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Introduction

If the typical nineteenth century home was the 
urban terrace and the twentieth century home 
was the suburban semi, where will we be liv-
ing in the twenty-first century? Places that one 
generation regard as normal and even inevitable 
can very quickly be seen as inappropriate for 
subsequent generations with different needs. 
It is the contention of this book that just such 
a change is taking place at present and the 
housing which has dominated our towns and 
cities in the twentieth century will fail to meet 
our future needs. We argue that a revolution 
will take place, is already taking place, which 
is comparable to the switch from the predomi-
nantly urban society of the Victorian age to 
the suburban society which has dominated the 
twentieth century. 
 There is something remarkable about a 
century. We characterise history as if revolutions 
in technology and values take place as one cen-
tury passes into the next when in practice devel-
opment is much more complex. The Industrial 
Revolution, for example, is seen as a nineteenth 

century phenomenon whereas, in reality, the 
key developments took place in the eighteenth 
century and many of the practices, such as the 
use of machinery and the employment of large 
numbers of people in one building, could be 
found in some places centuries earlier still. The 
advent of a new century is, however, a time 
for reflection and a reassessment of values and 
priorities. Such was the case at the beginning 
of the twentieth century when the garden city 
pioneers succeeded in transforming the Brit-
ish view of the ideal home. At the turn of the 
century people tend to look forward and New 
Year resolutions are writ large on the national 
consciousness. If this is the case at the end of a 
century, how much more should it be the case 
at the end of a millennium. 
 When we plan our towns and cities, 
when we build housing, we should be thinking 
at least 100 years ahead, something that we 
have manifestly failed to do in the recent past. 
Successful places are those that stand the test 
of time, that are built to last. It is ironic that 

What will be the twen-
ty-first century home? 
A change as radical as 
that from the nineteenth 
century terrace to this 
century’s suburban close 
is likely to take place in 
the twenty-first century?
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prefabs built as a temporary solution to hous-
ing shortages after the war remained popular 
for many years and some have recently been 
listed, yet council housing built in the 1960s 
and 1970s has been demolished. Huge mis-
takes have been made in the way that we have 
planned our towns and cities and built public 
housing. This represents a profligate waste of 
resources, not only in terms of the loans which 
are still being paid off, or indeed the materials 
and energy which have been wasted, but, most 
importantly, in terms of the blighted lives of 
thousands of people forced to live in someone 
else’s flawed Utopia. Those who care about 
housing need to follow Ruskin’s advice: ‘When 
we build let us think that we build for ever’. 
This is a test that we have too often failed in 
the twentieth century, a failure that we must 
not repeat in the future. 
 At the start of the nineteenth century 
the population of the UK was booming and 
dwellings were required in huge numbers to 
house the expanding industrial workforce. At 
the start of the twentieth century there was 
also a major housing shortage due to the stag-
nation of private building. More significantly 
there was an overwhelming feeling after the 
First World War that standards had to be im-
proved to provide ‘homes fit for heroes’. This 
was translated not only into a huge increase 

in output and the creation of mass council 
housing, it also led to a major rethink in the 
way that these houses were built. At the end of 
the twentieth century the debate is also about 
housing numbers, as a result not of population 
growth but household growth. Yet while the 
debate rages about where new housing should 
be built and the balance between green field 
and urban development there is much less 
debate about what we should be building and 
the sort of towns and cities that we should be 
creating. Having had our fingers burnt badly 
when we last addressed these issues there is 
little appetite for innovation and a feeling that 
housing design should be left to the market. 
Yet if we are to accommodate more housing in 
urban areas to protect the countryside we must 
rethink the way that housing is built just as the 
garden city reformers did at the end of the last 
century. This is both an enormous challenge 
and an important opportunity to reshape our 
towns and cities for the new millennium. 

The pressure for change
In order to understand the nature of this 
challenge we must understand the significant 
changes that are taking place in the popula-
tion profile of Britain. Demographic change is 
causing household size to fall and the increase 
in household numbers to outstrip population 
growth. There can be few people who are not 
aware of the 4.4 million extra households that 
have been projected by government by �0161 
since the issue has spilled out from the pages of 
the professional press into the national media. 
The scale of this figure is enormous. There 
are, for example only �.8 million households 
living in Greater London, the entire new town 
programme after the war only accommodated 
around 1 million households and to accom-
modate household growth through new town 
building we would have to build more than 
forty cities the size of Milton Keynes. 
 However even these projections may 
be an underestimate. Government statisticians 
have warned that actual rates of household 
growth are outstripping the projections – partly 

Flawed Utopias: 
Never again should 

we force people 
with no other 

choices to live in 
someone else’s  

flawed Utopia
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as a result of inward migration from the Euro-
pean Union – and that the estimates may be 
raised by as much as a million households in the 
next round of projections. The Joseph Rown-
tree Foundation has also estimated that there 
is a need to provide a further 480 000 homes 
to meet the backlog of unmet housing need� 
suggesting that household growth could be as 
much as 6 million between 1991 and �016. If 
we discount from this the 850 000 homes al-
ready built since 1991 we are left with a need to 
accommodate just over 5.1 million households 
in the next 17 years. This represents �00 000 
homes a year which would mean a doubling of 
current housing output.
 The accommodation of this household 
growth has become the great planning issue 
of our time. The prospect of house building 
covering England’s green and pleasant land has 
led to demonstrations on the streets of London 
and the eco-campaigners, who were so effec-
tive in causing government to reassess its road 
building policy, are now turning their attention 
to the housebuilding industry. While the rate 
of household growth today is not greater than 
it has been for much of the century, there is a 
feeling that enough is enough and we can no 
longer continue to sacrifice our countryside to 
the relentless sprawl of urban areas. To this have 
been added concerns about the fact that urban 
sprawl is fuelling car use leading to a build-up 
of pressure for change. 
 We review these pressures for change in 
this book and suggest where and how the homes 
of the twentyfirst century should be built. The 
reform of urban Britain may seem a vast and 
daunting task but decisions we take now could 
have a far-reaching effect on our towns and cit-
ies. If we were to assume that household growth 
in the next century continued at the same pace 
as it has done in the twentieth century and that 
this was accommodated with new housebuild-
ing, we will have built 19 million new homes 
by �100. If we were to assume that, in addition 
to this, we will replace 15 000 existing homes 
a year, the total housing stock in the year �100 
will be just over �8 million, more than half of 

which are yet to be built. Decisions that we 
make at the turn of the millennium about the 
future shape of housing will therefore have a 
fundamental effect on the future of our towns 
and cities and the wellbeing of a large propor-
tion of the population.
 If we choose to accept existing trends 
of dispersal and population drift to the south, 
we will face the continuing and perhaps irre-
versible decline of urban areas, the loss of valued 
green belt and agricultural land, as well as a 
huge growth in car use. If we do not we must 
rethink, almost from first principles, UK plan-
ning policy. It is our contention that we must 
do the latter and in doing this must rediscover 
the town and the city as the most natural and 
civilised form of human settlement.

Rediscovering the city
The potential to accommodate household 
growth in existing settlements has received in-
creasing attention over recent years. This raises 
a number of issues about the ethics and prac-
ticality of government dictating where people 
should live. Should housing allocations be based 
on demand or do they distort demand? Should 
they be used as a tool for social engineering by 
shifting population back to urban areas which 
have been losing population for much of this 
century? This may help to meet housing need, 
to address urban decline, and to create more 
sustainable transport patterns but it would 
mean forcing people to live where they clearly 
do not wish to. Such a policy has been described 
as ‘Stalinist’� but a more realistic charge is 
that it is simply unrealistic. Population shifts 
are part of wider economic trends such as the 
increase of home ownership, the growth of the 
middle-classes and the decline of manufactur-
ing industry. Jobs and economic activity have 
moved out of cities and those with resources to 
do so have followed. This has combined with 
a preference for the sort of physical environ-
ment that suburban areas offer to undermine 
the attraction of urban areas. The repopulation 
of cities will not therefore be achieved through 
regulation. This would have as much chance of 
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success as King Canute did in turning the tide. 
If urban areas are to be repopulated it must be 
through attraction rather than coercion. We 
need to create urban environments able to at-
tract people back to towns and cities. It is this 
task that we address in this book.
 In building the twenty-first century 
home we are concerned not so much with the 
individual home, important as this is. What 
matters far more is the location of housing, its 
layout, its relationship to different uses, to trans-
port systems and to open space. In short we are 
talking about the shape of our towns and cities. 
Housing is the predominant urban land use in 
the UK so that no discussion about the future 
of urban areas can ignore the issue of housing. 
The reverse is also true and no discussion of 
housing can ignore its effect on the wider health 
of urban areas. Yet this is just what hard-pressed 
housing developers in all sectors are doing. In 
catering for the short-term needs of the market 
and pressures to meet pressing housing needs 
they are producing housing which looks to the 
past rather than the future and reinforces trends 
which are no longer sustainable. They are taking 
the safest option, the lowest common denomi-
nator, rather than seeking to raise standards and 
cater for society’s changing needs.
 We must question this short-sighted 
approach. We must not allow social housing 
developers to create suburban ‘sink’ estates 
that will rival the council highrise disasters of 
the 1960s and 1970s just as we must prevent 
private developers creating ‘gated communities’ 
cut of from society or places that add to already 
unsustainable levels of car use. We will show that 
the current pattern of housing development is 
inextricably linked to the growth in car use, to 
environmentally unsustainable patterns of life, to 
the increasing polarisation of society, and to the 
decline of large parts of our cities. We argue that 
housing needs to be viewed in this wider context 
to develop housing forms which will serve the 
needs of both residents and wider society by 
rediscovering the benefits of the city and creat-
ing attractive, sustainable urban neighbourhoods 
where people will want to live.

A divided society
For much of the twentieth century the housing 
debate has focused not on the wider impact of 
housing development but on improving con-
ditions for the tenants of social housing. This 
has led professionals to postulate in bricks and 
mortar (and concrete and steel), what is good for 
people, what will promote their health, commu-
nities, family life and comfort. Over-simplistic 
theories and inappropriate values have been 
applied to housing and have blighted the lives of 
thousands of people least able to cope with the 
consequences. The operation of communities 
and the way people live does not yield easily 
to such logical analysis. The designation on a 
plan of a play area does not mean that children 
will play there. ‘Defensible space’ means little 
if it is not defended. Designers are constantly 
thwarted by ‘difficult’ residents who do not live 
their lives in the way that was intended and fail 
to share the middle-class values of the designer 
and developer. 
 Indeed the middle classes, able to 
choose where and how they live, have largely 
been able to avoid the attentions of the housing 
professions. Working through private develop-
ers they have created their own ‘Bourgeois 
Utopias’ as Robert Fishman has called them4. 
The middle-class suburb, which has changed 
little over the last 100 years, has many detrac-
tors but is undoubtedly the most enduring and 
successful housing form created in the twentieth 
century. The suburb with its curving tree-lined 
streets, semi-detached housing and gardens 
front and back has, more than any of the utopias 
developed by architects and housing thinkers in 
the last hundred years, been the real twentieth 
century housing success. While its origins can 
be traced back to the garden city pioneers, its 
success is based upon the extent to which it 
meets the concerns, and aspirations of a large 
part of the population. 
 Twentieth century housing has there-
fore given physical form to the divisions in 
society. Council housing, originally envisaged as 
providing for the affluent working classes5, has, 
along with housing association development, 
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Where will the people go in the 
21st century? It is a hundred years 
since Ebenezer Howard published 
his three magnets in Tomorrow – A 
peaceful path to real reform. It has 
become one of the most potent sym-
bols of twentieth century planning.   
However times have changed and 
we now need to reverse the polarity 
of the magnets by developing new 
models which will attract people 
back to cities in the twenty-first 
century.  
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become the stigmatised housing of last resort. 
The problems of social housing and urban areas 
have become synonymous and those with the 
means to do so have abandoned the city to the 
poor and socially excluded. Will Hutton6 de-
scribes a 40:�0:�0 society based not on wealth 
but on security. He estimates that 40% of the 
population are privileged to feel secure, �0% 
are struggling and insecure and �0% are ef-
fectively excluded. The excluded live in a world 
of dependency and benefits, often on estates 
which are the legacy of failed housing ideals. 
Large parts of our cities are being abandoned 
to this excluded �0%. Unlike Disraeli’s Two 
Nations who may have lived separately but at 
least mixed together on the city’s streets, Hut-
ton’s three societies live increasingly separated 
lives. Today’s middle classes shun the city not 
because of industry and pollution but through 
fear of crime and concerns about their children’s 
education. This is not a recipe for a just or a 
healthy city or indeed a healthy society.
 The only way to overcome these 
divisions is to reinvent urban areas as civilised 
places that can meet the residential aspirations 
of a much broader cross section of society. We 
are not suggesting that the suburb should be 
abandoned but that people should at least be 
given the option of urban living. This does not 
mean replacing one set of outdated dogmas with 
another. It requires jettisoning the ideological 
baggage of social housing and gentrification by 
the left and right. But most of all it means the 
developing of urban housing that will attract 
those able to choose where to live.

Structure of this book
The first part of this book is devoted to the 
forces which shape housing development and 
the pattern of settlements. Chapter 1 explores 
the way that towns and cities have developed 
in Britain and the effect that this has had on 
our perceptions of the type and location of 
housing that is valued. Chapter � deals with the 
influence of Utopian thinkers on the twentieth 
century home, both as the root of many current 
attitudes and as a case study of how change is 

brought about. Chapter � describes the legacy 
of this thinking on the way that settlements 
have been planned and Chapter 4 shows how 
these forces have shaped housing over the last 
two centuries and have led to the housing that 
we build today. These factors must be under-
stood by anyone seeking to influence future 
housing.
 Part � of the book then sets out the 
four main influences which we believe will 
shape future housing, the Four Cs as we call 
them; conservation, choice, community and 
cost. These factors  have, to a greater or lesser 
extent, always shaped housing. The change, for 
example, from the extended Victorian family to 
the self-sufficient nuclear family fundamentally 
affected housing choices and ideas of com-
munity. The predicted future growth in single 
and childless households may have an equally 
significant affect on housing preferences. 
 In Part � we describe the sort of hous-
ing and urban areas that could result from these 
trends. We argue that the Four Cs point to the 
need for housing which is denser, contains a mix 
of uses, house types and tenures, reduces car use 
and supports good public transport, is robust 
and safe, and promotes a sense of community. In 
short we argue that housing must become more 
urban and that the sustainable urban neighbour-
hood should be developed as a model that can 
compete with the attractions of the suburb. 
 Throughout the book we use the 
short-hand ‘towns and cities’ to describe set-
tlements in the UK. Some of the people who 
looked through the early drafts assumed that we 
are talking solely about large cities. This is not 
the case. The processes and attitudes that we 
describe – which have led to the suburbanisa-
tion of urban areas – apply, to a greater or lesser 
extent, to the majority of settlements in the 
UK from the largest city to the smallest town. 
This is not to say, of course, that all towns are 
the same. Suburbanisation has taken place to a 
much lesser extent in traditional places such as 
market towns and even historic cities such as 
Oxford and Chester. However we believe that 
the conclusions and lessons that we draw are 
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relevant to the majority of UK settlements. 
 We may be accused of putting forward 
our own Utopia, as unrealistic and unachiev-
able as those of the past. We believe, however, 
that the ideas that we set out are nothing new; 
they have been advocated by the urban design 
profession for many years, if rarely put into 
practice on the ground. They are also reflected 
in government policy and some local authority 
plans (partly in response to the advocacy of the 
Urban Villages campaign). They are being built, 
as we write, in enlightened pockets throughout 
Britain, Europe and North America if not yet 
on a sufficient scale. What we have done is to 
draw these strands together within the context 
of the changing trends described in the first part 
of this book both to document and contribute 
to an emerging movement – ‘New Urbanism’ 
as it has been called in the US. 
 We are not prescriptive about where 
and how housing should be built. Chapter 9 
explores the location of housing and argues that 
there is a place for suburban development and 
new settlements alongside urban consolidation 
and infill. We seek to promote the latter rather 
than criticise the former. Yet the design of hous-
ing must reflect its location. Currently when 
urban development takes place the resulting 

housing, for want of more appropriate models, 
often ends up aping its suburban cousins. In 
an over-reaction to the mistakes of the past the 
curving cul-de-sac and semi-detached starter 
home is starting to appear in the heart of towns 
and cities. We argue that this is damaging to the 
grain, diversity and heritage of urban areas. But 
these arguments alone will carry little weight 
against the cry of ‘give the people what they 
want’. More important is the affect of such 
low density development on the economy of 
towns and cities, on their community life and 
sustainability, and their ability to meet the needs 
of new household types.
 We therefore argue that there is a need 
for new models of urban development to stand 
alongside the tried and tested suburban mod-
els. We do not suggest that these new models 
should be imposed on the suburbs, any more 
than suburban models should be imposed on 
the city. There are already some good urban 
models emerging through the Urban Villages 
Forum in Britain, the European Sustainable Cit-
ies Campaign and, in America, the Pedestrian 
Pocket movement. These models, whilst often 

The changing face 
of urban housing: 
For want of more 
appropriate models 
the suburban semi is 
colonising the very heart 
of our cities and is as 
inappropriate as much 
of the high-rise housing 
that it has replaced
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developed for new settlements, are increasingly 
being applied to existing urban areas. They 
point to a rediscovery of the art of creating 
selfsustaining urban neighbourhoods. What we 
seek to do is to synthesise this emerging urban 
thinking into a new agenda for our towns and 
cities which can reverse the destructive dispersal 
of the last 150 years. Our aim is to create urban 
areas that rank alongside successful continental 
cities rather than following the sad decline of 
many American urban areas.
 Over the last few years we have been 
closely involved in these issues, through con-
sultancy work for local authorities throughout 
the UK. Through this work the ideas set out 
in this book have been discussed with local 
authorities, developers, professionals and resi-
dents across the country. The response has been 
illuminating. On the one hand when the ideas 
are discussed in general terms there is relatively 
little disagreement. They are seen as common 
sense or in some cases a statement of the obvi-
ous. This is due in part to the images that people 
conjure up when thinking about urban areas 
– the historic market town, Georgian Bath, or 
the vibrant continental towns that they visit on 
holiday. However, if you take the discussion to 
the next level of detail, the way in which these 
ideas affect what is built, the reaction is often 
very different and much more hostile. Private 
developers claim that it will never sell, housing 
associations say that it cannot be built within 
cost limits, highway engineers complain that 

it is unsafe, planners argue that there will be 
conflicts of use or town cramming. Whilst 
everyone wants a better environment they 
object to restrictions on the unfettered right to 
use and park their car. The usual response is ‘I 
have no objection to the principles but do have 
a number of detailed concerns’. Yet when you 
add up the detailed concerns they undermine 
the basic principles. 
 It has become clear to us that it is not 
sufficient to describe the physical form of the 
Sustainable Urban Neighbourhood. We must 
also explore the processes by which it can be 
built. Otherwise there will be a tendency for 
developers and authorities to accept the ideas 
but misapply them on the ground. In the con-
cluding chapter we therefore explore the process 
by which urban areas are created and the way 
in which this can be used to create the Sustain-
able Urban Neighbourhood and to overcome the 
barriers to successful urban regeneration. 
 This book argues that housing and 
urban planning are about to go through an-
other ice age, comparable to that induced by 
the industrial revolution. It is aimed at those 
who want to survive, the voles rather than the 
dinosaurs. We hope that it will be of interest 
to those who commission new housing, who 
influence its design and who want a return on 
their investment whether it be their money or 
their time. It sets an agenda for future urban 
housing and the development of towns and 
cities which should stand the test of time.




