. The
land reclamation mandate was simply at odds with the pro-
duction quotas demanded of agricultural and forestry collec-
tives. Although in 1951 an attempt was made “on the pit mine
management’s own initiative” at Espenhain to use a conveyer
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bridge to remove topsoil, this small-scale operation ended in
1954, when a larger overburden spreader (GrofSabsetzer) was
sent to the expanding pit at Schleenhain. Henceforth, Espen-
hain could only produce a bit of Mischboden, a barely usable
mélange of topsoil with toxic sands. Espenhain’s new director
Karl Forster begged Berlin for “considerable investments” in
machinery, dedicated train infrastructure, and personnel to
allow for topsoil reclamation without damaging coal produc-
tion, and he warned that “if we stick with present conditions,
about 90% of the valuable alluvial loam will be dumped into
the depths and lost.”'® By 1956, Espenhain’s entire history of
topsoil reclamation, achieved by its own initiative, had merely
yielded 11 hectares of sandy-clay Mischboden, most of which
might require half a century to produce usable yields. The
plant management concluded: “further achievements were
not possible, because of the high impositions from the plan.
Despite numerous presentations, a meager reduction in pro-
duction requirements for the benefit of the topsoil program
was not approved back then by the SAG Brikett, and more-
over financing for this was rejected.”'* Meanwhile, despite at-
tempts at forestation, by 1953 a huge slag heap of toxic sands
prone to landslides had emerged next to Espenhain, while
those pits which had been filled in were generally released
for “recultivation” without topsoil. Although thin strips of
topsoil were sometimes sandwiched between the dead fields,
they were ineffective for forestry, much less farming, as they
were rapidly coated by toxic dust storms from the surround-
ing wasteland. Worse still, the pits were rapidly spreading.*

Even in this bleak epoch of recultivation failure, experts and
officials insisted that recultivation was an essential task for
the sake of economic productivity and future generations — a
narrative they would sustain with creeping success through
the coming years. A May 1952 Gesetzblatt resolution, follow-
ing up on the 1951 recultivation law, granted Kreis and Bezirk
officials limited authority to inspect mining areas in consul-
tation with the Agricultural and Forestry Ministry, and they
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repeatedly cited the 1951 law in their rejection of dismal recul-
tivation outcomes.”" Although the Technical Mining Inspec-
tion (TBBI) (under the oversight of the Ministry for Heavy
Industry) had attempted to impose topsoil quotas starting in
1952, at an October 1953 meeting between the TBBI, various
mining representatives, and regional county-level officials, a
TBBI official lamented that “at present a great deal of topsoil
is taken from agricultural usage. There exists no or only a very
poor topsoil reclamation process.” The result, he argued, was
hundreds of hectares of lifeless land. Observing numerous
protest letters, he concluded: “the population should have no
cause to complain about a poor topsoil reclamation process.”
The reality, however, was the near-total loss of topsoil under
dumps of tertiary sands, while trains meant for topsoil recla-
mation were diverted to meet quotas for moving overburden
before coal extraction.

A member of the Borna mining leadership agreed in principle
that, despite insufficient equipment and personnel, all min-
ing leaders should do their best to save topsoil, as this “is a
matter for the whole Volk. Our descendants must not be faced
with wastelands (the sandstorms of Espenhain).” A Borna
County leader added that “when topsoil is lost, it is lost for-
ever.”?” An inspection of the Borna lignite topsoil cultivation
operation on November 13, 1953, unfortunately concluded
that clay-filled and otherwise “extremely poor-quality” soils
were being dumped along with topsoil. High coal produc-
tion at Borna was damaging present and future agricultural
productivity.” By August 11, 1956, the Berlin district attor-
ney denounced mining operations for totally failing to satisfy
the 1951 law, to which the TBBI added: “since its founding to
the present day, no recultivation work has been taken up in the
Espenhain plant. Several hundred hectares extend here that
are only covered by sterile tertiary soils. With strong winds,
the fine sands are carried away for kilometers to coat agricul-
tural tracts. These sandstorms also have an impeding effect
on traffic and pedestrians.” Notwithstanding years of com-
plaints to Berlin, the TBBI concluded, “no change has yet
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been attained to the present day,” which meant that the three-
to-five-meter-high topsoil near the doomed village of Stéhna
in the Pleifse watershed would also surely “not be secured,
because up to now the Espenhain plant lacks available equip-
ment and laborers.”**

It was a scandal for local officials, farming collectives, and
residents that central ministries in Berlin, such as the Coal
and Energy Ministry and the Agriculture and Forestry Min-
istry, had long been aware of the situation and taken no
meaningful action, not just at Espenhain, but in mines across
the region. Although the latter ministry’s chief of plant pro-
duction, Fritz WeifShaupt, promised to personally intervene
to improve the topsoil situation at high-level meetings, no
change occurred.?® Though East Germany'’s second five-year
plan explicitly demanded increases in agricultural produc-
tion, central plans for recultivation competitions amongst the
mining collectives failed because coal production sustained
the highest priority. So desperate was the situation that, in its
report dated November 30, 1956, Leipzig’s district council (Rat
des Bezirkes) broke the taboo in acknowledging that “damage
to the landscape’s fabric did not just originate during the cap-
italist era, but rather also after 1945” in mining operations like
Bohlen and Espenhain. In Borna County alone, 288.4 hectares
of land had been lost each year from 1951 to 1955, of which
only 42.5 hectares had been recultivated with any sort of top-
soil. In Bezirk Leipzig, over 1300 hectares of Odland (unrecul-
tivated wasteland) had come into being, and only about half
of the terrain used by mining had received any sort of new
function. Of the roughly one-quarter of all mining territory
that received supposed topsoil recultivation, most emerged
with “highly variable quality,” which was bureaucratic lan-
guage for poor quality.?®

I1. 1956: A Storm of Bluster with Winds of Change

Evaluations directed to the highest levels like the November
1956 Bezirk report (in concert with a stream of protest letters
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from local officials, state inspection teams, and the populace)
brought the stalemate between state officials/inspectors and
mining officials to a head amid the political thaw in 1956. On
December 12, 1956, East German People’s Chamber (Volk-
skammer) President Johannes Dieckmann chaired a meeting
with high-level officials at the Bohlen Cultural House that in-
cluded the bellicose Bezirk SED party chairman Paul Frohlich
(an ally in such high favor he was targeted as a likely successor
to Walter Ulbricht). Although the meeting’s indignant theat-
rics and seeming bureaucratic impotence might at first glance
have foreboded only more of the same, the very fact that many
of East Germany’s most powerful officials gathered at ground
zero of the ongoing mining devastation implied that, in the
future, the state desired gestures toward change.

The meeting commenced with Berlin’s bureaucrats asserting
their dominance. Dieckmann opened with a furious attack
against the presumption that high-level bureaucrats “don’t
have a clue about things.” A variety of leaders had just under-
taken a tour “through this moonscape,” after all, meaning
they had spontaneously attained “special knowledge.”*”

By calling in sick or otherwise failing to come, the region’s
mining officials apparently wished to escape blame from the
gathered Technical Mining Inspection representatives, Bezirk
leaders, and Berlin officials. Only Espenhain’s young new
director Forster showed up to blame Nazis and their capital-
ist friends for every wrong, since after all they had designed
and built the Espenhain facility for their war economy; and
he celebrated how his staff had planned installations capa-
ble of removing all of the sulfur dioxide gas that wafted from
the plant - a promise so fantastic that even Dieckmann inter-
jected his astonishment. Admitting that Espenhain had only
reclaimed 16.5 hectares of land, while four hundred hectares
had been left naked, the minutes indicate Dieckmann was
further shocked when Forster revealed that this enormous
quantity of wasteland was only the result for Espenhain and
did not include the enormous wastelands left by other pits
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that pockmarked the region. Even this minimal recultivation, 28 “Unbalanced” funds
.. . and materials typically
Forster noted, was only possible through much free labor and e from “reserves”

use of unbalanced funds and materials.? that were not in official
ledgers. “Stenogra-

phisches Protokoll . . .

Whether or not such brave proletarian efforts had actually " Bohlon.” 37-40

taken place, Forster’'s demands for more funds and materi-

als (also in the name of other mining collectives across the 27 >tenographisches

Protokoll . . .in
region, which inspection representatives likewise noted had Bshlen,” 63-64.

attained “no recultivation work”) met with intransigence . .

30 “Stenographisches
from the high officials. Dieckmann merely noted that either Protokoll .. . in
the mining installations had to abide by the 1951 law, or the 2°hlen/¢7.
laws had to change. He failed to care that either outcome was
unlikely. After hours of bickering, the Volkskammer president
was ready to wash his hands of the whole meeting and return

to Berlin.

Such seeming indifference also came from Paul Frohlich.
Like Dieckmann, the SED Bezirk chairman first had to vent
his outrage at “almost a wheelbarrow full” of resolutions and
paperwork and reject the Berlin state prosecutor’s desire to
charge the mining leadership with violations of the 1951 reg-
ulation in court. “Sometimes,” Frohlich acceded, “there are,
objectively seen, things that despite the best intentions and
abilities of those in charge — also in the government — can-
not be resolved.” And this meant that sometimes one had
to accept “unpleasant things” in the name of a stable econ-
omy dependent on coal.” In any event, Frohlich noted, it was
“beyond the competence of today’s meeting” to allocate mil-
lions in funds for topsoil reclamation. This was not an out-
come he preferred, of course, but rather the fault of nameless
officials in Berlin, “who have such strange recommendations
like making Leipzig itself disappear. These people have said:
the best coal is sitting under there. Is that for fun? They only
see their coal.” Already Markkleeberg was vanishing, Frohlich
blustered, and he concluded by derailing the meeting with
a promise (seconded by Dieckmann) that this sort of “soul-
less” campaign “to erase whole cities” had to end — without
any sign of how this might happen.*® When officials such as
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Agriculture and Forestry Ministry representative WeifShaupt
tried to use lines from Marx and Lenin to push Frohlich for
separate funds and materials for topsoil recultivation to en-
sure agricultural quotas, Frohlich scoffed that they could
plant “bananas” on the reclaimed soils for all he cared. His
joke reiterated that the state (led by his close ally Walter
Ulbricht) would never deploy investments for recultivation.
Dieckmann closed the meeting by accentuating that they had
not come to pass resolutions, but merely to discuss and plan
more meetings.?!

Even when it was obvious that the existing system did not
work, powerful figures failed to take action. Paul Froéhlich
railed against Berlin tyrants, even though he himself was one
of those tyrants (tagged as Ulbricht’s potential successor).
Although Frohlich and Berlin elites supported coal produc-
tion at all costs, however, they did not leave Bohlen expect-
ing inaction from local players. Without a functioning topsoil
recultivation program, East Germany would face declining
agricultural and forestry output, to say nothing of quality of
life for residents. For high officials like Frohlich, someone
had to find a solution for the recultivation problem. They lit-
tle cared who did it or how, so long as they were not asked
to make substantial contributions.** And henceforth — before
and especially after his premature death in 1970 — Frohlich’s
own Bezirk offices would help lead the charge for an effective
recultivation of Leipzig’s dusty moonscape, even as they were
hamstrung in practice by the lack of central support Fréhlich
had foretold.

After 1956, the quota-obsessed coal installations continued
to offer mere lip service to changing their ways, because Ber-
lin seldom equipped them with special machinery and per-
sonnel, nor classified topsoil reclamation as part of their
expected “productivity.” Expert advice, carefully assembled
and directed, thus failed to gain traction in centralized plan-
ning. By the same token, however, the December 1956 meet-
ing yielded new expert commissions and resolutions whose
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coherent platforms proffered innovative approaches to
recultivation, empowered by the 1951 law and informed by
cutting-edge science that made use of very poor resources.
Real change in recultivation (or even tree planting) thus arose
gradually and with much improvisation by engaged officials
and experts who learned to work around the centralized sys-
tem, even as the worsening ecological situation lowered pro-
ductivity in agriculture and forestry, and mining concerns
proved content to merely pay damages to farmers, foresters,
and residents when forced to do so. Well into the 1980s, rhet-
oric about saving the natural world for its own sake (rather
than for human uses) rarely appeared in “recultivation” dis-
cussions. Notwithstanding the fact thatin 1972 East Germany
was only the second European country to establish an envi-
ronmental ministry, most complaints about ecological degra-
dation from pit mining were framed in terms of human health
and economic losses for agriculture and forestry, rather than
environmental protection.®

lll. Creeping Progress despite Top-Down Priorities,
1957-1971

On January 9, 1957, a new Volkskammer special economic
committee with representatives from the Leipzig city coun-
cil and “other state institutions” sent a list of demands “for
the recovery of topsoil in the excavation areas of the Leipzig
District” to the Coal and Energy Minister, Agriculture and
Forestry Minister, the Chair of the State Planning Commis-
sion, and the State Secretary of the Ministerial Council. Their
eight bullet points for improving topsoil reclamation in-
cluded greater departmental coordination, construction and
deployment of special recultivation machinery, support for
research institutes, and the incorporation of topsoil reclama-
tion as a firm component of pit-mining operational plans.*
It was a well-timed expert committee proposal to the highest
offices for solving the problems Paul Frohlich had deemed
unresolvable. Had they been fully heeded, these demands —
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which recurred through the following years of struggle in
letters from experts, inspectors, and local officials — might
have substantially softened the region’s ecological and ulti-
mately economic-political crisis. Given the fact that commit-
tee chairman Gerhart Ziller committed suicide a few months
later, allegedly because his critiques about economic policy
failed to find resonance with the Ulbricht regime, it is clear
that efforts to change course were challenged from the start.
But they did not stop. From 1957 until he was deposed on
trumped-up political charges in 1961, longstanding Leipzig
University Institute for Soil Melioration director Seidemann
pushed for a practical economic approach (Zweckwirtschaft),
in which a plot of recovered land would be planted with crops
that would infuse more nutrients into the soil and not be
required to meet production quotas.* Although insufficient
materials and manpower continued to hamper recultivation
quotas through the early 1960s, the implementation of this
Zweckwirtschaft (responding to complaints by local agricul-
tural collectives (Landwirtschaftliche Produktionsgenossen-
schaften, or LPG) yielded isolated successes.

This period also saw the first overall plan for the future of the
Leipzig-Borna-Altenburg region in 1963, followed over the
next seven years by a series of studies on how to form recre-
ational lakes out of the mining pits. The biggest result here
was the Leipzig District Council’s confirmation of plans for
recreational areas around the former Kulkwitz pit twelve kilo-
meters west of the Leipzig city center.*® Given that the rec-
reational lake area actually came into being adjacent to the
enormous Griinau housing development, this panacea proves
that when resources were effectively allocated, East Germany
was perfectly capable of producing an attractive lake out of a
mining pit.

Further progress came with a Ministerial Council resolution
“for the protection of farmland and soil and the securing of
socialist agricultural use of soil” on December 17, 1964, in
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which central authorities in Berlin replaced the existing sys-
tem (having allegedly failed to meet the 1951 regulation’s
goals) with more rigorous enforcement mechanisms. The
1964 resolution, agricultural expert Konrad Werner (from
Halle’s Melioration Institute) urged Berlin, needed to incen-
tivize mining operations by integrating recultivation quotas
into coal production quotas. By 1965, agricultural experts
kept up their complaints that poor harvests were resulting,
because mining goals were opposed to recultivation. Mining
leaders, they concluded, should be compelled to implement
scholarly recultivation methods “in the interest of all of soci-
ety,” and barred from passing on blame for their failure to sat-
isfy their legal obligations.*”

Local commissions also became more combative. Building on
the work of Seidemann and informed by the scholarship of
Albrecht Krummsdorf among others, in April 1966 a commis-
sionofexpertsled by Paul Kaluza (since 1961) alongside Konrad
Werner and Krummsdorf’s student Manfred Seela (at the time
chief agronomist in the Borna County Council on Agriculture
[(Kreislandwirtschaftsrat]) demanded that “agriculture should
hold fast and give no land to coal [mines], if coal [mining] has
given no land back in return” — a revolutionary overturning
of laws in place since 1918 (the state was legally permitted to
dispose of the earth underneath a farmer’s land). Such pro-
vocative statements were prompted by the crisis that many
LPG members — frustrated with dwindling land, destroyed
infrastructure, and the poor quality of recultivation — were
quitting. To break out of this economically perilous cycle,
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the Bezirk Planning Commission was urged to impose
recultivation deadlines on the biggest lignite collective (VVB
Braunkohle).*® The commission’s demands, submitted to the
Rat des Bezirkes on July 20, 1966, convinced Berlin to order
coal enterprises to compensate LPGs with damages and en-
sure that basic infrastructure remained intact even as aregion
was mined.* In 1967, the Bezirk agricultural ministry decreed
that henceforth mining companies had to ensure that land
became arable again after mining rather than placing the
burden of productivity on the agricultural collectives. Mining
companies, though stricken with shortages in materials and
manpower, were tasked with remediation by plowing filter
ash sometimes mixed with lime into acidic post-mining soil
and greening the edges of pits to keep them from eroding.*’

IV. Increasing Destruction, Increasing Recultivation:
the 1970s

A new generation of Bezirk- and Kreis-level officials sup-
ported such expert recommendations and exerted pressure
on mining operations. The timing was crucial, as increased
recultivation coincided with increased lignite output when
the global oil crisis cut off East German access to subsidized
Soviet oil and gas, further worsening air and water pollu-
tion as the condition of mining and carbo-chemical facilities
degraded. Upon the death of Frohlich in 1970, his successor
Horst Schumann made the Bezirk more responsive to local
needs, while Roland Wotzel, as chair of the Bezirk Planning
Commission after 1971, sought to pair increased coal produc-
tion with recultivation of agriculture, forestry, and recreation.
That same year, agronomist Manfred Seela founded his Bor-
na-based state recultivation initiative (Zwischenbetriebliche
Einrichtung Rekultivierung). Though such institutional pres-
sures failed to satisfy agricultural collectives, local residents,
or recultivation experts, new commissions, resolutions, and
administrative departments created qualified authorities
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dedicated to recultivation with the best techniques possible
under shortage conditions. Able to cite and apply resolutions
as well as longstanding wish lists for improving recultivation,
these experts pushed against mining operations still bol-
stered in their intransigence by the Coal and Energy Minis-
try and Politburo. Although recultivation outcomes failed to
approach experts’ ideals, by 1989 their efforts had ensured
continued recultivation of farms and forests, as well as pro-
jection of recreational spaces, some of which found realiza-
tion in post-communist plans.

Traveling south of Leipzig in May 1973, East German Envi-
ronmental Minister Hans Reichelt celebrated the (limited)
recultivation outcomes at Regis by the Phonix brigade with
the declaration: “we mustn’t only destroy; instead, after coal
mining is complete, we have to make the landscape capable
of use again for future generations, and, if possible, form it
even more beautifully than before. This speaks to our honor
as miners. We will not tolerate any moonscapes!”* Much as
Reichelt’s ministry excelled at platitudes for recultivation and
ecology, it devoted far more energy to helping the Stasi clas-
sify environmental data and persecuting free-thinking envi-
ronmental activists.*

Greater planning action came in November 1973 from the
Leipzig district council (Rat des Bezirkes) Resolution 143/73
(“Conception for shaping the post-mining landscape in the
region between Leipzig and Altenburg”), whose “conditions
and development criteria for recultivation [Wiederurbarma-
chung] and excluding terrain, in essence a landscape after
mining,” was to “possess validity for decades.” These goals
were to be coordinated by the district Department for Envi-
ronmental Protection and Water Management (Abteilung
Umweltschutz und Wasserwirtschaft beim Rat des Bezirks),
which was also formed in 1973. Given the unfolding oil cri-
sis, however, the district council already had to substantially
amend the plan in July 1977 to reflect a far more expansive
projected pit-mining landscape.®

Andrew Demshuk | Paradise Postponed

41 Reichelt, quoted

in Dieter Lange and
Werner Steinert,
“Komplexer Brigadee-
insatz in der Wiederur-
barmachung des VEB
Braunkohlenkombinat
Regis,” in Wieder-
nutzbarmachung
devastierter Béden,
ed. Kommission fur
Umweltschutz beim
Prasidium der Kammer
der Technik (Leipzig,
1977), 128.

42 Alongside data
about Reichelt and
classification in my
forthcoming book Cold
War Coal Pits, see the
assessments in Chris-
tian Méller, Umwelt
und Herrschaft in der
DDR: Politik, Protest
und Partizipation in
der Diktatur (Gottin-
gen, 2020), 248-251.

43 "1. Ergdnzung

und Prdzisierung

der Konzeption zur
Gestaltung der Berg-
baufolgelandschaft im
Raum zwischen Leipzig
und Altenburg,” July
15,1977, SadchStAL
20237, Nr. 07137,
1-16, here 1.



Figure 4. Plan for
postmining landscape
in the Borna-Béhlen
area, 1977. Biro fir
Territorialplanung
bei der Bezirksplan-
kommission Leipzig,
“Bergbaufolgeland-
schaft 1. Ergénzung,
Endzustand nach der
Auskohlung,” January
1977, SachStAL 20237
Bezirkstag/Rat des
Bezirkes Leipzig, Nr.
07137, 18.

44 For the physical
plans, see Biro fur
Territorialplanung
bei der Bezirksplan-
kommission Leipzig,
“Bergbaufolgeland-
schaft 1. Ergénzung,”
December 1976-Jan-
uary 1977, SachStAL
20237, Nr. 07137,
17-18.

118

One cannot understand post-1989 recultivation and landscape
planning without taking these plans into account.* Quite obvi-
ously, they anticipated the post-1989 “Neuseenland.” And they
demanded that recultivation take place “at the same tempo” as
excavation. They projected that the last backlog of wasteland
would be covered with topsoil by 1985. Because mining (and
thus the pumping of groundwater) was expected to continue
and even expand across the region well into the new millen-
nium, the 1970s-era timeline staggered the anticipated com-
pletion of specific lakes from the 1990s through 2040.

New recreational areas akin to the Kulkwitzer Lake were
desperately needed to replace the many natural escapes
Leipzigers had lost because of pit mining, such as the south-
ern Auwald and Harth forest. The “Harthsee,” for example, in
the Zwenkauer pit west of Gaschwitz was to be completed by
1985. The Bockwitzer Lake (Borna-Ost) was to be completed
by the late 1990s, while in the year 2000 the Cospudener
Lake was expected to fill the new pit projected to cut deep
into southern Leipzig itself. The future Markkleeberger Lake
would not open until 2030, while the Zwenkauer Lake and
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future Stérmthaler Lake would only open in 2040. The plan
also sought to address future agricultural problems, including
a scarcity of water and the loss of farmland due to the shifting
of the Elster river and the construction of a major railway line
along with many roads.*

A great deal of the projected triumphs in the 1970s plans for
recultivation and landscape formation drew from years of
expertresearch such as from the Leipzig University Melioration
Institute. Some of the scholarly efforts to resolve recultivation
and landscaping questions were published in collections from
the Kammer der Technik, such as in the 18th volume devoted
to Wiedernutzbarmachung devastierter Boden with contribu-
tions from Albrecht Krummsdorf on using lime to amelio-
rate acidic soils and from the mining engineer Horst Walter of
the new Bezirk environmental department expounding on
the historic development of the Kulkwitz recreational area.*®
Krummsdorf himself borrowed heavily from the series when
he produced his 1981 popular synthesis on recultivation goals
and achievements. “The spanning bleakness of a pit mine”
with naked slag heaps and endless “moonscapes” did indeed
present “a deeply depressing experience,” Krummsdorf began,
but he assured his readers that “our landscape in lignite areas
will pass through a purgatory before they appear young, with
new beauty, diverse and profitable.”*” At first glance, such a
vision can seem prophetic today. Indeed, landscape planners
like Krummsdorf helped to guide the region’s passage through
purgatory over the twenty years after 1989. Even as his book
appeared in 1981, however, top-down mining plans were in
the process of pushing off paradise into the near indefinite fu-
ture. And purgatory, if it goes on forever, can resemble hell.

V. Planning for Post-Mining Landscapes on the Eve
of Revolution

Amendments to the 1973 Bezirk plan through the 1980s -
compelled by Berlin and implemented by the District Planning
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Figure 5. Plan for
postmining landscape
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Commission - forestalled the lake district into a future utopia
to (somehow) be created by distant generations, to the cha-
grin of planners and regional officials who rightly feared that,
by consigning a recreational paradise to the drawing board,
they were intensifying the disquiet among workers and res-
idents who suffocated amid the surrounding moonscape.
To sustain East Germany’s industrial economy and provide
power and heating to its population, those at the highest lev-
els demanded further expansion of the coal fields, even as lig-
nite quality declined and pollution surged from installations
that were literally collapsing. Revised recultivation maps in
1981 and 1982 literally erased key recreational features from
1973/77 that had been projected for the immediate future in
favor of industrial or less expensive outcomes. The proposed
Harthsee, for example, was replaced by a forest primarily
intended to satisfy logging needs. Perhaps one day it could
also accommodate local hikers, among whom only the very
elderly might sustain memories of any forests Leipzigers had
once enjoyed south of their city.*

In July 1981, the district’s Office of Territorial Planning
reflected these exploitative state priorities in its ranking of
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post-mining landscape objectives. The top three were agricul-
ture, forestry, and water resources management. Though “rec-
reation” came next, it was closely followed by “trash dumps,”
and lastly “environmental protection objects” (Naturschut-
zobjekte). At the meeting, the officials justified their plan’s
number one change, “the cancellation of the recreational
Harth Lake (ca. 140 ha),” due to its sixty-million-mark price
tag — never mentioning that the district had fought (and
failed) to keep the lake after a lengthy legal dispute with the
mining concerns. Parallel to the demise of the Harthsee, the
district was also losing the Waldbad Lauer, a popular natu-
ral lake, because the Cospuden pit was extending deep into
the city limits. Their hope for compensation through a recrea-
tional lake in the city’s southern L6f8nig-Do6litz neighborhood
(ultimately a park situated atop much older subterranean
mines) never came to pass. Only with the completion of the
Cospudener See after the year 2000, they concluded, would
the loss in recreational space worsened by the elimination of
the Harthsee truly be corrected. In like manner, a proposed
lake along the city-facing northern fringe of the Espenhain pit
was also replaced by a forest, “because filling it with water de-
mands an effort that can hardly be economically defended,”
not least because it required cleaning up the Pleifie river and
pumping in water from either the Mulde or Weif3e Elster, both
of which were also heavily contaminated.”

Meanwhile, the pits were expanding too quickly for the
planners to determine what use might be given to them all,
whether recreational or industrial, at some distant future
date. The sheer scope of this expansion is clear in maps at the
time, which projected where the pits were to go into the new
millennium. A November 1982 meeting of the same district
planning office yielded a new conception of the “post-mining
landscape” explicitly based on the tenth SED party congress,
which demanded even more coal production by 1985 and
therefore the creation of new coal pits that, in Bezirk Leipzig
alone, would raise coal output from 52 million tons to 67 mil-
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lion tons per year. The planning office admitted: “The loss of
the Harth forest and parts of the Auewald will have an espe-
cially unfavorable effect, as they have a high value for recrea-
tion and regional culture as well as a large number of specific,
sometimes unique plants.” Along with recreational plans,
recultivation itself suffered setbacks due to the sheer extent
of projected mining. Of the 700 hectares projected as lost
each year, 600 would be farmland.® After a tour of the mining
region, the Kammer der Technik warned that, although the
steady replacement of trains with conveyer belts to transport
topsoil and overburden had increased the efficiency of coal
extraction, it was diminishing the quality of topsoil used for
recultivation. This was, by default, the meager Mischboden
mélange of topsoil, acidic sands, and clay.*

On the eve of the end of East Germany, the extreme tension
between coal-hungry Berlin and local demands for a sustain-
able landscape had reached a breaking point. The increased
number and lifespan of coal mines not only threatened the
annihilation of cities like Zwenkau and Pegau; the trend also
dictated the seemingly indefinite delay of a delightful recre-
ational landscape explicitly meant to satisfy “the demands of
humans.”*> Although they never expected the SED dictator-
ship to end, no one aware of the new plans could imagine they
were sustainable. In the final days of 1988, the district chair-
man of Farming, Forestry, and Foodstuffs complained to the
District Planning Commission that the present plans failed
to satisfy recreational or even agricultural and forestry needs
that had been recommended by major East German scholarly
institutes (Akademie der Landwirtschaftswissenschaften;
Institut fiir Landschaftsforschung und Naturschutz, Halle;
Arbeitsgruppe Finsterwalde). He noted that, by the year 2000,
the district would lose 4,300 hectares of farmland to new pits
and failed recultivation. The lack of “decisions from leader-
ship” had prevented the implementation of new recultivation
technology essential “to form an ecologically stable and pro-
ductive landscape that guaranteed an intensified use as well as
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the protection of natural resources.” Forests required decades
to develop, and so the loss of mature forests to mining would
yield “a long-term decline of the ecological situation and rec-
reational conditions.”*

Even as officials discussed the dire situation behind closed
doors, engaged local citizens proposed alternative solu-
tions for environmental degradation. To name one of many
examples, environmentally-themed religious services had
taken place annually since 1983 in the most devastated vil-
lages south of Leipzig to offer both information and possible
approaches for redress; in 1985, this event focused on recul-
tivation and took place in Potzschau — a largely abandoned
village slated for destruction by mining — where engaged cit-
izens entered into a podium discussion with state experts like
Manfred Seela and district lignite planning chairman Roland
Holzapfel.*

Despite keen regional awareness of the need to invest in
recultivating farmland, forests, recreational spaces, and a sta-
ble ecology, documentation over the course of 1989 exposes
a centralized leadership that held back even remedial efforts
to secure the cliff lines that would become shores for future
lakes or to ameliorate soil conditions. To feed the coal econ-
omy, Berlin was ready to bequeath to future generations a
weedy acidic landscape of collapsing shores, illegal dumps,
and unhealthy pools of vinegar-like water where people were
sure to bathe anyway — and, of course, a stockpile of paper
plans for a distant-future lake district. Drawing data from
post-mining areas that had been left to wild vegetation and
erosion, one report warned that, because “a dedicated, sen-
sible [landscape] development with special techniques and
technologies is, according to the current state of knowledge,
materially and economically not possible,” the abandoned
pits and slagheaps scheduled to sit “for over fifty years rep-
resent an incalculable risk. Experience has shown that the
shaping of a post-mining landscape [Kippenlandschaft] must
begin as fast as possible. The so-called mining relics will
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Figure 6. Mining land-
scape in Cospuden
(“Tagebau Cospud-
en”), 1989. Photogra-
pher: Thomas Thiel.
Reproduced by per-
mission.
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increasingly turn into an expensive regional burden with long-
term consequences,” such as the inevitable illegal recreational
use of unsecured slopes and mounds of acidic sands.*® Nev-
ertheless, early 1989 meetings of the district planning offices
confirmed that mining needs (radically expanding pits) and
insufficient funding to secure future lake sites meant that
the proposed Espenhain lake would only appear sometime
around the year 2090, long after the present decisionmakers
and even their grandchildren were dead and buried.*®

Conclusion: Cultural Landscapes from Lignite Moonscapes

Just months before Leipzig’s Peaceful Revolution, dis-
trict planners were foreclosing on the idea of a recreational
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wonderland and accepting one hundred years of wild moon-
scape devastation which would never have allowed for the
creation of the lake district the region enjoys today. GDR-
era plans and scientific knowledge informed the creation
of Leipzig’s “Neuseenland” precisely because of the unex-
pected end of communism and resulting closure (rather than
expansion) of most of East Germany’s pit mining and carbo-
chemical infrastructure, in tandem with unimaginable finan-
cial and material assistance from West Germany. Many of
Leipzig’s post-1989 planners had received training and expe-
rience during the East German period, just as the concrete
dream of a lake district south of Leipzig transcended the di-
vide of 1989 as a seemingly self-evident goal in the multifac-
eted planning that emerged over the 1990s.°"

This paper has shown how one can trace the evolution of
East German recultivation science and praxis through several
discrete phases. After poor recultivation outcomes through
the mid-1950s, a range of scholars and experts were able to
plan and start implementing efforts to save and enrich top-
soil for agricultural and forestry uses. These included Ros-
tock geology professor Albrecht Krummsdorf and his student
Manfred Seela, who spearheaded creation of a recultivation
operation (Zwischenbetriebliche Einrichtung Rekultivierung
(ZBE)) south of Leipzig in Borna in 1971, and by the 1980s
implemented use of lime with lignite filter ash collected
from power plants to ameliorate acidity in recultivated land
(Domsdorfer Aschemeliorationsverfahren). Such experts were
informed by ambitious and evolving Bezirk-level plans for
a future lake district that was to one day replace the moon-
scape. Building on earlier plans, a sweeping 1973 Bezirk-level
“Conception for Shaping the Post-Mining landscape in the re-
gion between Leipzig and Altenburg” was revised in 1977 to
project a “Leipzig-Altenburger Lake District” Unfortunately,
the further plans which followed in the 1980s were not mere
revisions, but rather substantial alterations that presumed
ever more destruction of productive land for coal mining and
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less recreational capacity for the public. In sum, it is hardly
surprising that centralized planning, with its emphasis on
coal production at virtually all costs, limited and ultimately
inhibited Bezirk-level landscape planners from crafting a
Neuseenland during the communist period. Yet to overem-
phasize failures dictated from above would overlook the dog-
ged determination of geological and agricultural experts of
global standing, whose conceptions were increasingly enter-
tained by Bezirk and Kreis-level officials.

Increased bureaucratic pressure to implement recultivation
unfortunately coincided with the 1970s oil crisis. Intent on
phasing out coal in favor of cheap Soviet oil and gas, the East
German regime had neglected repairs to its coal installations
during the 1960s, and then overtaxed them when, along-
side an end to subsidized raw resources from the USSR, the
Honecker administration encouraged greater consumption
that relied on coal production. Recultivation efforts—though
more extensive and advanced than those implemented in the
1960s—could not keep up with the exponential increase in
pit mining and industrial output from outdated and decaying
industrial facilities. By the mid- to late 1980s, the beautiful
lake district planned since the 1950s was forestalled well into
the future.

Such an outcome was dangerous, experts protested: if con-
temporary mining operations failed to make basic prepara-
tions such as stabilizing pit cliffs, neutralizing acidic soils,
ensuring sufficient topsoil, and caring for water distribution,
the lake district’s acidic waters hemmed by collapsing shore-
lines would be bequeathed as more of a liability than an asset
to their great-grandchildren in one hundred years’ time. This
forestalling of a viable new landscape coincided with expo-
nentially increasing grassroots unrest over the clear and pres-
ent danger of industrial pollution and runaway pit mining.
Agitated local residents (who often relied on the coal industry
that was destroying their Heimat) typically attacked regime
incompetence without differentiating between blockading
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central ministries and regional officials and experts who had
been fighting for recultivation all along. After 1989, this tri-
umphalist narrative of uniform regime incompetence and
public victimhood became common knowledge.

Many communist-era concerns remain current: the strug-
gle to neutralize lake pH levels, the devastation of the water
table, soil infertility, the instability of shorelines, competition
over groundwater between farming and recreational uses,
and more.”® Furthermore, just as communist-era recultivation
experts struggled with technical and natural challenges, even
the most spectacular achievements of recultivation since
1989 have confronted the limits of human ability to control
nature after it has been degraded through our prior exploi-
tation. In May 2013, planners realized the “concrete dream”
of a canal connecting two nearly completed lakes. Right
where just twenty years earlier the Espenhain mine’s dusty,
unkempt overburden heaps had towered with acidic sands,
recreational boaters were now able to pass between the newly
crafted Markkleeberger and Stérmthaler lakes, via a canal and
lock system that overcame a four-meter height difference. Just
a few years later, however, some literal cracks appeared in
this seeming triumph of post-mining recultivation. In March
2021, the canal was closed indefinitely. Alongside mistakes in
construction, it appears that planners had failed to appreci-
ate the challenges that could occur when groundwater rose
again through the sandy overburden that had been dumped
after mining.”® Notwithstanding considerable preparation
that had included compressing the newly shifted soils along
the sides of the canal, the cement-lined edges of the lock were
deemed unstable.

Today the closed canal has devolved into an expensive mess
of fences, weathering cement walls, aging equipment, and
stagnant water. While two of the three sightseeing boats have
been restricted into each separate lake, the third was recently
sold by the owner due to declining tourist revenues. Work on
another canal between the nearby Cospudener and Zwen-
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Figure 7. The
Stérmthaler-Mark-
kleeberger lock,
August 2022. Author’s
photograph.
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kauer lakes (from the neighboring Béhlen/Zwenkau pit mine)
has been overshadowed by the calamity. In a worst-case sce-
nario, the lock could fail, and water from the topographically
higher Stormthaler Lake could come gushing through into the
lower Markkleeberger Lake to flood nearby Connewitz and
possibly even a swathe of central Leipzig.®

As this story exemplifies, even the most innovative planning
and generous investment could not repair the fundamental
damage that pit mining had done to the natural world. This
is not to downplay recultivation outcomes like the lake dis-
trict south of Leipzig. On the contrary: this article has upheld
recultivation planning and all-too-limited achievements
under communism, just as it celebrates the overcoming of the
dystopian mining landscape that had prevailed across much
of the region in 1989. It is nonetheless the case that humans
have irrevocably altered geological substructures, aquifers,
soil chemistry, archeological traces, and rich cultural land-
scapes. The new landscape is unruly, because its damage
runs so deep. Even as Cold War-era landscape scholars and
planners had chided mining collectives for failing in their
duties to recultivate what they had left behind, they had
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remained firm in their belief that they could produce some-
thing better than the world as it had existed before mining.
This was hubris. Such destruction could not somehow prefig-
ure the creation of a new paradise that exceeded the natural
beauty, productivity, and cultural richness of what had come
before. Reading the enthusiasm of contemporary tourist and
landscape-planning brochures, one cannot escape the sense
that this hubris lives on today.
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