
City as a stage for reform:  
Britain and Germany 1890-1914 

 
Conveners: German Historical Institute, London; Centre for Urban History, 
Leicester; German Society for Urban History and Urban Research (GSU) 
 
Venue: London, German Historical Institute, 26-28 March 2009 
 

Aim of the conference 
The centenary of the Housing and Town Planning Act in 2009 marks a significant 
event not only in the history of town planning but also beyond in the wider history of 
social policy and social reform. In a wider perspective, the period between c. 1890 
and the First World War was characterised by a flourishing of urban reform 
movements, both on the individual (life reform) as well as the collective level. Faced 
by growing social and cultural criticism directed at the big city as the epitome of 
social and physical degeneration and environmental degradation municipal 
administrations came round to intervene in increasingly comprehensive ways in the 
lay-out and functioning of cities. Besides town planning a range of other intervening 
activities such as municipal services, housing policies, welfare reforms were 
discussed and partly implemented. After 1900 these debates increasingly were not just 
led on local or national levels, but became integrated into international debates and 
exchanges on social and urban reform, as they were conducted in a rapidly growing 
range of international conferences and organizations. In this international exchange 
Britain and Germany had particular significance: Britain as the first industrialised and 
urbanised nation with a long tradition of private welfare activities and an increasing 
readiness to embrace interventionist policies among progressive municipal 
administrations such as Birmingham and Glasgow; Germany as a rapidly 
industrialising country with a strong statist tradition where cities – in their property as 
‘state’ on the local level – came to adopt interventionist policies already from the 
early 1880s. Town planning – although not under the name – thus already had a 
tradition of more than two decades in German cities when the British debate really 
commenced after 1900. In that period after 1900 we can observe a growing mutual 
fascination between British and German intellectuals and social reformers who 
believed in ‘progress’, in the possibility to substantially improve society and cities by 
reform despite the contemporaneous rise of imperialist rivalry. German housing 
reformers thus quickly adopted the Garden City idea and affluent middle-class 
citizens keen to follow new trends of life reform grew enthusiastic about the “English 
House”, after Hermann Muthesius had presented its aesthetic and social qualities to 
the German public. On the other hand British social reformers such as Thomas C. 
Horsfall discovered German town planning in its ‘ordering of public spaces’ as a 
remedy against British decline as shown by the catastrophic Boer War. Eventually 
this – enabled by the ‘New Liberalism’ government -  provided the impetus for the 
parliamentary initiative leading to the Housing and Town Planning Act. After 1910 
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the exchange between British and German reformers had grown into a mass 
movement of mutual visits and inspection tours.   
This conference aims to highlight and focus these debates over urban and social 
reform in both countries and their interrelations. It intends to reflect on the 
significance of the city as a stage for reform, far more than the nation state, in that 
period. It will inquire, how far there actually was an “international urban progressive 
movement” with comparable notions, concepts and projects.  
 
Andreas Gestrich / Gisela Mettele/ Dieter Schott 
 

Programme 
Thursday, 26th March 
 
13.00 Registration 
 
14.00 Opening 
 

• Welcome – Address by Prof. Andreas Gestrich (GHIL) 
• Prof. Roey Sweet (CUH Leicester) 
• Prof. Dieter Schott (GSU) 

 
14.20-16.20 I. Setting the Scene: The 1890s and Urban Reform 

(Chair: Simon Gunn, Leicester) 
 

• Reformers, projects and measures of urban reform in Britain (John Griffiths, 
Melbourne) 

 
• ‘A new era?’ Cities as arenas for progressive mayors in Germany  

(Dieter Schott, Darmstadt) 
 

• Social Reforms in British Cities as seen by Germans (Andrew Lees, Rutgers 
University) 

 
• Life reform and the city (Ina Zweiniger-Bargielowska, Chicago) 

 
16.20-16.40 Coffee Break 

 
16.40-18.10 II. New ways of seeing the City 

(Chair: Georg Wagner-Kyora, Hannover) 
 

• The Rise of Urban Inspection 1840-1914 (Chris Otter, Ohio State) 
 

• The Care of Historical Cities. British-German exchanges on preservation  
(Astrid Swenson, Cambridge) 
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• Making sense by counting: Urban statistics (Richard Rodger, Edinburgh) 

 
 
19.00 Reception 
 
 Keynote speech  
 Stephen Ward (Oxford) 
 
British Learning from German Urban Planning: Reflecting on the century since 1909 
  

Friday, 27th March 
 
09.00-10.30 III. Poverty in the City: Perceptions, Instruments, Projects  

(Chair: Andreas Gestrich, GHIL) 
 

• Female Cosmopolitanism and Social Reform: German Women Social 
Reformer’s Travels to England 1890’s-1910’s (Iris Schroeder, Berlin) 

 
• ‘Uplifting the poor’: Involving middle-class men and women into municipal 

poor welfare (Michael Schäfer, Dresden) 
 

• Robert Sherard: The Cosmopolitan Journalist and the Slum Exposé, 1897-
1905 (Diana Maltz, Southern Oregon University) 
 

 10.30-10.50 Coffee Break 
 
10.50-12.50 IV. The Housing Question and Social Progress 

(Chair: Adelheid von Saldern, Hannover) 
 
•  Radicalizing the settlement house movement: Community, Domesticity and 

 Social Space at Kingsley Hall People’s House in Bow.  (Seth Koven, Rutgers) 
 
•      Learning from England: German Working-class and social stability 
 (Gerd Kuhn, Stuttgart) 
  
•       Housing reform and women’s movement (Ulla Terlinden, Berlin) 
 
 12.50-14.00 Lunch Break 
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14.00-16.00 V. From Garden City to Town Planning 
(Anthony Sutcliffe, Nottingham) 
 

• The Garden City concept as a solution to the Crisis of the Metropolis (Dennis 
Hardy, London) 
 

• Partial Import of a social utopian concept: The Garden City Movement in 
Germany (Gisela Mettele, Leicester) 

 
• Thomas C. Horsfall: “The German Example” – a selective reading of German 

town planning practice (Michael Harrison, Birmingham City University) 
 
• Towards town planning: urban progress in the field of politics (Brian Ladd, 

SUNY Albany) 
 
 
 
16.00-18.00 Excursion: t.b.a 
  
 
19.00 Conference Dinner at GHI 
 

Saturday, 28th March 
 
09.00-10.30 VI. Town Planning as Field for Social Progress? 

(Clemens Wischermann, Konstanz) 
 

• Slum clearance as an intervention and as a catalyst for Town Planning  
and Social Reform. Based on case studies in Hamburg and London before 
World War I  (Dirk Schubert, Hamburg) 

 
• The RIBA Conference 1910: A Focus for International Town Planning 

(William Whyte, Oxford) 
 

• Town planning as an international debate: Mediators and interpreters: Werner 
Hegemann (Christiane Crasemann-Collins) 

 
 10.30-10.50 Coffee Break 

 
10.50-12.20 VII. City – Region and Beyond 

(Martina Heßler, Offenbach) 
 
• Patrick Geddes and the concept of the regional survey 

(Helen Meller, Nottingham) 
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• Private Capital and public planning in the Greater Berlin Competition and the 
Ruhr Conurbation debate (Christoph Bernhardt, Berlin/ Darmstadt) 
 

• “But a local phase of a world problem?” Locating the British-German 
conversation within urban reform circulatory regimes (Pierre-Yves Saunier, 
Lyon) 
 

 
12.30-14.00 Lunch Break 
 

14.00-15.30 VIII. The City as the Stage for Social Progress? – Final Debate 
(Chair: Roey Sweet) 

(Chairs will be invited to contribute to this final debate by short statements of 5 
minutes after the introductory comment)  
 
• Introductory comment (Clemens Zimmermann, Saarbrücken) 
 
• General debate 

 
• Closing Remarks (Andreas Gestrich, GHIL) 

 


