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Introduction

The dev as tat ing wild fires that swept through Pacific Palisades 
and Altadena in early Jan u ary 2025 ex posed the eco log i cal 
fra gil ity and vul ner a bil ity of the Los Angeles re gion and high-
lighted the ef fects of es ca lat ing cli mate change. Furthermore, 
they underscored how nat u ral forces — wild fires, earth-
quakes, and floods — can over whelm even high ly-de vel oped  
so ci e ties like the United States.1 For many of those liv ing and 
work ing in Southern California, these events were a stark 
re minder of the “agen cy” of nat u ral forces and the phys i cal 
world. Scholars have long ex am ined the con nec tion be tween 

1 Natalie Rauscher 
and Welf Werner,  
Natural Disasters in 
the United States: 
Making Sense of Risks  
and Vulnerability  
(London: Springer 
Nature, forth com ing).
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en vi ron men tal di sas ters and the city of Los Angeles.2 How-
ever, this re la tion ship felt par tic u larly ur gent in the wake of our 
Los Angeles-based work shop, 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 2023.3 This work shop sparked dis cus sions on how 
twen ti eth-cen tury ur ban in fra struc ture pro jects in Europe, the 
United States, and be yond were designed to in flu ence hu man 
be hav ior. This the matic Forum in the GHI’s Bulletin con tin ues 
that di a logue by fea tur ing con tri bu tions on this top ic, in clud-
ing three pa pers orig i nally presented at the work shop.

The fo rum ex plores the com plex in ter play be tween the built 
en vi ron ment and hu man be hav ior. The con tri bu tions ex am-
ine how ar chi tec ture and in fra struc ture have shaped so ci e tal 
ex pec ta tions and be hav iors across di verse geo graph i cal con-
texts. Key ar eas of in ter est in clude Par is’s tram way net work, 
pe nal ag ri cul tural col o nies in nineteenth-cen tury France and 
early Soviet Ukraine, gov ern ment of fices in the Westminster 
dis trict of London, and the coal fields surrounding Leipzig, 
Germany. More spe cif i cal ly, the con tri bu tions delve into vi-
sions of so cial prog ress and ad vance ment through ef forts to 
mar gin al ize the ur ban poor by us ing trans port in fra struc tures 
to ex clude them from city cen ters; ide als of achiev ing moral 
re form through youth in car cer a tion; the en hance ment of 
white-col lar pro duc tiv ity and ef fi ciency through the ar chi tec-
tural de sign of of fice tow ers; and fos sil-fuel ex trac tion, of ten 
while neglecting the health con se quences for lo cal pop u la-
tions. Taken to geth er, these pa pers ex am ine how ar chi tects, 
plan ners, pol i ti cians, pe nal re form ers, judges, jour nal ists, 
and ordinary peo ple tried to shape so cial re la tions through 
the built en vi ron ment. Questions of con trol and sur veil lance 
within the built en vi ron ment, along side the un in tended con-
se quences of such be hav ioral reg u la tion, also re ver ber ate 
through out these pa pers.

The cen tral prem ise of this fo rum’s con tri bu tions is that the 
built en vi ron ment of fers a vi tal lens for ex plor ing broader 

3 Andreas Greiner, 
Jan Hansen, and Paul 
Lerner, “Concrete 
Dreams: Infrastructure 
and the Regulation of 
Behavior in the Global 
Twentieth Century,” 
work shop re port, 
Bulletin of the Ger man 
Historical Institute 72 
(2023): 129–136.

2 Mike Davis, Ecology 
of Fear: Los Angeles 
and the Imagination 
of Disaster (New York, 
1998).
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his tor i cal ques tions about so ci e ties — their norms, moral 
stan dards, sys tems of in clu sion and ex clu sion, and over-
all func tion ing. We con tend that so cial or ders are not only 
em bed ded within phys i cal struc tures, pro foundly shap ing 
how peo ple lived, worked, con sumed, and raised fam i lies, but 
that the built en vi ron ment ac tively re in forces and trans forms 
these so cial sys tems.4 Beyond rec og niz ing that phys i cal struc-
tures have ef fects, the fo rum’s con tri bu tions em pha size the 
af fec tive di men sions of the built en vi ron ment — the ex pec ta-
tions, prom ises, and as pi ra tions at tached to ar chi tec tural and 
infrastructural de vel op ments.5 This per spec tive en ables our 
au thors to in ves ti gate how spaces were de lib er ately designed 
to guide or mod ify hu man be hav ior and the con se quences —  
both intended and oth er wise — of these in ter ven tions. By 
ex am in ing the in ter sec tions of phys i cal spaces and so cial 
dy nam ics, this fo rum aims to deepen our un der stand ing of 
how en vi ron ments shape — and are shaped by — hu man 
ex pe ri ences.

To achieve these goals, the pa pers in this fo rum draw on a 
rich body of schol ar ship. Beginning in the 1970s, the “spa tial 
turn” in his tor i cal writ ing has brought about a new un der-
stand ing of the for ma tion and or ga ni za tion of the phys i-
cal en vi ron ment, treating space not as a mere geo graph i cal 
en tity but as a prod uct of so cial and cul tural trans ac tions. 
In his sem i nal work The Production of Space (1974), the 
French phi los o pher and so ci ol o gist Henri Lefebvre fa mously 
established that “(so cial) space is a (so cial) prod uct,”6 cre-
ated by his tor i cal ac tors and their re la tions. In turn, space 
itself is “both pro duced and pro duc tive,”7 in so far as spa tial 
ar range ments also shape and in flu ence so cial in ter ac tions. 
Recognizing that the spa tial or der has the ca pac ity to gov ern 
be hav iors and in flu ence cir cu la tion, mod ern state hood since 
the eigh teenth cen tury has sought to or ga nize and con trol 
spaces in or der to ex er cise power over pop u la tions. Munici-
pal and na tional ad min is tra tions have restructured spaces in 
ways that fa cil i tated po lic ing and con trol. The French phi los-

4 Leora Auslander, 
“Beyond Words,” 
Amer i can Historical 
Review 110 (2005): 
1015–1045.

5 Brian Larkin, “The 
Politics and Poetics of 
Infrastructure,” Annual 
Review of Anthro-
pology 42 (2013): 
327–343.

6 Henri Lefebvre, The 
Production of Space 
(Oxford, UK, 1991), 
26.

7 Ibid., 288. For an 
in tro duc tion to Lefeb-
vre’s work, see Harvey 
Molotch, “The Space 
of Lefebvre,” Theory 
and Society 22 (1993): 
887–895.
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o pher Michel Foucault fa mously en gaged with the his tor i cal 
mech a nisms used to mon i tor, clas si fy, and or der peo ple. In 
his book Discipline and Punish (1975), he ar gued that in the 
mod ern era spa tial reconfiguration be came a key method for 
dis ci plin ing and sur veil ling pop u la tions, with novel in sti tu-
tions such as schools, hos pi tals, and pris ons emerg ing as cen-
tral dis ci plin ary spaces.8 Foucault’s an a lyt i cal frame work has 
since been widely adopted and elab o rated up on. The po lit-
i cal the o rist Tim o thy Mitchell, for in stance, has high lighted 
how Eu ro pean col o niz ers in mid-nineteenth cen tury Egypt 
“enframed” the ru ral pop u la tion to fos ter state con trol by 
rearranging vil lage land scapes.9 In a sim i lar vein, the Amer-
i can an thro pol o gist James C. Scott, study ing ur ban plan ning 
from Baron Haussmann’s Paris to Brasília and Le Corbusi-
er’s un re al ized Plan Voisin, contended that mod ern states 
have tended to in crease the “legibility” of the city scape, that 
is to stream line and reg u late complexities to fa cil i tate the  
man age ment of its in hab i tants and in ter ven tion into their 
ac tiv i ties.10

Urban plan ners and re form ers in deed regarded reg u lat ing 
the built en vi ron ment as a means of directing or con trol ling 
hu man be hav ior. Analyzing ur ban re con struc tion from the 
me di e val era to the in ter war years, the Amer i can his to rian and 
critic Lewis Mumford rea soned in 1938 that “the im prove ment 
of cit ies is no mat ter for small one-sided re forms: the task of 
city de sign in volves the vaster task of re build ing our civ i li za-
tion.”11 This idea that spa tial in ter ven tion could ef fect hu man 
bet ter ment was shared wide ly, and the scope of ar chi tec tural 
re form move ments was in ter na tion al, with knowl edge and 
prac tices cir cu lat ing on a global scale through pub li ca tions, 
congresses, and ex hi bi tions.12 In the late nineteenth cen tu ry, 
so cial en gi neer ing meant fos ter ing changes in de mog ra phy 
and hy giene. Sanitizing the overcrowded ur ban cen ters of 
in dus tri al ized Europe by ven ti lat ing the cit ies, de vel op ing 
sew age sys tems, establishing parks, and restructuring ur ban 
lay outs was a prime pre oc cu pa tion of plan ners, whose  spa tial 

8 Michel Foucault, 
Discipline and Punish: 
The Birth of the Prison 
(1975; New York, 1995).

9 Tim o thy Mitchell, 
Colonising Egypt 
(Berkeley, CA, 1991).

10 James C. Scott, 
Seeing Like a State: 
How Certain Schemes 
to Improve the Human 
Condition Have Failed 
(New Haven, CT, 
1998).

11 Lewis Mumford, The 
Culture of Cities (1938; 
New York, 1970), 9.

12 Anthony Sutcliffe, 
Towards the Planned 
City, Germany, Britain, 
the United States and 
France, 1780–1914. 
Oxford, 1981; Stephen 
V. Ward, “Re-Examin-
ing the International 
Diffusion of Planning,” 
in Urban Planning in a 
Changing World: The 
Twentieth Century 
Experience, ed. Robert 
Freestone (London, 
2000), 40–66; Da vid 
Kuchenbuch, “Archi-
tecture and Urban 
Planning as Social 
Engineering: Selective 
Transfers be tween 
Germany and Sweden 
in the 1930s and 
1940s,” Journal of Con-
temporary History 51 
(2016): 22–39.
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in ter ven tions were soon rep li cated in the co lo nial world.13 
Social re form was also at the heart of the Garden City move-
ment and its ef forts to de cen tral ize ur ban liv ing.14

Intervention into the built en vi ron ment and peo ple’s ev ery-
day use of it did not re main un con test ed. Urban re con struc-
tion led to evic tions, the mar gin al i za tion of neigh bor hoods, 
and ra cial and class seg re ga tion. In the United States, the 
shift away from city cen ters and the en su ing pro cess of sub-
ur ban i za tion, highly crit i cized by Mumford and Amer i can 
ar chi tec ture critic Jane Ja cobs, ac cel er ated these pro cess es.15 
Sprawling sub urbs be came only pos si ble through in di vid ual 
mo tor i za tion from the 1940s on wards — when the num ber 
of car own ers in the United States exceeded that of all  other 
countries com bined.16 The ubiq uity of cars en gen dered a 
pro cess of ur ban re con struc tion that pushed other forms of 
mo bil i ty, es pe cially walk ing, to the side of the road. In the 
post war boom phase, car own er ship and sub ur ban de vel op-
ment then called for new broad thor ough fares into city cen-
ters, mak ing Af ri can-Amer i can neigh bor hoods the prey of 
bull doz ers.17 Thus en listed into the pro ject of au to mo bil i ty, 
ur ban space in creas ingly came to gov ern mo bil ity through 
the implementation of sign age sys tems, parking, and traf fic 
rules. After its in tro duc tion, ur ban driv ing com peted with 
other forms of mo bil i ty, lead ing to the crim i nal i za tion of “jay-
walking.”18

The con tri bu tions to this fo rum serve as case stud ies prob ing 
the bi di rec tional re la tion ship be tween the built en vi ron ment 
and hu man be hav ior. In the first pa per, Pe ter Soppelsa turns to 

13 Richard J. Evans, 
Death in Hamburg: 
Society and Politics 
in the Cholera Years 
1830–1910. (Oxford, 
UK, 1987); Martin 
Melosi, The Sanitary 
City: Urban Infrastruc-
ture in America from 
Colonial Times to the 
Present (Baltimore, 
2000); Stephen Legg, 
Spaces of Colonialism: 
Delhi’s Urban Govern-
mentalities (Malden, 
MA, 2007); William 
Cunningham Bissell, 
Urban Design,  
Chaos, and Colonial 
Power in Zanzibar 
(Bloomington, IN, 
2011); Aro Velmet, 
Pasteur’s Em pire: 
Bacteriology and 
Politics in France, Its 
Colonies, and the World 
(Oxford, UK, 2020); 
Ruth Rogaski, Hygienic 
Modernity (Berkeley, 
CA, 2004).

14 Dirk Schubert, “The 
Neighbourhood Par-
adigm: From Garden 
Cities to Gated Com-
munities,” in Urban 
Planning in a Changing 
World, ed. Freestone, 
118–138.

15 Jane Ja cobs, The 
Death and Life of 
Great Amer i can Cities 
(1961; New York, 
1993 ).

16 Thomas Zeller, 
Consuming Landscapes: 
What We See When 
We Drive and Why It 
Matters, (Baltimore, 
2022), 17.

17 Derek G. Handley, 
Struggle for the City: 

2008); Gabrielle  
Esperdy, Amer i can  
Autopia (Charlottes-
ville, VA, 2019);  
Robert A. Beauregard, 
When America  
Became Suburban 
(Minneapolis,  
2006).

Citizenship and  
Resistance in the  
Black Freedom  
Movement (University 
Park, PA, 2024); Eric 
Avila, Popular Culture 
in the Age of White 
Flight: Fear and Fan-
tasy in Suburban Los 

18 Pe ter D. Norton, 
Fighting Traffic:  
The Dawn of the  
Motor Age in the 
Amer i can City.  
(Cambridge, MA, 

Angeles (Berkeley, CA, 
2004)
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Third Republic Paris and the ar rival of the new met ro pol i tan 
tram ways to dem on strate pre vi ously un ac knowl edged pop u-
lar en gage ment in and pro test both for and against new ur ban 
modes of transportation. While voices from the left cheered 
the de moc ra tiz ing ef fect of new forms of pub lic transporta-
tion at the end of the nineteenth cen tu ry, which made the city 
core ac ces si ble for mem bers of the work ing-class and thus 
cre ated new op por tu ni ties, con ser va tives decried the trol-
leys as a threat to civ i li za tion and a blight on the beau ti ful 
Parisian city scape. As the new trams transformed the built 
en vi ron ment and pop u lar ex pe ri ences of the city, ob serv-
ers de bated and re cast the mean ing of French ness in terms 
of Par is’ Ro man her i tage, its po si tion as a bea con of “civ i li-
za tion” and an im pe rial me trop o lis, and its re sis tance to the 
forces of Amer i can iza tion.

Anna-Christine Grant’s es say fo cuses on pen i ten tiary in sti-
tu tions for ju ve nile of fend ers in two dis pa rate con texts, 
nineteenth-cen tury France and early Soviet Ukraine, in ves-
ti gat ing two col o nies whose cre a tors touted the in flu ence of 
en vi ron ment on hu man be hav ior. Nineteenth-cen tury French 
ideas about re ha bil i ta tion, the sal u tary ef fect of the ru ral, 
and the pos i tive in flu ence of a well-or dered en vi ron ment 
also in hered in pe nal and ed u ca tional re form move ments in 
Imperial Russia and persisted but took on a dif fer ent va lence 
af ter the Oc to ber Revolution. While ear lier French re form ers 
con strued way ward youth as an ur ban pop u la tion in need of 
dis tance from the mor ally cor ro sive city and the cor rec tive 
in flu ence of a well-or dered ag ri cul tural col o ny, in the Soviet 
con text, where ur ban mo der nity was cel e brated in con trast to 
the al leg edly back wards coun try side, youth res i dents of the 
Gorky col ony were seen as the ben e fi cia ries of mod ern plan-
ning, ra tio nal i ty, and ef fi cien cy.

The third con tri bu tion, by Juliana Kei, turns to the es tab-
lish ment of the Department of the Environment in 1970 in 
the United Kingdom, an amal gam of existing gov ern men tal 
bod ies tasked with the im prove ment of Brit ish life through 
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in ter ven tions in the en vi ron ment. She points to the am bi gu-
ity and slip page in the mean ing of the term “en vi ron ment” 
which orig i nally re ferred to ur ban spaces that were to be 
transformed through ra tio nal plan ning and con struc tion, 
and not to the nat u ral world and plan et, as in more re cent 
us age. Paradoxically, the es tab lish ment of the Department 
of the Environment ac tu ally pre saged the state’s with drawal 
from at tempts to ra tio nally man age the built en vi ron ment, as 
mod ern ist ideas lost cred i bil ity and Thatcherite pri vat iza tion 
be gan to hold sway. Lack of a co her ent no tion of “the en vi ron-
ment,” Kei ar gues, was one of the fac tors that prevented the 
state from mount ing any ef fec tive in ter ven tions into qual ity 
of life.

In the Forum’s fi nal ar ti cle, Andrew Demshuk takes us from 
the main streets of Britain’s new towns to the aban doned 
coal fields of the for mer GDR, Saxon waste lands scarred 
from de cades of lig nite pit min ing which de fied gen er a tions 
of plan ners’ dreams of transforming the pockmarked fields 
into a sa lu bri ous land scape to im prove its res i dents’ lives. 
Demshuk’s is a story of uto pian vi sions giv ing way to bu reau-
cratic re al i ties in the East Ger man and then the reunited 
Ger man state, which at last brought sig nif i cant fi nan cial re-
sources to older rec la ma tion pro jects but also proved un able 
to undo the ef fects of nat u ral dev as ta tion, fall ing prey to a 
hu bris tic be lief in hu man i ty’s abil ity to bend na ture to its will.

Taken to geth er, the pa pers re veal the rich and in tense strug-
gles over at tempts to re shape the built en vi ron ment over the 
last two cen tu ries of Eu ro pean his tory and also the lim its of 
hu man i ty’s power to in ter vene against stub born so cial and 
nat u ral forces, ex pos ing both the at trac tion and the lim its of 
the mod ern ist dream of ra tio nal i ty, or der, and sur veil lance. 
These pa pers, we be lieve, rep re sent just the be gin ning of a 
prom is ing new re search area at the in ter sec tion of en vi ron-
men tal his to ry, ar chi tec tural and plan ning his to ry, and the 
his tory of the hu man sci ences and governmentality. Future 
av e nues could in clude expanding the in ves ti ga tion to a 
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global per spec tive, with a par tic u lar fo cus on non-Eu ro pean 
con texts in Africa, Asia, and the Americas, in clud ing force-
ful at tempts to re shape the co lo nial world un der the im pe-
rial Eu ro pean gaze.19 Additionally, the intersectionality of 
categories of dif fer ence war rants fur ther ex plo ra tion, as 
for in stance, the gen dered dy nam ics of be hav ioral con trol 
through the built en vi ron ment, a topic hinted at in the es says 
at hand, and ex plored more sub stan tially in sev eral of the 
work shop pa pers. What no tions of masculinity and fem i nin ity 
were as so ci ated with these ef forts to in flu ence hu man be hav-
ior? To what ex tent did the built en vi ron ment itself be come 
gen dered? How did it re ify but also po ten tially un der mine 
dif fer ences of class, race, and eth nic i ty? What sorts of con ti-
nu i ties can be lo cated across the bound aries of the Cold War 
at the in ter sec tion of global de vel op ment, in fra struc ture, and 
the reg u la tion of be hav ior? The con tri bu tions to this fo rum 
rep re sent, we hope, a sig nif i cant first step in iden ti fy ing and 
ex plor ing this rich and ur gent field of in qui ry.

Andreas Greiner is a re search fel low at the Ger man His-
torical Institute in Washington. His re search spe cial izes in 
in fra struc ture net works, their spa ti al ity and ma te ri al ity in 
the long 19th and early 20th cen tu ries. He re ceived his PhD 
in his tory from ETH Zurich. Before join ing the GHI in Jan-
u ary 2021, he was a post doc toral fel low in the Max Weber 
Program at the Eu ro pean University Institute in Florence. 
His first mono graph, Human Porterage and Colonial State 
Formation in Ger man East Africa, 1880s–1914: Tensions of 
Transport (Palgrave Macmillan, 2022), ex plores the shifting 
role of car a van trans port and hu man por ter age in co lo nial 
East Africa, re veal ing the resilience of pre co lo nial struc-
tures in the era of “high im pe ri al ism.” His cur rent re search 
pro ject ex am ines the entangled his tory of in ter con ti nen tal 
air line net works in the in ter war pe ri od.

Jan Hansen is a Visiting Associate Professor in the Depart-
ment of History at UC San Diego, spon sored by the 

19 See, for ex am-
ple, Andrew Denning, 
Automotive Em pire: 
How Cars and Roads 
Fueled Eu ro pean 
Colonialism into Africa 
(Ithaca, NY, 2024).
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 Ger man Academic Exchange Service (DAAD). He is also a 
Wissenschaftlicher Mitarbeiter (re search fel low and lec tur-
er) in the Department of History at Humboldt University of 
Berlin, cur rently on leave. A his to rian of mod ern Germany, 
Europe, and the United States, his re search and teach ing 
fo cus on in fra struc ture his to ry, new ma te ri al ism, the Cold 
War, and so cial move ments. He is the au thor of Abschied 
vom Kalten Krieg? Die Sozialdemokraten und der Nach-
rüstungsstreit (1977–1987) (de Gruyter Oldenbourg, 2016). 
His co-authored vol umes in clude Making Sense of the 
Americas: How Protest Related to America in the 1980s and 
Beyond (Campus, 2015); Den Kalten Krieg vermessen: Über 
Reichweite und Alternativen einer binären Ordnungsvor-
stellung (de Gruyter, 2018); The Eu ro pean Experience: A 
Multi-Perspective History of Modern Europe (Open Book 
Publishers, 2023); and Histori sche Friedens- und Konflikt-
forschung: Die Quadratur des Kreises? (Campus, 2023). He 
is cur rently com plet ing his sec ond 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 di rects the 
Max Kade Institute for Austrian-Ger man-Swiss Studies. 
He is a his to rian of Modern Germany and Central Europe 
with par tic u lar re search and teach ing in ter ests in the his-
tory of the hu man sci ences, Jew ish his to ry, the his tory and 
the ory of con sumer cul ture, and the o ries of fas cism. He 
has writ ten two books: Hysterical Men: War, Psychiatry, 
and the Politics of Trauma in Germany (Cornell, 2003) and 
The Consuming Temple: The Jew ish 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), Jew ish 
Masculinities: Ger man Jews, Gender, and History (Indiana, 
2012), Feuchtwanger and Ju da ism: History, Imagination, 
Exile (Pe ter Lang, 2019), and Jew ish Consumer Cultures 
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in Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century Europe and North 
America (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019). Lerner is cur rently 
work ing on two book pro jects: “Exiles on Main Street: How 
Central Eu ro pean Émigrés Reimagined Amer i can Life, 
1940-1970” and “The Psychoanalysis of Terror: Fred Hacker 
be tween Vienna and Hol ly wood.”
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Paris Tramways as Artifacts of Civilization 
and Barbarism in the Age of Em pire,  
1890s–1920s

Pe ter Soppelsa
University of Oklahoma

From the 1890s to 1914, Par is’s horse-drawn and mo tor ized 
tram way net works ex panded rap id ly. Growth peaked be fore 
the 1900 Universal Exposition, when of fi cials ap proved nine-
teen new lines to serve Parisians and mil li ons of guests gath-
ered to cel e brate the turn ing cen tu ry.1 These tram ways in-
spired two types of pro test. Historians have noted NIMBY-like 
bour geois ef forts to ex clude tram ways and poorer pas sen gers 
from wealthy neigh bor hoods, but they have overlooked pop-
u lar pro test for tram way in clu sion.2 This es say builds on pre-
vi ous his tor i cal mo bil ity stud ies, in clud ing Pe ter Norton’s 
and my own, that an a lyze the lan guage used in ne go ti at ing 
transportation in fra struc ture.3 Protests against the tram-
ways reg is tered in the press in no ta ble categories of ep i thets:  

1 Alain Faure, “Les 
in va sions barbares ou 
le tram way criminel 
(Par is, 1872–1914),” Le 
mouvement so cial, no. 
266 (Jan u ary–March 
2019): 87–110, at 88.

2 Alain Faure, “Les 
in va sions barbares”; 
Gérard Jacquemet, 
“Voirie, trans ports 
et équipements 
urbain à Belleville de 
1860 à 1914,” Paris 
et Ile-de-France: 
Mémoires publiés 
par la Fédéra tion des 
Sociétés historiques 
et archéologiques de 
Paris et de l’Ile-de-
France 33 (1982): 
225–253, 249n25.

3 Pe ter Norton, “Street 
Rivals: Jaywalking 
and the Invention 
of the Motor Age 
Street,” Technology 
and Culture 48 (2007): 

331–359, quote 331; 
Pe ter Soppelsa, 
“Reworking Appropria-
tion: The Language of 
Paris Railways,” Trans-
fers 4 (2014): 104–123; 

Anton Rosenthal, “The 
Streetcar in the Urban 
Imaginary of Latin 
America,” Journal 
of Urban History 42 
(2016): 162–179.
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“mur der ous,” “crush er” and “tram way of death,” concerning 
safe ty; “crim i nal,” “odi ous,” “mu ti la tion,” and “van dal ism” 
with re spect to aes thet ics; and this es say’s cen ter piece, tram-
way des barbares (bar bar i ans’ tram way), reflecting con cerns 
about civ i li za tion. The term “van dal ism” also evoked Eu-
rope’s bar bar ian past. In such de bates and pro tests, to quote 
Norton, “com pet ing us ers flung ep i thets at one an oth er.” The 
ar ti cle thus takes what Martin Melosi has called the cul tural 
turn in in fra struc ture stud ies, work ing against tra di tional 
top-down and in sti tu tional ap proaches by study ing how us-
ers ex pe ri enced, represented, and imag ined in fra struc tures.4

The vo cab u lary of civ i li za tion and bar ba rism sat u rates mod-
ern French cul tur al, po lit i cal, and im pe rial his to ry. Alice 
Conklin called civ i li za tion “a par tic u larly French con cept; the 
French invented the term in the eigh teenth cen tury and have 
cel e brated the achieve ments of their own ever since.” Alice 
Bullard added that “sav agery and civ i li za tion are rhe tor i cal 
de vices used in at tempts to en force a par tic u lar so cial or der 
or po lit i cal agen da. . .  In nineteenth-cen tury France, the 
ideal of civ i li za tion acted as a sort of tal is man that kept away 
the cri sis of mean ing gen er ated by mo der ni ty.”5 As de tailed 
ahead, Paris tram ways be came charged ob jects in this cri-
sis. Conklin and Bullard share a fo cus on how the con cept of 
civ i li za tion was mo bi lized to jus tify French im pe ri al ism and 
its fa mous civ i liz ing mis sion. It is no co in ci dence that Par is’s 
de bates about tram ways and civ i li za tion oc curred as the age 
of em pire crested around 1900.

Since his to ri ans have al ready rec og nized the so cial ex clu-
sion of Par is’s elite tram way pro tests, this es say pur sues three 
other an a lytic threads — lo cal, na tion al, and trans na tion al. 
For lo cal so cial his to ry, it doc u ments pro tests from be low that 
demanded tram way ac cess and in clu sion, appropriating and 
re vers ing charges of “bar ba rism.” For na tional cul tural his-
to ry, it an a lyzes “bar bar i an” rhet o ric in the long-term con text 
of France’s Ro man her i tage, and the short-term con text of the 

5 Alice Conklin, A 
Mission to Civilize: The 
Republican Idea of 
Em pire in France and 
West Africa, 1895–
1930 (Stanford, CA, 
1997), 1; Alice Bullard, 
Exile to Paradise: Sav-
agery and Civilization 
in Paris and the South 
Pacific (Stanford, CA, 
2000), 2.

4 Martin Melosi, 
“Urban Infrastruc-
ture and the Cultural 
Turn,” in Concepts 
of Urban-Environ-
mental History, ed. 
Sebastian Haumann, 
Martin Knoll, and 
Detlev Mares (Biele-
feld, 2020), 145–154; 
Jon a than Soffer, 
“Introduction,” in 
Urban Infrastructure: 
Historical and Social 
Dimensions of an 
Interconnected World, 
ed. Joseph Heath-
cott, Jon a than Soffer, 
and Rae Zimmerman 
(Pittsburgh, 2022), 
3–8.
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1900 ex po si tion and the new im pe ri al ism. Finally, this es say 
sit u ates Paris de bates about tram ways and civ i li za tion trans-
nationally, by reviewing tram way pro test stud ies glob al ly, 
be fore show ing that for eign jour nal ists around 1900 cov ered 
Paris tram ways while for eign in tel lec tu als also linked tram-
ways and bar ba rism through out this era.

I. Global Studies of Tramway Protest

Histories of pub lic trans port have con sis tently found that 
shared ve hi cles were ob jects of so cial con flict from the in tro-
duc tion of omnibuses in the 1820s and street rail ways in the 
1830s, both pulled by hors es. Before mo tor i za tion raised new 
safe ty, noise, and emis sions concerns in the 1880s, group 
travel caused con tro ver sial so cial mixing on two re lated lev-
els. First, tran sit lines joined places of dif fer ent wealth and 
sta tus with fre quent and rapid con nec tions. Second, ve hi cles 
them selves enclosed dif fer ent clas ses, races, or gen ders in 
spaces of en coun ter and con flict ; to man age these en coun-
ters, rail ways, steam ships, and even tu ally air planes estab-
lished sep a rate spaces and prices for dif fer ent “clas ses.”6 
Using lan guage later ap plied in Paris and else where, Phila-
delphia tram way crit ics in 1858 called horse cars “bar ba rism” 
that would “in vade, van dal ize, and vul gar ize” the streets. In 
1867, Mark Twain crit i cized New York’s crowded trams for 
“go ing back to orig i nal bar ba rism.”7

During the sec ond in dus trial rev o lu tion (1880s–1920s), 
mo tor i za tion, elec tri fi ca tion, and the grow ing mass tran sit 
mar ket ac cel er ated tram way con flicts, some times vi o lent, in 
cit ies world wide. As Eric Hobsbawm wrote in 1968, “tram-
ways, whether in Calcutta or Barcelona, are usu ally con ve-
nient for ri ot ers; partly be cause the rais ing of fares, which 
tends to af fect all  the poor si mul ta neous ly, is a very nat u ral 
pre cip i tant of trou ble, partly be cause these large and track-
bound ve hi cles, when burned or overturned, can block streets 
and dis rupt traf fic very eas i ly.”8 Since Hobsbawm wrote, a rich 

6 Sam Bass Warner, 
Streetcar Suburbs: 
The Process of Growth 
in Bos ton, 1870–1900 
(Cambridge, MA, 
1978); Wolfgang 
Schivelbusch, The 
Railway Journey: The 
Industrialization of 
Time and Space in the 
Nineteenth Century 
(Berkeley, CA, 1987), 
70–88; Stephen Kern, 
The Culture of Time 
and Space, 1880–1918 
(Cambridge, MA, 
2003), 191–193; 
Masha Belenky, Engine 
of Modernity: The 
Omnibus and Urban 
Culture in Nine-
teenth-Century Par is 
(Manchester, 2019), 
esp. part 2.

7 Joel Tarr and Clay 
McShane, The Horse 
in the City: Living 
Machines in the 
Nineteenth Century 
(Baltimore, 2007), 
71; Gregg Camfield, 
Sentimental Twain: 
Sam uel Clemens in the 
Maze of Moral Philos-
ophy (Philadelphia, 
2016), 87.

8 Eric Hobsbawm, 
Revolutionaries (New 
York, 2001), 262.
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schol arly lit er a ture has ex am ined ur ban tram way op po si tion, 
pro test, sab o tage, and vi o lence. This lit er a ture shares his 
global scope.

Social his to ries of tram way pro test fore ground race, gen-
der, and class. Studies of race high light pro tests for tram-
way ac cess by mar gin al ized and minoritized peo ple. Geoff 
Zylstra has shown how Black Philadelphians faced rac-
ist vi o lence while strug gling to ac cess horse trams in the 
1850s–1860s.9 As a broad lit er a ture has documented, trans-
port ac cess remained cen tral to Amer i can strug gles for ra-
cial lib er a tion and civil rights for an other cen tu ry, be fore 
the iconic 1955–1956 Montgomery, Alabama, Bus Boycott.10  
Comparable dy nam ics gripped an other seg re gated city, 
apart heid Johannesburg.11 Similarly, stud ies of gen der 
aboard Amer i can, Ca na di an, Ger man, Turk ish, and Jap a-
nese tram ways have ex am ined de bates about women rid-
ing trams and the trou bling “in ti ma cy” of interacting with 
male pas sen gers.12 Finally, la bor his to ries have im pli cated 
tram ways in class strug gles from the Carolinas to Uruguay. 
From the 1890s to the 1920s, vi o lent tram worker strikes 
called “car wars” or “trol ley wars” touched most ma jor U.S. 
cit ies and were mir rored in Mexico City, Ha vana, Li ma, São 

9 Geoff D. Zylstra, 
“Whiteness, Freedom, 
and Technology: The 
Racial Struggle over 
Philadelphia’s Street-
cars, 1859–1867,” 
Technology and Culture 
52 (2011): 678–702.

10 Citing only some 
re cent ex am ples: 
Kenneth W. Goings 
and Brian D. Page, 
“Af ri can Amer i cans 
Versus the Memphis 
Street Railway Com-
pany: Or, How to Win 
the Battle but Lose 
the War, 1890–1920,” 
Journal of Urban 
History 30 (2004): 
131–151; Blair L. M. 
Kelley, “Right to Ride: 
Af ri can Amer i can 
Citizenship and Protest 
in the Era of ‘Plessy 
v. Ferguson,’” Af ri-
can Amer i can Review 
41 (2007): 347–356; 
Robert Cassanello, 
“Avoiding ‘Jim Crow’: 
Negotiating Separate 
and Equal on Florida’s 
Railroads and Street-
cars and the Pro-
gressive Era Origins 
of the Modern Civil 
Rights Movement,” 
Journal of Urban 
History 34 (2008): 
435–457; Ja son L. 
Bates, “Consolidating 
Support for a Law 
‘Incapable of Enforce-
ment’: Segregation of 
Tennessee Streetcars, 
1900–1930,” Journal 
of Southern History 82 
(2016): 97–126; Hilary 
McLaughlin-Stonham, 
From Slavery to Civil 
Rights: On the Street-
cars of New Orleans 

11 G. H. Pirie, “Racial 
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1904–1927,” Af ri can 
Studies 48 (1989): 
37–54.

1830s–Present (Liver-
pool, 2018); Elizabeth 
Belanger, “Work-
ing-Class  Mobility and 
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Reconstruction-Era St. 
Louis,” GeoHumanities 
8 (2022): 122–139.

12 Donald Davis and 
Barbara Lorenzkowski, 
“A Platform for Gen-
der Tensions: Women 
Working and Riding on 
Ca na dian Urban Public 
Transit in the 1940s,” 
Ca na dian Historical 
Review 79 (1998): 431–
465; Barbara Schmucki, 
“On the Trams: Women, 
Men and Urban Public 
Transport in Germany,” 
Journal of Transport His-
tory 23 (2002): 60–72; 
James Ryan, “ ‘Unveil-

ing’ the Tramway: 
The Intimate Public 
Sphere in Late Ot to-
man and Republican 
Istanbul,” Journal 
of Urban History 44 
(2018): 811–834; 
James A. Fujii, “Inti-
mate Alienation: Jap-
a nese Urban Rail and 
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of Urban Subjects,” 
dif fer ences 11 (1999): 
106–133; Belanger, 
“Working-Class 
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Paolo, and Valparaiso. Critics of Chicago’s 1903 strike called 
it “bar bar ic.”13

Historians of tech nol ogy have shown that Eu ro pean and 
North Amer i can city dwell ers of ten op posed elec tric tram-
ways’ nui sances and risks, shap ing the un even adop tion of 
elec tric ity and mo tor ve hi cles dur ing the sec ond in dus trial 
rev o lu tion.14 Electric trams, and par tic u larly their over head 
trol ley wires, posed two prob lems: the risk of elec tro cu tion 
and fire, and the threat of wires disrupting ar chi tec tural 
aes thet ics —  es pe cially in ma jor cit ies (see fig ure 1). Both 
prob lems touched Par is, where trol ley wires sparked re sis-
tance from elites and con ser va tives defending the cap i tal 
as a na tional ar chi tec tural show case. In 1902, one mu nic i-
pal coun cilor threat ened to remove trol ley wires in stalled in 
his dis trict by hand. Elsewhere, pro tes tors cut down trol ley 
wire poles: crowds led by New York’s mayor in the 1880s and 
by lum ber jacks in Toronto in the 1890s.15 In 1893, the mayor 
of Montreal sub urb Mile End tore up tram tracks.16 Electric 
tram way in fra struc tures — tracks, poles, and wires — were a 
ma jor source of con tro versy across the North At lan tic, with 
sim i lar in ci dents also oc cur ring in Amer i can, Ca na di an, Bel-
gian, Ger man, and Austro-Hun gar ian cit ies.

13 Jeffrey M. Leather-
wood, The Quest for  
Streetcar Unionism in 
the Carolina Piedmont,  
1919–1922 (Cam-
bridge, UK, 2017); 
Neil J. Lehto, The 
Thirty-Year  
War: A History  
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1892–1922 (East 
Lansing, MI, 2017); 
Scott Molloy, Trol-
ley Wars: Streetcar 
Workers on the Line 
(Dur ham, NH, 2007); 
Stephen H. Norwood, 
Strikebreaking and 
Intimidation: Merce-
naries and Masculinity 
in Twentieth-Century 
America (Chapel Hill, 
NC, 2002), 35–36 (for 
Chicago strike); Anton 
Rosenthal, “Street-
car Workers and 
the Transformation 
of Montevideo: The 
General Strike of May 
1911,” The Americas 
51 (1995): 471–494; 
Anton Rosenthal,  
“The Streetcar in the 
Urban Imaginary,” 
169–170.

14 John McKay, Tram-
ways and Trolleys: The 
Rise of Urban Mass 
Transport in Europe 
(Princeton, 1976); 
Eric Schatzberg, 
“The Mechanization 
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the United States: 
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Competitiveness: 
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Historical Perspectives 
on Electrical, Elec-
tronics, and Computer 
Industries, ed. William 

Aspray, 225–242 (Pis-
cataway, NJ, 1993); 
Eric Schatzberg, “Cul-
ture and Technology 
in the City: Opposition 
to Mechanized Street 
Transportation in 
Late-Nineteenth- 
Century America,” in 
Technologies of Power: 
Essays in Honor of 
Thomas Parke Hughes 
and Agatha Chipley 
Hughes, ed. Mi chael 
Thad Allen and Gabri-
elle Hecht (Cam-
bridge, MA, 2001), 
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Charles W. Cheape, 
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Urban Public  
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(Cambridge, MA, 
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d’histoire urbaine 24 
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Studies of Af ri can, Asian, and Latin Amer i can cit ies im pli cate 
elec tric tram way pro tests in con tests over the mean ings of civ-
i li za tion and mo der nity that char ac ter ized this age of ac cel er-
at ing Eu ro pean im pe ri al ism. In 1899, Seoul pro test ers threw 
rocks and overturned trams as ve hi cles of Western and Jap a-
nese co lo nial in flu ence. Tokyo pas sen gers vi o lently protested 
fare in creases from 1906 to 1911. Although more peace ful, 
contemporaries in Cairo, Mexico City, and Montevideo raised 
sim i lar con cerns about elec tric tram ways’ dan gers, Western 
in flu ence, and their rel e vance for ne go ti at ing civ i li za tion and 
bar ba rism. One Montevidean wrote about grue some tram way 
ac ci dents, “Progress is some thing that ap pears much like bar-
ba rism.”17

Paris his to ri ans have also con trib uted to this re search. Arnauld 
Passalacqua showed that Parisians long treated tram ways as 
“res i dent aliens,” fun da men tally for eign (es pe cially Amer i-
can) ar ti facts that achieved only “re luc tant” ac cep tance even 

Figure 1. Photograph-
ic post card, c.1900, 
Neurdein broth ers 
#4012. From the se-
ries Transportation 
in Par is, cap tioned 
“Tramway with mixed 
elec tric trac tion by 
trol ley and ac cu mu la-
tors.” Source: https:  /  / 
soundlandscapes 
 .wordpress  .com  /wp 
 -content  /uploads 
 /2012  /02  /043  .jpg

17 Min Suh Son, “Elec-
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Culture of Technology 
in Nineteenth Century 
Korea” (Ph.D. diss., 
University of Cali-
fornia, Los Angeles, 
2008), 79–130; James 
A. Fujii, “Networks of 
Modernity: Rail Trans-
port and Modern Jap a-
nese Literature,” Japan 
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Review, no. 13 (1997): 
12–16, at 13; Anton 
Rosenthal, “The Arrival 
of the Electric Street-
car and the Conflict 
over Progress in Early 

Twentieth-Century 
Montevideo,” Journal 
of Latin Amer i can Stud-
ies 27 (1995): 319–341, 
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on 331; On Barak, On 
Time: Technology and 
Temporality in Modern 
Egypt (Berkeley, CA, 
2013), chap. 5; Di ana 

Montaño, Electrifying 
Mexico: Technology 
and the Transformation 
of a Modern City  
(Austin, 2021), chap. 3.
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af ter op er at ing for al most a cen tu ry.18 Alain Faure re cently 
interpreted the an ti-tram way pro tests of Paris’s elite as bids 
to seg re gate Par is, lim it ing ac cess to wealthy west ern neigh-
bor hoods. Highlighting the ep i thet “bar bar i ans’ tram way,” he 
documented in de tail the ex clu sion ary aims of elite pro test.19 
Passalaqua and Faure ex am ined both or ga nized and spon ta-
ne ous tram way pro test, but they ig nored why it was cast in 
terms of civ i li za tion and bar ba rism, be cause they did not 
ad dress Par is’s im pe rial role. Writers out side France also saw 
tram ways as ar ti facts of civ i li za tion or bar ba rism, a theme 
which returns ahead. Meanwhile Parisians de bated civ i li za-
tion in light of longstanding con struc tions of their Ro man 
her i tage, a re pos i tory of les sons about im pe ri al ism.

II. The New Rome

Par is’s Ro man roots run deep. The Ro man set tle ment be neath 
the Left Bank emerges to day in the Cluny Museum baths 
and the Arènes de Lutèce am phi the ater. More con tro ver sial 
is Rome’s leg a cy, refigured through cen tu ries of dis course. 
French na tional iden tity is of ten explained as “Gallo-Ro man,” 
forged in the clash be tween Gauls and Ro mans. While mean-
ing ful, this ex pla na tion is neoclassical and nos tal gic, ex cludes 
France’s em pire, and com pli cates its Ro man-ness. Yet French 
lead ers from Charles de Va lois to Charles de Gaulle claimed 
to rule a “New Rome,” a no tion richly documented in a re cent 
con fer ence vol ume.20 Although ar ti facts from bread and wine 
to Ca thol i cism might jus tify such claims, Ro man en gi neer-
ing has been par tic u larly prominent, both in tel lec tu ally (an 
ap proach to en gi neer ing) and infrastructurally (built into the 
land scape as roads, bridges, and wa ter works).

The me di e val Va lois dy nasty pur sued a new Rome by re build-
ing Paris bridges and wid er, straighter roads. Renaissance 
stud ies track the no tion through the 1500s, documenting 
French travel to Rome, trade in Ro man ar ti facts, and a le-
gion of tex tual and vi sual rep re sen ta tions of Rome.21 Soon the 

19 Faure, “Les in va-
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Tramway Before 
1914,” in Mobility 
in History: Themes 
in Transport, T2M 
Yearbook 2011, ed. 
Georgine Clarsen et al. 
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wars of re li gion lent the phrase “New Rome” the flavor of the 
Counterreformation. In the 1600s and 1700s, the ab so lut ist 
Bourbon dy nasty ex panded neoclassical pub lic works. Chan-
dra Mukerji’s stud ies of ab so lut ist wa ter en gi neer ing — the 
Versailles gar dens and the Canal du Midi — have shown how 
build ers tried to im i tate and sur pass Rome’s cel e brated aq ue-
ducts, ca nals, foun tains, and sew ers.22

After the French Revolution, Napoleon I embellished Paris 
with neo-Ro man mon u ments, in clud ing tri um phal arches on 
the Places de l’Étoile and de la Carousel and the Vendôme 
Column, im i tat ing Trajan’s Column.23 (See fig ure 2.) Donald 
Reid showed that later un der ground pro jects, such as the cat a-
combs os su ary and sewer mod ern i za tion, also claimed Ro man 
an te ced ents. After 1853, Bo na part ists Napoleon III and Baron 
Haussmann ex plic itly pur sued the New Rome through the 
am bi tious and con tro ver sial ur ban re build ing pro ject known 
as “Haussmannization,” which stretched for de cades and in-
cluded en gi neer Eugène Belgrand’s aq ue ducts and sew ers. 
As Reid not ed, “Even ironic ob serv ers of Haussmannization 
couched their com ments in terms of the Ro man anal o gy.”24

Meanwhile, France braided in fra struc ture and im pe ri al ism to 
make its em pire a new Rome. Alice Conklin has shown how 
in fra struc tures of pub lic works and pub lic health were cen tral to 
France’s civ i liz ing mis sion in West Africa. Di ana Davis’s his tory 
of North Af ri can col o ni za tion showed how in ten si fied farm-
ing, land rec la ma tion, and ir ri ga tion sought to “res ur rect the 
Granary of Rome.” Sara Pritchard showed how mod ern French 
wa ter works, both met ro pol i tan and co lo nial, followed Ro man 
le gal and en gi neer ing pre ce dents as “of fi cials forged ge ne al-
o gies, not only from Ro man hy drau lics to their own en deav-
ors but also from the Ro man Em pire to their own.”25 Thus, for  
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cen tu ries French elites pro moted in fra struc ture as em body ing 
the leg acy of Ro man civ i li za tion, al though this leg acy gained 
new ur gency as France ex panded its em pire in the late 1800s.

In Paris around 1900, civilizational claims defended Parisians 
against the per ceived sub ur ban threats of crime, dis ease, pov-
er ty, and vi o lence, which were of ten cast as bar bar i an, spe-
cif i cally as Native Amer i can, like the iconic sub ur ban street 
thugs called “Apach es.” While terms like bar ba rism, civ i li-
za tion, van dal ism, and Ro man evoked Europe’s own past, 
Native Amer i can im ag ery allowed French im pe rial chau vin-
ism, ex ot i cism, and othering to tar get Par is’s sub urbs, while 
draw ing at ten tion away from France’s em pire in Africa and 
Asia. This im ag ery, dat ing at least to Alexandre Dumas’s se rial 
novel Les Mo hi cans de Par is (1854–59), also con veyed sub tle 
nos tal gia for France’ lost col o nies in the Americas.26 Such 
Native Amer i can im ag ery added eth nic and ra cial over tones 
to the oth er wise na tion al ist no tion that tram ways threat ened 
to “Amer i can ize” France.

Par is’s ur ban ge og ra phy af ter the 1860 ex pan sion of the city 
lim its re flects a clear di vi sion of space by so cial class: as the 
city cen ter gen tri fied, lost pop u la tion, and cen tral ized pow-
er, the priced-out work ing clas ses were in creas ingly pushed 
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tracks are vis i ble in the 
lower right quad rant. 
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de France, Gallica 
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 .bnf  .fr), dig i tal ID: 
btv1b532131082.
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into the pe riph eral dis tricts and the sub urbs. The wealthy 
core of Paris was surrounded by a ring of pov erty fre quently 
de scribed as the cap i tal’s “mar gins” or “fron ti er,” and linked 
with the neglected “Zone” of squat ters and shan ty towns just 
out side the city lim its and the “red belt” of rad i cal ized left-
wing sub urbs be yond.27 This lo cal cen ter-pe riph ery in equal-
ity il lu mi na tes the ep i thet “bar bar i ans’ tram way.” Tramway 
crit ics ac cused pro gres sive pol i ti cians of “van dal iz ing” the 
streets with tram lines that let sav age sub ur ban ites “in vade” 
Par is. Tramway sup port ers, by con trast, thought it more bar-
baric to pro test so cial and tech no log i cal prog ress. However, 
given the size, di ver si ty, and ideo log i cal spe cial i za tion of 
the Paris press in this era, it is cru cial to note that the lan-
guage of civ i li za tion and bar ba rism was widely shared and 
appropriated for dif fer ent pur poses by au thors from dif fer-
ent clas ses and with dif fer ent po lit i cal per spec tives. Parisians 
thus de bated tram ways as as sets or threats to civ i li za tion by 
over lay ing the cap i tal re gion’s class ge og ra phy with im ages 
of far-flung cul tures and con ti nents. How could civ i li za tion 
and mo der nity co ex ist in a mo tor iz ing city with deep Ro man 
roots? Could tram ways share the Ro man lus ter of aq ue ducts, 
cat a combs, and tri um phal arches?

III. Barbarian Tramways

The ep i thet “bar bar i ans’ tram way” emerged in 1897 when the 
General Omnibus Company (com monly CGO), which op er-
ated most Paris horse cars, opened a new horse-drawn line 
from the south ern work ing-class sub urb Montrouge to the 
church of Saint-Philippe-du-Roule in the wealthy west ern 8th 
Ar ron disse ment (district). (See fig ure 3.) The open ing followed 
months of cen trist and right-wing ed i to ri als and or ga nized lo cal 
op po si tion, which found it fit for “bar bar i ans.”28 Le Petit moni-
teur universel quipped that famed Greenland ex plorer Fridt-
jof Nansen could imag ine a dog-drawn tram for “Es ki mos,”  
but not Parisians.29 Conservative jour nal ist Jules Claretie 

29 “Echos du jour,” Le 
Petit moniteur univer-
sel, 29 March 1897, 1.
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of the Paris Red Belt 
(Berkeley, 1990).
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23 March 1897, 3; “Le 
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French pub li ca tions 
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demanded “out cry” and “fu ry” against the “odi ous tram way.” 
Recalling de cades of Haussmannization, he expressed “fear” 
that new trams would wake Haussmann’s “ghost” to con tinue 
his mu ti la tion of the street scape from be yond the gra ve.30  
Critics wor ried about traf fic con ges tion, pub lic safe ty, and 
above all  mon u men tal aes thet ics. The new line crossed the 
east plaza of Par is’s cel e brated clas si cally named av e nue,  
the Champs-Élysées. Amer i can William Walton ob served 
“the jeal ous care with which the Parisians guard the or na-
men tal fea tures of the Champs-Élysées.”31 Recalling tram-
way pro tests lat er, French so cial ist Paul Brousse sim i larly 
called Parisians “jeal ous of the beauty of their bou le vards.”32 
Although this was only the first tram line to be tarred “bar bar-
i ans’ tram way,” the pres tige of the Champs-Élysées en sured 
that pro test of this line was par tic u larly in tense.

In April, con ser va tive mu nic i pal and na tional pol i ti cians tried 
blocking the tram line with a state buy out and a po lice dec la-
ra tion of unsafety, but they were outvoted three to one. Left-
ists cheered this “dem o cratic tram way,” ar gu ing that it “will 
not in jure the ap pear ance of the Champs-Élysées at all .” Con-
servatives re plied snide ly, “The dem o cratic tram way . . .  will 
be pulled by dem o cratic hors es,” and charged that the tram-
way and its sup port ers were bar baric threats to the city scape, 
a tro phy case of civ i li za tion.33 One writer slurred sub ur ban 
com mut ers: “Every day the bar bar i ans make their de scent 

Figure 3. Two horse 
trams pass each other 
on the Avenue des  
Go be lins. Photograph-
ic post card dated by 
the sender to 1904, 
au thor’s col lec tion.
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2, all  in Le Matin.
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33 “Les in ter pel la-
tions,” Le Matin, 4 April 
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also “Le tram way des 
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into the heart of Par is.”34 Independent jour nal ist Edmond 
Lepelletier called them “hordes,” “mi gra tors,” “Goths,” and 
“Huns.”35 Critics imag ined sub ur ban bar bar i ans in vad ing the 
New Rome aboard tram ways.

One pe ri od i cal, the Bibliothèque universelle et re vue Suisse, 
found these pro tests fickle and ir ra tio nal, echo ing Gustave Le 
Bon’s re cent the ory of crowd psy chol o gy. Elite pro test was an 
un likely tar get for a the ory em pha siz ing masses and mobs, 
but the ed i tors made it fit. Le Bon di ag nosed the masses as 
vol a tile and sug gest ible; thus, this pub li ca tion ar gued that 
press mis in for ma tion cre ated an ti-tram way pro test. First, like 
all  French pub lic works, tram ways re quired an “in quiry of 
pub lic util i ty” to of fi cially col lect pub lic opin ion about a pro-
ject be fore ap prov al. By of fer ing no opin ions or ob jec tions, 
cit i zens forfeited their chance to pro test the tram way. Later, 
press in vec tive about bar ba rism and van dal ism “sud den ly” 
stoked pro test. Protestors villainizing this sin gle tram ig nored 
that four tram lines al ready crossed the Champs-Élysées, 
where ac ci dents were rare. Thus, aes thet ics and safety were 
less mo ti vat ing than pro tes tors claimed. The Bibliothèque 
universelle detected other mo tives de rived from mass psy-
chol ogy and me dia in flu ence.36

The new tram opened in mid-May, al ready “fa mous” (fameux) 
or “too fa mous” (trop fameux).37 G. d’Azambuja, ed i to ri al ist 
for the ul tra mon tane Cath o lic pa per L’Univers, wrote that the 
tram way had “won” its “du el” with the Champs-Élysées, rais-
ing aes thetic ques tions about the west ern “lux u ri ous quar ters” 
(quartiers de luxe) or “beau ti ful quar ters” (beau quartiers). 
He mourned “the mag nif i cence of an cient times.” From Bab y-
lon’s Hanging Gardens to the “splen dors” of Nineveh, Thebes, 
Palmyra, and the “mar vel ous Ro man Forum,” clas si cal gran-
deurs had “fallen into ru ins” or vanished “be neath the sand.” 
Such losses were “returns of barbary” (retours de barbarie). 
Less shrill than other crit ics, d’Azambuja of fered a neoclassi-
cal el egy for civilizational change and loss.38

34 Quoted in Walton, 
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35 Quoted in Faure, 
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Close be hind aes thet ics and civ i li za tion were safety con cerns. 
In the tram way’s early weeks, pa pers from left-lib eral La Jus-
tice to pop u list Le Matin discussed traf fic con ges tion and 
ac ci dents. Could pe des tri ans enjoy el e gant streets swarmed 
with dan ger ous ve hi cles? Could res i dents safely nav i gate 
their neigh bor hoods? One con so la tion for crit ics was that the 
bar bar i ans’ tram way was horse-drawn, not mo tor ized. Police 
manned its route to man age traf fic, where one of fi cer was hit 
by a small horse car riage (fi acre).39 This ac ci dent emboldened 
crit ics to de mand again that po lice shut down the tram for 
safety rea sons, but the po lice sen si bly blamed the car riage, 
not the tram.40

The now-fa mous tram way ran for two weeks un til a new pro-
test erupted (see fig ure 4). On May 28, 1897, or ga nized work-
ing-class rid ers from Montrouge oc cu pied the tram, turn ing 
this mo bil ity ma chine into a pro test and pub lic ity ma chine. 
They hung a large fab ric ban ner from the roof deck read ing: 
“The Barbarians of Montrouge to the Recalcitrant Press.” En 
route, pro test ers “shouted ul tra-rev o lu tion ary slo gans,” and 
upon reaching the ritzy Avenue d’Antin, they rushed lo cal bars 
and de nounced the dis trict’s “sav ages.” The Montrougians 
iron i cally em braced their own bar bar ity and condemned the 
bour geois “sav ages” who would ex clude them from west ern 
neigh bor hoods.41 One pro tester told Cath o lic news pa per La 
Croix: “We are civ i lized peo ple. And en route to Saint-Philipe-
du-Roule!” — stressing that sub ur ban worshipers took the 
tram to church.42 Protesters threw civ i li za tion, Ca thol i cism, 
and tram way pro test back at con ser va tives.

Montrougians also bragged that “the Montmartrois, who have 
a rep u ta tion for wit, could have done no bet ter,” but later that 
sum mer, Montmartre’s ir rev er ent cab a rets pro duced sev eral 
sa tir i cal sketches en ti tled “The Barbarians’ Tramway.” One 
sketch fea tured a ri dic u lous card board tram drag ging two 
sheep through a crowd of ri ot ous pro tes tors and har ried po lice. 
Foreign ob serv ers also saw hu mor here. Britain’s cel e brated 
funny pa per Punch printed a sing-song poem  de mand ing, 
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“Why this sud den melée / is a mad dog astray?”43 From Par is’s 
pop u lar pe riph ery in Montrouge and Montmartre to London, 
hu mor ists parodied bour geois tram way pro tests.

Some news pa pers defended the Montrougians. Liberal Le 
XIXe siècle said sub ur ban pro test ers were “justly ag grieved” 
(justement froissés) at be ing called “bar bar i an” be cause this 
tram, use ful for so many, would “per haps bother a few fancy 
la dies” (gêne peut-être quelques belles ma dames).44 For this 
pa per and La Petite Presse, the pro test ers rightly pri or i tized 
the pub lic util ity of in fra struc ture over the com plaints of a few 
bour geoises in fancy neigh bor hoods. Progressives thought 
tra di tion should bend to mo der ni ty.45 In lit er ary pa per Gil 
Blas, Léo Trézenik of fered a col or ful de fense of Montrouge’s 
“bar bar i ans” with a hint of iro ny. Calling the pro tes tors 
“heroes” and “Huns,” he strik ingly lik ened them to Gal lic king 
Vercingetorix, en emy of Julius Cesar. Trézenik also used chau-
vin is tic Native Amer i can–inflected lan guage against wealthy 
women as “squaws” (he used the En glish term) protecting 
their “wig wams.” By pit ting “Gauls” against wealthy wom en, 
he gen dered male vic tors and fe male vic tims, blur ring Gal-
lic re sis tance to Ro man im pe ri al ism and mod ern Eu ro pean 
im pe ri al ism in the Americas. He unmasked the “civ i lized” 
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res i dents of the wealthy 8th Arrondissement as for eign, Amer-
i can, racialized, and bar bar ic, while pro test ers defended the 
“dem o crat ic, so cial ist, and rev o lu tion ary” tram way.46

The next week, news pa pers reported that pro-tram way ac tiv-
ists had oc cu pied cafés on the Avenue du Maine, along the 
tram way’s route in the Left Bank 14th Arrondissement. Like 
the Montrougians and the Bibliothèque universelle, these pro-
test ers decried “of fen sive” (désobligeant) press bias and “par-
tial i ty” in neg a tive tram way cov er age. One café owner hosting 
pro test ers said that Right Bank elites were “shocked” when 
“our blouses cross the Champs-Élysées.” Signaling class con-
flict, he jux ta posed the iconic work ing-class blouse with the 
8th dis trict’s “aris to crats.”47

Controversy sim mered into late 1897. Cabarets and the aters 
parodied the bar bar i ans’ tram way while news pa pers chroni-
cled its ac ci dents. In June, two young men were hurt when the 
tram way top pled their tan dem bi cy cle.48 In Au gust, the tram 
crushed a young boy named Henri Gadignon, sev er ing his 
right foot.49 Montmartre’s sa tir i cal songwriters were watching 
the ac ci dent pages. A De cem ber cab a ret tune fea tured a ven-
dor on the Champs-Elysées sell ing first aid supplies to lo cals 
in jured by the bar bar i ans’ tram way.50

As de bate con tin ued and Le Figaro demanded “mass pro-
test” that never came, com men ta tors revealed the na tional 
con text of these lo cal dis putes — the pub lic works pre par ing 
Par is, and es pe cially its west ern neigh bor hoods, for the 1900 
Universal Exposition.51 Le Pays mourned the “death” of the 
Champs-Élysées, “de cap i tat ed” by the bar bar i ans’ tram way.52 
In Oc to ber, the news pa pers Le Matin and La Justice reported 
a plan to ex pand morn ing com mute ser vice on the bar bar i-
ans’ tram way for la bor ers build ing the ex po si tion grounds.53 
A let ter to leftwing L’Aurore from “Decagon” un fa vor ably lik-
ened the bar bar i ans’ tram way to the Gare d’Orléans train sta-
tion (to day the Musée d’Orsay) un der way for 1900.54 L’Aurore 
ed i to ri al ist Eugène Thebault crit i cized the ex po si tion as an 
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in vest ment craze for fi nan ciers who would fur ther dam age 
the Champs-Élysées, al ready marred by the fa mous tram-
way.55 While of fi cials used the ex po si tion to jus tify tram way 
ex pan sion, the event raised na tional iden tity is sues: How 
would France pres ent itself to the world? For the ex po si tion’s 
harshest crit ics, the event em bod ied France’s bar baric de-
cline and tram ways were merely symp tom at ic.56

In early 1898, the Journal des trans ports, an in ter na tional 
re view of rail ways and nav i ga tion, fa vor ably reviewed a 
con tro ver sial CGO plan to mo tor ize sev eral horse trams. 
Among them was the bar bar i ans’ tram way, which the ed i-
tors de scribed point ed ly: “the fa mous tram way . . .  which 
[pub lic] opin ion, at an over ex cited mo ment — but how 
artificially? — nicknamed ‘the bar bar i ans’ tram way.’” With 
lit tle elab o ra tion, the ed i tors portrayed the nick name as 
un fair and un fit ting.57 Weeks lat er, the equally pro gres sive 
city ad min is tra tion jour nal Revue municipale made sim i lar 
moves to re think the nick name. Author A. Perrier wel comed 
mo tor i za tion: horse trams, in clud ing the orig i nal bar bar-
i ans’ tram way, were back ward and brut ish, not be cause of 
aes thet ics or class con flict, but rather for be ing tech no log-
i cally and so cially out dat ed, “uti liz ing old hors es, old cars, 
and per haps even old hab its.” Like the Montrougians, Perrier 
gave the phrase “bar bar i ans’ tram way” a new and pro gres-
sive mean ing.58

In Sep tem ber 1898, the ep i thet bar bar i ans’ tram way touched 
a projected Trocadero–Neilly tram that would cross the Bois 
de Boulogne, one of Par is’s two larg est parks. Again, the beau-
ti ful quar ters were at stake. Newspapers not ed, as if recruit-
ing pro test ers, that this pro ject, like all  pub lic works, would 
re quire an in quiry of pub lic util ity with com ment from the 
pub lic.59 Le Petit jour nal called it “A pro ject of van dals.”60 In 
Oc to ber, the con ser va tive Journal des débats, mod er ate Le 
Journal, and pro gres sive Le Radical used sim i lar lan guage to 
op pose mo tor ized trams cross ing the Place de l’Étoile, site of 
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the Arc de Triomphe.61 In March 1899, mu nic i pal coun cil ors 
rejected the pro posed line.62

Such vic to ries against tram way ex pan sion were rare. In Au-
gust 1899, the sa tir i cal pa per Le Journal amusant mocked 
the cap i tal’s aes thetic de fend ers, cit ing Edmond Benoit- 
Levy’s Society of Fine Arts and Friends of Par is, and remind-
ing read ers iron i cally that cam paigns in the name of “art” 
against the Eiffel Tower and the orig i nal bar bar i ans’ tram-
way had succeeded (they failed). Surely, Benoit-Levy’s new 
cru sade against pub lic ad ver tise ments would be equally 
suc cess ful! Like Montmartre’s songwriters, this pop u lar 
hu mor ist mocked bour geois tram way pro tests as laugh able 
elit ism.63

Later that year, a pro posal to ex pand Romainville–Opera 
ser vice projected a tram on the rue du 4-Sep tem ber in the 
cen tral 2nd dis trict. Organized res i dents pe ti tioned the 
Minister of Public Works about this “bar bar i ans’ tram way” 
and “act of van dal ism.”64 By Jan u ary 1900, news pa pers from 
na tion al ist Le Figaro to cen ter-left Le Temps de clared their 
op po si tion. Again, aes thet ics and safety were not the only 
con cerns. Historians Jacquemet and Faure showed that 
these pro test ers also sought to ex clude work ers from their 
neigh bor hood.65 Le Figaro boasted of its sustained com bat 
against bar baric tram ways and noted that cy cling mag a-
zine Le Vélo (the Bike) mounted its own cam paign against 
a “tram way of death” on the Maisons-Lafitte bridge. The 
300-me ter-long bridge crowded two tram tracks that would 
normally re quire ten me ters of width onto a six-me ter-wide 
road way, leav ing lit tle room for cy clists, eques tri ans, pe des-
tri ans, or au to mo bil ists to pass trams, tossing them all  into a 
“mur der ous sal ad.”66 Despite on go ing de bate about aes thet-
ics and safe ty, Director of Works ar chi tect Joseph Bouvard, 
the head of pub lic works for the de part ment of the Seine, 
en cour aged mu nic i pal coun cil ors to stay op ti mis tic about 
tram way growth.67
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Le Journal writer E. Bois-Glavy crit i cized the tram way op po-
nents’ “aris to cratic in stincts,” ask ing “Are the pro posed tram-
ways so fright ful?” The new 2nd dis trict line, he wrote, would 
not only serve Romainville, but also con nect the wider work-
ing-class pe riph ery with the Right Bank’s com mer cial core, 
sat is fy ing a de cade of sub ur ban de mand for ac cess to cen tral 
Par is. He reminded read ers that the Journal had long op posed 
de fil ing the “beau prom e nades” and “mounted a vig or ous 
cam paign” against the orig i nal bar bar i ans’ tram way and the 
can celled tram through the Bois de Boulogne. But this new 
2nd dis trict line was dif fer ent. No “aes thetic pre text” could 
jus tify keep ing tram ways from busy streets that were “dif fer-
ently el e gant” (autrements élégantes). Claiming that the line 
was use less be cause east Paris work ers did not want Opera 
ac cess was a “bad” or “cru el” joke (mauvaise plaisanterie). 
The new tram would ease com mutes for those who worked 
far from home, rais ing ques tions of “true de moc ra cy” that the 
2nd dis trict’s re pub li can and rad i cal pol i ti cians ought to rec-
og nize. “Before protesting,” he end ed, con sider for eign cit ies, 
where tram ways rode even the wealth i est, most el e gant av e-
nues. His full-throated de fense of the pro posed tram showed 
the geo graphic and con cep tual lim its of tram way crit i cism. 
While op pos ing tram ways out west, he wel comed them else-
where. His rhet o ric blended fa mil iar con ser va tive cri tiques 
and dem o cratic de fenses of tram ways.68

Though these de bates regarded spe cific dis tricts and streets, 
their na tional sig nif i cance resurfaced as the 1900 ex po si tion 
approached. In March, in de pen dent right ist pa per L’Intran-
sigeant linked the bar bar i ans’ tram way to a pro ject by French 
President Emile Loubet to ren o vate the Champs-Élysées, 
which it com pared to re cent na tional scan dals, the Pan-
ama and Dreyfus Affairs. Using pitched rhet o ric and veiled 
antisemitism, they called the pres i dent “[King] Panama I,” a 
“pro vin cial van dal” (vandale montillien) and a “sticky nou-
gat” (nou gat poisseux), too soft. “Uprooted” (déraciné) from 
Montélimar and “transplanted” in Par is, he there fore lacked 
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Tramway de la rue 
du 4-Septembre,” Le 
Journal, 17 Jan u ary 
1900, 2.
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loy al ty. The ed i to rial ended by call ing left-lean ing mu nic i pal 
coun cil ors allies of Dreyfus and Panama I, “id i ots,” “crooks” 
(filous) and “trai tors.” This nasty ed i to rial com bined claims 
of lo cal loy alty and na tional iden ti ty, again ar tic u lated in gen-
dered and eth no cen tric terms.69

Days later in cen trist La Presse, Léon Bailby called a new 
Charenton–Concorde “bar bar i ans’ tram way” an aes thetic 
“threat” to an other el e gant west ern pla za, the Place de la 
Concorde.70 Soon the self-styled “pro gres sive re pub li can” 
pa per La Petite Presse joined the cho rus, call ing a pro posed 
tram way on the cen tral grands bou le vards “mon strous,” “util-
i tar i an,” and “shame ful.” The ed i tors bemoaned the “Amer i-
can ism” inflicted upon this cel e brated his toric royal pa rade 
route by “en gi neers” and “fi nan ciers.” National in ter est and 
pa tri ot ism, they ar gued, re quired resisting such at tempts to 
turn Paris into New York or London.71 The Liberal Cath o lic 
pe ri od i cal Le Correspondant ori en tal ized the trams, decry-
ing “such mu ti la tions, prof a na tions, de for ma tions, which will 
fa tally end by mak ing of the for mer aes thetic cap i tal of the 
world the gi gan tic and vul gar car a van-sta tion of the fu ture 
de moc ra cy.”72 Le Figaro’s ed i tors, con sis tently stok ing pro-
test, made their “na tion al ist” mo tives ex plicit while mourn ing 
that they could not save the Champs-Élysées.73 Thus pa pers 
across the ed i to rial spec trum blew re li gious, re gion al, and ra-
cial dog whis tles, othering tram ways as Af ri can, Asian, and 
Amer i can threats to French civ i li za tion. Such na tion al ist and 
xe no pho bic claims stood in ten sion with the on go ing “uni ver-
sal” ex po si tion.

As Le Figaro rec og nized, the ex po si tion not only buoyed 
na tion al ism sym bol i cal ly, but also renewed con ser va tive 
op po si tion to the Republic. The left ist ma jor ity on the mu nic-
i pal coun cil lost sev eral seats as the tram way con tro ver sies 
con tin ued. From fall 1900 into 1901, con ser va tives, es pe cially 
the vo cal 8th dis trict mu nic i pal coun cil ors in clud ing Pierre 
Quentin-Bauchard, sustained tram way pro test as an other 
line threat ened the Champs-Élysées.74 Quentin-Bauchard 
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re peated fa mil iar an ti-tram way rhet o ric, for ex am ple echo-
ing Jules Claretie with a “fear for the fu ture.”75 Progressive Le 
Radical called these coun cil ors “re ac tion ary” and charged 
that they crit i cized tram ways “at their ease” (à leur aise), in 
other words speak ing too freely with out regard for au di ence 
or con text.76

Conservatives feared a fu ture that would sac ri fice form for 
func tion, leav ing Paris “ug ly” (laid). In the Journal des débats, 
Alcide Ebray ar gued that “the util i tar i an ism and in dus tri al-
ism of pres ent times no lon ger re spect any thing.”77 Critics 
con sis tently cast such coarse mod ern i za tion as Amer i can. 
Quentin-Bauchard had ear lier pro nounced, “Paris should 
not be treated like an Amer i can city,” while Léon Bailby in La 
Presse warned that Paris would be come “as bril liant, as new 
— and also as ugly — as Chicago.”78 From 1900 to 1902, the 
mu nic i pal coun cil grad u ally soft ened lim its on in stall ing trol-
leys, briefly bring ing them to the cen ter of on go ing tram way 
de bate.79 After March 1902, when the CGO moved to mo tor-
ize the orig i nal bar bar i ans’ tram way (see fig ure 1), Le Petit 
Journal moaned that “the too fa mous bar bar i ans’ tram way” 
was be com ing “more and more bar bar ic!”80 Months lat er, 
in an opin ion piece, “The Cursed Trolley,” for in de pen dent 
pa per L’Éclair, L. Roger-Milès chided tram way crit ics who 
“reopened the fau cet of mu nic i pal tears.” They evinced “a sort 
of sen ti men tal en fee ble ment” (affaiblissement sen ti men tal) 
that left them un able to dis tin guish mon u ments worth pre-
serv ing from places worth re build ing. The crit ics, he ar gued, 
ex ag ger ated the street scape’s “im mu ta bil i ty,” tak ing pres er va-
tion too far. Opposing all  ur ban change only held Paris back.81

That same year, Par is’s tram way trou bles reached in ter na-
tional au di ences af ter Prime Minister Pierre Waldeck-Rous-
seau was in jured when a tram hit his au to mo bile. London’s 
Observer and Spectator were watching, as was “all  of Europe” 
according to the Spectator. The Brit ish Electrical Engineer 
reported that the crash reignited on go ing tram way de bates 
in Vienna.82 The New York Times posted up dates on his  
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re cu per a tion over two weeks.83 The Prime Minister’s story 
reached the an glo phone Japan Weekly Mail via French co lo-
nial Saigon and trav eled as far as Australia and New Zealand 
pa pers.84 At home, Paris in de pen dent L’Évenement connected 
his ac ci dent with fa mil iar traf fic and safety con cerns, spec u lat-
ing that he might (now) sup port in creased tram way reg u la tion.85

In the early 1900s, the phrase bar bar i ans’ tram way faded 
with out disappearing. In 1903, the con ser va tive city of Ver-
sailles op posed a new “bar bar i ans’ tram way” from Par is.86 
Paul Gaulot, writ ing for wom en’s mag a zine Le monde mod-
ern et femme d’aujourdhui (The mod ern world and woman of 
to day) in 1904, called the “fa mous” tram way “pic tur esque.”87 
Overtly pos i tive but faintly dis mis sive, Gaulot’s word ing sug-
gests that the tram way’s bad rep u ta tion was slowly dwin dling.

In 1905, when of fi cials pro posed an other tram way in the 
Bois de Boulogne, con tro versy emerged around the threat to 
planted trees. The prom e nade plantée (planted prom e nade) 
was an es sen tial ur ban form in the lux u ri ous quar ters, the 
nexus of bour geois street life. It com prised rows of trees (es pe-
cially chest nut) shad ing paved or gravel walk ing paths, of ten 
in te grated into av e nues, bou le vards, pla zas, or parks. Conser-
vative Le Figaro, lit er ary Gil Blas, and pro gres sive Le Radical 
joined the cri tique.88 Edmond Le Roy, in po lit i cal jour nal La 
re vue diplomatique, ar gued that times had changed since the 
bar bar i ans’ tram way opened. Parisians, he suggested, had 
greeted 1897’s bour geois pro test with a pop u list and dis mis-
sive, “What does it mat ter to me! The Champs-Élysées is the 
quar ter of the aris tos” (aris to crats). By con trast, he ar gued, 
in 1905 lux u ri ous lo ca tions like the Champs-Élysées and the 
Bois de Boulogne were filled each Sun day with vis i tors from 
across the re gion thanks to the Métro. As mass tran sit pro vided 
more com pre hen sive ac cess to Par is, the tree-lined lux u ri-
ous quar ters were no lon ger an elit ist en clave, but ev ery one’s 
con cern.89 Like Bois-Glavy, Le Roy stitched to gether pop u lar 
en thu si asm for mass tran sit and elite de fense of west ern dis-
tricts. In so do ing, he revealed the re al ity of so cial mixing that 
elite tram way crit ics had long feared.
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A 1907 rant from Le Figaro ti tled “Destins,” published a de cade 
af ter the orig i nal pro tests, il lus trates the con tinu ing sa lience 
of these fears: “Oh uni ver sal Amer i can ism! Oh the van dal ism 
of gov er nance! Oh ramparts of Avignon! Oh bar bar i ans’ tram-
way! Oh the plague of de moc ra cy!” This re mark able ex cla ma-
tion connected tram ways with for eign in flu ence, re pub li can 
gov ern ment, his tor i cal pres er va tion, and de moc racy in a dra-
matic la ment about de clin ing civ i li za tion. Le Figaro linked 
de moc racy with level ing, a mass cul ture that val ued “quan-
ti ty” over “qual i ty,” less en ing clas si cal aris to cratic vir tues like 
dis tinc tion and ex cel lence.90

The ed i tors of build ing mag a zine La Construction mo derne 
addressed Le Figaro’s pitched tone and ad vo cated bal anc-
ing ur ban de vel op ment with his tor i cal pres er va tion. They 
noted that “to day ev ery ad min is tra tion is ac cused, and some-
times charged [atteinte] and convicted [convaincue] of van-
dal ism. When it’s not a crime [délit], it’s at least a sick ness 
[epidémie].”91 This quote re veals that charges of “van dal ism” 
could be wide spread and un fair. La Construction mo derne val-
i dated traf fic, safe ty, aes thet ics, and pres er va tion as plan ning 
is sues, but joined other spe cial ized pe ri od i cals in cooling 
de bate by contesting the tone of heated news pa per ed i to ri als 
and po lit i cal or a to ry.

In 1909, the 8th dis trict’s mu nic i pal coun cil ors made their 
swan song, pro pos ing pe des trian tun nels un der the Champs-
Élysées to by pass the bar bar i ans’ tram way and renewed lim its 
on trol leys to slow tram way elec tri fi ca tion.92 These pro pos als 
were interrupted by ma jor changes in trans port gov er nance: 
the 1910 ex pi ra tion of the CGO’s 1860 char ter and the 1913 
with drawal of all  remaining horse cars.93 Now Par is’s tram way 
de bates de clined more quick ly. Except for the cen tral 2nd dis-
trict, most tram way pro test from 1897 to 1909 oc cu pied a dis-
crete wealthy west ern ar ea: the neigh bor ing 8th and 16th 
dis tricts and the Bois de Boulogne. As jour nal ist-pol i ti cian 
Ga briel “Mermeix” Terrail wrote in 1911, west ern an ti-tram way  
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or ga niz ing revealed the ar ea’s “aris to cratic pretentions.”94 
The elit ism and nos tal gia of these loudest tram way pro tests 
in creas ingly clashed with ear ly-twen ti eth-cen tury no tions of 
mo der ni ty.

A 1914 ar ti cle about traf fic con ges tion reprinted in Le Pays 
and La Petite Presse asked, given grow ing tram way traf fic, 
“Where are the fu rors which unleashed them selves pre vi ously 
dur ing the implementation of the fa mous bar bar i ans’ tram-
way . . .  ?”95 But the fury was sub sid ing. As elec tric tram ways 
be came nor mal ized, neoclassicism re ced ed, and charges of 
“bar ba rism” lost their sting. In 1921, left ist pa per Le Cri de 
Par is asked “How many Parisians still re mem ber” the bar bar-
i ans’ tram way. Personnel on the Montrouge–Gare de l’Est line 
jok ingly called each other “bar bar i ans,” call ing out, “En route, 
les Barbares!” The ed i tors won dered whether these em ploy ees 
“knew the orig i nal sense of the nick name.”96 In 1925, L’Intran-
sigeant, which ear lier railed against the bar bar i ans’ tram way 
and the ex po si tion in eth no cen tric and na tion al ist terms, now 
cel e brated tram ways as cos mo pol i tan tools of so cial mixing 
and proof of Parisians’ “Ro man blood.”97 These shifts in the 
ep i thet’s mean ing, from neg a tive and an ti-Ro man to pos i tive 
and Ro man, and from cur rency to mem o ry, help pin point 
when and why tram way pro test end ed.

Though charges of bar ba rism res o nated less in in ter war Par-
is, they were still deployed more broadly in di ag nos ing the 
de cline of Western civ i li za tion as so ci ated with Oswald Spen-
gler in Germany and Georges Duhamel in France. Across the 
twen ti eth cen tu ry, French sources de scribed the bar bar i ans’ 
tram way as a cu ri ous ar ti fact of col lec tive mem o ry.98 Demog-
rapher René Martial wrote in 1933, “Forty years ago, the so-
called ‘tram ways of pen e tra tion,’ departing the sub urbs to 
reach the cen ter of Par is, be gan to dis fig ure the lat ter. It was 
the tram way from Montrouge which, cross ing the round about 
of the Champs-Élysées, re ceived the name bar bar i ans’ tram-
way. But it was only the first.”99
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Conclusion

Tramway crit ics coined the phrase “bar bar i ans’ tram way” 
in 1897 to link mass tran sit with the per ceived dan gers of 
mo der ni ty: speed, ac ci dents, de moc ra cy, and Amer i can-
iza tion. These wealthy, bour geois, con ser va tive, Cath o lic, 
re ac tion ary, and pop u list Parisians sought to save the “New 
Rome” from mod ern i za tion. But pro-tram way pro tests soon 
appropriated the phrase, reinforcing the cen tral ity of mo der-
nity and de moc ra cy. Republicans, so cial ists, sym pa thetic 
jour nal ists, hu mor ists, work ers, and com mut ers from the 
14th dis trict and sub urbs from Montrouge to Romainville cel-
e brated tram ways, cast ing these mo bil ity ma chines as ve hi-
cles of de moc racy and equal i ty. They wel comed a pro gres sive 
French civ i li za tion, tech no log i cally en hanced by elec tri fi ca-
tion and mo tor i za tion. While elit ists called trams and their 
de fend ers “bar bar ic,” the pub lic flocked to them, cel e brat ing 
their ac ces si bil ity as “dem o crat ic” and “ten-cen time” tram-
ways.100 The an nual num ber of tram way rid ers grew from 
around 58 mil lion in 1879 to peak at 700 mil lion in 1928, 
expanding over ten fold as the ep i thet came and went.101

Growing mo bil ity es pe cially benefited sub ur ban work ers. 
As Martial not ed, sev eral “bar bar i an” tram ways joined a re-
gional “net work of pen e tra tion” intended to con nect city and 
sub urbs. Increasing ra dial mo bil ity in-and-out of Paris desta-
bilized the cen tu ries-old ge og ra phy distinguishing the spaces 
within (in tra muros) and be yond (ex tra muros) the city walls 
or lim its. Tramways in creased sub ur ban ites’ ac cess to the 
city cen ter. This core-pe riph ery ge og ra phy re veals the spa-
tial mean ings of the ep i thet, which expressed fear of so cial 
mixing and level ing caused by mass tran sit. Tramway crit ics 
re vived clas si cal ter mi nol ogy to ex press this fear as the bar-
bar ian in va sion and sack of civ i li za tion, and the di lu tion of 
French ness by Af ri can, Asian, and Amer i can in flu ences. Crit-
ics othered sub ur ban “bar bar i ans” as Goths, Huns, Apach es, 
and Es ki mos. Importantly, pro gres sive re ver sals of  bar bar ian 
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lan guage, for ex am ple heroicizing “Gauls,” underscored its 
fa mil iar ity and rhe tor i cal force. Parisians appropriated tram-
ways as tools of class con flict, cul tural ne go ti a tion, even 
pro test, reshaping the French watch word “civ i li za tion” for 
a mod ern iz ing era of de moc ra ti za tion, elec tri fi ca tion, and 
mo tor i za tion. The ep i thet “bar bar i ans’ tram way” served both 
elit ist/ex clu sive and pop u lar/in clu sive tram way pro tests as 
mo tor i za tion transformed Paris streets.

This ep i thet had lo cal, na tion al, and trans na tional mean ings. 
Locally, it meant spe cific tram lines, but also suggested that 
all  trams were a bit bar bar ic. Nationally, it reflected deep 
ques tions about French iden ti ty’s Gal lic and Ro man roots 
and its for eign in flu ences, “Amer i can,” “Oriental,” or oth er-
wise. Transnationally, Par is’s de bates connected and com-
pared with tram way con tro ver sies in other cit ies, for ex am ple 
echo ing the fo cus on fares an a lyzed by Hobsbawm and Fujii. 
Although Paris saw lim ited sab o tage and vi o lence against 
trams, mostly dur ing worker strikes, its tram way pro tests 
were more peace ful than those else where. Yet Par is’ de bates 
were fierce and fi ery, waged in open con flict over so ci e ty, 
ur ban form, and the fu ture. Whether Paris was Ro man, Gal lic, 
French, or Amer i can, beau ti ful or ug ly, civ i lized or bar bar ic, 
tra di tional or mod ern, tram ways raised ques tions about what 
kind of city Parisians wanted to in hab it.

It is sig nif i cant that tram ways sig naled for eign in flu ence in 
both Par is, an im pe rial cap i tal, and in Asian and Latin Amer-
i can cit ies un der Eu ro pean in flu ence (whether col o nized or 
not). The con nec tions of tram ways and civ i li za tion were rel-
e vant transnationally amid im pe ri al ism and glob al iza tion. 
Par is’s tram way dis course was trans na tional both be cause 
Parisians com pared their cap i tal to places out side France 
and be cause Brit ish, Swiss, Aus tra lian, New Zealander, Jap-
a nese, and U.S. ob serv ers watched Par is. Foreign in tel lec tu-
als of fer fur ther ev i dence of wide spread con nec tions be tween 
tram ways and civ i li za tion. Span ish au thor Antonio Azorin 
il lus trated “a more hor rid bar bar ity than in an cient times” by 
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recounting an old man crushed by a tram.102 In 1910, Henry 
James charged U.S. street cars with “a sav agery and ruth less-
ness be yond con cep tion.”103 In his noted 1917 lec ture “Science 
as a Vocation,” Max Weber in voked tram ways and bar bar i ans 
to il lus trate mod ern “dis en chant ment.” He wrote, “Unless he 
is a phys i cist, one who rides the street car has no idea how 
the car hap pened to get in mo tion.” By con trast, “the sav age 
knows in com pa ra bly more about his tools.” Further left, Wal-
ter Ben ja min re versed bar ba rism, claiming that World War I’s 
“mon strous” tech nol o gies unleashed a “bar ba rism” un rec-
og niz able to older gen er a tions who “had gone to school in 
horse-drawn street cars.”104 Contemporary Argentine writer 
Ricardo Rojas also inverted bar ba rism. In char ac ter iz ing 
mod ern cit ies he wrote, “bar bar i ans do not ride horses but 
tram ways.”105 These think ers in voked tram ways and bar ba-
rism to por tray a mod ern world transformed by tech nol o gy. 
Par is’s tram way de bates thus nested within trans na tional dis-
courses about mo der ni ty, tech nol o gy, and civ i li za tion, which 
of ten paired tram ways and bar ba rism. Although the “bar bar-
i ans’ tram way” had lo cal and na tional sig nif i cance for Par is, 
the global res o nance of its tram way de bates sug gests a larger 
story yet to be told about how tram ways mattered in fa mil iar 
de bates about mo der nity and civ i li za tion that gripped the age 
of em pire.
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Children share with crim i nals the bur den of height ened sur-
veil lance and re duced agen cy. From the Enlightenment to the 
pres ent day, young law break ers, com bin ing these two catego-
ries in one, have attracted spe cial at ten tion, anx i ety, and at-
tempts at con trol. Studying ju ve nile de ten tion can thus re veal 
how peo ple use built and nat u ral en vi ron ments to elicit de-
sired be hav iors. Prior to the early nineteenth cen tu ry, Eu ro-
pean na tions gen er ally made no spe cial pro vi sion for judg ing 
or punishing child crim i nals dif fer ently than adults, al though 
mag is trates might ap ply a more le nient var i ant of the pre-
scribed pen al ty. It was in the con text of the rapid ur ban i za-
tion as so ci ated with in dus tri al i za tion which took place dur-
ing this pe riod that the ju ve nile crim i nal was first de fined as a 
dis tinct type.1 Although vil lages con tin ued to have their share 
of child thieves and vag a bonds, in city streets the con cen tra-
tion of young pick pock ets, pan han dlers, and pros ti tutes made 
them newly vis i ble and, to wealth ier cit i zens, a rec og niz able 
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haz ard of ur ban life. Yet it was in ru ral spaces that the first 
in sti tu tions designed spe cif i cally for young law break ers were 
cre at ed. The pi o neer was the Mettray pen i ten tiary ag ri cul-
tural col o ny, founded in 1839 near the city of Tours in cen tral 
France. Its found ers reshaped a ru ral space to ad dress an ur-
ban prob lem.

Eight de cades lat er, the na scent Soviet re gime faced a mas-
sive wave of home less and crim i nal chil dren who had been 
or phaned, lost, or aban doned due to seven years of wars and 
rev o lu tions and con se quent dis place ment and fam ine. Chil-
dren con gre gated in cit ies, where they could sur vive by petty 
theft, beg ging, or scav eng ing, and which they could reach eas-
ily by stowing away on or un der a train car riage. State agen-
cies and vol un teer as so ci a tions scram bled to help, al though 
they were of ten overwhelmed by the scale of the prob lem and 
the pau city of funds and ma te ri al.2 One re source avail  able to 
ad min is tra tors was the hand ful of pen i ten tiary ag ri cul tural 
col o nies founded by late–Rus sian Em pire phi lan thro pists and 
pat terned af ter Mettray. Because Mettray had be come known 
in ter na tion ally as the best model for reforming de lin quent 
youth, its dis tinc tive lay out and prac tices were adopted in a 
range of con texts, in clud ing, from the 1870s, in Russia.3 Many 
Rus sian re form ers in the late nineteenth cen tury looked on 
west ern prac tices as a roadmap to a mod ern and prosperous 
state. The col o nies’ ca pac ity fell far short of the need, and 
thus do not rep re sent the full ex tent of the re sponse to the 
un housed chil dren cri sis, but they were a di rect, ma te rial link 
with the pre vi ous phil an thropic sys tem.

Unlike the ear lier phi lan thro pists, how ev er, Soviet ed u ca tors 
did not sub scribe to a nos tal gic view of ru ral vir tues; rath er, 
their Marx ist ideology el e vated the ur ban pro le tar iat as the 
rev o lu tion ary class. When they sent trou bled youth to the 
coun try side, it was out of pure ne ces si ty.4 The best-known 
of these new Soviet in sti tu tions was the Gorky Labor Colony, 
founded in 1920 near Poltava, Ukraine, by a for mer school-
teacher and fu ture nov el ist named Anton Makarenko. He 
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claimed that his meth ods, based on nur tur ing a func tion ing 
chil dren’s col lec tive, could pro duce pro le tar i ans from the 
very soil that would oth er wise sprout peas ants and ex ploit ers.

Because the re nowned Gorky Colony was first established 
on the site of the late-tsarist Poltava Agricultural Colony and 
Industrial Asylum, it inherited a ma te rial con fig u ra tion orig-
i nally de vised at Mettray, trans mit ted via trans na tional net-
works, and adapted with lim ited suc cess to a Rus sian Imperial 
pro vin cial con text. Makarenko’s dil i gent work, both prac ti cal 
and dis cur sive, to use this space in ways that ex plic itly contra-
dicted the val ues em bed ded in it un der the pre vi ous re gime 
sprang from an aware ness of what Patrick Joyce and Tony 
Bennett have termed “ma te rial pow ers.” They have called on 
his to ri ans to take ac count not only of “the dis tinc tive kinds 
of ef fec tiv ity that ma te rial ob jects and pro cesses ex ert as a 
con se quence of the po si tions they oc cupy within spe cif i cally 
con fig ured net works of re la tions that al ways in clude hu man 
and non-hu man ac tors” but also of “the dif fer ence they make 
in their own right as a con se quence of their spe cific ma te rial 
prop er ties con sid ered re la tion al ly.”5

Applying this lens of ma te rial pow ers to the Mettray and  
Gorky Colonies re veals sev eral pro cesses at play. A ma te-
rial con fig u ra tion — in this case, a pen i ten tiary ag ri cul tural  
col ony — is ex plic itly designed both as a rep re sen ta tion of a 
cer tain con cep tion of how so cial re la tions should be or dered, 
and as a tool to im ple ment that or der. Over time, it is fur ther 
shaped by the ev ery day prac tice of this sys tem of or der. The 
found ers of Mettray, be liev ing in the power of en vi ron ments 
to de ter mine iden tity and ac tions, in ten tion ally designed the 
ma te rial con fig u ra tion of the col ony to elicit a set of ac tions 
and af fects that they viewed as both a means to in cul cate, and 
an ex pres sion of, an hon est char ac ter. This ma te rial con fig u-
ra tion consisted of build ings, ob jects such as uni forms, fur-
ni ture, and tools, the move ment of chil dren’s bod ies along 
des ig nated routes and performing des ig nated ac tions, and the 
nat u ral en vi ron ment in which the col ony was situated. At the 
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mo ment of its founding, the col ony em bod ied its found ers’ 
abil ity to ex er cise power over the space and its in mates. This 
power re la tion be came, in a sense, pet ri fied, set into the stone 
and other ma te ri als of the col o ny’s phys i cal ex is tence and des-
tined to per sist af ter the orig i nal found ers had disappeared — 
or so the found ers of Mettray hoped, and Makarenko feared.

When Mettray-style col o nies appeared in tsarist Russia, they 
im i tated the orig i nal de sign, but be cause the phi lan thro pists’ 
power to com mand space was lim ited by the rel a tive pov-
erty of the coun try and by the au to cratic state’s heavy hand 
on civil so ci e ty, the ma te rial con fig u ra tion of the col o nies did 
not ex actly re pro duce the orig i nal mod el. The power re la-
tions thus em bed ded into the phys i cal sites were those of the 
tsarist-era phi lan thro pists, influ enced by Western mod els 
and Rus sian con di tions. At first, Makarenko, like other early 
Soviet ed u ca tors, had few re sources avail  able to reconfigure 
these spaces, but his ac tions and writ ings make it clear that in 
directing his col o nists to use the spaces in ways that reflected 
and supported the new, Soviet re gime, he rec og nized and 
resisted the power of ma te rial things to en trench a so cial 
or der de spite its po lit i cal de feat.

Considering the two model in sti tu tions, the Mettray and 
Gorky Colonies, in a sin gle trans na tional and com par a tive 
frame fa cil i tates eval u a tion of dif fer ent ap proaches to youth 
crim i nal ity and re veals the ex tent to which ideology and cul-
ture shape so lu tions to sim i lar prob lems in dif fer ent con texts. 
This pa per con sid ers one as pect of the com par i son: how, in 
each case, ru ral spaces were made to solve a prob lem and 
serve a pop u la tion un der stood as pre dom i nantly ur ban. In 
each case chil dren were rhe tor i cally constructed as ur ban, 
even when their or i gins were in fact ru ral. In nineteenth-cen-
tury France, col ony di rec tors cre ated spaces that were tightly 
reg u lated and designed to elicit de sired be hav iors. In Anton 
Makarenko’s nar ra tive, it is the chil dren’s col lec tive that is 
portrayed as transforming and con trol ling var i ous de graded 
ru ral spaces in the name of the pro le tar i at.
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I. Mettray: Shaping phys i cal spaces to guide be hav ior

Beginning in 1810, France’s Penal Code pro vided for chil dren 
un der six teen to be ac quit ted of crimes they had com mit ted 
if a judge be lieved they had acted “with out dis cern ment,” 
and to be sent back to their fam i lies, or, if no suit able fam-
ily existed, to a “house of cor rec tion.”6 However, since there 
were in fact no houses of cor rec tion, judges in the next three 
de cades faced the dissatisfying choice of returning chil dren 
to dys func tional fam i lies or send ing them to lo cal pris ons. 
Some of these in sti tu tions be gan to con struct sep a rate wings 
for ju ve niles to pro tect them from adult de tain ees, but with 
no spe cial ad ap ta tions to the needs of chil dren. In 1839, 
one of these judges, Frédéric-Auguste Demetz, to gether 
with his friend, for mer mil i tary of fi cer vicomte Louis-Her-
mann de Brétignières de Courteilles, founded the Colony of 
Mettray to ad dress this la cu na. Run by a pri vate char i ta ble 
so ci e ty, the Société Paternelle, and funded by a com bi na-
tion of pub lic funds and pri vate do na tions supplemented 
by the la bor of the young de tain ees them selves, the col ony 
ac cepted male youth ac quit ted un der the pe nal code who 
had nonethe less been sent to pris ons be cause they had no 
fam ily deemed ca pa ble of rais ing them. Demetz intended 
Mettray to ac cept boys whose con duct in prison had been 
good and who de served a gen tler re gime, al though as the 
col ony grew this prin ci ple was aban doned. Beginning with 
just eight “col o nists” in early 1840, Mettray housed around 
800 at its peak in 1874.7 This fig ure represented just un der 
15% of the 5,383 young male de tain ees liv ing in pri vate-
ly-run col o nies in that year; a fur ther 2,268 were held in 
state-run pris ons or col o nies. Girls were ad min is tered sep-
a rate ly, and there were just over two thou sand young fe male 
de tain ees, al most all  in pri vate in sti tu tions, in 1874.8 Once 
at Mettray, boys re ceived a pri ma ry-school ed u ca tion, and 
worked to grow var i ous crops, tend live stock, or learn crafts 
and trades that would pre pare them to set tle in ru ral ar eas 
on their re lease.9
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Mettray was a ru ral space, but it was designed to serve the 
needs of an ur ban pop u la tion. As one sup porter of Mettray 
wrote in 1847, Mettray and its im i ta tors “di min ish the pop u-
la tion that en cum bers cit ies, and weaken that ex ces sive com-
pe ti tion that, in one blow, crushes work ers twice by low er ing 
salaries and at the same time rais ing the price of es sen tial 
goods.”10 Urban work ers un der eco nomic stress could turn to 
crime or to po lit i cal un rest; by re duc ing these stresses, ur ban 
elites made their own lives more se cure.

Because they re lied in part on pri vate do na tions, Mettray’s 
found ers and pa trons pro duced a dis course about ju ve nile 
crime designed to en gage pub lic sup port. In this dis course, 
ju ve nile crime is de fined as pri mar ily the re sult of ur ban life. 
In cit ies, they ar gued, when overworked or mor ally cor rupt 
par ents failed to keep their chil dren dis ci plined, it was too 
easy for them to es cape the au thor ity of priests or em ploy-
ers, shirk pro duc tive work, and be en ticed by cab a rets and 
im moral en ter tain ment. At their so ci e ty’s in au gu ral gen eral 
meet ing, Mettray’s found ers decried city life as “the abyss 
of cor rup tion,” an “im pure at mo sphere” for young peo ple’s 
moral and phys i cal health. To “pre serve them for the fu ture 
from dan ger ous fre quen ta tions,” boys at Mettray were en cour-
aged to “love and taste the charms” of agrar ian life, which was 
“more in keep ing with our nat u ral needs” than the manmade 
at trac tions of the me trop o lis.11 The ru ral set ting itself, con-
strued as closer to na ture (a mi lieu uncorrupted by hu man 
in ter ven tion, com pat i ble with good health and evok ing an 
imag ined, more in no cent time in hu man his to ry), was un der-
stood to pos sess the in her ent power to trans form.12 Indeed, 
Mettray’s found ers fully shared the faith of fel low-re former 
Charles Lucas in “amending the child by the land, and the 
land by the child.”13

This dis course did not in clude young fe male de tain ees, 
who were gen er ally expected to per form do mes tic la bor. 
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Because this kept them con fined in doors, it did not greatly 
sig nify whether the out side world presented them a ru ral or 
an ur ban face. Until the 1880s, when re pub li can-dom i nated 
gov ern ments stopped cooperating with re li gious groups to 
pro vide cor rec tional ser vices, these girls were entrusted to 
char i ta ble or ders of nuns, of ten housed in towns. Here, they 
learned do mes tic skills such as nee dle work, which brought in 
lit tle mon ey. An 1873 pen i ten tiary com mis sion warned that 
women in clois tered or ders, be ing cut off from the out side 
world, were ill-pre pared to help young de tain ees re in te grate 
into it.14 Although the com mis sion en cour aged the char i ta-
ble or ders to found ag ri cul tural col o nies, only a few were ever 
cre at ed.15

Colony found ers be lieved that a ru ral set ting would help 
young male of fend ers de velop hard work, hon es ty, and thrift, 
but they expressed a cer tain dis ap proval of the men and 
women who al ready inhabited these spaces, view ing them as 
back ward, slow, dirty, and dis in clined to re spect their su pe-
ri ors. Having trained in mod ern farm ing meth ods which were 
in formed by an ag ri cul tural re search sta tion on the site, for-
mer col o nists were expected to set tle in ru ral dis tricts, act ing 
as agents of mod ern i za tion by help ing “to up root those old 
rou tines to which our peas ants cling so tightly only be cause 
they defy the ex am ples and ad vice given to them by men who 
are placed above them.”16 Only when subjected to or der and 
hi er ar chy would a ru ral set ting bring forth hon est la bor ers 
from lawbreaking chil dren. This de sire for or der was reflected 
in the highly sym met ri cal lay out of the col o ny, with its chap el, 
work shops, and houses reg u larly spaced around a cen tral 
square (Figure 1). Such sym me try did not pre vent a Rus sian 
vis i tor to Mettray, Nikolai Shcherban’, from ex pe ri enc ing the 
col ony in 1864 as the true im age of what ru ral life could be:

�ere was no trace of arti�ciality in it. Everything around was 
per fectly nat u ral, as if it had not been put there but had taken 
shape all  by itself; one did not think of a house of cor rec tion, but 
it seemed as if we were stand ing in the square of a small ham let, 

14 Ga bri el-Paul-
Othenin d’Hauss-
onville, Les 
établissements péni-
tentiaires en France 
et aux col o nies (Par is, 
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 Par is, 1901), 
251, https:  /  /gallica 
 .bnf  .fr  /ark:  /12148  /
bpt6k9752173r.

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

https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k9752173r
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k9752173r
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k9752173r
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whose in hab i tants had gone o� to work in the �elds, leav ing only 
the ar ti sans and young sters at home. Only the ship in the mid dle 
of the yard recalled that all  this had been built, and built with a 
par tic u lar goal.17 

A well-or dered ag ri cul tural col ony prom ised all  the ben e fits 
of coun try life with out the pov er ty, dirt, or dis or der en demic 
to ac tual ru ral con di tions.

Mettray’s lead ers, there fore, shaped the phys i cal en vi ron-
ment in which col o nists lived, and im posed rou tines to script 
their move ments through it. Amenities in the col ony were 
kept de lib er ately sim ple and Spar tan, to pre vent boys from 
be com ing ac cus tomed to a stan dard of liv ing that they would 
not be  able to at tain in fu ture through hon est la bor. To fos-
ter qua si-fa mil ial feel ings be tween boys and their su per vi-
sors, they lived not in a large dor mi to ry, but in “small hous es, 
each consisting of two rooms, and affording un der one roof 

Figure 1. This en grav-
ing of the Colony of 
Mettray was first pro-
duced and dis trib uted 
to po ten tial sup port-
ers in 1846, at a time 
when only a few of 
the build ings por-
trayed had been built. 
Symmetrically laid 
out and pre sided over 
by the cen tral chap el, 
the col o ny’s build ings 
em body or der and 
sub mis sion to re li gion. 
The build ings’ po si-
tion around a cen tral 
square re calls France’s 
ur ban grandes places 
on a mod est scale. 
Source: Frédéric Au-
guste Demetz, Notice 
sur la colonie agricole 
de Mettray (Tours, 
France, 1865), Biblio-
thèque nationale de 
France, http:  /  /gallica 
 .bnf  .fr  /ark:  /12148  /
bpt6k378430r.

17 Nikolai Vasil’evich 
Shcherban’, “Metre 
- ispravitel’naia 
koloniia dlia malolet-
nykh prestupnikov. Iz 
dorozhnykh zame-
tok. Stat’ia pervaia,” 

Otechestvennyia 
Zapiski, no. 168, Sep-
tem ber 1866, 389. The 
so-called “ship” was a 
set of masts and rig-
ging set up in Mettray’s 
cen tral square, where 

boys, par tic u larly 
those in ter ested in a 
na val ca reer, could 
prac tice use ful skills. 
The equip ment was a 
gift from the Ministry 
for the Navy.

http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k378430r
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k378430r
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k378430r
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work ing, eat ing, and sleep ing ac com mo da tion for a ‘fam i ly’ 
of forty boys and their superintending of fi cers, two in num-
ber,” known as “fa thers” of the fam i lies.18 A “fa ther” at Mettray 
spent al most ev ery non-work ing mo ment with his charges: 
“he takes his meals at the same ta ble, he sleeps in the same 
dor mi tory as his pu pils; he never leaves them or loses sight 
of them.”19 Like a real fa ther, he shared the home lives of his 
chil dren.20 Each su per vi sor had a sep a rate sleep ing room in 
the fam ily cot tage from which he could ob serve his charges 
through a small grille with out be ing seen. This tech nique 
draws from the Panopticon, a nineteenth-cen tury prison de-
sign com pris ing a cen tral watch tower from which a guard 
could ob serve in mates housed in cells arranged around it. 
Because the in mates could not see into the watch tower to 
know whether they were be ing ob served, the de sign en cour-
aged them to reg u late their own be hav ior at all  times, and 
even tu ally to in ter nal ize the moral val ues on which the pris-
on’s rules were based.21 The boys slept in ham mocks, and to 
pre vent them talking dur ing the night, their ori en ta tion al ter-
nat ed, one with his head near the wall, the next near the cen-
ter of the room. Bugle calls punc tu ated their days, in di cat ing 
when to get up, wash, eat, go to work or at tend les sons, and 
so on.

These tech nol o gies were in ten si fied in the col o ny’s pun ish-
ment quar ter. Boys whose mis be hav ior was deemed re bel-
lious or harm ful to mo rale — in clud ing some un lucky early 
col o nists who guile lessly ad mit ted they pre ferred the shel-
tered in dus trial work shops of their for mer prison to field 
la bor in the wind and rain at Mettray — were sent to small sol-
i tary con fi ne ment cells where their only hu man con tact was 
dur ing vis its from the di rec tor or chap lain.22 For an in frac-
tion such as en cour ag ing oth ers to dis obey their su per vi sors, 
sol i tary in car cer a tion could drag on for months.23 Slogans 
painted on the cell walls, such as “God sees you,” en cour aged 
de tain ees to re flect on their ac tions and re pent.24 The cells 
were at tached to the chapel build ing, and in car cer ated boys 

18 Mat thew Daven-
port Hill, Our Exem-
plars, Poor and Rich 
(London, 1861), 263.

19 AD37 114J 579, 
copy of ar ti cle from La 
France, 8 Au gust 1839.

20 Michel Foucault 
de scribed the “fa thers” 
as “tech ni cians of 
be hav iour: en gi neers 
of con duct, or tho-
pe dists of in di vid u-
al i ty,” Discipline and 
Punish: The Birth of 
the Prison (New York, 
1995), 294. Foucault 
did not be lieve that 
skilled af fec tive la bor 
ren dered the carceral 
frame work less bur-
den some, but that 
by us ing af fec tive 
la bor to ma nip u late 
chil dren’s emo tions 
so that they will ingly 
par tic i pated in their 
own re ha bil i ta tion, 
Mettray’s “fa thers” 
merely dis guised the 
power they exerted.

21 Michel Foucault, 
Discipline and Punish, 
195-230.

22 AD37 114J 187, 
Assemblée générale 
des fondateurs de la 
Colonie de Mettray, 
1841, 31.

23 AD37 114J 584, un-
signed, un dated man-
u script of an ac count 
of a visit to Mettray 
[1850s].

24 Foucault, Discipline 
and Punish, 294.
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could ob serve re li gious ser vices with out see ing or be ing seen 
by the other col o nists.

In ad di tion to be ing guided by the phys i cal en vi ron ment, 
col o nists were taught to give their ac tions and those of their 
su per vi sors an ap proved in ter pre ta tion. These su per vi sors, or 
“fa thers,” were en cour aged to view their charges with gen u-
ine af fec tion with a view to that af fec tion be ing returned and 
serv ing as mo ti va tion for boys to please them through good 
be hav ior. But they also used a sys tem of re ward and pun ish-
ment, instrumentalizing peer pres sure, col lec tive re spon-
si bil i ty, and the sense of hon or.25 Few sources cap ture the 
voices of the de tain ees them selves, but let ters from some 
freed col o nists, as well as ac counts of their words and ac tions 
in the nar ra tives of the col o ny’s di rec tors and vis i tors, fol-
low a fa mil iar pat tern: re pen tance for their for mer mis deeds, 
grat i tude for the in struc tion re ceived, and ex hor ta tion to 
those who remained in the col ony to sub mit to dis ci pline and 
at tain a suc cess ful fu ture. For ex am ple, in a New Year’s greet-
ing at the end of 1882, for mer col o nist Audfray scripted out 
this call-and-re sponse be tween his let ter and its au di ence: 
“I think you will put my ad vice into prac tice, and to prove it 
I ask you, when your ben e fac tors read you this let ter on the 
plat form on Sun day, all  of you to lift your right hand and say I 
swear be fore God and be fore my ben e fac tors . . .”26 On Sun day 
even ings, dur ing the early years of the col o ny, Demetz and 
Brétignières would read these let ters, as well as other uplift-
ing stories of he roic young Frenchmen or re pen tant mis cre-
ants, to an as sem bly of the whole col o ny, pro vid ing a model 
nar ra tive that col o nists could and did use to claim the iden tity 
of hon est, re formed, and trust wor thy cit i zens: “All col o nists 
placed far from Mettray feel the need to cor re spond with us, 
and with their com rades to whom they of ten ad dress the best 
of ad vice.”27 Colony di rec tors designed the nat u ral and built 
en vi ron ment to guide the boys’ be hav ior, but they did not rely 
upon it alone to re form them. Rather they scripted and cho-
reographed the boys’ move ment through, and  un der stand ing 

27 AD37 1Y 108, 
Assemblée générale 
des fondateurs de la 
Colonie de Mettray, 
22 June 1845, di rec-
tors’ re port read by 
Demetz, 17.

26 See for ex am ple 
AD37 114J 585 (Livre 
d’or), ex tract of let ter 
from for mer col o nist 
Audfray, 30 De cem ber 
1882, and other let ters 
col lected and tran-
scribed into this led-
ger; AD37 114J 584, 
un signed, un dated 
[but c. 1850s] man u-
script of an ac count 
of a visit to Mettray, 
which de scribes the 
tear ful re pen tance of 
a boy in the pun ish-
ment cell.

25 Foucault, 294.
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of, the col o ny, trusting that this would help them to in ter nal-
ize its val ues.

A vis i tor’s ac count pre served in Mettray’s ar chives re veals 
Demetz’s skill at us ing pu ni tive spaces and choreograph-
ing dif fer ent ac tors’ move ments through them to pro voke 
re pen tance and en sure co op er a tion on the part of his col o-
nists. After ac com pa ny ing the vis i tor on a tour of the col o ny, 
Demetz showed him a let ter from a six teen-year-old Breton 
who had been con fined to the pun ish ment cell af ter en cour-
ag ing oth ers to dis obey their su per vi sors. The strait ened con-
di tions had in duced the boy to ask for for give ness: “Dear sir, I 
am still in the cell. If you knew how sad my ex is tence is, locked 
up like this for 7 [sic] long months be tween four walls, work-
ing con tin u al ly, re ceiv ing nei ther com pli ments nor re wards, 
oh! Director, sir, you would not leave me to lan guish like this.” 
The let ter touched the heart of the vis i tor, who ac com pa nied 
Demetz to the boy’s cell where he witnessed the boy’s tears 
and in ter ceded for him.28 By mak ing it clear to the de tainee 
that his re lease was due not to his hav ing served his time, 
but to the gra cious and un de served in ter ven tion of a pa tron, 
Demetz could put an end to what was an ex tremely se vere 
pun ish ment for in sub or di na tion with out los ing face, while 
underlining the boy’s de pen dent po si tion. The vis i tor’s jour-
ney down into the cell and his reemergence with the prom ise 
of clem ency for the boy served to re en act the re li gious theme 
of Christ’s death, res ur rec tion, and prom ise of sal va tion; and 
the boy played his des ig nated role as the re pen tant sin ner.

Mettray’s suc cess, then, rested on its abil ity to re write in car-
cer ated boys’ life stories through redirecting their be hav-
ior. But its found ers knew that the col o ny’s sur vival also 
depended on their abil ity to per suade sup port ers to fi nance 
its work, and they used Mettray’s built en vi ron ment to ward 
this end, too. Visitors were wel comed and given guided tours 
that com bined ex pe ri enc ing the ma te rial re al ity of the col-
ony with an ap proved nar ra tive of the his tory and work ing of 
the in sti tu tion.29 The abovementioned en grav ing (Fig. 1) not 

28 AD37 114J 584, 
un signed, c. 1850s 
ac count of a visit to 
Mettray.

29 Many vis i tors to 
Mettray published 
ac counts of their vis-
its; see, for ex am ple, 
Paul Huot, Trois jours à 
Mettray: rap ports lus 
au Congrès scientifique 
de Tours et à la Société 
des sci ences mo rales 
de Seine-et-Oise (Par-
is, 1848); the above-
men tioned ac count by 
Shcherban’, “Metre”; 
and William Henry 
Leigh, The Reforma-
tory at Mettray; a 
Letter from a Visitor 
to That Institution, 
Addressed to a Mem-
ber of the Committee 
of the Warwickshire 
Reformatory, No vem-
ber 1855 (London, 
1856).
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only con veyed an im age of the real Mettray to far-flung sup-
port ers; it was the only Mettray that these sup port ers would 
ever en coun ter, possessing a “me di ated ma te ri al i ty,” and it 
was designed to in flu ence their dis cur sive and fi nan cial re la-
tion ship with the col o ny.30 Signed by V. Chevin, the en grav ing 
appeared in the min utes of the May 1846 General Assembly 
of the Founders of Mettray.31 Each year, the Société Paternelle 
held an an nual meet ing in Paris at which the di rec tors gave 
an ac count of the col o ny’s work, fi nan cial state ments were 
presented, and, usu al ly, a gov ern ment min is ter or other pres-
ti gious fig ure was in vited to speak. The speeches were printed 
and dis trib uted to all  those of Mettray’s sup port ers who had, 
by do nat ing 100 francs or more, been des ig nated “found ers” 
of the col o ny. Many of these found ers never vis ited Mettray 
and knew it pri mar ily through these re ports. The en grav ing 
pres ents as pects of the real col o ny, with a faith ful de pic tion 
of the chapel tow er, the cen tral square, and the ar chi tec-
ture of the cot tages. However, it por trays more cot tages and 
other build ings than ac tu ally existed, en cour ag ing sup port-
ers to en vi sion a perfected fu ture col ony whose ex pan sion 
depended on their on go ing do na tions. In the fore ground of 
the im age, col o nists cut and stack hay (al though, in re al i ty, 
no fields existed in this lo ca tion), but the fig ures at the cen-
ter are groups of vis i tors. The im age thus in vites view ers to 
imag ine them selves at the heart of the scene, cre at ing a sense 
of be long ing that could mo ti vate them to make fi nan cial con-
tri bu tions.

Demetz and his as so ci ates, then, seem to have un der stood 
that, as Leora Auslander has ar gued, ma te rial ob jects such 
as this printed im age “are ac tive agents in his to ry” possess-
ing “com mu ni ca tive, per for ma tive, emo tive, and ex pres sive 
capacities.”32 The col o ny’s abil ity to com mu ni cate ideas to and 
evoke emo tion among its sup port ers was lim ited by the tech-
nol ogy avail  able and the ma te rial qual i ties of the me di um. 
The com pli men tary bro chure was printed in black and white 
on or di nary pa per, con vey ing sim plic ity and  fru gal i ty. Unlike 

32 Auslander, “Beyond 
Words,” 1017.

30 Joyce and Bennett, 
“Material Powers: 
Introduction,” 13 dis-
cusses the “me di ated 
ma te ri al i ty” of lit er ary 
rep re sen ta tions, which 
I here ap ply to a vi sual 
im age.

31 AD37 1Y 109, 
Assemblée générale 
des fondateurs de la 
Colonie de Mettray, 10 
May 1846.
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a pho to graph, the me dium of en grav ing allowed the im age 
to be rec og niz able as representing the real col o ny, yet as pi-
ra tion al, show ing it in an as-yet un re al ized state, and plac-
ing af flu ent sup port ers at the cen ter of the im age, lay ing out 
the whole in sti tu tion around them for their pe rusal and their 
ap prov al.

Mettray op er ated for al most a cen tu ry, but af ter the death of 
Demetz in 1873 it be gan a long de cline, clos ing in 1937 with 
its rep u ta tion in tat ters af ter rev e la tions of abuse and mis-
treat ment.33 In its hey day, how ev er, its model had be come the 
ac knowl edged stan dard, in spir ing im i ta tions across Europe 
and the Americas, each of fer ing its row of “fam i ly” cot tages 
and en cour ag ing brac ing ag ri cul tural work.34 In the 1860s, as 
the Rus sian Tsar in tro duced a se ries of mod ern iz ing re forms, 
in clud ing the first in de pen dent ju di cia ry, re form-minded 
Rus sians took an in ter est in Mettray and its var i ous im i ta tors, 
founding the coun try’s first pen i ten tiary ag ri cul tural col ony 
near Saint Petersburg in 1870 and a hand ful of oth ers across 
the west ern part of the Em pire in the fol low ing de cades. Like 
their French pre de ces sors, Rus sian re form ers as cribed moral 
pu rity to ru ral spaces. When nov el ist Fyodor Dostoevsky vis-
ited the Saint Petersburg col o ny, he thought its church should 
have icons that would “re mind the boy, sink ing and befouled 
in the whirl pool of the cap i tal, of the dis tant vil lage where 
once he was clean.”35

II. The Gorky Colony: Raising pro le tar i ans

For the so cial ists who took power in the for mer Rus sian Em pire 
af ter 1917, there was noth ing pure or ro man tic about poorly 
paid ag ri cul tural la bor, and they viewed the pre- rev o lu tion ary  
pen i ten tiary ag ri cul tural col o nies as sites of bru tal ex ploi-
ta tion and phys i cal abuse. Maxim Gorky, the re vered Soviet 
writer who had him self been home less 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 

33 Toth, Mettray.

34 See for ex am ple 
the two-part ar ti cle 
by Robert M. Mennel, 
“‘The Family System 
of Common Farmers’: 
The Origins of Ohio’s 
Reform Farm,” Ohio 
History 89 (1980): 
125–56 and 279–322; 
“Redhill and Mettray,” 
The Spectator (Lon-
don), 26 May 1849; 
Dupont-Bouchat 
and Pierre, Enfance 
et jus tice; Edouard 
Ducpétiaux, Colo-
nies agricoles, écoles 
rurales et écoles de 
réforme pour les in di-
gents, les mendiants 
et les vag a bonds, et 
spécialement pour 
les enfants des deux 
sexes, en Suisse, en 
Allemagne, en France, 
en Angleterre, dans 
les Pays-Bas et en Bel-
gique. (Brussels, 1851).

35 A. F. Koni, “F. M. 
Dostoevskii,” in F. M. 
Dostoevskii v vospom-
inaniiakh sovremen-
nikov, ed. K. I. Tiun’kin 
and M. Tiun’ki na, vol. 2 
(Moscow, 1990), 243; 
for a his tory of the 
Saint Petersburg col-
o ny, see Grant, “Model 
Colonies,” 228–97.
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 em ploy ee’s fist.36 In 1918, the new Soviet gov ern ment de-
clared that no child un der sev en teen could be convicted of 
a crime: in sti tu tions for trou ble some youth were to be ed u-
ca tional and ther a peu tic, not pu ni tive.37 However, au thor i ties 
did not have the re sources to ad e quately fund such in sti tu-
tions, and much depended on the re source ful ness of in di-
vid ual ed u ca tors. In 1920, the dis trict (guberniia) ed u ca tion 
au thor ity assigned school teacher Anton Makarenko to the 
for mer Poltava ag ri cul tural col o ny, soon renamed in honor 
of Maxim Gorky. After a dif fi cult start, the col ony thrived, and 
Makarenko led it un til 1927, when the NKVD — the Soviet 
se cu rity po lice — in vited him to run a new chil dren’s com-
mune in Kharkiv funded by their agents’ do na tions. After 
leav ing the Dzerzhinsky Commune in 1935, he de voted him-
self to a lit er ary ca reer un til his death in 1939.

Makarenko’s best-known nov el, the Pedagogical Poem (pub-
lished in En glish as The Road to Life), appeared in 1935 and 
is a fic tion al ized ac count of his work with the Gorky Colony.38 
The book was im me di ately suc cess ful among Soviet read-
ers and re mains in print to day.39 As a pri mary source, it is 
uniquely valu able, re veal ing de tails of daily life and paint-
ing rich por traits of in di vid u als that do not ap pear else where. 
However, it is not a straight for ward, doc u men tary ac count. 
Like any au to bi og ra phy, Makarenko’s book was writ ten not 
only to re cord events, but to jus tify the au thor’s ac tions, and 
in the treach er ous po lit i cal cli mate of the 1930s, a writ er’s fate 
could hinge on their skill in do ing so.

Makarenko was acutely aware of the po lit i cal cli mate in which 
he wrote. By 1935, al though re pres sions had not yet engulfed 
the coun try as they would by 1937, po lit i cal dis sent had ef fec-
tively been sti fled. Makarenko was care ful to cast events of the 
1920s in a light that har mo nized ret ro spec tively with Stalin’s 
pol i cies of the 1930s, such as the col lec tiv i za tion of ag ri cul-
ture and the re pu di a tion of paedology (the ac a demic study 
of child hood from med i cal, so cial, and psy cho log i cal stand-
points).40 When the Soviet lead er, hav ing so lid i fied his po lit-

40 For the his tory of 
paedology (child sci-
ence) in Russia and the 
early USSR, see Andy 
Byford, Science of the 
Child in Late Imperial 
and Early Soviet Russia 
(Oxford, UK, 2020).

38 Citations in this 
ar ti cle will be to 
the three-vol ume 
En glish-lan guage 
edi tion published in 
Moscow in 1955: Anton 
Makarenko, The Road 
to Life: An Epic of 
Education, 2nd ed., 3 
vols. (Moscow, 1955). 
The most re cent schol-
arly edi tion published 
in Rus sian is Anton 
Makarenko, Peda-
gogicheskaia Poema 
(Moscow, 2003).

39 Letters re ceived by 
Makarenko’s pub lish-
ing house from his 
early read ers praise 
the nov el’s vivid evo ca-
tion of char ac ters and 
its hope ful mes sage; 
many who had bor-
rowed a copy wanted 
to know where they 
could buy the book for 
them selves: Russian 
State Archive of  
Literature and Art 
(hereafter RGALI) f. 
332, op. 1, ed. khr. 70.

36 Maksim Gorky, “Po 
Soiuzu sovetov,” in 
Sobranie sochinenii, 
vol. 11 (Moscow, 
1962), 253.

37 Goldman, Women, 
the State, and Revolu-
tion, 78; Ball, And Now 
My Soul, 127–50.
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i cal con trol over the state ap pa ra tus by 1936, took a sharp, 
so cially con ser va tive turn, he made paedology anath e ma, 
returning re spon si bil ity for child-rais ing to the fam i ly, pro-
mot ing teach er-cen tered, dis ci plin ary modes of ed u ca tion, 
and mak ing chil dren twelve and up sub ject to adult courts, 
pris ons, and gu lags.41 Archival sources, in clud ing cor re spon-
dence, of fi cial re ports, and the ear li est drafts of the novel 
from 1925 on, sug gest that Makarenko was al ready in the 
1920s aligned with the side that prevailed un der Stalin in the 
1930s, em brac ing mil i tary forms of la bor or ga ni za tion that his 
crit ics de rided as “reg i men tal ped a gog ics.”42 Still, his mo ti va-
tion to en sure that the val ues and per spec tives con veyed in 
the novel were un im peach ably Sta lin ist must in ev i ta bly have 
influ enced what events he chose to re count, as well as the 
in ter pre ta tions he gave them.

Makarenko also had strong mo ti va tion to keep his nar ra tive 
as true to real events as pos si ble. Gorky wrote to him in 1933, 
“Your enor mously sig nif i cant and strik ingly suc cess ful ped a-
gog i cal ex per i ment has world sig nif i cance,” and in 1934 that 
his book would “vin di cate and strengthen [his] method of 
rais ing chil dren.” Makarenko, in re ply, de scribed his ped a-
gogy as es sen tially di a lec tic, not founded on “any ab so lutely 
cor rect ped a gog i cal mea sures or sys tems” or “dog matic the-
ses” but adapted to the spe cific mo ment and sit u a tion.43 It 
followed that a nar ra tive, rather than a for mal trea tise, could 
best com mu ni cate the es sence of Makarenko’s ap proach. 
He had strug gled to con vince his op po nents in the ed u ca-
tion au thor i ties that his meth ods were work ing: “A prop erly 
or ga nized chil dren’s col lec tive ev i dently represented such an 
im pos si ble mir a cle that they sim ply did not be lieve in it, even 
when they ob served it in liv ing ac tion.”44 By bring ing the col-
ony to life in prose, he hoped to con vince a wider and friend-
lier au di ence. Makarenko be lieved it was the col o ny’s re sults, 
rather than any the o ret i cal ar gu ment, that best de fined and 
vin di cated his ped a gog i cal ap proach. To achieve its goal of 
con vey ing Makarenko’s ped a gog i cal prin ci ples, the novel had 
to be true to ac tual events.

41 For the ex pe ri ences 
of young de tain ees in 
the later Gulag, see 
for ex am ple Alek-
sandr I. Solzhenitsyn, 
The Gulag Archipel-
ago 1918–1956: An 
Experiment in Literary 
Investigation (1985; 
New York, 2002), part 
3, chap ter 17; Jacques 
Rossi, Fragments of 
Lives (Prague, 2018), 
74–75.

42 RGALI, f. 332; see 
for ex am ple op. 1, ed. 
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the meet ing of the 
pre sid ium of TsB KDR, 
13 July 1928.

43 Correspondence 
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There are in di ca tions that the book does, on the whole, hew 
close to ac tual events. Writing in the first per son, Makarenko 
uses his own name but gives pseu do nyms to all  the other 
dra ma tis per so nae. Makarenko’s own pho to graphs il lus trate 
the text, with in di vid u als iden ti fied by their fic tional names, 
bol ster ing the claim that the novel cap tured real events. He 
is can did about some of his fail ures, in clud ing an in fan ti-
cide and a sui cide, as well as sev eral boys who quit the col-
ony un re formed. Archival sources also con firm key dates and 
de tails.

Later tes ti mo nies from for mer col o nists un der line the ac cu-
racy of the nar ra tive: “His book deals with real peo ple who 
ac tu ally lived in the Gorky Colony. The au thor merely changed 
some of the names,” wrote Semion Kalabanin, a for mer col o-
nist who fea tured heavily in the novel un der a pseu do nym; 
ev ery thing in the book was “the ac tual truth,” according to 
Ivan Tokarev, an other of Makarenko’s pu pils.45 Such tes ti mo-
nies, how ev er, given af ter Makarenko’s death when he had 
be come an icon of Soviet ed u ca tion, could not fea si bly de vi-
ate from the ap proved nar ra tive.46 Perhaps a bet ter ar gu ment 
for the rel a tive ve rac ity of the Poem is the con trast with its 
se quel, Flags on the Battlements, a fic tion al ized ac count of 
Makarenko’s Dzerzhinsky Commune, published af ter the 1936 
death of his men tor and pro tec tor Gorky, dur ing the Terror in 
1938.47 It fol lows a hack neyed so cial ist-re al ist plot line of en e-
mies plot ting sab o tage and be ing unmasked by good-hearted 
Soviet youth. In this book, the main char ac ters (es pe cially the 
vil lains of the piece) are much less nu anced and more ste reo-
typ i cal. It is sig nif i cant that in this work Makarenko no lon ger 
uses his own name for the char ac ter of the com mune’s di rec-
tor, dis tanc ing the au thor from the text in rec og ni tion, per-
haps, that it was no lon ger pos si ble to write an ac count that 
was true to life.

Whether or not any spe cific event in the Poem hap pened as 
nar rat ed, or in deed at all , is im pos si ble to de ter mine. How-
ever, the ac cu racy of any given scene is less im por tant than 
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the mean ings it con veys. After all , the fic tion al ized Gorky Col-
ony sur vived in Soviet cul ture long af ter the orig i nal—and its 
au thor—had passed away. As a pri mary source, it tells us what 
Makarenko wanted the world to know about his col ony and 
his ped a go gy.

Makarenko’s Gorky Colony transformed, in turn, three ru ral 
spaces pre vi ously un der the con trol of “non-toiling” (that is, 
nei ther pro le tar ian nor peas ant) clas ses: first, the for mer ag ri-
cul tural col ony for ju ve nile de tain ees; lat er, a for mer no ble 
es tate; and fi nal ly, a for mer mon as tery which had, since the 
rev o lu tion, housed a dys func tional chil dren’s col o ny. In each 
case, Makarenko por trays not in di vid ual lead ers, but the col-
lec tive itself, as an en tity nat u rally endowed with the power 
and au thor ity to pu rify and re shape these ru ral spaces. This 
pu ri fi ca tion is phys i cal, as col o nists remove what is bro ken 
and filthy: build ing la trines, us ing stones from old mon as-
tery walls to build pigsties, and ren o vat ing a no ble coun try 
home to house dor mi to ries. It is also cul tur al, as they over-
come mindsets as so ci ated with the bour geoi sie and “for mer 
peo ple.”48 Monks, guards, and aris to crats had fled, but re li-
gious be liev ers, ku laks, and ex perts in pro gres sive ped a gogy 
remained to be defeated and their ideas ex posed as in fe rior 
and in ef fec tive.49 The spaces all  these “for mer peo ple” had 
inhabited and which had conformed to their in ter ests and 
val ues had to be reshaped and reused in ex plic itly pro le tar ian 
ways lest they serve to pre serve per ni cious as pects of the old 
re gime.

Makarenko rejected the val ues em bod ied in the tsarist-era 
col o nies by us ing the existing built en vi ron ments in ways 
that undermined their orig i nal pur poses. He be gan his work 
at Tribi, on the site of the Poltava Agricultural Colony and 
Industrial Asylum, founded in 1891 and built on an or der ly, 
Mettray-style “pa vil ion” plan.50 He de scribed it mock ingly as 
a “per fect square” of “un com pro mis ingly sym met ri cal brick 
build ings.”51 Although Makarenko’s col o nists nec es sar ily 
oc cu pied build ings designed for the pre vi ous sur veil lance-

48 The term “for mer 
peo ple” (byvshie liudi) 
was used by Soviet 
au thor i ties to des ig-
nate those who had 
not been “toil ers” (that 
is, peas ants or pro-
le tar i ans) be fore the 
Oc to ber Revolution.

49 Kulak was a 
term that denoted 
wealthy peas ants who 
exploited their poorer 
neigh bors, al though 
not all  those targeted 
by Soviet an ti-ku lak 
pol i cies were in fact 
any bet ter off than 
their neigh bors, as 
discussed be low.

50 Otchet pravleniia 
Poltavskago Obsh-
chestva Ispravitel’nykh 
Priiutov za pervyi god 
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(Poltava, 1892).
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Shcherban’, “Metre,” 
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based re gime, in which the ed u ca tors were instructed “never 
to take their eyes off their charges, ei ther dur ing work or rec-
re a tion, and at night to sleep next to them in an ad join ing 
room,” Makarenko re fused to let the built en vi ron ment de ter-
mine his own sys tem and gave all  his teach ing staff their own, 
sep a rate apart ments.52 One for mer ed u ca tor’s room was later 
used by a lo cal wheel wright who joined the col ony to es cape 
his un happy mar riage. Rather than a site of power over the 
col o nists, the room be came a ref uge for a harm less but some-
what pa thetic char ac ter, as the old man “would sit hud dled up 
in his lit tle room” waiting for the col o nists to drive his an gry 
“vi ra go” of a wife away.53 Makarenko’s nar ra tive thus in verts 
the power re la tions em bed ded in the orig i nal de sign.

Makarenko uses de scrip tions of the col o ny’s ag ri cul tural land 
to con demn the im po tence or un will ing ness of the pre vi ous 
re gime to pro vide gen u ine help to ju ve nile de tain ees: “The 
very soil on which our col ony stood was un suited to ag ri cul-
tural pur poses. It was lit tle bet ter than sand, which a breath 
of wind sent shelv ing into dunes.”54 This was the land the 
tsarist re gime had deigned to make avail  able for the chil-
dren most harmed by pov erty and ex ploi ta tion. Indeed, the 
re cords of the for mer col ony show that af ter waiting fruit-
lessly for a prom ised grant of land from the state, the Poltava 
phi lan thro pists had to ac cept a pri vate do na tion. Poltava is 
lo cated in the richly fer tile black earth re gion, an area cov er-
ing much of Ukraine and Western Russia and pro vid ing abun-
dant grain, but the only plot avail  able for the pur pose was a 
site that had been logged and then rented out to peas ants to 
graze their live stock, whose hooves had destroyed what ever 
top soil remained.55 The land was so worth less, Makarenko 
later ar gued in a let ter to the lo cal au thor i ties, that the col ony 
should not have to pay rent for it.56 Although the Gorky col-
ony sur vived there for three years, thanks to de liv er ies of food 
from var i ous state agencies, it was not un til it moved to a for-
mer no ble es tate that it be gan to prosper. Makarenko’s nar ra-
tive up holds the Marx ist view that the work ing clas ses should 
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not be con tent with the scraps al lot ted to them by bour geois 
phi lan thropy but should seize the means of pro duc tion to 
cre ate a bet ter world.

The next site seized by the Gorky Colony was an es tate for-
merly owned by the Trepke fam i ly, who had fled in 1917, leav-
ing the es tate in dis re pair. Here, in the “wild beauty of the 
loop of the Kolomak [River],” were hand some houses for the 
col o nists, to gether with rich farm land, an or chard, and build-
ings for live stock, awaiting only the col o ny’s la bor to re pair 
and re fur bish them.57 A trained agron o mist joined the col-
ony and as sured its pro duc tiv i ty. As at Mettray, the col ony 
employed mod ern ag ri cul tural ex per tise to max i mize yields, 
dem on strat ing the su pe ri or ity of sci ence over peas ant tra-
di tions. Like the nineteenth-cen tury French re form ers, the 
Gorky Colony used the chil dren’s la bor to im prove and mod-
ern ize ag ri cul tural land: it “amended the land,” to use the 
French re form ers’ phrase, by the la bor of the child. However, 
un like them, Makarenko did not be lieve the land could, in 
turn, mor ally “amend the child.” In fact, he wor ried that ag ri-
cul tural work could turn prom is ing pro le tar i ans into ku laks. 
Building a strong and co he sive col lec tive re quired la bor that 
was chal leng ing, mean ing ful, and po lit i cally aligned with the 
Soviet re gime. The Pedagogical Poem thus paints the col ony 
at Trepke as a pro ducer of pro le tar i ans through the col lec tive: 
the ru ral space was made to serve an ur ban pur pose.

Whereas the found ers of Mettray had viewed young crim i nals 
as an ur ban phe nom e non, the “waifs” of the Gorky Colony 
ini tially had, Makarenko wrote, no class iden tity at all . “We 
had hardly any chil dren of work ers, the pro le tar iat was for 
them some thing re mote and un known, while most of them 
har bored pro found scorn for ag ri cul tural la bour, or rather not 
so much for the la bour, as for the labourer’s scheme of life and 
men tal i ty.”58 Most were of peas ant back grounds, but al most 
all  had spent time liv ing rough in cit ies. Some Soviet ed u ca-
tors be lieved that this ex pe ri ence of alien ation freed home less 
youth from bour geois val ues, mak ing them the pro le tar iat of 
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chil dren, but Makarenko dismissed this idea, ar gu ing that it 
was la bor and col lec tive be long ing, not dys func tional street 
life, that pro duced class con scious ness.59

Even be fore the Gorky Colonists displayed any sign of pro-
le tar ian con scious ness, how ev er, the Soviet re gime deployed 
them to em body its sov er eignty over ru ral spaces and peo-
ple. Makarenko recorded scenes of col o nists ex pos ing their 
neigh bors’ cor rupt deal ings, par tici pat ing en thu si as ti cally 
in raiding their il licit li quor stills and catch ing them il le gally 
harvesting trees.60 Even though they had not yet given up 
their own il le gal ac tiv i ties, steal ing prop erty and crops from 
the neigh bors with lit tle fear of be ing caught, their pres ence 
served to im pose pro le tar i an, Soviet power on the coun try-
side. To do so, as the young de tain ees decamped from the 
orig i nal col ony site to Trepke, they reorganized the ter rain 
itself: “The boys per sis tent ly, and with the ut most sang froid, 
car ried out re vi sions of the var i ous com mu ni cat ing paths 
be tween the farm steads, de ter minedly straight en ing them in 
their pur suit of a def i nite ide al.”61 Colonists ig nored fences’ 
func tion as “to kens of the in vi o la bil ity of pri vate prop er ty” 
and set up stiles to pass over them. Makarenko’s ironic tone 
here sweeps away peas ant con cerns that their pri vate prop-
erty could be their best means of sur viv al. The lo cal farm ers’ 
crops suf fered, but the work of mov ing peo ple and supplies 
be tween the old and new col ony sites was greatly re duced.62

Recounting these ac tiv i ties in his 1935 text, Makarenko took 
care to show that his col o nists had been pi o neers in the fight 
against ku laks. The ku lak was a looming fig ure in Sta lin ist ag ri-
cul tural pol i cy. Originally mean ing “fist,” the term was given 
to peas ants who had be come wealth ier than oth ers, es pe cially 
af ter late-tsarist re forms had re moved the equal iz ing in flu ence 
of tra di tional peas ant com munes. Anyone who hired (and 
exploited) la bor ers was a ku lak, but the term me tas ta sized to 
in clude any one who owned sev eral horses or was con spic u-
ously wealth ier than their neigh bors—or whose re luc tance to 
sup port Soviet power made them po lit i cally sus pect. Stalin’s 
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col lec tiv i za tion of ag ri cul ture from 1930 on re lied heavily on 
the im age of the ku lak as a threat to other peas ants and to 
Soviet pow er. Many peas ants cat e go rized as ku laks were pre-
vented from join ing col lec tive farms and deported to spe cial 
set tle ments in Siberia or arrested and ei ther shot or sen tenced 
to the Gulag.63 In the nov el, Makarenko por trays the boys as 
hav ing an in stinc tive dis dain for the lo cal peas ants, whom he 
la bels ku laks and de scribes as shifty, ac quis i tive, and dan ger-
ous. He thus paints the chil dren as predisposed to pro le tar-
ian con scious ness, re quir ing only po lit i cal ed u ca tion and the 
ex pe ri ence of the col lec tive to be come true Soviet cit i zens.

Taught to see them selves as a col lec tive and to make that 
col lec tive the col o ny’s su preme au thor i ty, en gag ing in farm 
la bor and po lit i cal ed u ca tion, the col o nists came to adopt 
what Makarenko saw as a pro le tar ian iden tity even as they 
worked in ag ri cul ture:

The mem bers of the col ony had be gun proudly to con sider 

them selves pro le tar i ans, and thor oughly un der stood the 

dif fer ence be tween their own po si tion and that of the vil-

lage youth. Intensive, and of ten oner ous, work on the land 

did noth ing to dis turb their pro found con vic tion that quite 

dif fer ent ac tiv i ties lay ahead of them.

The oldest of them were al ready  able to de scribe in some 

de tail what they expected from their fu ture, and what they 

as pired to. And it was the youth ful forces of the town and 

not of the vil lage, which played the lead ing role in the crys-

tal li za tion of these dreams.64

However, once they had de vel oped this con scious ness, Maka-
renko wrote, they could no lon ger be con tent with the “idyll” 
of ru ral life. Even though ag ri cul ture was their “prin ci pal 
work,” the col o nists “regarded farm ing merely as a means of 
live li hood and the im prove ment of our life, and the work shop 
as a means of gaining skill.”65

In the Poem, Makarenko re counts how for mer col o nists, return-
ing from their stud ies in the city, expressed such  sen ti ments. 
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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 tex tiles grow ing up, and boots, 
fields of ma chines, trac tors, ac cor di ons, spec ta cles, watches, 
cig a rettes wav ing in the wind . . .  My, my! . . .  Why didn’t the 
rot ters con sult me when they made the world!” Another says, 
“Our fel lows, the waifs, as we’re called, are pro le tar i ans, it’s 
in dus trial 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 vil lage, it means we join the petty bour geoi sie, that 
seems a shame.”66 Readers in the 1930s would rec og nize this 
em pha sis on the ne ces sity and util ity of in dus trial work as 
con sis tent with the Sta lin ist pol icy of in dus tri al i za tion, which 
re lied on the forced col lec tiv i za tion of ag ri cul ture by fa cil i tat-
ing ex trac tion from the peas antry in or der to ac cu mu late the 
re sources nec es sary to es tab lish fac to ries.67 Agricultural la bor 
is here presented as rou tine, “jol ly,” and ul ti mately mean ing-
less, de ny ing its val ue, even though such things as tex tiles, 
boots, and cig a rettes could not, of course, be pro duced with-
out the raw ma te ri als ag ri cul ture sup plied. But Makarenko’s 
in clu sion of this con ver sa tion makes a more spe cific point 
about the na ture of his col o ny. The idea of the earth pro duc ing 
trac tors and cig a rettes is a fan ta sy, but Makarenko hints here 
that his meth ods had made ag ri cul tural land fulfil one func-
tion of an ur ban space: pro duc ing pro le tar ian peo ple.

Although by 1924 the col ony at Trepke was thriv ing, Maka-
renko portrayed the en vi ron ment as dan ger ous to the fu ture 
de vel op ment of Soviet cit i zens. Although he contended that 
the col lec tive won over the lo cal youth by its wealth, its cul-
tural lev el, and the thriv ing, joy ful col o nists them selves, he 
also expressed the fear that in di vid u als who grew to love ag ri-
cul ture would be lost to the Soviet cause: “Just look round, 
and you’ll see there are more ku laks ev ery day. How can the 
col ony go on liv ing here?”68 Even the vol un tary col lec tive 
farms that ap pear in the book are viewed as dis or ga nized or 
contending for re sources in a pet ty-spir ited man ner. This neg-
a tive judge ment may have been made at the time of the events 
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(2022): 211–229.

68 Makarenko, Road 
to Life, 2:257-8. The 
word ren dered as “ku-
lak” in this trans la tion 
is the more in for mal 
kurkul’ in the orig i nal 
Rus sian. This scene is 
set dur ing the pe riod 
of the New Economic 
Policy, dur ing which 
some Soviet lead ers 
en cour aged peas ants 
to en rich them selves; it 
pre dates the pe riod of 
dekulakization un der 
Stalin.

66 Makarenko, Road 
to Life, 2:257-8.
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recounted, in the early to mid-1920s, reflecting Makarenko’s 
no-non sense per so na. Alternatively, it may be an in stance of 
Makarenko in 1935 ret ro ac tively writ ing Sta lin ist pri or i ties 
into his sto ry: col lec tiv i za tion in the 1930s was a means to 
bring ag ri cul ture un der state con trol, not merely to change 
from an in di vid ual to a col lec tive own er ship mod el.69

Agriculture alone, then, was not enough to sat isfy na scent 
pro le tar i ans; they needed to be ac tive and use ful build ers of 
so cial ism. To Makarenko, this would even tu ally mean par tici-
pat ing in Stalin’s great pro ject of in dus trial de vel op ment in 
a fac to ry-based chil dren’s com mune. First, though, in 1926, 
the Gorky Colony took on the chal lenge of so cial iz ing a large 
group of aban doned and un co op er a tive chil dren at the “7th 
of No vem ber” col o ny, or ga nized by the Children’s Aid so ci ety 
on the for mer site of a cel e brated sev en teenth-cen tury mon-
as tery at Kuriazh, near Kharkiv (Fig. 2). Although the la bor 
would be ag ri cul tur al, the cul ti va tion of the Kuriazh chil dren 
would con sti tute the real “work for the State, work the Soviet 
gov ern ment needs.”70 The 120 Gorky col o nists joined those 
al ready liv ing at Kuriazh. Many of the orig i nal res i dents left 
rather than sub mit to la bor and dis ci pline, but in April 1927, 
the relocated Gorky Colony counted 353 col o nists – three 
more than the of fi cial ca pac i ty.71

In Makarenko’s nar ra tive, discredited re li gious be liefs on the 
one hand, and in ef fec tive ped a gog i cal work on the oth er, com-
bine in the very ground of Kuriazh to make it an un healthy 
and mal odor ous place in need of pu ri fi ca tion. “The first thing 
which struck me was the stench prevailing in the col o ny. It 
was a com plex blend of priv ies, cab bage soup, dung, and . . .  
in cense.”72 By in clud ing fra grant in cense in a list of foul odors, 
the au thor cat e go rizes re li gion, de spite its pleas ant fa cade, as 
harm ful and dis taste ful, to be discarded by Soviet so ci e ty.

Although the monks had dis persed, Makarenko was faced 
with both ma te rial and hu man traces of their work. The mon-
as tery’s “bro ken-down dirty church” con tin ued to operate in 
the midst of the col o ny.73 Makarenko lob bied to have it shut 

69 For more on the 
fate of early Soviet 
com munes and col-
lec tives, see Richard 
Stites, Revolutionary 
Dreams: Utopian 
Vision and Experimen-
tal Life in the Rus sian 
Revolution (New York, 
1989), 207-212, 241.

70 Makarenko, Road 
to Life, 2:324.

71 RGALI f. 332 op. 1 
ed. khr. 55, Report to 
the Presidium of the 
All-Ukraine Executive 
Committee from the 
Kharkiv re gional ex ec-
u tive com mit tee, n.d. 
[1927].

72 Makarenko, Road 
to Life, 2:308.

73 Makarenko, Road 
to Life, 3:295.
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down and the build ing used as a meet ing space, but his ef-
forts succeeded only af ter he him self left the col ony in 1928.74 
Other el e ments of the mon as tery, how ev er, were suc cess fully 
repurposed. Pilgrims had pre vi ously vis ited the mon as tery’s 
spring, re nowned as mir a cle-work ing; the Gorky Colony used 
it pro sa i cally for wash ing. The “old walls, sat u rated with the 
stench of sweat, in cense and bugs, ooz ing with the filth of 
waifdom” were pulled down and the bricks reused to build 
a pig sty.75 The walls, representing the closed-mind ed ness of 
re li gious be lief, as well as forming a phys i cal bar ri er, keep ing 
foul odors in and clean air out, were judged fit only for swine.

The first at tempt to try to re claim the for mer mon as tery for 
Soviet pur poses had failed ab jectly and the Gorky Colony 
found it nec es sary to pu rify the place of the “bes tial, bi o-
log i cal ru in” of demoralized chil dren liv ing in filthy, lousy 
con di tions. Yet al ter ing the ma te rial en vi ron ment was 
im pos si ble un til the chil dren’s at ti tudes could be changed. 
In  Makarenko’s nar ra tive, this “con ver sion” hap pened sud-
den ly, within the space of three hours, with the ar rival of the 

Figure 2. In this 1927 
pho to graph of Gorky 
Colonists at the site 
of the for mer Kuriazh 
Monastery, uniformed 
youth in a mil i tary-
style marching band 
con trast with the old 
re li gious ar chi tec ture 
in the back ground, em-
body ing the new Soviet 
or der and new mean-
ings superimposed 
upon the space. Source: 
Anton Makarenko, The 
Road to Life, 2nd ed. 
(Moscow, 1955), plate 
op po site page 358.

74 Alla Stankevich, 
“Istoriia obiteli,” 
Kuriazhskii monastyr’, 
July 25, 2020, https:  /  /
kuryazh  .kh  .ua  /sample 
 -page  /, accessed 
No vem ber 5, 2024.

75 Makarenko, Road 
to Life, 3:60, 3:217.

https://kuryazh.kh.ua/sample-page/
https://kuryazh.kh.ua/sample-page/
https://kuryazh.kh.ua/sample-page/
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120 Gorky Colonists from Trepke.76 Makarenko and a small 
“ad vance de tach ment” had come to Kuriazh sev eral weeks 
pre vi ous ly and car ried out plan ning and pre lim i nary work, 
but none of the chil dren had been will ing to join them. In the 
book, it is not Makarenko him self, but the col lec tive as a liv-
ing, thriv ing en ti ty, that trans forms de graded and crim i nal 
chil dren. Immediately af ter the group’s ar riv al, Makarenko 
re lates, the Kuriazh chil dren hap pily sub mit ted to wash ing 
and hair cuts, and their lice-rid den bed ding and cloth ing were 
treated in a disinfecting cham ber.77

In Makarenko’s view, the so cial ist col lec tive made up for the 
chil dren’s dys func tional or ab sent fam i lies, but un like the 
found ers of Mettray he never used fa mil ial terms as of fi cial 
no men cla ture. A 1932 ar ti cle in the NKVD news pa per Din-
amo, how ev er, praised the “pa ter nal abil i ties” of a “com mu-
nard fa ther” — one of the older boys in Makarenko’s sec ond 
pro ject, the Dzerzhinsky com mune — who had taken an 
“in cor ri gi ble” youn ger boy un der his wing, de scrib ing them 
as “A ‘son’ of nine, and a ‘fa ther’ of eigh teen.”78 Later, for mer 
col o nists de scribed Makarenko him self as a sub sti tute fa ther 
to them. One, A. M. Tubin, de clared, “My own fa ther deserted 
my mother when I was four years old. I don’t re mem ber him, 
and have come to hate him. My real fa ther was Anton Maka-
renko.79 Delivered af ter the con ser va tive turn of the late 1930s, 
this state ment re flects an of fi cial recentering of the nu clear 
fam ily and of pa ter nal au thor ity in Sta lin ist so cial pol icy af ter 
the more rad i cal ex per i ments of the 1920s. However, the liv-
ing quar ters of the Gorky Colony and, lat er, the Dzerzhinsky 
Commune, were never intended to re place or im i tate fam ily 
homes as had been the case at Mettray.

Even as the Gorky Colony’s rep u ta tion grew and it be came a 
model in sti tu tion, attracting for eign and Soviet vis i tors, ped-
a gog i cal ex perts who distrusted Makarenko’s char is matic 
in flu ence and his mil i tary meth ods ac cused him of cre at ing 
an un healthy “cult of per son al i ty” and worked to have him 
re moved as di rec tor.80 Makarenko ex pe ri enced this de feat as 

76 Makarenko, 3:229.

77 Makarenko, Road 
to Life, 3:231.

78 M. Bukshpan, 
“Vypolniaem zavet 
Feliksa Edmundovi-
cha,” Dinamo, 1932, 
RGALI f. 332 op. 2 
ed.khr. 58.

79 A. M. Tubin speak-
ing at Makarenko’s 
fu neral in 1939, 
quoted in Makarenko, 
His Life and Work, 43.

80 RGALI, f. 332, op. 
1, ed. khr. 55, Extract 
from pro to col no. ¡.�.�.¢ 
of the meet ing of the 
pre sid ium of TsB KDR, 
13 July 1928.
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a pro found “loss” and searched for a new po si tion. In part 
through the in ter ven tion of Maksim Gorky, who had adopted 
him as a protégé, in 1927 he was appointed di rec tor of the 
NKVD’s Dzerzhinsky Commune in Kharkiv.81 Like the Gorky 
Colony, it housed lawbreaking and home less chil dren, of fer-
ing school ing to gether with vo ca tional train ing, but in stead 
of ag ri cul tural work, here the chil dren were trained in the 
com mune’s fac to ry, where they pro duced elec tric drills and 
cam eras, re quir ing skill and pre ci sion. The com mune was 
converted into an or di nary fac tory just prior to the out break 
of war in 1941.82

Conclusion

Both the Mettray and Gorky Colonies took ru ral spaces and 
reshaped them to pro vide so lu tions to ur ban prob lems, hous-
ing chil dren cat e go rized as ur ban and replacing lo cal tra di-
tions with mod ern sci en tific knowl edge and or ga ni za tion. 
Demetz and Brétignières pur sued these goals while es pous-
ing a ro man ti cized and nos tal gic view of ru ral vir tues, intend-
ing their wards to be come life long ru ral res i dents, shun ning 
the du bi ous free doms of the city. Makarenko, be liev ing the 
ur ban pro le tar iat to be the rev o lu tion ary class, and know ing 
it formed the base of po lit i cal sup port for the Soviet re gime, 
painted ru ral life as idyl lic but dan ger ous, threat en ing to pro-
mote stag na tion and pro duce ku laks.

Mettray’s cus tom-designed ar chi tec ture contained nu mer ous 
el e ments designed to funnel col o nists into de sired be hav iors 
and at ti tudes, and some times to pre vent any pos si bil ity of 
re bel lious ac tions. The Gorky Colony moved into sites cre ated 
for other pur poses, claiming them in the name of the pro le-
tar i at. Rather than redesigning the spaces to con trol them, 
Makarenko allowed the col o nists to re shape spaces for their 
needs, in clud ing spaces that belonged to oth ers. At the end of 
the Pedagogical Poem, he de scribes a pro ces sion of col o nists 
marching into the city on a day of cel e bra tion, walk ing on the 

81 Correspondence 
be tween Makarenko 
and his fu ture wife, 
and be tween Maka-
renko and Gorky, cited 
in Nevskaia, “‘Peda-
gogicheskaia Poema’ 
i proza zhizni Antona 
Makarenko,” 5-10. 
Makarenko resigned 
de fin i tively from the 
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and with Maksim 
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nov el.
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tram lines and forc ing the ve hi cles to match their pa ce, hav ing 
a “joke” with the towns folk, their “own folk”: “we go about the 
town like its mas ters, not ‘asy lum boys,’ but col o nists, Gorky-
ites.”83 Having established or der in the be nighted coun try side, 
Makarenko claims for the chil dren an ur ban iden ti ty.

Makarenko’s nar ra tive of the col lec tive shap ing both its mem-
bers and the spaces they oc cu pied does not, of course, im ply 
that each in di vid ual child had agency or free dom any more 
than the col o nists of Mettray did in their rigid re gime. In fact, 
by ced ing au thor ity to the col lec tive, Makarenko le git i mized 
meth ods, some times in clud ing ostracization and vi o lence, 
that he and his teach ers were for bid den to use.84 Yet both 
Makarenko and Demetz un der stood that chil dren and ad o-
les cents, es pe cially when subjected to a de mand ing re gime, 
of ten needed op por tu ni ties to ex ert agen cy. Indeed, one 
strik ing sim i lar ity be tween these two very dif fer ent in sti tu-
tions is the way each some times stra te gi cally gave up con trol 
over their wards. At Mettray, much was made of the lack of 
walls surrounding the col o ny. When Brétignières asked a boy 
why he did not try to es cape, he re plied, “be cause there are 
no walls.”85 When Makarenko wanted to stop a spate of thefts 
from sup ply cup boards, he instructed em ploy ees to remove 
the pad locks.86 Walls and locks only tempted chil dren to test 
their skills, and re mov ing the chal lenge took the fun out of 
the game.

Both the Mettray and Gorky Colonies were, for a time, model 
in sti tu tions turn ing out a cer tain num ber of young adults who 
looked on their lead ers as sub sti tute fa thers and adopted the 
val ues they had been taught. Both, af ter the ini tial char is-
matic lead ers had died or left, and, for those who were sin-
gled out for pun ish ment, even dur ing their ten ure, were sites 
of sur veil lance, co er cion, and some times abuse. In each case, 
it was when they un der stood chil dren’s need for agency that 
the col o nies were most suc cess ful.

Mettray op er ated by the prin ci ple of "amending the child by 
the land, and the land by the child,” us ing child la bor to bring 

83 Makarenko, Road 
to Life, 3:396.

84 The ex cep tion was 
an in ci dent at the very 
out set of the Gorky 
Colony where he hit a 
boy in the face for his 
at ti tude, and un ex-
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whole group, al though 
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a sin gu lar in ci dent. 
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Life, 1:43-46.
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Assemblée générale 
des fondateurs de la 
Colonie de Mettray, 12 
March 1843, 17.

86 Tokarev, “Vospomi-
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idle land into a pro duc tive state as its di rec tors trusted in the 
ru ral en vi ron ment and the care fully planned liv ing spaces 
to teach boys to act in ap proved ways. Because Soviet ideol-
ogy em pha sized the lead er ship role of the ur ban pro le tar i at, 
Makarenko was sus pi cious of the land’s ef fect on the child, 
and in stead used the child to amend the land and its peo ple 
by in tro duc ing mod ern, ef fi cient ag ri cul tural prac tices and 
keep ing the col o ny’s ru ral neigh bors in line. Both col o nies 
thus shaped their ru ral en vi ron ments to serve the needs of an 
ur ban pop u la tion.
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How We Forget about the “Environment”:  
The United Kingdom’s Department  
of Environment, 1970

Yat Shun (Juliana) Kei
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I. Introduction

Marsham Street, Westminster, is not a re mark able area in cen-
tral London: it is a nar row street mostly consisting of brick 
build ings from the 1920s, a church, and a few multi-story 
res i den tial blocks com pleted in the early 2000s. This type of 
fragmented urbanscape en gen dered by piece meal re de vel-
op ment can be found through out cen tral London, a city that 
is known for the ab sence of ma jor ur ban plan ning in ter ven-
tions in its mod ern his to ry.1 If one looks care ful ly, how ev er, 
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 gov ern ment de part ments de ter-
mine ev ery day life in the U.K.: the Home Office de cides who 
is deemed part of the coun try’s pop u la tion, while the other 
two de part ments shape the daily en vi ron ments.

1 Mi chael Hebbert, 
London: More by 
Fortune than Design 
(London, 1998)
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This gov ern ment build ing, also known as 2 Marsham Street, 
is barely dis tin guish able from its sur round ings. (See fig ure 1.) 
The most no tice able ar chi tec tural in ter ven tion is the ex ten-
sive use of lou vres on the façade for re duc ing en ergy emis sion 
and con sump tion. Alongside the well-designed land scape 
fea tures, these el e ments sup pos edly sig ni fy ing care for the 
en vi ron ment.2 In ad di tion to gov ern ment of fices, the 2 Mar-
sham Street de vel op ment includes shops, af ford able hous ing, 
and a nurs ery. The ar chi tect, Terry Farrell, in tro duced small 
pas sage ways be tween the gov ern ment of fices to cre ate a more 
dem o cratic and trans par ent look. This hodge podge de sign 
can be at trib uted to the fact that the de vel op ment is a re sult 
of the Private Finance Initiative (PFI) mech a nism in tro duced 
by the United Kingdom’s gov ern ment in the 1990s.3 The pri-
vate sec tor was in cen tiv ized to fund pub lic sec tor build ings 
and in fra struc ture. For 2 Marsham Street, the de sign was  
created with the as sump tion that a pri vate de vel oper might 
later take over the build ings if the gov ern ment agencies 
de cided to move out. In other words, the gov ern ment agen-
cies that shape the en vi ron ments of the U.K. are housed in an 
ar chi tec ture that they barely con trol them selves.

The cur rent phys i cal man i fes ta tion of these gov ern ment 
de part ments is no tice ably dif fer ent from its pre de ces sor. 
In No vem ber 1970, the Brit ish gov ern ment 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).4 The cre a tion of the DoE was 
sig nif i cant be cause it was sup pos edly the world’s first cen-
tral gov ern men tal en vi ron men tal de part ment, predating the 
es tab lish ment of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
of the United States by a few weeks.5 The DoE was a di rect 
re sult of the re or ga ni za tion of the Brit ish civil ser vice fol low-
ing the rec om men da tions of the re port of the Fulton Commit-
tee (1966–1968).6 Its cre a tion has there fore been ex am ined in 
stud ies on Brit ish po lit i cal sci ence and his to ry.7

2 “Home Office to 
move to £311m com-
plex,” The Guardian 
(UK), March 26, 
2002, https:  /  /www 
 .theguardian  .com  /
politics  /2002  /mar  /26  /
immigrationpolicy.

3 “Ugly sis ters facelift 
tight ens PFI spreads 
with tri ple-A se cured 
bonds via Barclays and 
RBC,” Euroweek (22 
March 2002): 65.

4 The Secretary of 
State for the Envi-
ronment Order 1970 
(1970, No. 1681). 
Available at https:  /  /
www  .legislation  .gov 
 .uk  /uksi  /1970  /1681  /
made.

5 The plan ning for the 
EPA started in 1969 
but the Agency was 
for mally established 
on 4 De cem ber 1970. 
U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency, 
“The Guardian: Origins 
of the EPA,” EPA His-
torical Publication  
1 (Spring 1992),  
https:  /  /www  .epa  .gov  
 /archive  /epa   
/aboutepa  / guardian 
 -origins  -epa  .html.

6 The Civil Service 
Report of the Commit-
tee 1966-68, United 
Kingdom Command 
Papers, Cmnd. 3638; 
Geoffrey K. Fry, 
Reforming the Civil 
Services: The Fulton 
Committee on the Brit-
ish Home Civil Service 
of 1966–1968 (London, 
1993).

7 Paul Draper, Cre-
ation of the D.O.E. 
(London, 1977).

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2002/mar/26/immigrationpolicy
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2002/mar/26/immigrationpolicy
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2002/mar/26/immigrationpolicy
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2002/mar/26/immigrationpolicy
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/1970/1681/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/1970/1681/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/1970/1681/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/1970/1681/made
https://www.epa.gov/archive/epa/aboutepa/guardian-origins-epa.html
https://www.epa.gov/archive/epa/aboutepa/guardian-origins-epa.html
https://www.epa.gov/archive/epa/aboutepa/guardian-origins-epa.html
https://www.epa.gov/archive/epa/aboutepa/guardian-origins-epa.html


69Yat Shun (Juliana) Kei | How We Forget about the “Environment”

At the time of its founding, the phys i cal pres ence of the DoE 
reflected its sig nif i cance: in 1971, the DoE moved into its 
new head quar ters on Marsham Street. The Marsham Street 
Towers, as the orig i nal head quar ters was of ten called, con-
sisted of three 200-foot high-rise blocks connected by a four-
story po dium (see fig ure 2). The Marsham Street Towers were 
designed by Eric Bedford, the then–Chief Architect of the 
Ministry of Public Buildings and Works, who be came known 
most no ta bly for his de sign of the Post Office Tower in cen-
tral London (later the BT Tower).8 The Marsham Street Tow-
ers bore the hall marks of post war ar chi tec tural mod ern ism: 
they were reinforced con crete struc tures in the form of lin ear 
slab blocks, com pleted with con crete mul li ons and re pet i-
tive win dows that fur ther ac cen tu ated the scale of the build-
ing and the bu reau cracy it contained.9 Almost as soon as they 
were com plet ed, the Towers drew fierce crit i cism, in clud ing a 
re view de scrib ing the build ing as “a crude pil ing up of ac com-
mo da tion.” The irony that the DoE, which over saw re search, 
stan dards, pol i cies, and other de ci sions about the built en vi-
ron ment, was housed in “the most in ap pro pri ate build ing in 
London,” was not lost on jour nal ists, his to ri ans, and  for mer 

8 Paul Lewis, “Eric 
Bedford, Who 
Changed London’s 
Skyline, Dies at 91,” 
New York Times, 31 
Au gust 2001.

9 H.E. Mills, “Govern-
ment Offices, Horse-
ferry Road, London 
SW1,” The Structural 
Engineer (Oc to ber 
1967), 337-349.

Figure 1. Current gov-
ern ment of fice build-
ing on the 2 Marsham 
Street site, London, 
designed by ar chi tect 
Terry Farrell; photo-
graphed by the au thor, 
Oc to ber 2024.
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gov ern ment of fi cials.10 Architectural his to rian Elain Har-
wood, for ex am ple, ob served that "Marsham Street had been 
vi o lently disliked by a se ries of en vi ron ment sec re tar ies" and 
was un pop u lar among its oc cu pants, too.11 The Marsham 
Street Towers, which gained the nick name “the Three Ugly 
Sisters,” remained the DoE’s head quar ters un til 1997 and 
were later demolished in 2002.12

The orig i nal in ten tions be hind the cre a tion of the DoE, along-
side the demolished Marsham Street Towers, are now mostly 
for got ten in Brit ish en vi ron men tal de bates. Pollution re duc-
tion and eco log i cal pro tec tion, which are the cur rent Depart-
ment of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs’ prime con cerns, 
were not high pri or i ties in 1970. Instead, the orig i nal pur pose 
of the DoE can per haps be bet ter de scribed as im prov ing life 
in the U.K. through the en vi ron ment. This pur pose was ar tic-
u lated in “The Reorganisation of Central Government,” the 
1970 white pa per an nounc ing the cre a tion of the DoE:

It is in creas ingly ac cepted that maintaining a de cent en vi ron-
ment, im prov ing peo ple’s liv ing con di tions and pro vid ing ad e-
quate trans port fa cil i ties all  come to gether in the plan ning of 
de vel op ment. �ese are among the main func tions of lo cal 
au thor i ties and are hav ing an ev er-in creas ing im pact on  or di nary 

10 Da vid Rock, “The 
Architecture of 
Compromise,” Built 
Environment 1 (1972): 
448–453, 451.

11 Elain Harwood, 
Susie Barson, and 
Emily Cole, “Tall Build-
ings: Aspects of Their 
Development and 
Character in England,” 
En glish Heritage 
Historical Analysis 
& Research Team 
Reports and Papers 59 
(London, 2002), 81.

12 Mat thew Richard, 
“Bye Bye Blunder,” 
Building, 17 May 2002, 
https:  /  /www  .building 
 .co  .uk  /focus  /bye  -bye 
 -blunder  /1018420 
 .article.

Figure 2. Photo of 
the Marsham Street 
Towers in 1974. There 
are very few pic tures 
that cap tured all  three 
tow ers be cause the 
street is too nar row. 
RIBA Photo Collection. 
Photographed by Bill 
Toomey. Reproduced 
by per mis sion.

https://www.building.co.uk/focus/bye-bye-blunder/1018420.article
https://www.building.co.uk/focus/bye-bye-blunder/1018420.article
https://www.building.co.uk/focus/bye-bye-blunder/1018420.article
https://www.building.co.uk/focus/bye-bye-blunder/1018420.article
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peo ple, in town and coun try and es pe cially in and around the 
large ur ban ar eas. Because these func tions in ter act, and be cause 
they give rise to acute and con�icting re quire ments, a new form 
of or ga ni sa tion is needed at the cen tre of the ad min is tra tive sys-
tem . . .  the new de part ment will be re spon si ble for the whole 
range of func tions which a� ect peo ple’s liv ing en vi ron ment.13

In this ef fort, the white pa per explained, a new “su per” de part-
ment would be cre ated through the merger of the Ministries 
of Housing and Local Government (MHLG), Public Buildings 
and Works (MPBW), and Transport (MoT). These three min-
is tries could broadly be de scribed as the gov ern men tal agen-
cies that di rectly in ter vened in the built en vi ron ment in the 
U.K., through the plan ning, con struc tion and man age ment of 
build ings, in fra struc ture, and also en tire towns and cit ies.14 In 
this pa per, we will grap ple with dif fer ent ar tic u la tions of the 
en vi ron ment and their sup posed ef fects on the pop u la tion. 
What was the Brit ish gov ern ment’s en vi ron men tal agenda in 
1970? How does the vi sion be come for got ten?

We ap proach these ques tions by fo cus ing on the con struc tion 
and rep re sen ta tion of the DoE in its early years. By cen ter-
ing the Marsham Street Towers, we will parse out the roles 
played by ar chi tec ture and ur ban plan ning, which may shed 
more light on the Brit ish gov ern ment’s abil i ty, or lack there of, 
to use the en vi ron ment to shape hu man be hav ior. Then, 
we will ex am ine the DoE’s at tempts to rep re sent itself as an 
in sti tu tion and the dif fi cul ties it en coun tered. In each part 

13 The Reorganisation 
of Central Government. 
United Kingdom Com-
mand Papers, cmnd 
4506. Draper, Creation 
of the D.O.E., 8-9.

14 It is im por tant to 
note that the DoE’s 
re mit var ied across 
England, Northern 
Ireland, Scotland, and 
Wales. We will re fer to 
“the United King-
dom” for sim plic i ty, 
while aware there are 
de tails that we can not 
ad dress within the 
scope of this pa per.

Figure 3. Roof plan of 
the Marsham Street 
Towers show ing 
the tow ers and the 
po di um. From: The 
Structural Engineer 45 
(Oc to ber 1967), 337.
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of this pa per, we con sider how the mak ing and un mak ing of 
knowl edge about the en vi ron ment, the civil ser vice gov ern-
ment bu reau cra cy, and the DoE destabilized one an oth er. 
Through this tri an gu la tion, we hope to com pre hend the rea-
sons be hind, and the im pli ca tions of, the cur rent ob scu rity of 
the orig i nal ar tic u la tion of the mean ing of “the en vi ron ment” 
in the cre a tion of the DoE.

II. The Architecture of the Environment

As an ar chi tec tural his to ri an, I am in ter ested in def i ni tions 
of the en vi ron ment be cause mod ern ar chi tec tural and ur ban 
the o ries have been shaped by com pet ing nar ra tives about the 
en vi ron ment. The use of the en vi ron ment and na ture to jus-
tify the beauty and value of ar chi tec ture can be traced back 
to the nineteenth cen tu ry, through the o rists in clud ing John 
Ruskin.15 In the early twen ti eth cen tu ry, the im por tance of 
con trol ling the en vi ron ment was re in stated by Patrick Ged-
des, who in cor po rated bi o log i cal ideas in his so cio log i cal and 
town plan ning re search.16 Scholars have shown that the ways 
Brit ish plan ners, con ser va tion ists and gov ern men tal of fi cials 
shaped towns and cit ies, in dif fer ent parts of the world, drew 
from con cepts de fined as “ecol o gies” and “eco sys tems.”17 
Later, in the sec ond half of the 20th cen tu ry, mo bi li za tions for 
en vi ron men tal pro tec tion, pol lu tion re duc tions, and con ser-
va tion established the en vi ron ment as a pri mary con cern in 
ar chi tec ture and ur ban de sign. In turn, build ings, in fra struc-
ture, and ur ban in ter ven tions mod ify the en vi ron ment, and 
even un re al ized ar chi tec tural pro pos als can shape per cep-
tions of the en vi ron ment. Architectural de sign and re search 
ac knowl edge the flu id ity of the con cepts of the en vi ron ments: 
en vi ron ments are rel a tive to what they en vi ron.18

In Brit ish ar chi tec tural his to ry, the po lit i cal na ture of the cre-
a tion and man age ment of the built en vi ron ment has been 
well ex am ined. For ex am ple, there are am ple stud ies on the 
in stru men tal role played by the Ministry of Housing and 

15 John Ruskin, The 
Seven Lamps of Archi-
tecture (1849; London, 
1989)

16 Helen Meller, 
Patrick Geddes: Social 
Evolutionist and City 
Planner (London, 
1990).

17 Peder Anker, Impe-
rial Ecology: Envi-
ronment Order in the 
Brit ish Em pire, 1895–
1945 (Cambridge, 
MA, 2018); Simone 
Schleper, Planning for 
the Planet: Environ-
mental Expertise and 
the International Union 
for Conservation of 
Nature and Natural 
Resources, 1960–1980 
(New York, 2019).

18 Necdet Teymur, 
The Environmental 
Discourse (London, 
1982).
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Local Government in twen ti eth-cen tury Brit ish ar chi tec ture 
and ur ban ism.19 There are also in ves ti ga tions into the works 
of lo cal au thor i ties like the London County Council or semi-
in de pen dent or ga ni za tions such as the Building Research Sta-
tion.20 Both the lo cal coun cils and re search in sti tutes would 
later be in cor po rated within the DoE. Scholarship on pre em-
i nent Brit ish ar chi tects has of ten touched upon their roles 
as agents of the state, par tic u larly dur ing and af ter the First 
and Second World Wars and in the (for mer) col o nies.21 These 
com plex re la tion ships suggested that not only ar chi tec ture is 
governed by pol i cies; but pub lic opin ion, sci en tific dis cov ery 
and pro fes sional ex per tise also influ enced the ways the gov-
ern ment en vis aged places and spaces.22 Existing stud ies have 
revealed there were com pet ing en vi ron men tal ar tic u la tions 
lead ing up to the cre a tion of the DoE. For ex am ple, in the late 
1950s, a group of prominent ar chi tect-plan ners po si tioned 
them selves as “the Environmentalists” in their ef fort to frame 
ur ban re newal de bates.23 The la bel of the en vi ron ment, in this 
ef fort, was to re view and im prove on the whole sale de mo li-
tion-and-re build ap proach com monly employed dur ing post-
war re con struc tion.24 Then, in the early 1960s, the pub li ca tion 
of the in flu en tial Traffic in Towns re port, shed more light on the 
com plex ity of the ur ban en vi ron ment.25 Traffic in Towns high-
lighted the eco nom ic, so cial, and de mo graphic im pli ca tions 
of the in creased pres ence of mo tor ve hi cles. The re port called 

19 John Boughton, 
Municipal Dreams: The 
Rise and Fall of Council 
Housing (London, 
2018); Otto Saumarez 
Smith, “Central Govern-
ment and Town-Centre 
Redevelopment in 
Britain,” The Histori-
cal Journal 58 (2015): 
217–244. Another 
of ten-cited ex am ple is 
the published di ary of 
Richard Crossman, the 
Secretary of the State 
of Housing and Local 
Government which 
bears sig nifi  cant in sight 
into Harold Wilson’s 
gov ern ment: Richard 
Crossman, The Cross-
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1991).

20 Anthony Jackson, 
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1970), 166–180; Mark 
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tory 21 (2005): 69–80.

21 Gordon Cherry and 
Leith Penny, Holford: 
A Study in Architec-
ture, Planning and 
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22 (2017): 710–738.

22 Aggregate, Gov-
erning by Design: 
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omy, and Politics in 
the Twentieth Century 
(Pittsburgh, 2012).

23 Lionel Brett, “The 
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Architectural Review, 
May 1959, 303–305.

25 Colin Buchanan and 
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Urban Areas (London, 
1963).24 John R. Gold, “A 
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for more so phis ti cated meth ods in fore cast ing, plan ning, and 
con trol ling the ways peo ple moved around. In other words, at 
the time the term “en vi ron ment” was com monly as so ci ated 
with the con cerns for ur ban re newal and ve hic u lar mo bil i ty, 
both which could be un der stood as re ac tions to wards chal-
lenges brought by ur ban i za tion and mod ern i za tion in post-
war Britain. Following a se ries of gov ern men tal in ter ven tions 
in re search and higher ed u ca tion, the term “en vi ron ment” 
was then used to sug gest the dis ci plines of ar chi tec ture, town 
plan ning, and con struc tion were adopting a more sci en tific 
ap proach. For ex am ple, a pro posal for a Research Council 
of the Built Environment was put for ward by the Royal Insti-
tute of Brit ish Architects (RIBA) in 1964.26 Although this pro-
posal was rejected, a semi-in de pen dent re search in sti tute 
called the Centre for Environmental Studies was established 
in 1967, with a fo cus on re search into re gional plan ning and 
large-scale ur ban mod el ing.27 Various ar chi tec tural schools in 
uni ver si ties were also restructured or renamed as schools of 
the Built Environment or Environmental Studies in the 1970s.

Despite these on go ing ex plo ra tions, the con cept of the “en vi-
ron ment” cre ated sub stan tial con fu sion dur ing the es tab lish-
ment of the DoE. The 1970 “The Reorganisation of Central 
Government” white pa per, for in stance, stated the po ten-
tial ben e fits of the merger of dif fer ent min is tries but did not 
ex plain why “Environment” was the ti tle un der which the 
three min is tries co a lesced. Various DoE doc u ments from the 
first years of its cre a tion high light this ab sence. For ex am ple, 
a 1971 pam phlet for new em ploy ees be gan by ask ing “The 
Department of the Environment. What sort of cre a tion is it?” 
The draft pam phlet stated “Having an or ga ni sa tion named the 
Department of the Environment does not give much in di ca-
tion of its ob jec tives and scopes.”28 Although these state ments 
were re moved from the fi nal ver sion of the pam phlet, they 
none the less reflected the con fu sion among the DoE staff. For 
ex am ple, in 1971, civil ser vant J. A. L. Gunn, who was tasked 
with reviewing the DoE’s achieve ments in its first year, ar gued 

26 RIBA, “Research 
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RIBA Statement,” RIBA 
Journal, March 1964, 
112.

28 “Draft: The Depart-
ment of the Environ-
ment: An Introductory 
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Entrants,” June 1971, 
AT 1/81, The National 
Archives (Kew, UK), 
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that one of the ma jor chal lenges in his work was to de ter mine 
the re mit of the de part ment’s mis sion. Gunn stated that one 
could take a “nar row” view of the gov ern ment’s in ter ven tion 
in the en vi ron ment, which was to “pal li ate or pre vent things 
that are ob nox ious to the sense.” Alternatively, one could 
em ploy a “broad” def i ni tion con sid er ing the DoE’s con trol 
over “the whole am bi ence in which our fel low cit i zens live, 
work, move and enjoy them selves.”29 The “Reorganisation” 
white pa per that an nounced the cre a tion of the DoE seemed 
to lean to wards the “broad” def i ni tion, pro pos ing that the 
Department would mo bi lize plan ning and the built en vi-
ron ment to im prove the life of the coun try’s pop u la tion. In 
Gunn’s terms, we may also ar gue that the cur rent U.K. gov ern-
ment’s Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs’ 
port fo lio, fo cus ing on pol lu tion re duc tion and eco log i cal pro-
tec tion, may in fact be interpreted as a narrowing of the gov-
ern ment’s en vi ron men tal mis sion.

To con sider how the U.K. gov ern ment jettisoned the “broad” 
def i ni tion of the DoE’s agen da, I build on so cial an thro pol o-
gist Mary Douglas’ study into how in sti tu tions “for get.” In her 
cri tique of the func tion al ist ap proach, Douglas ob served that 
in sti tu tions and dis ci plines discarded and then for got aims 
and goals, some times sim ply be cause of dis trac tions.30 “Insti-
tutions,” she explained, “cre ate shadowed places in which 
noth ing can be seen, and no ques tion asked. They make other 
ar eas show finely dis crim i nated de tail, which is closely scru ti-
nized and or dered.”31 At stake is that the for got ten things might  
also cre ate and reinforce or der and dis ci pline. Douglas’ ar gu-
ment is par tic u larly use ful for my anal y sis, which con sid ers 
the DoE both as a bu reau cracy and as the cre a tor of knowl-
edge about the en vi ron ment. We should note that the en vi-
ron ment is by na ture a rel a tive con cept – it de pends on what 
it en vi rons. To put it blunt ly, the en vi ron ment of an in di vid-
ual is dif fer ent from the en vi ron ment of the in di vid ual in a 
group. The en vi ron ment changes as one moves and when 
time passes. The shifts in the  en vi ron ment, im por tant ly,  

30 Mary Douglas, 
How Institutions Think 
(Syracuse, NY, 1986), 
81–90.

31 Douglas, How Insti-
tutions Think, 69–70.

29 J. A. L. Gunn to IP 
Bancroft, “The Envi-
ronmental Function,” 
mem o ran dum, 14 April 
1971, AT 1/121, TNA.
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may also en gen der trans for ma tions in what it en vi rons. We 
there fore have to con front the un sta ble na ture of the no tion of 
“the en vi ron ment” while try ing to re trieve the orig i nal in ten-
tions in the cre a tion of the DoE.

Before mov ing fur ther, it is worth high light ing that most of 
the staff work ing in the DoE were civil ser vants, a term first 
de vised to dis tin guish ci vil ian em ploy ees from mil i tary per-
son nel work ing for the U.K. gov ern ment. By the nineteenth 
cen tu ry, the “civil ser vice” was in tro duced to re fer to the non-
po lit i cal of fi cers of the cen tral gov ern ment.32 It has been as so-
ci ated with the per ma nent em ploy ees of the gov ern ment, too. 
However, the civil ser vice, just like the en vi ron ment, should 
be un der stood as an in sti tu tion that is open to in ter pre ta tion. 
The DoE was established fol low ing the rec om men da tion of 
the Fulton Committee on the Civil Service (1966–1968).33 The 
Committee reassessed the ex pan sion in civil ser vices staffing 
and or ga ni za tion af ter the Second World War. Its fi nal re port 
suggested that com bin ing min is tries with sim i lar port fo lios 
could in crease ef fi ciency and even tu ally re duce the size of the 
civil ser vices. The 1970 white pa per an nounc ing the cre a tion 
of the DoE, whose full ti tle was The Reorganisation of Cen-
tral Government, stated ex plic itly that “gov ern ment has been 
attempting to do much.” It ar gued that, in the gov ern ment’s 
view, this sit u a tion had exerted un due bur dens on in dus try 
and the United Kingdom’s pop u la tion at large. The re form, 
they envisioned, would re de fine “the proper sphere of gov ern-
ment in a free so ci e ty.”34 In other words, the es tab lish ment of 
the DoE was also part of a re def i ni tion of gov ern men tal func-
tions, along side a new ar tic u la tion of “the en vi ron ment.”35 
The plan ning and ex e cu tion of these re forms was car ried out 
by both the Labour (1964-1970) and Conservative-led (1970-
1974) gov ern ment, in di cat ing cross-party in ter ests in the 
mat ter. Also worth not ing is that this re def i ni tion of the civil 
ser vices hap pened at a time when eco nomic down turns and 
slow growth had prompted the U.K. gov ern ment to re con sider 
the post war wel fare state. At the time, the U.K.’s geo-po lit i cal 
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im por tance was shrink ing as a re sult of de col o ni za tion and 
high Cold-War ten sion.36 Therefore, when we con sider how 
the DoE for got about its ear lier agen da, we will also look for 
the con text in which these en vi ron men tal de bates unraveled, 
and how they manifested in the phys i cal re al i ties in the U.K.

One of the im me di ate con tra dic tions in the cre a tion of the 
DoE was that de spite the rhet o ric about “less gov ern ment,” 
the re or ga ni za tion did not lead to an im me di ate re duc tion in 
the num ber of civil ser vants af fil i ated with the DoE. Moreover, 
al though there were no ta ble over laps among the three min is-
tries’ port fo lios, in the first years of the DoE, there were few 
sub stan tial changes in their duties. (See ta ble 1.) The three 
min is tries were sim ply renamed “wings” and maintained 
their phys i cal sep a ra tion when they moved into the Marsham 
Street Towers in 1971.37 One may even ar gue that the merger 
drew more at ten tion to the bulk of the gov ern ment, as wit-
nessed by col lo quial ref er ences to the Secretary of State of the 
Environment as an “over lord” – a se nior min is ter who over saw 
sev eral de part ments.38 This bulk also manifested itself phys-
i cally in the sky line of London through Marsham Street Tow-
ers’ dom i nat ing pres ence in the neigh bor hood. Because the 
three 200-foot build ings stood only half a mile away from the 
Palace of Westminster and other sig nif i cant his toric build ings 
along the Millbank of the River Thames, the rect an gu lar and 
re pet i tive massing of the Towers contrasted strongly with the 
his tor i cal sky line of cen tral London. Up close, the four-story 
po dium oc cu pied the full ex tent of the site and thus had an 
over whelm ing pres ence in an area mostly made up of small 
streets and four to five-story build ings. The Marsham Street 
Towers cre ated a perplexing ur ban ex pe ri ence: be cause of the 
nar row streets, the tow ers were in fact largely ob scured from 
pe des tri ans’ view. (See fig ure 3.) Hence, de spite their height 
and im por tance, the Marsham Street Towers were not widely 
regarded as a land mark in London. In short, the Marsham 
Street Towers hardly cre ated or projected an ap peal ing built 
en vi ron ment in cen tral London.

38 Draper, Creation of 
the D.O.E., 1.

36 Pe ter Hennessy, 
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However, we need to con tex tu al ize the Marsham Street Tow-
ers’ rep u ta tion within the chang ing at ti tude to wards post war 
ar chi tec tural mod ern ism at the time.39 The de sign and con-
struc tion of the build ings be tween 1962 and 1971 oc curred 
at a piv otal mo ment in ar chi tec tural his tory in the U.K. The 
mid- to late-1960s were the highwater mark of mod ern ist 
high-rise con struc tion. In the mid-1960s, the com ple tion of 
no ta ble mod ern ist com mer cial build ings such as New Zea-
land House (1963) and Space House (1965) in cen tral Lon-
don, as well as the Bull Ring in Birmingham (1964), seemed 
to sug gest a par a digm shift in the ur ban en vi ron ment. These 
con struc tions reflected the real es tate mar ket’s boom-and-
bust cy cle be tween the late 1960s and 1970s. The fact that 
the vol a til ity of the mar ket was largely found in com mer cial 
real es tate – which many were built in the mod ern ist style 
– in turn tainted the pub lic val u a tion of mod ern ist tow ers.40 
In 1968, the par tial col lapse of Ronan Point, a high-rise coun-
cil block fol low ing a gas leak, ig nited fur ther op po si tion to-
wards mod ern ist stan dard ized con struc tion.41 By the time 
the DoE moved into the Marsham Street Towers, not only 
did the sky scrap ers no lon ger con vey a for ward-looking 
im age; they pro voked skep ti cism about the gov ern ment’s 
abil ity to con trol con struc tion safe ty, build ing stan dards, 
and the real es tate mar ket’s ad verse ef fect on the built  
en vi ron ment.

40 Da vid Kynaston, 
Modernity Britain: 
1957–1962 (London, 
2014), 633-647.

41 Holly Smith, “The 
Ronan Point Scandal: 
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Mapping of the Portfolios of the DoE and the Three Preceding Ministries

DoE Ministry of Housing  
and Local Government

Ministry of Transport Ministry of Public 
Buildings and Works

Transport Industries Land Use Planning Transport Planning

Local Government  
and Development

Housing pol icy and 
programmes
+ Land use plan ning

Housing and 
Construction

Housing pol icy and 
programmes

Construction in dus try 
spon sor ship

[Environmental 
Protection]

[Protection of the  
en vi ron ment]

[Major pub lic sec tor 
land use de vel op ment]

[Major pub lic sec tor 
land use de vel op ment]

Table 1. Table pro duced from text in Paul Draper, Creation of the D.O.E. (London: 1977), 5.
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In the post war con text, mod ern ist ar chi tec tural and ur ban 
de sign had been presented as an in te gral part of the emerg ing 
wel fare state. Postwar new towns, pub lic hous ing, schools, and 
com mu nity ame ni ties were of ten planned and constructed 
according to mod ern ist prin ci ples. This ap proach could be 
at trib uted to a myr iad of causes: ar chi tects’ and plan ners’ 
as pi ra tions, in ter na tional in flu ences, and the par al lel pur-
suit of the mod ern i za tion and in dus tri al i za tion of the con-
struc tion and build ing in dus tries.42 The rapid growth in the 
de mand and pro vi sion of transportation also lent weight to 
the pop u lar i za tion of mod ern ist ar chi tec ture and plan ning.43 
However, in the 1960s, mod ern ist ar chi tec ture be came a vis-
i ble scape goat for dis ap point ment with the post war wel fare 
state. In some cases, mod ern ist de sign did cre ate alien at ing 
and re pet i tive en vi ron ments; yet as his to rian Guy Ortolano 
and oth ers have suggested, some of the cri tiques of mod ern-
ist plan ning and ar chi tec ture might be at trib uted to in ev i-
ta ble is sues in large-scale de vel op ment.44 New towns took 
time to be come pop u lated and well-run places. It is also not 
un com mon for newly com pleted build ings to re quire ad di-
tional build ing work and main te nance, re gard less of their 
style. However, in the mid and late 1960s, be cause there were 
so many towns and build ings be ing built and com plet ed, 
there seemed to be end less is sues as so ci ated with mod ern ist 
plan ning, de sign, and con struc tion.45 The as sess ment of the  
ar chi tec ture of the Marsham Street Towers can thus be at trib-
uted to the dis ap point ments with the de sign and con struc tion 
car ried out by the DoE and its pre de ces sors.

Architectural his to ri ans have also made a com par i son 
be tween the Marsham Street Towers with an un re al ized 
scheme for White hall, the his toric seat of the United King-
dom cen tral gov ern ment, which was de vel oped at around the 
same time.46 Located less than a mile apart, the two schemes 
represented two no ta bly dif fer ent ap proaches to mod ern gov-
ern ment ar chi tec ture. The White hall scheme was designed 
by re nowned ar chi tect-plan ner Leslie Martin, known for his 
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lead er ship in ad vanced ar chi tec ture re search.47 Although 
Martin’s scheme was not re al ized, it remained an im por tant 
man i fes ta tion of the “sci ence and so cial ism” vi sion in 1960s 
U.K. The pro ject de sign co in cided with Prime Minister Har-
old Wilson’s call to “har ness so cial ism to sci ence to lead to a 
Britain that is go ing to be forged in the white heat of sci en tific 
rev o lu tion.”48 Part of Wilson’s “science and so cial ism” vi sion 
was to strengthen the im por tance of cen tral ized plan ning, 
through in cor po rat ing ad vanced re search and tech no log i-
cal de vel op ment.49 Martin’s White hall com mis sion was first 
made by the pre vi ous gov ern ment un der Conservative lead-
er ship, but its de sign pe riod spanned across Wilson’s term. 
Its as so ci a tion with Wilson’s “sci ence and so cial ism” vi sion  
per haps had lit tle to do with the scheme or the ar chi tects’  
po lit i cal out look. Instead, such an as sess ment should be  
at trib uted to Martin’s re search-driven and ex per i men-
tal ap proach, presenting ar chi tec tural de sign as a sci en tific 
en deav or. The de sign was de rived from ty po log i cal and geo-
met ri cal ex per i men ta tion: the pro posed build ings car ried for-
ward the court yard con fig u ra tions of the existing surrounding 
struc tures. The build ings were stacked on top and interlocked 
with each oth er, forming a sort of a con crete lat tice across the 
site. Martin ar gued that gov ern men tal de part ments should 
be  able to ex pand and change more read ily through the flex i-
bil ity pro vided by the large, interconnecting floorplans in the 
mat build ing.

With hind sight, Martin’s con cern for flex i bil ity was not mis-
placed: the small floorplates and rigid col umn grid of the Mar-
sham Street Towers cre ated sig nif i cant prob lems for the DoE. 
For ex am ple, the de part ment strug gled to fit a large meet ing 
ta ble in the board room des ig nated at the top of the north tow-
er. (See fig ure 4.) The orig i nal in tent of hav ing a meet ing room 
high up in the build ing for the en joy ment of the pan o rama of 
London did not work in re al ity be cause of the slow el e va tors 
as well as se cu rity and pri vacy con cerns.50 Moreover, un like 
the White hall scheme, which was con ceived as ar chi tec tural 
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re search into how cen tral gov ern ment should be or ga nized, 
the Marsham Street Towers sig ni fied a top-down and dated 
ap proach to the built en vi ron ment. The rigid and de ter min is-
tic out look of the Towers ob scured the fact that the DoE was 
over see ing a sig nif i cant port fo lio of in ter dis ci plin ary re search, 
es pe cially af ter the clo sure of the Ministry of Technology.51 In 
con trast, al though the White hall plan was not re al ized, it was 
deemed a man i fes ta tion of the for ward-looking ethos of 1960s 
Britain in the eyes of ar chi tec tural his to ri ans.52

The fate of Martin’s White hall plan and the rep u ta tion of the 
Marsham Street Towers was both shaped by a com pet ing en vi-
ron men tal nar ra tive that was emerg ing at the time. In the mid- 
and late 1960s, ar chi tec tural and ur ban pres er va tion was an 
is sue that was draw ing sig nif i cant at ten tion among the pub lic, 
pro fes sion als, and pol i ti cians in the U.K. In part, the in ter est 
in the main te nance of old struc tures could be seen as a re ac-
tion against the de mol ish-and-re build ap proach com monly 
found in post war re con struc tion pro jects. Self-proclaimed 
“environmentalist” ar chi tec tural pro fes sion als championed 
the in cor po ra tion of build ing re ha bil i ta tion and con ser va-
tion as part of ur ban re newal and re de vel op ment.53 Moreover, 
build ing pres er va tion intersected with other po lit i cal is sues 
such as mo bi li za tions for the rights of squat ters, mi grants, 
and work ers; and with the pol icy ques tion whether the  
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gov ern ment should sub si dize own ers of his toric build ings to 
main tain their age ing prop er ties.54 These con cerns el e vated 
pres er va tion to a mat ter that gar nered wide-spread sup port. 
Martin’s White hall Plan was delayed and even tu ally can celed 
in part be cause of op po si tion from pres er va tion groups.

Meanwhile, it was ironic that the DoE – which inherited and 
ex panded the ar chi tec tural pres er va tion port fo lio from the 
Ministry of Housing and Local Government – was housed in 
a struc ture that dem on strated bla tant dis re gard for its sur-
rounding con texts. However, one could ar gue that the Mar-
sham Street Towers were the vic tims of the ar bi trar i ness of 
the plan ning sys tem in the United Kingdom, too. Buildings 
on the Marsham Street site re quired ap proval from the Royal 
Fine Arts Commission, which eval u ated the vi sual co her ence 
of build ings and en vi ron men tal in ter ven tions in cen tral Lon-
don. When a pro posal for a gov ern men tal build ing was first 
made in the 1950s, the ar chi tect Robert Atkinson pro posed a 
mid-rise court yard struc ture with a py ra mi dal massing that 
would vi su ally re duce the height of the build ing. The pro-
posed de sign shared the same scale as nineteenth and early 
twen ti eth-cen tury build ings around the site and would likely 
have been constructed with sim i lar ma te ri als. But the Royal 
Fine Arts Commission disliked the bulk i ness of the pro posal 
and suggested that “a ver ti cal char ac ter of a group such as 
the Rockefeller Centre” would be more suit able for the site.55 
Therefore, this ear lier rec om men da tion from the Royal Fine 
Arts Commission, which be came part of the con di tions for 
plan ning ap prov al, di rectly shaped the fi nal de sign of the 
Marsham Street Towers.

The is sues en coun tered by the Marsham Street Towers and the 
White hall Plan also shed new light on the dif fi cul ties in ex am in-
ing how the gov ern ment used the built en vi ron ment to man age 
the pop u la tion. In both schemes, we find dif fer ent ar tic u la-
tions of how ar chi tec ture would be a driver for mod ern i za tion, 
ei ther ur ban is ti cal ly, tech no log i cal ly, or po lit i cal ly. The de sign 
had to re spond to con tem po rary de bates and to the com plex 
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con di tions found in the build ing’s phys i cal con text. Moreover, 
the ar chi tect-plan ners also had to con sider the lay ers of pol i-
cies, stan dards, and con trols implemented by pre vi ous gov ern-
ments and au thor i ties. In other words, in envisioning how the 
en vi ron ment could be mo bi lized to shape hu man be hav ior, the 
gov ern ment would have to ac count for the time needed for the 
de sign and con struc tion. As the Marsham Street Towers show, 
by the time such a pro cess was com plet ed, the build ing might 
ex press a dated vi sion. These two gov ern ment head quar ters 
designs can be un der stood as mi cro cosm of the is sues at stake 
in shap ing and man ag ing the built en vi ron ment.

III. Department of ____

Looking at the Marsham Street Towers more close ly, con tra-
dic tions be tween the phys i cal con di tion of the build ing and 
the gov ern ment’s en vi ron men tal vi sion come to the fore. In 
ad di tion to the over laps in their port fo lios, an other as pect of 
merg ing 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-
is tries with the most dire need for of fice space in London.56 
The Ministry of Public Buildings and Works, for ex am ple, had 
se ri ous overcrowding is sues, while the staff of the Ministry of 
Housing and Local Government was scattered in no less than 
13 build ings across the city.57 But the over lap in port fo lios and 
their re spec tive tasks also be came a source of ten sion. Even 
dur ing the plan ning stage of the Marsham Street Towers, cor-
re spon dence among of fi cers de scribed the Ministry of Hous-
ing and Local Government and Ministry of Public Buildings 
and Works as “ill-matched bed fel lows.” Disputes about who 
could claim which tow er, who con trolled the main tele phone 
line, and how to com mu ni cate among each other erupted 
al most im me di ate ly.58 There were also fierce de bates about 
the al lo ca tion of the tow ers. Because of the tight ur ban site 
and com pli cated un der ground con di tions, the en trances and 
ex its of the Marsham Street Towers were con cen trated on the 
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south side to wards Horseferry Road.59 The three min is tries 
all  claimed that their staff had re spon si bil i ties for the phys-
i cal en vi ron ment out side of the tow ers and fought over the 
oc cu pa tion of the South Tower.60 Moreover, since each of the 
for mer min is tries oc cu pied a sep a rate tow er, the merger at 
Marsham Street still did not dra mat i cally en hance their col-
lab o ra tion. Civil ser vants work ing there complained about 
the long cor ri dors and slow el e va tors, all  of which resulted 
in long cir cu la tion and waiting times.61 The dis con tent in the 
Marsham Street Towers seems par tic u larly jar ring con sid er-
ing that the DoE po si tioned itself as “the Department most 
concerned with im prov ing the qual ity of liv ing in our coun try. 
The hap pi ness of each in di vid ual fam ily will be very much af-
fected by our de ci sions and by our ac tions.”62

However, these day-to-day skirmishes could hardly ac count 
for the unraveling of the en vi ron men tal vi sion be hind the cre-
a tion of the DoE. In fact, one might ar gue that by the time the 
Department oc cu pied the Marsham Street Towers, this vi sion 
had al ready been jettisoned. In late 1969, when the po ten tial 
re or ga ni za tion of the civil ser vices was first mooted, civil ser-
vants envisioned that the merger would re sult in a “Depart-
ment for Local Government and Planning,” or “Department 
for Local Government and Environmental Planning.”63 The 
in ser tion of the term “Planning” in the 1960s is wor thy of 
high light ing. Since the clo sure of the Ministry of Town and 
Country Planning in 1951, there was a view among ar chi tect-
plan ners, ac a dem ics, and po lit i cal fig ures that the gov ern-
ment had overlooked the im por tance of phys i cal plan ning in 
pro mot ing re gional and na tional de vel op ments.64 By the early 
1960s, the com par a tively slow eco nomic growth in the U.K., 
in com par i son to other Eu ro pean countries, led to renewed 
in ter est in na tional and re gional plan ning. In re sponse, the 
Conservative gov ern ment led by Harold Macmillan estab-
lished the National Economic Development Council (NEDC) 
in 1962. When Labour came into power in 1964, they cre ated 
the Department of Economic Affairs (DEA), as well as sev eral 
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re gional Economic Planning Boards, to draw up spe cific plans 
for implementing eco nomic and phys i cal plan ning at both 
the na tional and re gional lev els.65

Within the Department of Economic Affairs, “Environment 
Groups” made up part of the re gional Economic Planning 
Boards, mostly com prised of ar chi tects and town plan ning 
ex perts to work out hous ing, ur ban re new al, and ur ban plan-
ning mat ters with re gional and na tional de vel op ment in 
mind.66 The “Environment Group” fo cused on iden ti fy ing 
phys i cal plan ning is sues that might re quire spe cific ac com-
mo da tions in the existing gov ern men tal or ga ni za tion, such 
as the in te gra tion of ed u ca tion pro vi sions in eco nomic and 
phys i cal plan ning.67 For ex am ple, the lo ca tion of schools 
would af fect the ways fam i lies lived and moved around, thus 
af fect hous ing, trans port, and eco nomic ac tiv i ties of an ar ea. 
Similarly, the bal ance be tween work and lei sure, for the 
“Environment Group,” re quired cross-de part men tal ef forts. 
In other words, in the years lead ing up to the cre a tion of the 
DoE, the en vi ron ment was con ceived as a sig ni fier for a more 
ho lis tic ap proach to wards eco nomic and phys i cal plan ning. 
Although there were mul ti ple it er a tions of the nam ing of the 
new Department through out 1969 and 1970, one of the con-
sis tent frame works was to use the “en vi ron ment” to re in force 
“plan ning.”68

In the end, how ev er, the ac tions of the Department of Eco-
nomic Affairs were crip pled by po lit i cal skirmishes, eco nomic 
down turns, and the gov ern ment’s lack of fi nan cial com mit-
ment to large-scale in dus trial and pop u la tion mo bi li za tion.69 
The Department of Economic Affairs and its af fil i ated or ga-
ni za tions were disbanded in 1969. The for mer Department 
of Economic Affairs staff were trans ferred to Ministry of 
Housing and Local Government. In part, this in cor po ra tion 
could be at trib uted to Ministry of Housing and Local Govern-
ment’s ex pe ri ence in New Town and hous ing con struc tion, 
which had en gen dered no ta ble pop u la tion and in dus trial 
move ments in the post war era. In 1970, the Department of  
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Economic Affairs was sub se quently absorbed within the 
DoE.70 In fact, dur ing the es tab lish ment of the DoE, the dis so-
lu tion of the Department of Economic Affairs and the plan ning 
boards was one of the most sub stan tial changes to staff or ga-
ni za tion. In other words, when the three min is tries merged 
and moved into the Marsham Street Towers, the en vi ron men-
tal mis sion around which they were sup posed to co a lesce had 
al ready been mod i fied. The goal of in tro duc ing more com pre-
hen sive plan ning, through in ter-de part men tal in ter dis ci plin-
ary col lab o ra tions, was no lon ger a pri or i ty. Then, staff within 
the Marsham Street Towers were tasked to un der mine the 
in sti tu tions that ex e cuted the plan ning ef forts. For ex am ple, 
in 1972, the DoE in tro duced the Local Government Act, which 
resulted in the re duc tion of the num ber of lo cal au thor i ties 
(the smallest unit of gov ern ment in the United Kingdom) by 
more than two-thirds.71 Although the prime jus ti fi ca tion of 
this change was to re duce the sphere of gov ern ment, in ef fect, 
it greatly hin dered the mech a nism for na tional and re gional 
plan ning that had been ar tic u lated in the pre vi ous de cade.

We can fur ther re flect on the mean ing of the “en vi ron ment” in 
the DoE through the his tory of the min is tries it inherited. In 
1968, Dame Evelyn Sharp wrote a his tory of MHLG, which she 
headed as per ma nent sec re tary be tween 1955 and 1966.72 In 
the book, Sharp traced the his tory of MHLG back to the ear-
lier part of the twen ti eth cen tu ry, when the Ministry of Health 
had been re spon si ble for mat ters re lated to both pub lic and 
per sonal health. The Ministry of Health over saw is sues rang-
ing from pop u la tion con trol, hous ing, and town plan ning to 
the National Health Service (NHS). Specific en vi ron men tal 
con trols such as build ing de vel op ment rights and the man-
age ment of wa ter ways and sew age were part of the Minis-
try of Health’s port fo lio as well. Then, in 1943, the Ministry 
of Town and Country Planning was cre ated to man age the 
im mense task of post war re con struc tion.73 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 pre vi ous min is tries reflected the spe cific com mit-
ments of the U.K. gov ern ment to its pop u la tion. For ex am ple, 
in the 1940s, the name of the Ministry of Town and Country 
Planning high lighted the po ten tial sig nif i cance of town plan-
ning for in dus trial and re source plan ning dur ing and af ter the 
Second World War. In the post war pe ri od, the ex pan sion of 
pub lic hous ing and new town pro grams was reflected in the 
nam ing of the Ministry of Housing and Local Government. To 
put it more straight for ward ly, each of the pre vi ous min is tries 
named what the gov ern ment could tan gi bly pro vide for the 
pop u la tion: health, hous ing, or the ef fort of town and coun try 
plan ning.

The “en vi ron ment,” by con trast, was a more elu sive con cept. 
One might con sider the en vi ron ment, in com par i son to plan-
ning or lo cal au thor i ties, as some thing that can ex ist re gard-
less of the gov ern ment’s ef forts. Sharp expressed such a view, 
stat ing that she con sid ered “en vi ron ment” a “hor ri ble word.”74 
This brief rec ol lec tion of the names of the min is tries re veals 
the gov ern ment’s shifting ap proach to wards its pop u la tion: 
first mov ing from an ef fort to im prove the health of in di vid u als 
to an em pha sis on cre at ing and man ag ing places and spaces 
for in di vid u als and groups. The sub se quent rebranding of the 
min is try as fo cused on the “en vi ron ment,” in com par i son, 
put for ward a less de ter min is tic and pa ter nal is tic ap proach. 
But it also steered away from the spe cific com mit ments made 
through the pre vi ous min is tries. We can sit u ate this turn 
to ward the en vi ron ment in the po lit i cal con text of redefining 
the sphere of the gov ern ment. Unlike health, hous ing or plan-
ning, all  of which de note par tic u lar tasks, the “en vi ron ment” 
can be con cep tu al ized as a “sphere” that might con tract or 
ex pand in re la tion ship to its cen ter.

The rel a tive na ture of the en vi ron ment cre ated con fu sion 
and dif fi cul ties dur ing the es tab lish ment of the DoE, when 
the new Department tried to sig nify its pres ence in the phys-
i cal en vi ron ment. Soon af ter its cre a tion, the DoE launched 
an un usual “cor po rate iden ti ty” cam paign.75 Within the DoE, 

74 Evelyn Sharp, 
Ministry of Housing 
and Local Government 
(London, 1969), 11.

75 D. R. Serpell to 
Mi chael Cary, 25 
March 1971, AT 1/38, 
TNA.
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this was ex e cuted through the pub li ca tion of a news let ter that 
cir cu lated among em ploy ees. This news let ter was to fa cil-
i tate com mu ni ca tion among the far-flung parts of the DoE: 
in ad di tion to the sev eral thou sand civil ser vants in the Mar-
sham Street Towers, there were also var i ous re gional of fices 
and re search in sti tu tions af fil i ated with it.76 Influenced by the 
mar ket ing and ad ver tis ing ethos of the 1970s, the DoE spent 
sub stan tial en ergy ex plor ing the “se mi ot ics” of the en vi ron-
ment, in clud ing cre at ing a logo and “in-house” style for its 
pub li ca tions and let ters.77

The at tempt to cre ate a let ter head for the DoE grad u ally snow-
balled into sig ni fy ing the whole of the gov ern ment’s pres ence 
and in ter ven tions in the phys i cal world. In a nar row sense, 
the DoE needed to cre ate a logo and a let ter head to re place 
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 in sti tu tions – which were sup posed to epit o mize the 
new type of civil ser vice or ga ni za tion – to the pub lic. Due to 
the merger of the three min is tries, the DoE inherited a sub-
stan tial part of the United Kingdom’s en vi ron ment: from the 
of fices and build ings of lo cal au thor i ties, hous ing, his toric 
mon u ments, and high ways to ve hi cles and barges owned by 
the Ministry of Transport. Their branding ex er cise was sup-
posed to in clude uni forms, badges, and flags for DoE out-
posts across the coun try. This “cor po rate iden ti ty” cam paign 
soon be came an all -encompassing ef fort. Since, as part of the 
Ministry of Public Buildings and Works’ port fo lio, the DoE 
took over the man age ment of most of the of fices and fa cil i ties 
of the UK’s cen tral gov ern ment (see fig ure 5), the DoE would 
have to put their new de part men tal logo and signs on these  
gov ern men tal build ings, which would in ev i ta bly cre ate con-
fu sion.78 Ideas were therefore mooted that the DoE should 
over see the de sign of logos and signs for the other gov ern-
men tal min is tries and agencies to en hance vi sual clar ity and 
co her ence.

76 Draper, Creation of 
the D.O.E., 98.

77 M. Mendoza to G.R. 
Young, 12 Jan u ary 
1971, AT 1/38, TNA.

78 Ibid.
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The de bates re gard ing the scope of the DoE’s “cor po rate iden-
ti ty” ex er cise lasted more than two years. By then, the DoE 
rec og nized that the pub lic would have been fa mil iar with the 
or ga ni za tion and can celed the cam paign. This skir mish about 
“cor po rate iden ti ty” was not a par a mount mat ter to the DoE 
but it reflected that, with the plan ning vi sion aban doned, the 
DoE strug gled to iden tify its pri or ity on the en vi ron ment. It 
high lighted the complexities and con tra dic tions in sig ni fy ing 
the gov ern ment ma chine that dealt with the phys i cal en vi ron-
ment. The DoE wanted to de clare their pres ence in the U.K. 
en vi ron ment. However, signposting many build ings, road-
ways, ve hi cles and open spaces across the coun try with the 
con vo luted la bel of the “en vi ron ment” con tra dict the call for 
re duc ing the “sphere” of the gov ern ment. In short, the DoE 
was entrapped by its seem ingly all -encompassing ti tle.

Figure 5. Diagram 
show ing part of the 
“cor po rate iden ti ty”  
cam paign of the DoE, 
show ing the var i ous 
type of signs that 
would have to be 
la belled, dated Jan-
u ary 1971. Source: 
“Corporate Identity 
for Department of the 
Environment: pro pos-
als for Department of 
the Environment signs 
and sym bols” (dated 
1970-71), AT 1/38, 
The National Archives 
of the UK (TNA), 
London.
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To return to the ques tion posed by this spe cial is sue: how 
does the gov ern ment use the en vi ron ment to shape hu man 
be hav ior? The DoE, as the first cen tral gov ern men tal agency 
with an en vi ron men tal pro file, raises the fun da men tal ques-
tion of whether the gov ern ment can de fine what the en vi ron-
ment is. The DoE inherited port fo lios from for mer min is tries 
that, re gard less of their achieve ments, in di cated clearly the 
means the gov ern ment employed to man age the pop u la tion: 
health, hous ing, plan ning, trans port, pub lic works and lo cal 
gov ern ments. The cre a tion of the DoE, one may ar gue, hinted 
at a with drawal of the U.K. gov ern ment’s in ter ven tions in the  
phys i cal en vi ron ment, which was also reflected in the dis man-
tling of the Department of Economic Affairs and the con trac tion 
of lo cal au thor i ties in 1972. By the late 1970s, fur ther cut backs 
of the lo cal gov ern ments were in tro duced dur ing Margaret 
Thatcher’s prime ministership. Historian Pe ter Hennessey has 
high lighted the ef fects of this con se quen tial pol i cy. The U.K. 
cen tral gov ern ment had been re ly ing upon the lo cal au thor-
i ties to carry out their en vi ron men tal plan ning ini tia tives, 
such as new towns and hous ing de vel op ments.79 The weak en-
ing of the lo cal au thor i ties, there fore, sab o taged the U.K. gov-
ern ment’s abil ity to in ter vene in the built en vi ron ment. The 
phys i cal sep a ra tion of and ad min is tra tive ten sions among the 
three “wings” also set the scene for the DoE’s ebbing, in clud-
ing the sep a ra tion of the Ministry of Transport from the DoE in 
1976. By the early 1980s, al though the Marsham Street Towers 
remained a dom i nant pres ence in its im me di ate sur round ings, 
the larger area around Victoria to the west was transformed 
by new cor po rate head quar ters, me dia com pa nies, and com-
mer cial sky scrap ers, reflecting a ma jor shift in the con trol of 
the built en vi ron ment. Since the 1990s, var i ous ini tia tives 
have been made to re de velop the Marsham Street Towers, all   
with the in cen tive of trans fer ring con trol of the site from the 
gov ern ment to pri vate en ter prises. Today, not only is the DoE 
housed in a Private Finance Initiative (PFI) de vel op ment, but 
the pro ject has also been refinanced as bonds through cap-
i tal funds. In other words, in ves tors can pur chase a stake in 

79 Hennessy, White-
hall, 439.
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the gov ern ment build ing.80 Although the pri vate fund and the 
bond are highly mon i tored, this mech a nism re flects the dras-
tic changes in the sphere of the United Kingdom gov ern ment 
in the last half-cen tu ry. As an in sti tu tion, it turned itself into a 
“shad owy place” that can be hardly iden ti fied in the phys i cal 
en vi ron ment, and the fi nan cial mar ket.

By study ing the es tab lish ment of the DoE, we are im bued 
with the elu sive na ture of the en vi ron ment. I was first drawn 
to the es tab lish ment of the DoE be cause it co in cided with 
the boom of in ter na tional en vi ron men tal pro tec tion ef forts. 
Following the cre a tion of the DoE, the U.K. gov ern ment cre-
ated the Royal Commission on Environmental Protection in 
1970.81 This es tab lish ment partly explained why pol lu tion 
con trol and con ser va tion were not set as a des ig nated di vi-
sion within the DoE. In the DoE, en vi ron men tal pro tec tion 
did not con sti tute an in de pen dent di vi sion; in stead, it was 
one of the mat ters that was di rectly over seen by the Minister 
(also known of the Secretary of the State)and re quired col lab-
o ra tion among the three wings. In fact, en vi ron men tal pro tec-
tion is sues remained a mud dled is sue in the first years of the 
DoE’s his to ry. Internal doc u ments, for ex am ple, iden ti fied 
is sues with the ar range ment, in clud ing the “in ev i ta ble dis-
joint ed ness of the organisational ma chin ery” and the over-
burdening of se nior staff.

Within the DoE, par tic i pa tion in in ter na tional en vi ron men-
tal pro tec tion col lab o ra tion had been regarded as “a dis trac-
tion.”82 Before the DoE was established, the U.K. gov ern ment 
had al ready started prep a ra tions for the 1972 United Nations 
Conference on the Human Environment. The Conference, 
held in Stockholm, was a high-pro file sum mit that presented 
en vi ron men tal pro tec tion as a cru cial mat ter for hu man sur-
vival and evo lu tion. The DoE’s con cern was par tially jus ti-
fied: ar chi val doc u ments re veal that much of the dis cus sions 
in prep a ra tion for the UN Human Environment Conference 
were about Cold War pol i tics such as how to en sure par tic i pa-
tion from both East and West Germany.83 These were mat ters 

80 “Ugly Sisters 
Facelift,” 65.

81 Susan Owen, 
Knowledge, Policy 
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UK Royal Commission 
on Environmental 
Pollution 1970–2011. 
(Oxford, UK, 2015).

82 “Review of the 
Organisation for Envi-
ronmental Protection, 
Note for the Secre-
tary,” AT 1/126, TNA.

83 See doc u ments in 
FCO 61/559 and FCO 
26/603, TNA.
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of the en vi ron ment that were in fact within the re mit of the 
Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) and other agencies.

The DoE’s in volve ment in the Human Environment Confer-
ence in di cated how its en vi ron men tal plan ning vi sion be came 
fur ther ob scured. In the early stage of con fer ence prep a ra-
tions, the DoE’s steering com mit tee ar tic u lated sev eral types 
of en vi ron men tal is sues, in clud ing the phys i cal en vi ron ment 
(re fer ring to pol lu tion con trol and con ser va tion) and the so-
cial en vi ron ment (in clud ing ur ban i za tion as well as the so cial 
con se quences of tech no log i cal in no va tion and pop u la tion 
growth).84 Concerns for the psy cho log i cal en vi ron ment were 
mooted, too.85 This fram ing car ried for ward the en vi ron men-
tal in ten tions of the DoE, which en cap su lated the mul ti tude 
of is sues re lated to the phys i cal con di tions in towns and cit-
ies. The DoE also di rected an in-house re search and ex hi bi-
tion team to sup port these ef forts.

These en vi ron men tal fram ings were well il lus trated in the 
DoE pub li ca tion representing the United Kingdom’s con tri-
bu tion to the con fer ence. The pub li ca tion, en ti tled How Do 
You Want to Live?, documented how peo ple liv ing in dif fer-
ent parts of the coun try per ceived, mod i fied, and reacted to 
their en vi ron ment.86 The pub li ca tion in vited in flu en tial fig-
ures in plan ning, con ser va tion, ed u ca tion, traf fic, rec re a tion, 
as well as in dus try and com merce to con trib ute their views. 
The book’s ep i logue was writ ten by Max Nicholson, a con ser-
va tion ist who had been known since the 1930s as a lead ing 
fig ure in championing na tional plan ning in the United King-
dom.87 In short, the con tent and struc ture of How to You Want 
to Live? still reflected the in ter ests in plan ning that remained 
within the DoE. However, as the prep a ra tions con tin ued, the 
Foreign and Commonwealth Office and other agencies wor-
ried that the fo cus on the re cip ro cal re la tion ship be tween the 
pop u la tion and ur ban en vi ron ment was too spe cific to the 
con text of the United Kingdom. The Foreign and Common-
wealth Office lobbed sev eral let ters at the DoE de mand ing the 
re moval of is sues such as hous ing and  in dus trial  de vel op ment, 

86 U.K. Department of 
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eco nomic and so cial plan ning, and pub lic ad min is tra tion.88 
The Foreign and Commonwealth Office fur ther suggested 
that they should fo cus on the po ten tial of sci ence and tech-
nol ogy for solv ing phys i cal and nat u ral en vi ron men tal cri ses 
shared by all  hu man kind.

These com mu ni ca tions be tween the DoE and the Foreign 
and Commonwealth Office of fer more in sight into how the 
socio-eco nomic func tion of the en vi ron ment was displaced. 
The Foreign and Commonwealth Office’s ad vice high lights 
an other con tra dic tion in how to de fine the sphere of the gov-
ern ment, as well as the en vi ron ment. The DoE’s pub lic opin-
ion re search, by cen ter ing the com mu ni ties and cit i zens, 
could po ten tially lead to the ex clu sion and omis sion of groups 
and in di vid u als. The Foreign and Commonwealth Office’s 
ap proach, fo cus ing on sci ence and tech nol o gy, seemed to 
as pire to an en vi ron men tal vi sion that would be uni ver sal for 
hu man kind. The con flict be tween the DoE and Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office po si tions leads us back to the di lemma 
of cre at ing an en vi ron men tal ad min is tra tion: how to de fine 
the “nar row” or “broad” scope of the in sti tu tion. For the DoE, 
pol lu tion con trol, nat u ral con ser va tion and other eco log i-
cal mea sures were a "narrow" ap proach be cause they did not 
of ten in ter act with sig nif i cant socio-eco nomic mat ters in the 
built en vi ron ment. But for the Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office, these were “broad” mat ters that concerned in ter na-
tional col lab o ra tions and af fected pop u la tions be yond the 
United Kingdom. The Foreign and Commonwealth Office’s 
em pha sis brought forth more po ten tial con flicts: the mea sure 
of suc cess for bu reau cracy is in ev i ta bly an thro po cen tric, but 
ef forts in eco log i cal pro tec tion usu ally call for more care for 
other spe cies, and thus can go against the grain of bu reau-
cra cy.89

How to con sider the en vi ron ment as an in sti tu tion in re la-
tion to the cli mate cri sis is be yond the scope of this pa per. 
Our anal y sis ends with the dis place ment of the DoE’s en vi-
ron men tal vi sion. We have ex am ined the U.K. gov ern ment’s 
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na tional plan ning im per a tives – in clud ing built en vi ron-
ment re search, plan ning and de sign – that were intended to 
en hance the pro duc tiv ity of the coun try’s pop u la tion and 
in dus try. The merger of the min is tries and their move into 
the Marsham Street Towers were intended to dem on strate 
that civil ser vices could be mod ern ized and ren dered more 
ef fi cient. Ironically, how ev er, the Towers ac tu ally il lus trated 
the dif fi cul ties in volved in uti liz ing ar chi tec ture and town 
plan ning to shape hu man be hav ior. In ad di tion to the time 
and pro fes sional ex per tise re quired to ex e cute these vi sions, 
the Marsham Street Towers pro ject also faced the chal lenges 
of changing po lit i cal pri or i ties. The build ings re mind us of 
the im por tance of con text: they were not un equiv o cally ter-
ri ble ar chi tec ture but they were com pleted at a time when 
dis ap proval of ar chi tec tural mod ern ism ran high. Moreover, 
its de sign, un like Martin’s White hall Plan, did not pro ject 
the con fi dence that the gov ern ment could em ploy ar chi tec-
ture and ur ban de sign to en gen der po lit i cal and be hav ioral 
change. The mal lea ble and po ten tially con fus ing na ture of the 
con cept of the “en vi ron ment” cre ated fur ther ten sions with 
the Department. The DoE’s “cor po rate iden ti ty” cam paign 
and its strug gles over how to pres ent “the en vi ron ment” at the 
1972 Human Environment con fer ence dem on strate how the 
de part ment was, in fact, par a lyzed by the no tion of the en vi-
ron men tal. In sum, this pa per shows that when gov ern ments 
seek to use the en vi ron ment to shape be hav ior, they ought to 
know what the en vi ron ment is first.
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Architecture at the University of Liverpool. Her re search 
con sid ers ar chi tec ture and de sign as ap pa ra tus of con trol. 
She published her first mono graph, Inventing the Built Envi-
ronment: Planning, Science, and Control in Brit ish Architec-
ture, with Routledge in 2024. The book, through re triev ing 
the or i gin of the ‘built en vi ron ment’ term, draws at ten tion 
to how dis cus sions in so cial sci ences and hu man ecol ogy 
were employed to jus tify top-down plan ning ef forts. She 
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Paradise Postponed: Dreams and Realities 
in�Leipzig’s CoalĦelds be fore 19891

Andrew Demshuk
Amer i can University, Washington DC

In our Anthropocene Age, hu mans have be come “geo log i-
cal” agents who can never truly mas ter the out comes of the 
forces they have unleashed.2 This in ter ven tion into the com-
plexities of plan e tary ge ol ogy is per haps most starkly ap par-
ent when one con sid ers the mas sive open-cast pit mines that 
have pro lif er ated across the Earth’s sur face since 1945. From 
the 1920s on ward, Ger man land scape plan ners dreamed of 
transforming the sprawling brown coal (lig nite) pit mines 
south of Leipzig into a rec re a tional lake dis trict. Visitors to day 
are typ i cally astonished when they dis cover that this charm-
ing rec re a tional dis trict was once a “moon scape” of dusty pits 
pop u lated by co los sal dig ging ma chines, hemmed by sul fur-
di ox ide-belching smoke stacks, and host to sickly veg e ta tion 
and vil lag ers. Brochures and guides about to day’s at trac tive 
“Neuseenland” of lakes, beaches, for ests, hik ing and bik ing 
trails, and new eco sys tems typ i cally ig nore the for mu la tion of 

1 Funding for re search 
that in formed this 
ar ti cle came from 
Amer i can University, 
the DAAD, the Leibniz 
“Wert der Vergan-
genheit” re search 
as so ci a tion, and the 
Leibniz-Institut für 
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und Strukturplanung 
(IRS) in Erkner/Ber-
lin. For their help ful 
an a lyt i cal com ments, I 
wish to thank Andreas 
Berkner, Eagle 
Glassheim, Andreas 
Greiner, Jan Hansen, 
Paul Lerner, Rebecca 
Mitchell, and par-
tic i pants at a 2023 
work shop in Erkner’s 
IRS and the “Concrete 
Dreams” con fer ence in 
Los Angeles.

2 Much lit er a ture has 
drawn at ten tion to the 
un in tended con se-
quences hu mans have 
pro voked through the 

un equalled mod ern 
scope of their re mak-
ing of the nat u ral 
world. See for in stance 
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de vel op ment pro pos als dur ing com mu nism. Both be fore and 
af ter com mu nism, cam paigns to “recultivate” soil and wa ter 
af ter coal ex trac tion have been fraught and filled with sur-
prises.

Through its in ves ti ga tion of how recultivation of for mer min-
ing ar eas was both imag ined and prac ticed be fore 1989, this 
ar ti cle in forms pres ent op por tu ni ties and chal lenges as Ger-
many seeks to leave be hind fos sil fu els. Contemporary plan-
ners in the ex pan sive brown coal re gion west of Cologne 
sel dom ac knowl edge ap proaches to coal field recultivation 
east of the Iron Curtain. Even in pres ent-day Leipzig, the pre-
ced ing his tory has been gen er ally for got ten. No less a fig ure 
than Andreas Berkner, the longstanding head of the re gional 
plan ning au thor i ty, claimed that the most re cent pro posal 
for recultivating the coal fields dated to 1973 and was al ready 
“hope lessly out dat ed” at the time, cre at ing a “con cep tual vac-
u um” for him and his fel low plan ners to fill.3

3 Leipzig-West-
sachsen Regionaler 
Planungsverband, 
30 Jahre Region-
alplanung für 
Leipzig-Westsachsen 
zwischen Rückblick, 
Positionsbestim-
mung und neuen 
Herausforderungen 
(Leipzig, 2022), 117. 
Authorities around the 
world have sought to 
recultivate anthro-
pogenically ruined 
land scapes. For the 
trans for ma tion of New 
York’s larg est trash 
dump into a park land 
and meth ane source, 
see Karrie Ja cobs, 
“How the World’s 

Figure 1. Zwenkau 
open-cast brown coal 
pit, Jan u ary 1989. 
Photographer: Thom-
as Thiel. Reproduced 
by per mis sion.

Largest Landfill 
be came New York’s 
big gest new park,” 
Curbed (Sep tem ber  

13, 2016), https:  /  /ny 
 .curbed  .com  /2016  /9 
 /13  /12891320  / 
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 -staten  -island  - 
engineering  -design, 
accessed Oc to ber 27, 
2024.
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Contrary to such as ser tions, Cold War-era plan ning for min-
ing ar eas was hardly fruit less. The 1973 re gional plan was part 
of a long chain of pro pos als that influ enced postcommunist 
plan ners, some of whom (like Berkner) had started out in the 
1980s. The 1960s plan ning and 1970s re al i za tion of the Kulk-
witzer lake next to Leipzig’s enor mous Grünau high-rise dis-
trict like wise dis proves Berkner’s strange pos tu la tion that 
“for de cades, se ri ous am bi tions for wa ter tour ism in Leipzig’s 
wa ter ways remained with out pros pect.”4 Many of the prob-
lems inherited from coal min ing that con tinue to dam age the 
eco sys tem were an tic i pat ed, ex pe ri enced, and even grad u ally 
miti gated un der com mu nism. In ef fect, one can not un der-
stand the suc cess of postcommunist land scape plan ning in 
dev as tated pit min ing re gions with out con sid er ing the plan-
ning pro cess, land scap ing ex per i ments, and ir re vers ible eco-
log i cal dam age that had tran spired un der the com mu nist coal 
econ o my.

This ar ti cle pres ents a chro no log i cal out line for how reculti-
vation and land scape plan ning emerged through the 1960s 
and 1970s into a dy namic force that re al ized sub stan tial, if 
proportionally in suf fi cient, recultivation out comes. It is in-
formed by the evolv ing in ter play be tween, on the one side, 
in dus try-ori ented min ing lead ers and Berlin of fi cials, and on 
the other side Leipzig dis trict (Bezirk) and sub sid i ary county 
(Kreis) of fi cials, in spec tors, plan ners, schol arly agron o mists, 
and lo cal ac tors like farm ing col lec tives. Keeping in mind 
ra pa cious war time au tar chic in dus trial and min ing ex ploi-
ta tion, followed by post war Soviet rep a ra tions ex trac tion, —  
con di tions that hin dered the de vel op ment of ini tial recultiva-
tion plans — I be gin with the lacking recultivation of min ing 
ar eas be fore 1956. Already by 1950, the greater Leipzig re gion 
was pro duc ing 100,850,000 tons of brown coal per year —  
roughly equiv a lent to the com bined out put in the East Ger-
man Lusatian and the West Ger man Rhenish brown coal re-
gions. Although the other two re gions steadily in creased their 
pro duc tion, the Leipzig re gion sustained and even slightly 

4 Leipzig-West-
sachsen Regionaler 
Planungsverband, 30 
Jahre Regionalpla-
nung, 191.
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in creased this level be fore its pro duc tion col lapsed to less than 
20 per cent of its peak pro duc tion af ter 1989.5 Notwithstanding 
a 1951 reg u la tion in the GDR lawbook (Gesetzblatt) man dat ing 
that coal col lec tives that op er ated the mines re store exhausted 
min ing ar eas for use in ag ri cul ture and for est ry, cen tral of fi-
cials only ac knowl edged the unsustainability of the sand-
swept waste land amid the East Bloc thaw that ac com pa nied 
destalinization. By then, four hun dred hect ares of exhausted 
min ing land stretched as an acidic des ert with out top soil; only 
eleven hect ares had been re cov ered for fu ture use.6 From 1956 
on ward, com mis sions and in spec tions re peat edly pro duced 
rec om men da tions, un til they gained some trac tion and a re-
sponse from higher au thor i ties. Mining of fi cials – tak ing their 
cues from the Coal and Energy Ministry’s pro duc tion im per-
a tives – tried to ig nore recultivation ad vice (in con tra ven tion 
of na tional laws) so they could max i mize re sources for min-
ing and in dus trial out put. But they faced new plan ning and 
in spec tion bu reau cra cies whose ex plicit pur pose was to com-
pel them to do so any way.

This creep ing in flu ence from dis trict plan ners and ex perts en-
sured steady long-term im prove ments in recultivation plan-
ning, in formed by soil and land scap ing ex per i ments whose 
out comes were published in schol arly jour nals. Such ex perts 
were in formed by am bi tious and evolv ing Bezirk-level plans 
for a fu ture lake dis trict that was to one day re place the moon-
scape.

Notwithstanding East Ger man plan ners’ and ex perts’ gen u-
ine successes in ar rest ing the al most un con trolled spread of 
sandy waste lands which had prevailed in the 1950s, by the 
1980s recultivation ef forts could not keep up with the ex po-
nen tial in crease in pit min ing and in dus trial out put from 
out dated and decaying in dus trial fa cil i ties. By the mid- to 
late-1980s, it seemed clear that the es tab lish ment of a beau ti-
ful lake dis trict planned since the 1950s would be post poned 
well into the fu ture. This out come fueled ever more rad i cal 
un rest from en gaged cit i zens who feared that, in place of a 

5 Statistik der 
Kohlenwirtschaft, 
e.V., “Braunkohlen-
förderung,” https://
kohlenstatistik.de/, 
accessed Jan u ary 6, 
2024.

6 “Stenographisches 
Protokoll der Sitzung 
der Abgeordneten-
gruppe der Volk-
skammer des Bezirkes 
Leipzig am 12.12.1956 
im Kulturhaus des 
VEB Kombinat ‚Otto 
Grotewohl‘ in Böhlen,” 
SächStAL 20237 
Bezirkstag/Rat des 
Bezirkes Leipzig, Nr. 
00248, 25–78, here 
39–40.

https://kohlenstatistik.de/
https://kohlenstatistik.de/
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flourishing land scape with ex ten sive rec re a tion op por tu-
ni ties, they and fu ture gen er a tions would reap a dev as tated 
moon scape that com pro mised their health.

After 1989, a tri um phal ist nar ra tive prevailed that — only 
em pha siz ing late-com mu nist lapses in recultivation — over-
looked the recultivation achieve ments in plan ning and ex e-
cu tion that East Ger man of fi cials had in fact attained over 
the course of forty years. By re stor ing the role of recultivation 
ex perts and po lit i cal ac tors be fore 1989, this ar ti cle bet ter 
ex plains how and why the “Neuseenland” be came pos si ble in 
the new mil len ni um. It also po si tions East Ger man reculti-
vation plan ning as no less dy namic than in West Germany, 
where pit min ing also per ma nently al tered the en vi ron ment 
with en dur ing an thro po genic con se quences.7

Scholarship on coal field recultivation is dom i nated both by 
gen er al ists whose sur veys can not delve into lo cal re al i ties 
and by con tem po rary plan ners vested in val o riz ing their own 
ap proach; nei ther ap proach con sid ers key personalities who 
were sel dom fa mous. Joachim Radkau’s in flu en tial sur vey Age 
of Ecology ar gues: “For cost rea sons and es pe cially af ter 1973, 
the cen tral plans for the min ing sec tor in creas ingly neglected 
recultivation, just as greater care for the ‘top soil’ was be com-
ing more and more nec es sary. In this re spect, too, leth argy 
prevailed in the lat ter days of the GDR: the en vi ron ment min-
is try seems to have done next to noth ing, and Leipzigers were 
hard put to halt lig nite min ing at the gates of their city.” While 
Radkau rightly takes note of the 1973 oil cri sis as a fac tor in 
chang ing na tional eco nomic pri or i ties, he wrongly pre sumes 
that SED plans (which gen er ally came from dis trict of fices, 
rather than Berlin) were not an tic i pat ing recultivation, and he 
only gives agency to “the en vi ron ment min is try”: a cen tral ized 
state ac tor that ap pears hap less. In fact, Hans Reichelt’s Envi-
ronmental Ministry was both well-in formed and ac tively com-
plic it in the state’s eco nomic pro duc tion goals, which were 
in com pat i ble with the eco log i cal re spon si bil ity demanded 
by di verse Bezirk and Kreis-level of fi cials and ac tors. In like 

7 This East-West com-
par i son will fea ture 
more con cretely in my 
forth com ing book Cold 
War Coal Pits.



102 Bulletin of the German Historical Institute | 75 | Spring 2025

man ner, “Leipzigers” ap pear as a uni form and help less mass 
of peo ple, a cliché that erases re peated ef forts by lo cal of fi-
cials, schol ars, and en gaged cit i zens to im prove the reculti-
vation sit u a tion. Radkau con tin ues: “In a way, na ture shifted 
for itself: huge pitholes grad u ally filled up with wa ter, com-
ing to re sem ble nat u ral lakes and even of fer ing new lei sure 
op por tu ni ties.”8 This also fails to cor re spond with re al i ty. The 
Kulkwitzer See was an ex pen sive SED-state ef fort de lib er-
ately cre ated to give Leipzig a rec re a tional lake. Most of the 
other pit holes were still be ing pumped due to min ing, or they 
were filled in with over bur den—acidic sand that had cov ered 
nearby coal de pos its—to make way for for estry or farm ing (by 
the late 1960s). Where ground wa ter did col lect in aban doned 
mines, it was usu ally too acidic to be safe for rec re a tion or any 
other use.

In sum, whole branches of state plan ning were obsessed with 
recultivation. Lethargy had noth ing to do with the ac tual 
plan ning of fices at the time. And fail ures to ef fec tively recul-
tivate the land or re duce air and wa ter pol lu tion — re peat edly 
protested by lo cal of fi cials, ex perts, and res i dents — were 
de lib er ate out comes of min ing col lec tives heeding cen tral-
ized de mands for meet ing coal quo tas. Unfortunately, Rad-
kau’s nar ra tive is not un com mon.9 Most re cent ly, Julia Ault’s 
schol ar ship on East Ger man ecol ogy nar rates how “the GDR’s 
en vi ron men tal pol i cies and im po tence to fully ad dress its 
own fail ings left a trou bling leg acy when the SED lost power 
in 1989.”10 Although Ault’s book in ves ti gates state prac-
tices and pro test cul tures, fur ther nu ance is needed when 

10 Julie Ault, “Aquatic 
Conundrums: The 
GDR’s Water Woes and 
Soviet Bloc Cooper-
ation, 1963–1989,” 

9 Radkau cited Chris-
toph Bernhardt’s schol-
ar ship on recultivation 
in Lusatia as proof of 
“leth ar gy,” al though in 
fact Bernhardt’s data 
re veals an ex ten sive 
amount of reculti-
vation plan ning in 
the cre a tion of the 
Senftenberger See. 
See Bernhardt, “Von 
der ‘Mondlandschaft’ 
zur sozialistischen 
‘Erholungslandschaft’: 
Die Niederlausitz 
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der DDR-Zeit,” in Die 
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Günter Bayerl and Dirk 
Maier (Münster, 2002), 
313. For other rare 
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and Axel Zutz, “Auf 
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und Institutionen der 
Rekultivierung von 
Braunkohletagebauen 
in der Niederlausitz, 
1920–60,” in Para-
digmenwechsel und 
Kontinuitätslinien im 
DDR-Städtebau: Neue 
Forschungen  
zur ostdeutschen 
Architektur- und Pla-
nungsgeschichte, ed. 
Frank Betker, Carsten 
Benke, and Christoph 
Bernhardt (Erkner, 
2010); and Martin 
Baumert, “Eine  

8 Joachim Radkau, 
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bridge, UK, 2014), 
368.
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in Ecologies of 
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Moranda, and Eli 
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one ad dresses “GDR en vi ron men tal pol i cies” and “fail ings,” 
namely by looking at con crete plans and prac tices out side of 
cen tral of fices in East Berlin. Markus Schwarzer’s 2013 dis-
ser ta tion barely com ments on the East Ger man pe riod at all  
(apart from its run away eco log i cal dev as ta tion) be fore cel e-
brat ing recultivation achieve ments af ter 1990, overlooking 
con ti nu i ties in per son nel and recultivation ap proaches be-
fore and af ter 1989.11

By disassembling “the GDR” as a heg e monic top-down en t-
ity and ex plor ing the de bates and prac tices as they un folded 
amongst a myr iad of lo cal ac tors, this ar ti cle de con structs 
the “trou bling leg a cy” that has seemed so self-ev i dent in 
hind sight. Obviously, East Ger man recultivation had failed 
to keep up with the rate of dev as ta tion by 1989, but nei ther 
in the ory nor in prac tice had the plan ners and prac ti tion ers 
of recultivation been idle. How could lo cal of fi cials, schol-
ars, and grass roots ac tors be said to have “failed,” if many of 
their ideas and even prac tices laid the ba sis for “suc cess ful 
recultivation” in East Ger man coal fields af ter 1989? Fail-
ure stemmed from in suf fi cient in vest ment from cen tral ized 
of fices, along with the ac tive ef forts by min ing col lec tive 
lead ers, who succeeded in their pri mary ob jec tive of se cur-
ing raw ma te ri als for the coal-de pen dent East Ger man econ-
o my, while also in creas ingly attaining a ba sic recultivation 
pro gram that still ben e fits the re gion to day. Had ut ter fail-
ure been the story of recultivation, prac ti cally ev ery thing 
be tween Borna and Leipzig would have been a des ert, whose 
acidic sand storms would have poi soned all  the surrounding 
for ests and farm land out side des ig nated min ing ar eas. This 
was a night mare very much on the minds of of fi cials who 
ex pe ri enced this sort of di sas ter area in the proportionally 
much smaller min ing 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 dis mal lev els 
they had held into the 1960s.

11 Markus Schwarzer, 
Von Mondland-
schaften zu Vision 
eines neuen Seenlan-
des: Der Diskurs über 
die Gestaltung von 
Tagebaubrachen in 
Ostdeutschland (Wies-
baden, 2014).
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I. Mining Dreams, Laws, and Reality be fore 1956

Experts have long ob served the del e te ri ous ef fects of lig-
nite min ing. In their 1807 for estry lex i con, Carl Adam Hein-
rich von Bose and Friedrich Gottlob Leonhardi noted that 
land scapes dam aged by the min ing of “Erdkohle” could at 
best be turned into a pond or marsh, and “far more sel dom 
to be laid out as a field be cause of a lack of de cent soil.”12 
As small holes dug out by hand ex panded into ma chine- 
harvested pits starting in the 1920s, a new sci ence of reculti-
vation emerged, led by ex perts such as Joachim Seidemann at 
the Leipzig University Institute for Soil Melioration. By 1954, 
the monthly pa per Das Magazin fan ta sized about Markklee-
berg (a town ad join ing Leipzig’s south ern city lim its) sit ting 
at the edge of a lake by 1975. In 1956, the Leipzig University 
Geographical Institute pro duced a map of this lake dis trict. A 
Leipzig drafting of fice’s 1959 “Development Plan for Brown 
Coal Pits and Post-Mining Landscapes for the Leipzig- 
Borna-Altenburg Region” pro duced the re gion’s first schol-
arly recultivation plan.13

Such dreams of a lake dis trict hemmed by pro duc tive farm-
land and for ests (on filled-in pits) clashed with geo log i cal and 
chemical re al i ties. From the 1920s on ward, ex perts had urged 
fill ing in aban doned min ing pits with the mass of ter tiary 
sands laden with ox i diz ing py rite and mar ca site and then cov-
er ing these phy to toxic soils with rich top soil sep a rately stored 
on spe cial heaps. Instead, most of this top soil – gen er ated for 
cen tu ries in the four-to-five-me ter-deep “Auenlehm” along 
the Weiße Elster and Pleiße riv ers and their tributar ies –  
was dumped onto the bot tom of over bur den heaps, lost for-
ev er, while the am ple sands landed on top. This lowered the 
pH level to the level of vin e gar. As schol ar ship at the time 
and since has dem on strat ed, a one-me ter layer of sep a-
rately stored top soil was needed to pro duce farm land (two 
me ters for for est ry), while or ganic or min eral fer til iz ers were 
es sen tial to pro duce even low yields from care fully ro tated 

12 Carl Adam Heinrich 
von Bose and Friedrich 
Gottlob Leonhardi, 
Neues allgemein prak-
tisches Wörterbuch 
der Forstwissenschaft 
(Remagen-Oberwin-
ter, 1807; repr., Kassel, 
2016), 271–272.

13 Andreas Berkner 
and Kulturstiftung 
Hohenmölsen, 
eds., Bergbau und 
Umsiedlungen im 
Mitteldeutschen 
Braunkohlenrevier 
(Beucha, 2022), 22.
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(less lu cra tive) crops in the early years to be gin to over come 
ad verse con di tions for plant growth.14 Filled-in pits not only 
disrupted ground wa ter dis tri bu tion: they also leached toxic 
sul fide res i dues to other ar eas of land and into fu ture lakes, if 
these were not fed by streams in stead.

Figure 2. Plans for 
postmining land scape. 
„Bergbaufolgeland-
schaft,“ 1959, Andreas 
Berkner pa pers. 
Reproduced by  
per mis sion.

14 Albrecht Krumms-
dorf, “Utilization 
and Development of 
Post-Mining Land-
scapes,” Tempus JEP 
No. 4988-92/1, Nitra 
1993: 79–81.
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The first at tempt at a stream-fed lake came with the Senf-
tenberger See, com pleted in Lusatia in 1972.15 Along with 
ear lier al ka line me lio ra tion with lime, East Ger man reculti-
vation ex perts such as Manfred Seela pioneered the use of 
lig nite byproducts (no ta bly fil ter ash) to make the filled-in 
pits’ acidic soils pro duc tive. Building on the schol ar ship of 
East Ger man ex perts, con tem po rary ex perts have con curred 
that, “when py rite- and lig nite-containing sites are ame lio-
rated well and revegetated with trees, pe do gen e sis and over-
all wa ter and el e men tal bud gets even tu ally ap proach nor mal 
de vel op ment af ter sev eral de cades.” As will be shown, how-
ev er, proper soil ame lio ra tion was lim ited to test plots well 
into the 1960s, mean ing that the most ef fec tively re stored 
land was only just be com ing more pro duc tive at the mo ment 
that East Germany col lapsed, in ef fect en abling post-com mu-
nist plan ners to claim “suc cess” for land scape de vel op ment, 
even though its seeds had lit er ally been sown in the 1970s and 
1980s.16

The le gal ba sis for recultivation was al ready established in the 
De cem ber 6, 1951 Gesetzblatt der DDR (is sue 146): “Verord-
nung über die Wiedernutzbarmachung der für Abbau- und 
Kippenzwecke des Bergbaues in Anspruch genommenen 
Grundstücksflächen,” which de creed that min ing col lec tives 
were ob li gated to make land us able again for ag ri cul ture or 
for est ry. Paragraph two ex plic itly demanded the com plete 
stor age and re use of top soil, while par a graph four only ex-
cluded the in ev i ta ble land def i cits left af ter coal ex trac tion 
(Restlöcher) from its rule that all  post-min ing ter rain was to be 
leveled and graded for pro duc tive use. In most cases, the land 
def i cits would one day be come lakes.17 In con tra ven tion of this 
law, very lit tle top soil rec la ma tion (Mutterbodenwirtschaft) 
took place in East Germany through most of the 1950s. The 
land rec la ma tion man date was sim ply at odds with the pro-
duc tion quo tas demanded of ag ri cul tural and for estry col lec-
tives. Although in 1951 an at tempt was made “on the pit mine 
man age ment’s own ini tia tive” at Espenhain to use a con veyer 

15 Reinhard Hüttl, 
“Ecology of Post 
Strip-Mining Land-
scapes in Lusatia, Ger-
many,” Environmental 
Science and Policy 1 
(1998): 129–135, here 
131.

17 “Verordnung über 
die Wiedernutzbarma-
chung der für Abbau- 
und Kippenzwecke des 
Bergbaues in Anspruch 
genommenen 
Grundstücksflächen,” 
Gesetzblatt der DDR 
146 (De cem ber 6, 
1951): 1133-1134.

16 Julia Krümmelbein 
et al., “A History of 
Lignite Coal Mining 
and Reclamation 
Practices in Lusatia, 
Eastern Germany,” 
Ca na dian Journal of 
Soil Science 92 (2012): 
53–66, here 58.
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bridge to remove top soil, this small-scale op er a tion ended in 
1954, when a larger over bur den spreader (Großabsetzer) was 
sent to the expanding pit at Schleenhain. Henceforth, Espen-
hain could only pro duce a bit of Mischboden, a barely us able 
mélange of top soil with toxic sands. Espenhain’s new di rec tor 
Karl Förster begged Berlin for “con sid er able in vest ments” in 
ma chin ery, ded i cated train in fra struc ture, and per son nel to 
al low for top soil rec la ma tion with out dam ag ing coal pro duc-
tion, and he warned that “if we stick with pres ent con di tions, 
about 90% of the valu able al lu vial loam will be dumped into 
the depths and lost.”18 By 1956, Espenhain’s en tire his tory of 
top soil rec la ma tion, achieved by its own ini tia tive, had merely 
yielded 11 hect ares of sandy-clay Mischboden, most of which 
might re quire half a cen tury to pro duce us able yields. The 
plant man age ment con clud ed: “fur ther achieve ments were 
not pos si ble, be cause of the high im po si tions from the plan. 
Despite nu mer ous pre sen ta tions, a mea ger re duc tion in pro-
duc tion re quire ments for the ben e fit of the top soil pro gram 
was not ap proved back then by the SAG Brikett, and more-
over fi nanc ing for this was rejected.”19 Meanwhile, de spite at-
tempts at for es ta tion, by 1953 a huge slag heap of toxic sands 
prone to land slides had emerged next to Espenhain, while 
those pits which had been filled in were gen er ally re leased 
for “recultivation” with out top soil. Although thin strips of 
top soil were some times sandwiched be tween the dead fields, 
they were in ef fec tive for for est ry, much less farm ing, as they 
were rap idly coated by toxic dust storms from the surround-
ing waste land. Worse still, the pits were rap idly spread ing.20

Even in this bleak ep och of recultivation fail ure, ex perts and 
of fi cials insisted that recultivation was an es sen tial task for 
the sake of eco nomic pro duc tiv ity and fu ture gen er a tions — a 
nar ra tive they would sus tain with creep ing suc cess through 
the com ing years. A May 1952 Gesetzblatt res o lu tion, fol low-
ing up on the 1951 recultivation law, granted Kreis and Bezirk 
of fi cials lim ited au thor ity to in spect min ing ar eas in con sul-
ta tion with the Agricultural and Forestry Ministry, and they 

18 VEB Kombinat 
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8, 11.

19 Emphasis in orig-
i nal, VEB Kombinat 
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auf den Innenkip-
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20237, Nr. 00248, 17.

20 VEB Kombinat 
Espenhain, “Rekultiv-
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re peat edly cited the 1951 law in their re jec tion of dis mal recul-
tivation out comes.21 Although the Technical Mining Inspec-
tion (TBBI) (un der the over sight of the Ministry for Heavy 
Industry) had attempted to im pose top soil quo tas starting in 
1952, at an Oc to ber 1953 meet ing be tween the TBBI, var i ous 
min ing rep re sen ta tives, and re gional coun ty-level of fi cials, a 
TBBI of fi cial la mented that “at pres ent a great deal of top soil 
is taken from ag ri cul tural us age. There ex ists no or only a very 
poor top soil rec la ma tion pro cess.” The re sult, he ar gued, was 
hun dreds of hect ares of life less land. Observing nu mer ous 
pro test let ters, he con clud ed: “the pop u la tion should have no 
cause to com plain about a poor top soil rec la ma tion pro cess.” 
The reality, how ev er, was the near-to tal loss of top soil un der 
dumps of ter tiary sands, while trains meant for top soil rec la-
ma tion were diverted to meet quo tas for mov ing over bur den 
be fore coal ex trac tion.

A mem ber of the Borna min ing lead er ship agreed in prin ci ple 
that, de spite in suf fi cient equip ment and per son nel, all  min-
ing lead ers should do their best to save top soil, as this “is a 
mat ter for the whole Volk. Our de scen dants must not be faced 
with waste lands (the sand storms of Espenhain).” A Borna 
County leader added that “when top soil is lost, it is lost for-
ev er.”22 An in spec tion of the Borna lig nite top soil cul ti va tion 
op er a tion on No vem ber 13, 1953, un for tu nately con cluded 
that clay-filled and oth er wise “ex tremely poor-qual i ty” soils 
were be ing dumped along with top soil. High coal pro duc-
tion at Borna was dam ag ing pres ent and fu ture ag ri cul tural 
pro duc tiv i ty.23 By Au gust 11, 1956, the Berlin dis trict at tor-
ney de nounced min ing op er a tions for to tally fail ing to sat isfy  
the 1951 law, to which the TBBI added: “since its founding to 
the pres ent day, no recultivation work has been taken up in the  
Espenhain plant. Several hun dred hect ares ex tend here that 
are only cov ered by ster ile ter tiary soils. With strong winds, 
the fine sands are car ried away for ki lo me ters to coat ag ri cul-
tural tracts. These sand storms also have an im ped ing ef fect 
on traf fic and pe des tri ans.” Notwithstanding years of com-
plaints to Berlin, the TBBI con clud ed, “no change has yet 
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Sitzung betr. Mut-
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been attained to the pres ent day,” which meant that the three-
to-five-me ter-high top soil near the doomed vil lage of Stöhna 
in the Pleiße wa ter shed would also surely “not be se cured, 
be cause up to now the Espenhain plant lacks avail  able equip-
ment and la bor ers.”24

It was a scan dal for lo cal of fi cials, farm ing col lec tives, and 
res i dents that cen tral min is tries in Berlin, such as the Coal 
and Energy Ministry and the Agriculture and Forestry Min-
istry, had long been aware of the sit u a tion and taken no 
mean ing ful ac tion, not just at Espenhain, but in mines across 
the re gion. Although the lat ter min is try’s chief of plant pro-
duc tion, Fritz Weißhaupt, prom ised to per son ally in ter vene 
to im prove the top soil sit u a tion at high-level meet ings, no 
change oc curred.25 Though East Germany’s sec ond five-year 
plan ex plic itly demanded in creases in ag ri cul tural pro duc-
tion, cen tral plans for recultivation com pe ti tions amongst the 
min ing col lec tives failed be cause coal pro duc tion sustained 
the highest pri or i ty. So des per ate was the sit u a tion that, in its  
re port dated No vem ber 30, 1956, Leipzig’s dis trict coun cil (Rat 
des Bezirkes) broke the ta boo in ac knowl edg ing that “dam age 
to the land scape’s fab ric did not just orig i nate dur ing the cap-
i tal ist era, but rather also af ter 1945” in min ing op er a tions like 
Böhlen and Espenhain. In Borna County alone, 288.4 hect ares 
of land had been lost each year from 1951 to 1955, of which 
only 42.5 hect ares had been recultivated with any sort of top-
soil. In Bezirk Leipzig, over 1300 hect ares of Ödland (unrecul-
tivated waste land) had come into be ing, and only about half 
of the ter rain used by min ing had re ceived any sort of new 
func tion. Of the roughly one-quar ter of all  min ing ter ri tory 
that re ceived sup posed top soil recultivation, most emerged 
with “highly var i able qual i ty,” which was bu reau cratic lan-
guage for poor qual i ty.26

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

Evaluations di rected to the highest lev els like the No vem ber 
1956 Bezirk re port (in con cert with a stream of pro test let ters 
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20237, Nr. 00248, 3; 
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00248, 5–6.
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from lo cal of fi cials, state in spec tion teams, and the pop u lace) 
brought the stale mate be tween state of fi cials/in spec tors and 
min ing of fi cials to a head amid the po lit i cal thaw in 1956. On 
De cem ber 12, 1956, East Ger man People’s Chamber (Volk-
skammer) President Johannes Dieckmann chaired a meet ing 
with high-level of fi cials at the Böhlen Cultural House that in-
cluded the bel li cose Bezirk SED party chair man Paul Fröhlich 
(an ally in such high fa vor he was targeted as a likely suc ces sor 
to Walter Ulbricht). Although the meet ing’s in dig nant the at-
rics and seem ing bu reau cratic im po tence might at first glance 
have foreboded only more of the same, the very fact that many 
of East Germany’s most pow er ful of fi cials gath ered at ground 
zero of the on go ing min ing dev as ta tion im plied that, in the 
fu ture, the state de sired ges tures to ward change.

The meet ing com menced with Berlin’s bu reau crats asserting 
their dom i nance. Dieckmann opened with a fu ri ous at tack 
against the pre sump tion that high-level bu reau crats “don’t 
have a clue about things.” A va ri ety of lead ers had just un der-
taken a tour “through this moon scape,” af ter all , mean ing 
they had spon ta ne ously attained “spe cial knowl edge.”27

By call ing in sick or oth er wise fail ing to come, the re gion’s 
min ing of fi cials ap par ently wished to es cape blame from the 
gath ered Technical Mining Inspection rep re sen ta tives, Bezirk 
lead ers, and Berlin of fi cials. Only Espenhain’s young new 
di rec tor Förster showed up to blame Na zis and their cap i tal-
ist friends for ev ery wrong, since af ter all  they had designed 
and built the Espenhain fa cil ity for their war econ o my; and 
he cel e brated how his staff had planned in stal la tions ca pa-
ble of re mov ing all  of the sul fur di ox ide gas that wafted from 
the plant – a prom ise so fan tas tic that even Dieckmann inter-
jected his as ton ish ment. Admitting that Espenhain had only 
reclaimed 16.5 hect ares of land, while four hun dred hect ares 
had been left na ked, the min utes in di cate Dieckmann was 
fur ther shocked when Förster revealed that this enor mous 
quan tity of waste land was only the re sult for Espenhain and 
did not in clude the enor mous waste lands left by other pits 

27 “Stenographisches 
Protokoll der Sitzung 
der Abgeordneten-
gruppe der Volk-
skammer des Bezirkes 
Leipzig am 12.12.1956 
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VEB Kombinat ‘Otto 
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SächStAL 20237, Nr. 
00248, 25–78, here 27.
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that pockmarked the re gion. Even this min i mal recultivation, 
Förster not ed, was only pos si ble through much free la bor and 
use of un bal anced funds and ma te ri als.28

Whether or not such brave pro le tar ian ef forts had ac tu ally 
taken place, Förster’s de mands for more funds and ma te ri-
als (also in the name of other min ing col lec tives across the 
re gion, which in spec tion rep re sen ta tives like wise noted had 
attained “no recultivation work”) met with in tran si gence 
from the high of fi cials. Dieckmann merely noted that ei ther 
the min ing in stal la tions had to abide by the 1951 law, or the 
laws had to change. He failed to care that ei ther out come was 
un like ly. After hours of bick er ing, the Volkskammer pres i dent 
was ready to wash his hands of the whole meet ing and return 
to Berlin.

Such seem ing in dif fer ence also came from Paul Fröhlich. 
Like Dieckmann, the SED Bezirk chair man first had to vent 
his out rage at “al most a wheel bar row full” of res o lu tions and 
pa per work and re ject the Berlin state pros e cu tor’s de sire to 
charge the min ing lead er ship with vi o la tions of the 1951 reg-
u la tion in court. “Sometimes,” Fröhlich ac ced ed, “there are, 
ob jec tively seen, things that de spite the best in ten tions and 
abil i ties of those in charge — also in the gov ern ment — can-
not be re solved.” And this meant that some times one had 
to ac cept “un pleas ant things” in the name of a sta ble econ-
omy de pen dent on coal.29 In any event, Fröhlich not ed, it was 
“be yond the com pe tence of to day’s meet ing” to al lo cate mil-
li ons in funds for top soil rec la ma tion. This was not an out-
come he pre ferred, of course, but rather the fault of name less 
of fi cials in Berlin, “who have such strange rec om men da tions 
like mak ing Leipzig itself dis ap pear. These peo ple have said: 
the best coal is sit ting un der there. Is that for fun? They only 
see their coal.” Already Markkleeberg was vanishing, Fröhlich 
blus tered, and he con cluded by derailing the meet ing with 
a prom ise (seconded by Dieckmann) that this sort of “soul-
less” cam paign “to erase whole cit ies” had to end — with out 
any sign of how this might hap pen.30 When of fi cials such as 
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Böhlen,” 63–64.
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 Agriculture and Forestry Ministry rep re sen ta tive Weißhaupt 
tried to use lines from Marx and Lenin to push Fröhlich for 
sep a rate funds and ma te ri als for top soil recultivation to en-
sure ag ri cul tural quo tas, Fröhlich scoffed that they could 
plant “ba nanas” on the reclaimed soils for all  he cared. His 
joke re it er ated that the state (led by his close ally Walter 
Ulbricht) would never de ploy in vest ments for recultivation. 
Dieckmann closed the meet ing by ac cen tu at ing that they had 
not come to pass res o lu tions, but merely to dis cuss and plan 
more meet ings.31

Even when it was ob vi ous that the existing sys tem did not 
work, pow er ful fig ures failed to take ac tion. Paul Fröhlich 
railed against Berlin ty rants, even though he him self was one 
of those ty rants (tagged as Ulbricht’s po ten tial suc ces sor). 
Although Fröhlich and Berlin elites supported coal pro duc-
tion at all  costs, how ev er, they did not leave Böhlen expect-
ing in ac tion from lo cal play ers. Without a func tion ing top soil 
recultivation pro gram, East Germany would face de clin ing 
ag ri cul tural and for estry out put, to say noth ing of qual ity of 
life for res i dents. For high of fi cials like Fröhlich, some one 
had to find a so lu tion for the recultivation prob lem. They lit-
tle cared who did it or how, so long as they were not asked 
to make sub stan tial con tri bu tions.32 And hence forth — be fore 
and es pe cially af ter his pre ma ture death in 1970 — Fröhlich’s 
own Bezirk of fices would help lead the charge for an ef fec tive 
recultivation of Leipzig’s dusty moon scape, even as they were 
hamstrung in prac tice by the lack of cen tral sup port Fröhlich 
had fore told.

After 1956, the quo ta-obsessed coal in stal la tions con tin ued 
to of fer mere lip ser vice to chang ing their ways, be cause Ber-
lin sel dom equipped them with spe cial ma chin ery and per-
son nel, nor clas si fied top soil rec la ma tion as part of their 
expected “pro duc tiv i ty.” Expert ad vice, care fully as sem bled 
and di rect ed, thus failed to gain trac tion in cen tral ized plan-
ning. By the same to ken, how ev er, the De cem ber 1956 meet-
ing yielded new ex pert com mis sions and res o lu tions whose 
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co her ent plat forms prof fered in no va tive ap proaches to 
 recultivation, empowered by the 1951 law and in formed by 
cut ting-edge sci ence that made use of very poor re sources. 
Real change in recultivation (or even tree plant ing) thus arose 
grad u ally and with much im pro vi sa tion by en gaged of fi cials 
and ex perts who learned to work around the cen tral ized sys-
tem, even as the wors en ing eco log i cal sit u a tion lowered pro-
duc tiv ity in ag ri cul ture and for est ry, and min ing con cerns 
proved con tent to merely pay dam ages to farm ers, for est ers, 
and res i dents when forced to do so. Well into the 1980s, rhet-
o ric about sav ing the nat u ral world for its own sake (rather 
than for hu man uses) rarely appeared in “recultivation” dis-
cus sions. Notwithstanding the fact that in 1972 East Germany 
was only the sec ond Eu ro pean coun try to es tab lish an en vi-
ron men tal min is try, most com plaints about eco log i cal deg ra-
da tion from pit min ing were framed in terms of hu man health 
and eco nomic losses for ag ri cul ture and for est ry, rather than 
en vi ron men tal pro tec tion.33

III. Creeping Progress de spite Top-Down Priorities,  
1957–1971

On Jan u ary 9, 1957, a new Volkskammer spe cial eco nomic 
com mit tee with rep re sen ta tives from the Leipzig city coun-
cil and “other state in sti tu tions” sent a list of de mands “for 
the re cov ery of top soil in the ex ca va tion ar eas 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 bul let points for im prov ing top soil rec la ma tion in-
cluded greater de part men tal co or di na tion, con struc tion and 
de ploy ment of spe cial recultivation ma chin ery, sup port for 
re search in sti tutes, and the in cor po ra tion of top soil rec la ma-
tion as a firm com po nent of pit-min ing op er a tional plans.34 
It was a well-timed ex pert com mit tee pro posal to the highest 
of fices for solv ing the prob lems Paul Fröhlich had deemed 
un re solv able. Had they been fully heeded, these de mands —  
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which re curred through the fol low ing years of strug gle in 
let ters from ex perts, in spec tors, and lo cal of fi cials — might 
have sub stan tially soft ened the re gion’s eco log i cal and ul ti-
mately eco nom ic-po lit i cal cri sis. Given the fact that com mit-
tee chair man Gerhart Ziller com mit ted sui cide a few months 
lat er, al leg edly be cause his cri tiques about eco nomic pol icy 
failed to find res o nance with the Ulbricht re gime, it is clear 
that ef forts to change course were chal lenged from the start. 
But they did not stop. From 1957 un til he was de posed on 
trumped-up po lit i cal charges in 1961, longstanding Leipzig 
University Institute for Soil Melioration di rec tor Seidemann 
pushed for a prac ti cal eco nomic ap proach (Zweckwirtschaft), 
in which a plot of re cov ered land would be planted with crops 
that would in fuse more nu tri ents into the soil and not be 
re quired to meet pro duc tion quo tas.35 Although in suf fi cient 
ma te ri als and man power con tin ued to ham per recultivation 
quo tas through the early 1960s, the implementation of this 
Zweckwirtschaft (responding to com plaints by lo cal ag ri cul-
tural col lec tives (Landwirtschaftliche Produktionsgenossen-
schaften, or LPG) yielded iso lated successes.

This pe riod also saw the first over all plan for the fu ture of the 
Leipzig-Borna-Altenburg re gion in 1963, followed over the 
next seven years by a se ries of stud ies on how to form rec re-
a tional lakes out of the min ing pits. The big gest re sult here 
was the Leipzig District Council’s con fir ma tion of plans for 
rec re a tional ar eas around the for mer Kulkwitz pit twelve ki lo-
me ters west of the Leipzig city cen ter.36 Given that the rec-
re a tional lake area ac tu ally came into be ing ad ja cent to the 
enor mous Grünau hous ing de vel op ment, this pan a cea proves 
that when re sources were ef fec tively al lo cat ed, East Germany 
was per fectly ca pa ble of pro duc ing an at trac tive lake out of a 
min ing pit.

Further prog ress came with a Ministerial Council res o lu tion 
“for the pro tec tion of farm land and soil and the se cur ing of 
so cial ist ag ri cul tural use of soil” on De cem ber 17, 1964, in 
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which cen tral au thor i ties in Berlin replaced the existing sys-
tem (hav ing al leg edly failed to meet the 1951 reg u la tion’s 
goals) with more rig or ous en force ment mech a nisms. The 
1964 res o lu tion, ag ri cul tural ex pert Konrad Werner (from 
Halle’s Melioration Institute) urged Berlin, needed to in cen-
tiv ize min ing op er a tions by in te grat ing recultivation quo tas 
into coal pro duc tion quo tas. By 1965, ag ri cul tural ex perts 
kept up their com plaints that poor har vests were resulting, 
be cause min ing goals were op posed to recultivation. Mining 
lead ers, they con clud ed, should be com pelled to im ple ment 
schol arly recultivation meth ods “in the in ter est of all  of so ci-
e ty,” and barred from pass ing on blame for their fail ure to sat-
isfy their le gal ob li ga tions.37

Local com mis sions also be came more com bat ive. Building on 
the work of Seidemann and in formed by the schol ar ship of 
Albrecht Krummsdorf among oth ers, in April 1966 a com mis-
sion of ex perts led by Paul Kaluza (since 1961) along side Konrad 
Werner and Krummsdorf ’s stu dent Manfred Seela (at the time 
chief agron o mist in the Borna County Council on Agriculture 
[(Kreislandwirtschaftsrat]) demanded that “ag ri cul ture should 
hold fast and give no land to coal [mines], if coal [min ing] has 
given no land back in return” — a  rev o lu tion ary overturning 
of laws in place since 1918 (the state was le gally per mit ted to 
dis pose of the earth un der neath a farm er’s land). Such pro-
voc a tive state ments were prompted by the cri sis that many 
LPG mem bers — frus trated with dwin dling land, destroyed 
in fra struc ture, and the poor qual ity of recultivation — were 
quit ting. To break out of this eco nom i cally per il ous cy cle,  
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the Bezirk Planning Commission was urged to im pose 
 recultivation dead lines on the big gest lig nite col lec tive (VVB 
Braunkohle).38 The com mis sion’s de mands, sub mit ted to the 
Rat des Bezirkes on July 20, 1966, con vinced Berlin to or der 
coal en ter prises to com pen sate LPGs with dam ages and en-
sure that ba sic in fra struc ture remained in tact even as a re gion 
was mined.39 In 1967, the Bezirk ag ri cul tural min is try de creed 
that hence forth min ing com pa nies had to en sure that land 
be came ar a ble again af ter min ing rather than plac ing the 
bur den of pro duc tiv ity on the ag ri cul tural col lec tives. Mining 
com pa nies, though stricken with short ages in ma te ri als and 
man pow er, were tasked with re me di a tion by plowing fil ter 
ash some times mixed with lime into acidic post-min ing soil 
and green ing the edges of pits to keep them from erod ing.40

IV. Increasing Destruction, Increasing Recultivation:  
the 1970s

A new gen er a tion of Bezirk- and Kreis-level of fi cials sup-
ported such ex pert rec om men da tions and exerted pres sure 
on min ing op er a tions. The tim ing was cru cial, as in creased 
recultivation co in cided with in creased lig nite out put when 
the global oil cri sis cut off East Ger man ac cess to sub si dized 
Soviet oil and gas, fur ther wors en ing air and wa ter pol lu-
tion as the con di tion of min ing and car bo-chemical fa cil i ties 
de grad ed. Upon the death of Fröhlich in 1970, his suc ces sor 
Horst Schumann made the Bezirk more re spon sive to lo cal 
needs, while Ro land Wötzel, as chair of the Bezirk Planning 
Commission af ter 1971, sought to pair in creased coal pro duc-
tion with recultivation of ag ri cul ture, for est ry, and rec re a tion. 
That same year, agron o mist Manfred Seela founded his Bor-
na-based state recultivation ini tia tive (Zwischenbetriebliche 
Einrichtung Rekultivierung). Though such in sti tu tional pres-
sures failed to sat isfy ag ri cul tural col lec tives, lo cal res i dents, 
or recultivation ex perts, new com mis sions, res o lu tions, and 
ad min is tra tive de part ments cre ated qual i fied au thor i ties 
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ded i cated to recultivation with the best tech niques pos si ble 
un der short age con di tions. Able to cite and ap ply res o lu tions 
as well as longstanding wish lists for im prov ing recultivation, 
these ex perts pushed against min ing op er a tions still bol-
stered in their in tran si gence by the Coal and Energy Minis-
try and Politburo. Although recultivation out comes failed to 
ap proach ex perts’ ide als, by 1989 their ef forts had en sured 
con tin ued recultivation of farms and for ests, as well as pro-
jec tion of rec re a tional spaces, some of which found re al i za-
tion in post-com mu nist plans.

Traveling south of Leipzig in May 1973, East Ger man Envi-
ronmental Minister Hans Reichelt cel e brated the (lim it ed) 
recultivation out comes at Regis by the Phönix bri gade with 
the dec la ra tion: “we mustn’t only de stroy; in stead, af ter coal 
min ing is com plete, we have to make the land scape ca pa ble 
of use again for fu ture gen er a tions, and, if pos si ble, form it 
even more beau ti fully than be fore. This speaks to our honor 
as min ers. We will not tol er ate any moon scapes!”41 Much as 
Reichelt’s min is try ex celled at plat i tudes for recultivation and 
ecol o gy, it de voted far more en ergy to help ing the Stasi clas-
sify en vi ron men tal data and per se cuting free-think ing en vi-
ron men tal ac tiv ists.42

Greater plan ning ac tion came in No vem ber 1973 from the 
Leipzig dis trict coun cil (Rat des Bezirkes) Resolution 143/73 
(“Conception for shap ing the post-min ing land scape in the 
re gion be tween Leipzig and Altenburg”), whose “con di tions 
and de vel op ment cri te ria for recultivation [Wiederurbarma-
chung] and ex clud ing ter rain, in es sence a land scape af ter 
min ing,” was to “pos sess validity for de cades.” These goals 
were to be co or di nated by the dis trict 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, how ev er, the dis trict coun cil al ready had to sub stan tially 
amend the plan in July 1977 to re flect a far more ex pan sive 
projected pit-min ing land scape.43

43 “1. Ergänzung 
und Präzisierung 
der Konzeption zur 
Gestaltung der Berg-
baufolgelandschaft im 
Raum zwischen Leipzig 
und Altenburg,” July 
15, 1977, SächStAL 
20237, Nr. 07137, 
1–16, here 1.

42 Alongside data 
about Reichelt and 
clas si fi ca tion in my 
forth com ing book Cold 
War Coal Pits, see the 
as sess ments in Chris-
tian Möller, Umwelt 
und Herrschaft in der 
DDR: Politik, Protest 
und Partizipation in 
der Diktatur (Göttin-
gen, 2020), 248–251.

41 Reichelt, quoted 
in Dieter Lange and 
Werner Steinert, 
“Komplexer Brigadee-
insatz in der Wiederur-
barmachung des VEB 
Braunkohlenkombinat 
Regis,” in Wieder-
nutzbarmachung 
devastierter Böden, 
ed. Kommission für 
Umweltschutz beim 
Präsidium der Kammer 
der Technik (Leipzig, 
1977), 128.
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One can not un der stand post-1989 recultivation and land scape 
plan ning with out tak ing these plans into ac count.44 Quite ob vi-
ous ly, they an tic i pated the post-1989 “Neuseenland.” And they 
demanded that recultivation take place “at the same tem po” as 
ex ca va tion. They projected that the last back log of waste land 
would be cov ered with top soil by 1985. Because min ing (and 
thus the pumping of ground wa ter) was expected to con tinue 
and even ex pand across the re gion well into the new mil len-
ni um, the 1970s-era time line stag gered the an tic i pated com-
ple tion of spe cific lakes from the 1990s through 2040.

New rec re a tional ar eas akin to the Kulkwitzer Lake were 
des per ately needed to re place the many nat u ral es capes 
Leipzigers had lost be cause of pit min ing, such as the south-
ern Auwald and Harth for est. The “Harthsee,” for ex am ple, in 
the Zwenkauer pit west of Gaschwitz was to be com pleted by 
1985. The Bockwitzer Lake (Borna-Ost) was to be com pleted 
by the late 1990s, while in the year 2000 the Cospudener 
Lake was expected to fill the new pit projected to cut deep 
into south ern Leipzig itself. The fu ture Markkleeberger Lake 
would not open un til 2030, while the Zwenkauer Lake and 

Figure 4. Plan for 
postmining land scape 
in the Borna-Böhlen 
ar ea, 1977. Büro für 
Territorialplanung 
bei der Bezirksplan-
kommission Leipzig, 
“Bergbaufolgeland-
schaft 1. Ergänzung, 
Endzustand nach der 
Auskohlung,” Jan u ary 
1977, SächStAL 20237 
Bezirkstag/Rat des 
Bezirkes Leipzig, Nr. 
07137, 18.

44 For the phys i cal 
plans, see Büro für 
Territorialplanung 
bei der Bezirksplan-
kommission Leipzig, 
“Bergbaufolgeland-
schaft 1. Ergänzung,” 
De cem ber 1976-Jan-
u ary 1977, SächStAL 
20237, Nr. 07137, 
17–18.
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 fu ture Störmthaler Lake would only open in 2040. The plan 
also sought to ad dress fu ture ag ri cul tural prob lems, in clud ing 
a scar city of wa ter and the loss of farm land due to the shifting 
of the Elster river and the con struc tion of a ma jor rail way line 
along with many roads.45

A great deal of the projected tri umphs in the 1970s plans for 
recultivation and land scape for ma tion drew from years of 
ex pert re search such as from the Leipzig University Melioration 
Institute. Some of the schol arly ef forts to re solve recultivation 
and land scap ing ques tions were published in col lec tions from 
the Kammer der Technik, such as in the 18th vol ume de voted 
to Wiedernutzbarmachung devastierter Böden with con tri bu-
tions from Albrecht Krummsdorf on us ing lime to ame lio-
rate acidic soils and from the min ing en gi neer Horst Walter of  
the new Bezirk en vi ron men tal de part ment expounding on 
the his toric de vel op ment of the Kulkwitz rec re a tional ar ea.46 
Krummsdorf him self borrowed heavily from the se ries when 
he pro duced his 1981 pop u lar syn the sis on recultivation goals 
and achieve ments. “The span ning bleak ness of a pit mine” 
with na ked slag heaps and end less “moon scapes” did in deed 
pres ent “a deeply de press ing ex pe ri ence,” Krummsdorf be gan, 
but he as sured his read ers that “our land scape in lig nite ar eas 
will pass through a pur ga tory be fore they ap pear young, with 
new beau ty, di verse and prof it able.”47 At first glance, such a 
vi sion can seem pro phetic to day. Indeed, land scape plan ners 
like Krummsdorf helped to guide the re gion’s pas sage through 
pur ga tory over the twenty years af ter 1989. Even as his book 
appeared in 1981, how ev er, top-down min ing plans were in 
the pro cess of push ing off par a dise into the near in def i nite fu-
ture. And pur ga to ry, if it goes on for ev er, can re sem ble hell.

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

Amendments to the 1973 Bezirk plan through the 1980s –  
com pelled by Berlin and implemented by the District  Planning 

45 “1. Ergänzung 
und Präzisierung der 
Konzeption zur Gestal-
tung der Bergbaufol-
gelandschaft,” 2–4.

46 Albrecht 
Krummsdorf, ed., 
Bodennutzung und 
Umweltschutz: 
Beiträge aus dem 
Braunkohlenberg-
bau (Leipzig, 1975). 
Albrecht Krummsdorf, 
Gottfried Saupe, and 
Gottfried Schnurr-
busch, “Möglichkeiten 
und Erfahrungen der 
meliorativen Verbesse-
rung bodenphysi-
kalisch schwieriger 
Kippmergelböden,” 
in Wiedernutzbarma-
chung devastierter 
Böden, ed. Kommis-
sion für Umweltschutz 
beim Präsidium der 
Kammer der Technik, 
140–148 (Leipzig, 
1977). As a tes ta ment 
to the lim ited dis tri bu-
tion of these books to 
ex perts and of fi cials, 
rather than the pub lic, 
the book I ac quired 
was stamped as an 
ex-li brary copy for the 
in ter nal use of the Rat 
des Bezirkes Potsdam.

47 Krummsdorf, Land-
schaft vom Reißbrett, 6.
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Commission – forestalled the lake dis trict into a fu ture uto pia 
to (some how) be cre ated by dis tant gen er a tions, to the cha-
grin of plan ners and re gional of fi cials who rightly feared that, 
by consigning a rec re a tional par a dise to the draw ing board, 
they were in ten si fy ing the dis quiet among work ers and res-
i dents who suf fo cated amid the surrounding moon scape. 
To sus tain East Germany’s in dus trial econ omy and pro vide 
power and heating to its pop u la tion, those at the highest lev-
els demanded fur ther ex pan sion of the coal fields, even as lig-
nite qual ity de clined and pol lu tion surged from in stal la tions 
that were lit er ally col laps ing. Revised recultivation maps in 
1981 and 1982 lit er ally erased key rec re a tional fea tures from 
1973/77 that had been projected for the im me di ate fu ture in 
fa vor of in dus trial or less ex pen sive out comes. The pro posed 
Harthsee, for ex am ple, was replaced by a for est pri mar ily 
intended to sat isfy log ging needs. Perhaps one day it could 
also ac com mo date lo cal hik ers, among whom only the very 
el derly might sus tain mem o ries of any for ests Leipzigers had 
once enjoyed south of their city.48

In July 1981, the dis trict’s Office of Territorial Planning 
reflected these ex ploit ative state pri or i ties in its rank ing of 

48 Büro für Berg-
bauangelegenheiten 
bei der Bezirksplan-
kommission Leipzig, 
“Bergbauliche 
Entwicklung im Raum 
zwischen Leipzig und 
Altenburg,” Jan u ary 
1, 1981, SächStAL 
20237, Nr. 33437.

Figure 5. Plan for 
postmining land scape 
in the area be tween 
Leipzig and Altenburg, 
1982. Büro für Berg-
bauangelegenheiten 
bei der Bezirksplan-
kommission Leipzig, 
“Geplante Bergbaufol-
gelandschaft im Raum 
zwischen Leipzig und 
Altenburg,” June 1, 
1982, SächStAL 20237 
Bezirkstag/Rat des 
Bezirkes Leipzig, Nr. 
33437.
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post-min ing land scape ob jec tives. The top three were ag ri cul-
ture, for est ry, and wa ter re sources man age ment. Though “rec-
re a tion” came next, it was closely followed by “trash dumps,” 
and lastly “en vi ron men tal pro tec tion ob jects” (Naturschut-
zobjekte). At the meet ing, the of fi cials jus ti fied their plan’s 
num ber one change, “the can cel la tion of the rec re a tional 
Harth Lake (ca. 140 ha),” due to its six ty-mil li on-mark price 
tag — never men tion ing that the dis trict had fought (and 
failed) to keep the lake af ter a lengthy le gal dis pute with the 
min ing con cerns. Parallel to the de mise of the Harthsee, the 
dis trict was also los ing the Waldbad Lauer, a pop u lar nat u-
ral lake, be cause the Cospuden pit was extending deep into 
the city lim its. Their hope for com pen sa tion through a rec re a-
tional lake in the city’s south ern Lößnig-Dölitz neigh bor hood 
(ul ti mately a park situated atop much older sub ter ra nean 
mines) never came to pass. Only with the com ple tion of the 
Cospudener See af ter the year 2000, they con clud ed, would 
the loss in rec re a tional space wors ened by the elim i na tion of 
the Harthsee truly be corrected. In like man ner, a pro posed 
lake along the city-fac ing north ern fringe of the Espenhain pit 
was also replaced by a for est, “be cause fill ing it with wa ter de-
mands an ef fort that can hardly be eco nom i cally defended,” 
not least be cause it re quired cleaning up the Pleiße river and 
pumping in wa ter from ei ther the Mulde or Weiße Elster, both 
of which were also heavily con tam i nat ed.49

Meanwhile, the pits were expanding too quickly for the 
plan ners to de ter mine what use might be given to them all , 
whether rec re a tional or in dus tri al, at some dis tant fu ture 
date. The sheer scope of this ex pan sion is clear in maps at the 
time, which projected where the pits were to go into the new 
mil len ni um. A No vem ber 1982 meet ing of the same dis trict 
plan ning of fice yielded a new con cep tion of the “post-min ing 
land scape” ex plic itly based on the tenth SED party con gress, 
which demanded even more coal pro duc tion by 1985 and 
there fore the cre a tion of new coal pits that, in Bezirk Leipzig 
alone, would raise coal out put from 52 mil lion tons to 67 mil-

49 Wagner, Direktor, 
Büro für Territori-
alplanung bei der 
Bezirksplankommis-
sion Leipzig, “Thesen 
zur Überarbeitung der 
Konzeption ‘Berg-
baufolgelandschaft 
südlich Leipzigs,’” 
1982, SächStAL 
20237, Nr. 33436, 1–6, 
here 2.
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lion tons per year. The plan ning of fice ad mit ted: “The loss of 
the Harth for est and parts of the Auewald will have an es pe-
cially un fa vor able ef fect, as they have a high value for rec re a-
tion and re gional cul ture as well as a large num ber of spe cif ic, 
some times unique plants.” Along with rec re a tional plans, 
recultivation itself suf fered set backs due to the sheer ex tent 
of projected min ing. Of the 700 hect ares projected as lost 
each year, 600 would be farm land.50 After a tour of the min ing 
re gion, the Kammer der Technik warned that, al though the 
steady re place ment of trains with con veyer belts to trans port 
top soil and over bur den had in creased the ef fi ciency of coal 
ex trac tion, it was diminishing the qual ity of top soil used for 
recultivation. This was, by de fault, the mea ger Mischboden 
mélange of top soil, acidic sands, and clay.51

On the eve of the end of East Germany, the ex treme ten sion 
be tween coal-hun gry Berlin and lo cal de mands for a sus tain-
able land scape had reached a break ing point. The in creased 
num ber and lifespan of coal mines not only threat ened the 
an ni hi la tion of cit ies like Zwenkau and Pegau; the trend also 
dic tated the seem ingly in def i nite de lay of a de light ful rec re-
a tional land scape ex plic itly meant to sat isfy “the de mands of 
hu mans.”52 Although they never expected the SED dic ta tor-
ship to end, no one aware of the new plans could imag ine they 
were sus tain able. In the fi nal days of 1988, the dis trict chair-
man of Farming, Forestry, and Foodstuffs complained to the 
District Planning Commission that the pres ent plans failed 
to sat isfy rec re a tional or even ag ri cul tural and for estry needs 
that had been recommended by ma jor East Ger man schol arly 
in sti tutes (Akademie der Landwirtschaftswissenschaften; 
Institut für Landschaftsforschung und Naturschutz, Halle; 
Arbeitsgruppe Finsterwalde). He noted that, by the year 2000, 
the dis trict would lose 4,300 hect ares of farm land to new pits 
and failed recultivation. The lack of “de ci sions from lead er-
ship” had prevented the implementation of new recultivation 
tech nol ogy es sen tial “to form an eco log i cally sta ble and pro-
duc tive land scape that guaranteed an in ten si fied use as well as  

50 Wagner, Büro 
für Territorialpla-
nung, “Konzeption 
zur Gestaltung der 
Bergbaufolgeland-
schaft in den Braun-
kohlenabbaugebieten 
des Bezirkes Leipzig,” 
No vem ber 17, 1982, 
SächStAL 20237, Nr. 
33436, 1–21, here 2.

51 Kammer der 
Technik BFA 
Forsttechnik/BFA 
Wiederurbarma-
chung/Bodenschutz, 
“KDT – Standpunkt: 
Schlußfolgerungen 
aus der Fachexkursion 
‘Probleme der Wider-
urbarmachung von 
Braunkohlenkippen 
für die forstwirtschaft-
liche Folgenutzung 
im Raum Leipzig-Al-
tenburg’ am 9.10.81,” 
SächStAL 20237, Nr. 
33436, here 1.

52 Wagner, “Konzep-
tion zur Gestaltung der 
Bergbaufolgeland-
schaft,“ 3.
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the pro tec tion of nat u ral re sources.” Forests re quired de cades 
to de vel op, and so the loss of ma ture for ests to min ing would 
yield “a long-term de cline of the eco log i cal sit u a tion and rec-
re a tional con di tions.”53

Even as of fi cials discussed the dire sit u a tion be hind closed 
doors, en gaged lo cal cit i zens pro posed al ter na tive so lu-
tions for en vi ron men tal deg ra da tion. To name one of many 
ex am ples, en vi ron men tal ly-themed re li gious ser vices had 
taken place an nu ally since 1983 in the most dev as tated vil-
lages south of Leipzig to of fer both in for ma tion and pos si ble 
ap proaches for re dress; in 1985, this event fo cused on recul-
tivation and took place in Pötzschau — a largely aban doned 
vil lage slated for de struc tion by min ing — where en gaged cit-
i zens en tered into a po dium dis cus sion with state ex perts like 
Manfred Seela and dis trict lig nite plan ning chair man Ro land 
Holzapfel.54

Despite keen re gional aware ness of the need to in vest in 
recultivating farm land, for ests, rec re a tional spaces, and a sta-
ble ecol o gy, doc u men ta tion over the course of 1989 ex poses 
a cen tral ized lead er ship that held back even re me dial ef forts 
to se cure the cliff lines that would be come shores for fu ture 
lakes or to ame lio rate soil con di tions. To feed the coal econ-
o my, Berlin was ready to be queath to fu ture gen er a tions a 
weedy acidic land scape of col laps ing shores, il le gal dumps, 
and un healthy pools of vin e gar-like wa ter where peo ple were 
sure to bathe any way — and, of course, a stock pile of pa per 
plans for a dis tant-fu ture lake dis trict. Drawing data from 
post-min ing ar eas that had been left to wild veg e ta tion and 
ero sion, one re port warned that, be cause “a ded i cat ed, sen-
si ble [land scape] de vel op ment with spe cial tech niques and 
tech nol o gies is, according to the cur rent state of knowl edge, 
ma te ri ally and eco nom i cally not pos si ble,” the aban doned 
pits and slagheaps sched uled to sit “for over fifty years rep-
re sent an in cal cu la ble risk. Experience has shown that the 
shap ing of a post-min ing land scape [Kippenlandschaft] must 
be gin as fast as pos si ble. The so-called min ing rel ics will 

53 Voigt, Stellverteter 
des Vorsitzenden für 
Land-, Forst- und 
Nahrungsgüter-
wirtschaft to Poppe, 
Bezirksplankom-
mission, De cem ber 
13, 1988, SächStAL 
20237, Nr. 33437.

54 See chap ter five in 
Demshuk, The Filthiest 
Village in Europe: 
Grassroots Ecology 
and the Collapse of 
East Germany (Ithaca, 
NY, 2026).
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in creas ingly turn into an ex pen sive re gional bur den with long-
term con se quences,” such as the in ev i ta ble il le gal rec re a tional 
use of un se cured slopes and mounds of acidic sands.55 Nev-
ertheless, early 1989 meet ings of the dis trict plan ning of fices 
con firmed that min ing needs (rad i cally expanding pits) and 
in suf fi cient funding to se cure fu ture lake sites meant that 
the pro posed Espenhain lake would only ap pear some time 
around the year 2090, long af ter the pres ent decisionmakers 
and even their grandchildren were dead and bur ied.56

Conclusion: Cultural Landscapes from Lignite Moonscapes

Just months be fore Leipzig’s Peaceful Revolution, dis-
trict plan ners were foreclosing on the idea of a rec re a tional 

55 Emphasis in orig i-
nal, VE BKK Bitterfeld 
HA Projektierung 
Leipzig, “Standpunkt 
zur Niederschrift 
über die Beratung 
am 23.1.89 zur 
Kippenentwicklung 
im Großtagebau 
Espenhain,” Feb ru ary 
15, 1989, SächStAL 
20237, Nr. 33437.

Figure 6. Mining land-
scape in Cospuden 
(“Tagebau Cospud-
en”), 1989. Photogra-
pher: Thomas Thiel. 
Reproduced by per-
mis sion.

56 Büro für Territo-
rialplanung bei der 
Bezirksplankommis-
sion Leipzig, “Entwurf 
der Ratsvorlage 
Beschlußgegenstand: 
Veränderung der 
Bergbaufolgeland-
schaft im Bereich des 
Brückenschlauchs 

an der nördlichen 
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Tagebaues Espen-
hain,” Feb ru ary 7, 
1989; idem., “Nie-
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Beratung ‘Varianten 
zur Kippenentwicklung 
im Tagebau Espen-
hain’ als Vorbereitung 

des Antrages auf 
Standortgenehmigung 
zur Weiterführung des 
Tagebaues Espenhain 
im Zeitraum 1991–95, 
am 31.3.89 im Büro für 
Territorialplanung,” 
March 30, 1989, 
SächStAL 20237, Nr. 
33437.
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 won der land and accepting one hun dred years of wild moon-
scape dev as ta tion which would never have allowed for the 
cre a tion of the lake dis trict the re gion enjoys to day. GDR-
era plans and sci en tific knowl edge in formed the cre a tion 
of Leipzig’s “Neuseenland” pre cisely be cause of the un ex-
pected end of com mu nism and resulting clo sure (rather than 
ex pan sion) of most of East Germany’s pit min ing and car bo-
chemical in fra struc ture, in tan dem with un imag in able fi nan-
cial and ma te rial as sis tance from West Germany. Many of 
Leipzig’s post-1989 plan ners had re ceived train ing and ex pe-
ri ence dur ing the East Ger man pe ri od, just as the con crete 
dream of a lake dis trict south of Leipzig transcended the di-
vide of 1989 as a seem ingly self-ev i dent goal in the mul ti fac-
eted plan ning that emerged over the 1990s.57

This pa per has shown how one can trace the evo lu tion of 
East Ger man recultivation sci ence and praxis through sev eral 
dis crete phases. After poor recultivation out comes through 
the mid-1950s, a range of schol ars and ex perts were  able to 
plan and start implementing ef forts to save and en rich top-
soil for ag ri cul tural and for estry uses. These in cluded Ros-
tock ge ol ogy pro fes sor Albrecht Krummsdorf and his stu dent 
Manfred Seela, who spearheaded cre a tion of a recultivation 
op er a tion (Zwischenbetriebliche Einrichtung Rekultivierung 
(ZBE)) south of Leipzig in Borna in 1971, and by the 1980s 
implemented use of lime with lig nite fil ter ash col lected 
from power plants to ame lio rate acid ity in recultivated land 
(Domsdorfer Aschemeliorationsverfahren). Such ex perts were 
in formed by am bi tious and evolv ing Bezirk-level plans for 
a fu ture lake dis trict that was to one day re place the moon-
scape. Building on ear lier plans, a sweep ing 1973 Bezirk-level 
“Conception for Shaping the Post-Mining land scape in the re-
gion be tween Leipzig and Altenburg” was re vised in 1977 to 
pro ject a “Leipzig-Altenburger Lake District.” Unfortunately, 
the fur ther plans which followed in the 1980s were not mere 
re vi sions, but rather sub stan tial al ter ations that pre sumed 
ever more de struc tion of pro duc tive land for coal min ing and 

57 Detailed as sess-
ment of post-1989 
plan ning will fea ture 
in the book that re sults 
from my on go ing 
com par a tive pro ject 
en ti tled Cold War Coal 
Pits.
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less rec re a tional ca pac ity for the pub lic. In sum, it is hardly 
sur pris ing that cen tral ized plan ning, with its em pha sis on 
coal pro duc tion at vir tu ally all  costs, lim ited and ul ti mately 
inhibited Bezirk-level land scape plan ners from crafting a 
Neuseenland dur ing the com mu nist pe ri od. Yet to over em-
pha size fail ures dic tated from above would over look the dog-
ged de ter mi na tion of geo log i cal and ag ri cul tural ex perts of 
global stand ing, whose con cep tions were in creas ingly enter-
tained by Bezirk and Kreis-level of fi cials.

Increased bu reau cratic pres sure to im ple ment recultivation 
un for tu nately co in cided with the 1970s oil cri sis. Intent on 
phas ing out coal in fa vor of cheap Soviet oil and gas, the East 
Ger man re gime had neglected re pairs to its coal in stal la tions 
dur ing the 1960s, and then overtaxed them when, along-
side an end to sub si dized raw re sources from the USSR, the 
Honecker ad min is tra tion en cour aged greater con sump tion 
that re lied on coal pro duc tion. Recultivation ef forts—though 
more ex ten sive and ad vanced than those implemented in the 
1960s—could not keep up with the ex po nen tial in crease in 
pit min ing and in dus trial out put from out dated and decaying 
in dus trial fa cil i ties. By the mid- to late 1980s, the beau ti ful 
lake dis trict planned since the 1950s was forestalled well into 
the fu ture.

Such an out come was dan ger ous, ex perts protested: if con-
tem po rary min ing op er a tions failed to make ba sic prep a ra-
tions such as sta bi liz ing pit cliffs, neu tral iz ing acidic soils, 
en sur ing suf fi cient top soil, and car ing for wa ter dis tri bu tion, 
the lake dis trict’s acidic wa ters hemmed by col laps ing shore-
lines would be bequeathed as more of a li a bil ity than an as set 
to their great-grandchildren in one hun dred years’ time. This 
forestalling of a vi a ble new land scape co in cided with ex po-
nen tially in creas ing grass roots un rest over the clear and pres-
ent dan ger of in dus trial pol lu tion and run away pit min ing. 
Agitated lo cal res i dents (who of ten re lied on the coal in dus try 
that was destroying their Heimat) typ i cally attacked re gime 
in com pe tence with out dif fer en ti at ing be tween block ad ing 
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cen tral min is tries and re gional of fi cials and ex perts who had 
been fight ing for recultivation all  along. After 1989, this tri-
um phal ist nar ra tive of uni form re gime in com pe tence and 
pub lic vic tim hood be came com mon knowl edge.

Many com mu nist-era con cerns re main cur rent: the strug-
gle to neu tral ize lake pH lev els, the dev as ta tion of the wa ter 
ta ble, soil in fer til i ty, the in sta bil ity of shore lines, com pe ti tion 
over ground wa ter be tween farm ing and rec re a tional uses, 
and more.58 Furthermore, just as com mu nist-era recultivation 
ex perts strug gled with tech ni cal and nat u ral chal lenges, even 
the most spec tac u lar achieve ments of recultivation since 
1989 have confronted the lim its of hu man abil ity to con trol 
na ture af ter it has been de graded through our prior ex ploi-
ta tion. In May 2013, plan ners re al ized the “con crete dream” 
of a ca nal connecting two nearly com pleted lakes. Right 
where just twenty years ear lier the Espenhain mine’s dusty, 
un kempt over bur den heaps had tow ered with acidic sands, 
rec re a tional boat ers were now  able to pass be tween the newly 
crafted Markkleeberger and Störmthaler lakes, via a ca nal and 
lock sys tem that over came a four-me ter height dif fer ence. Just 
a few years lat er, how ev er, some lit eral cracks appeared in 
this seem ing tri umph of post-min ing recultivation. In March 
2021, the ca nal was closed in def i nite ly. Alongside mis takes in 
con struc tion, it ap pears that plan ners had failed to ap pre ci-
ate the chal lenges that could oc cur when ground wa ter rose 
again through the sandy over bur den that had been dumped 
af ter min ing.59 Notwithstanding con sid er able prep a ra tion 
that had in cluded compressing the newly shifted soils along 
the sides of the ca nal, the ce ment-lined edges of the lock were 
deemed un sta ble.

Today the closed ca nal has de volved into an ex pen sive mess 
of fences, weath er ing ce ment walls, ag ing equip ment, and 
stag nant wa ter. While two of the three sight seeing boats have 
been re stricted into each sep a rate lake, the third was re cently 
sold by the owner due to de clin ing tour ist rev e nues. Work on 
an other ca nal be tween the nearby Cospudener and Zwen-

58 “1. Ergänzung 
und Präzisierung der 
Konzeption zur Gestal-
tung der Bergbaufol-
gelandschaft im Raum 
zwischen Leipzig und 
Altenburg,” July 15, 
1977, SächStAL 20237,  
Nr. 07137, 4–16,  
here 16.

59 Björn Meine, “Wer 
blockiert den Harth-
kanal?” Leipziger 
Volkszeitung, July 14, 
2022, 16.
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60 “Bauarbeiten 
an Kanuparkschle-
use—Seesperrung 
im Leipziger Neu-
seenland,” Feb ru-
ary 2, 2022, https:  / 
 /www  .kanu  -sachsen 
 .de  /2022  /02  /03 
 /bauarbeiten  -an 
 -kanuparkschleuse 
 -seensperrung  -im 
 -leipziger  -neuseenland 
 /, accessed Au gust 16, 
2024.

kauer lakes (from the neigh bor ing Böhlen/Zwenkau pit mine) 
has been overshadowed by the ca lam i ty. In a worst-case sce-
nar io, the lock could fail, and wa ter from the to po graph i cally 
higher Störmthaler Lake could come gushing through into the 
lower Markkleeberger Lake to flood nearby Connewitz and 
pos si bly even a swathe of cen tral Leipzig.60

As this story exemplifies, even the most in no va tive plan ning 
and gen er ous in vest ment could not re pair the fun da men tal 
dam age that pit min ing had done to the nat u ral world. This 
is not to down play recultivation out comes like the lake dis-
trict south of Leipzig. On the con trary: this ar ti cle has up held 
recultivation plan ning and all -too-lim ited achieve ments 
un der com mu nism, just as it cel e brates the over com ing of the 
dys to pian min ing land scape that had prevailed across much 
of the re gion in 1989. It is none the less the case that hu mans 
have ir rev o ca bly al tered geo log i cal sub struc tures, aqui fers, 
soil chem is try, archeological traces, and rich cul tural land-
scapes. The new land scape is un ruly, be cause its dam age 
runs so deep. Even as Cold War-era land scape  schol ars and 
 plan ners had chided min ing col lec tives for fail ing in their 
duties to recultivate what they had left be hind, they had 

Figure 7. The 
Störmthaler-Mark-
kleeberger lock, 
Au gust 2022. Author’s 
pho to graph.
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remained firm in their be lief that they could pro duce some-
thing bet ter than the world as it had existed be fore min ing. 
This was hu bris. Such de struc tion could not some how pre fig-
ure the cre a tion of a new par a dise that exceeded the nat u ral 
beau ty, pro duc tiv i ty, and cul tural rich ness of what had come 
be fore. Reading the en thu si asm of con tem po rary tour ist and 
land scape-plan ning bro chures, one can not es cape the sense 
that this hu bris lives on to day.
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