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Social Life and Urban Form in a Histor-
ical Perspective

In historical terms, the relationship between social life and urban
form has taken two different basic directions. We can think of these
directions in terms of differing definitions of “urban space.” The first
meaning of the phrase, used by social scientists such as geographers
and sociologists, is “social space,” the spatial implications and results
of social institutions. From this perspective, the physical character-
istics of the built environment are secondary or epiphenomenal. The
second meaning, that used by architects, concentrates on the built
space itself, its form, the way it affects our perceptions, the way it is
used, and the meanings it can elicit. (Colquhoun, ) Within the
architectural concept of urban space, there are two approaches: the
first sees forms as independent of functions (what we can call the
Aesthetic viewpoint), the second sees functions as determining forms
(what we can call Functionalism). The famous motto “form follows
function,” created by American architect Louis Sullivan, summarizes
this approach. Both of these last two perspectives view form as their
primary concern, as opposed to the social science approach, but they
see the relation between form and function in opposite ways. The
Functionalist approach to urban space has been linked with a vision
of how architecture could reform society as well as the physical form
of the city. Like the social scientists, Functionalists assumed that so-
cial structure and urban form were co-dependent, but they reversed
the equation. They believed that a new society would emerge sim-
ultaneously with the new architecture. The basic flaw of modernist
planning was the fantasy that a universal architecture would produce
the “new man” of modern life. Form could, they presumed, make the
new society.

This debate has been influenced by the late eighteenth century
split between science and aesthetics. As architectural historian Alan
Colquhoun points out, at the same time as the split between science
and aesthetics occurred, another split appeared: between beauty as a
relative, historical phenomenon and beauty as an ideal, transcendent
category. (Colquhoun, ) The first notion informed Modernism,
which regards architecture and urbanism as the result of functions
and historical conditions that produce a particular kind of urban
space. The second characterizes postmodern developments, which
argue for the relative autonomy of form and space from function.

In addition to this distinction between scientific definitions of
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urban space, on the one hand, and architectural ones, the very word
“space” itself has a history. In modern architectural usage, it came to
mean abstract, undifferentiated space rather than the defined, lim-
ited space of pre-modern times. We can understand this difference
by comparing the traditional perimeter apartment block of most
European cities, which encloses a courtyard inside and defines the
street wall outside, with the modern Siedlung type, which consists
of parallel slabs set in open space. They are buildings in space rather
than buildings that define space.

We can trace Functionalist urban design to Le Corbusier’s first
urban plan, the Contemporary City for Three Million People, .
This was a total environment in which man, nature, and the machine
would be brought into harmony, “a city for our times,” that would
separate the past from the future and create the perfect industrial city.
The efficient linking of the segments of the city was a critical aspect of
the new city for Le Corbusier. Speed was the essence of his urbanism-
“speed is freedom” he stated, freedom to exchange, to meet, to trade,
to coordinate. In the Contemporary City, the transportation systems
were elaborately designed and separated to keep incompatible speeds
apart. He also separated living and work functions into a business
center of cruciform skyscrapers and high-density housing blocks.

Later, Le Corbusier led  (Congrès Internationaux d’Archi-
tecture Moderne) to follow this apparently efficient planning
method. In the  “La Sarraz Declaration,” largely written by Le
Corbusier and Sigfried Giedion,  asserted that “building” was
an “elementary activity of man intimately linked with evolution and
the development of human life.” They refused to use methods from
the past and declared that “works of architecture can spring only
from the present time.” While machines have created “deep disturb-
ances of the social structure,” architecture could best respond to
these changes. Architecture, for these architects, was placed on its
true plane when it addressed economic and sociological phenomena,
freed from the formulas of the traditional academies. Town planning
was an additional focus for . The first congress defined it as “the
organization of the functions of collective life. . . the organization of
life in all regions.” Its essence was functional rather than aesthetic
and divided into three categories: dwelling, producing, relaxing. Its
essential objects were: division of land, organization of traffic, and
legislation. By establishing the relationships between inhabited areas,
cultivated areas and traffic, and fixing population densities, the 

founders believed the city could be controlled in accordance with
modern economic and social conditions.

The “Charter of Athens” () extended this Functional code and
marked a new  agenda in which town planning was preeminent.
The participants analyzed  cities for the Charter which, accord-
ing to the manifesto, presented a picture of chaos. The  propos-
itions contained in the Charter addressed the condition in existing
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cities and proposed rectification of their problems. The original three
functional categories were expanded to five: Dwellings, Recreation,
Work, Transportation, and Historic Buildings. From this point, 

‘s methods became increasingly dogmatic and general. The Charter
of Athens propositions appeared universal rather than principles to
be applied to specific regions and cities as appropriate. The Charter
committed  to the rigid functional zoning of city plans, with
green belts between the areas reserved for different functions and a
single type of urban housing, expressed as high, widely spaced apart-
ment blocks. While the social housing of the s to the s was
a utopian critique of the nineteenth century housing block, but it
became essential to the success of twentieth-century economic cent-
ralism in such disparate countries as Sweden, Japan, and the former
East Germany. The fundamental principle was that by identifying the
functional needs that form would follow and a particular social form-
ation would result. Across the world, the same forms were used for
very different social aims.

The United States has produced a very different urban space: the
relentless development of suburban tracts; single family housing sub-
divisions, office parks, commercial strips, and highways dominate the
landscape to the exclusion of all other building types and urban con-
figurations.

“. . . for the past fifty years, we Americans have been building a na-
tional landscape that is largely devoid of places worth caring about.
Soulless subdivisions, residential “communities” utterly lacking in
communal life; strip shopping centers, “big box” chain stores, and
artificially festive malls set within barren seas of parking; antisep-
tic office parks, ghost towns after  p.m.; and mile upon mile of
clogged collector roads, the only fabric tying our disassociated lives
back together. . . ” (Duany, x)

Although it takes a different physical form, American sprawl also
has its roots in modern economic imperatives, especially the large-
scale construction of housing units, and the functional zoning es-
poused by Functionalists.

The vast infrastructural network necessary for modern consumer-
and media-based society appears to be in fundamental conflict both
with the individual’s sense of “being at home” in the modern city
and the production of a modern public sphere with a meaningful
spatial and symbolic vocabulary. Private space dominates the mod-
ern city, with “public space” often consisting of abstract, ill-defined
spaces between the private buildings. Further, the abstract space of
modern architecture negated and denied the possibility of meaning-
ful spatial representation within the city. Instead, it emphasized func-
tion, in keeping with its view that function would determine the form
of the city and answer modern social needs. This reality has generated
questions about the human environment produced and a search for

Social Life and Urban Form in a Historical Perspective 



alternative models of architecture and urban design and for under-
standing their impact on social life.

I would like to discuss briefly several American theories of urban
form and its relationship to social life that contrast with the European
experience and might offer some alternative methods.

Frank Lloyd Wright, Broadacre City, –

For Wright, the metropolis as it existed was an antiquated, obsolete
phenomenon. The crowded conditions, the rampant land specula-
tion, the competitive, cutthroat life of the big cities and the anonym-
ity of urban life were all repugnant to him. He believed that they
weren’t just disappearing; he maintained that they had already dis-
appeared by , when he formulated his plan for a new society:
Broadacre City.

Broadacre City was based on an open grid plan of one mile
squares, divided into one acre plots, that would extend over the coun-
tryside indefinitely. It was a fusion of country and city. The houses,
factories, stores, offices are in the middle of farmland and forests.
Further, everyone would do both mental and physical labor- they
would be part-time farmers as well as mechanics and intellectu-
als. According to Wright, this would eliminate the fragmentation of
modern life and strengthen the family. Factories and other economic
institutions were supplementary to the labor on the family farm and
were located throughout the Broadacre City plan so that they would
be within driving distance of the farms. A Roadside Market would be
located at the crossroads of two highways- place where families would
sell their crops, craftsmen would sell their handiwork, etc. Other cen-
ters such as festival halls and public institutions were also placed
within the plan but spread out within it, not concentrated in one
place as in Howard’s Garden City. Governmental functions would be
performed by the County, housed in a modern skyscraper. Within
this government, the most powerful man would be the county archi-
tect who would oversee all aspects of Broadacre City. His office was
in the high-rise, overlooking the City below.

Universal ownership of land would be enabled by decentralization
since people could buy land and buildings over a large area instead
of in concentrated settlements where land values are inflated. He
thought that this would also spread wealth and power over the whole
population. This would make America more democratic. He stated:
“When every man, woman, and child may be born to put his feet
on his own acres, then democracy will have been realized” (quoted
in Fishman, ). Wright was quite prescient when he predicted that
the automobile and the telephone would eliminate the need for con-
centrations of people in big cities. This was wasteful and expensive,
in his opinion. The new mastery of space and time brought by these
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technological innovations would enable people to live in decentral-
ized units spread over the countryside.

Wright assumed that a middle class, family-centered lifestyle
should the norm for all Americans. He assumed that everyone wants
to live in the country, with a family, that everyone wants to live in
the same way. Although Wright’s Broadacre City was never realized,
many of the same assumptions underlie the vast American suburban
development of the postwar period. The “American Dream” that
everyone would have his or her own house on a separate plot of land,
accessible by automobile and distant from the workplace, has been
pursued to the exclusion of other urban forms and lifestyles, with
devastating consequences for the social and natural environment.

Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown

Robert Venturi was one of the first American architects to break with
the Functionalist reliance on function to generate form and the mod-
ern belief that architectural form could create a new society. In Com-
plexity and Contradiction (), he moved away from modernist
simplicity of form toward complexity and ambiguity, away from high
art souces of beauty, and used popular, common forms like those
found in Pop Art. His theory was still in line with other modern the-
orists in the search for an architecture appropriate for modern life,
but Venturi defined modern life in terms of formal complexity rather
than the stream-lined, simplicity of machine forms. Philosophically,
Venturi also gave up the notion that the architect can save society,
that architecture can remake society and solve its problems. He re-
jected the tradition of idealism in architecture and the explicit con-
nection between social structure and architectural form. He reduced
the architect’s responsibility to the creation of pleasing and challen-
ging forms, rather than a social mission. His work was, in part, a
negative response to the radical claims made for architecture in the
 manifestoes and other modernist treatises.

Venturi and his wife, Denise Scott-Brown, were interested in the
sociological aspects of architecture and urbanism, how people live in
spaces and how they are affected by their environment, what it means
to them. Scott Brown was critical of Modernism’s claim to know what
is best for people, and its tendency to dictate to the inhabitants of
buildings and urged architects to learn from the everyday environ-
ment. She was against the egotism and arrogance of the architect who
thinks that she or he can totally remake a city by rebuilding it from
scratch. Her work challenges this idea and the idea that the past, even
the recent past, has nothing to give to the present.

Venturi and Scott Brown’s book, Learning from Las Vegas (),
began as an architectural studio at Yale University in . Venturi,
Scott-Brown, and Steven Izenour took a group of students to Las Ve-

Social Life and Urban Form in a Historical Perspective 



gas to analyze its urban and architectural structure. They made an
attempt to examine, analyze, and synthesize the symbolism of the ar-
chitecture and urbanism of Las Vegas, not as Las Vegas alone, but as
a representative of the new American urbanism of the commercial
strip.

They found a new symbolic architecture in Las Vegas based on
billboards, parking lots and the relationship between buildings and
parking lots. They compared the spatial organization of Las Vegas to
other grand spaces (such as Versailles) and other urban spaces, and
correlated them with the speed at which they were comprehended. In
this system, buildings are reduced to symbols within the vast space
of the parking lot and the vast perceptual space of the automobile
street. The building becomes either a “decorated shed” (a billboard)
or a “duck” (a sign). They also extended these ideas to an architec-
ture and urbanism founded on the Strip, an urbanism of symbolism.
The vitality of this architecture appealed to Venturi and Scott-Brown,
especially its allusions to the past that were not reverent or “correct.”

They criticized the way Modern architects thought that Commod-
ity and Firmness would equal Delight (structure plus function equal
architectural form) and their overuse of industrial elements and im-
agery. They looked to suburbia and the commercial strip for symbol-
ism that most Americans could understand and appreciate, what they
called “silent-white-majority architecture.” Venturi and Scott Brown
believed that architects could not change the problems and social
inequities of modern life, so they felt that architects should try to
change what they can: architectural form. This represents the post-
modern return to Aesthetics over Functionalism.

The New Urbanism

The New Urbanism movement has its origins in the preservation and
environmental movements. It is part of the postmodern critique of
Functionalism, but it has not followed Venturi and Scott Brown’s dis-
association of architectural form and social effect. By contrast with
those postmodernists who believe the architect can and should only
concern herself with design, the New Urbanists persist in a faith that
good design can help create good social outcomes. Two quotes from
the recent book, Suburban Nation: The Rise of Sprawl and the De-
cline of the American Dream demonstrate this continued confidence
in form’s power:

Almost without exception, the message we have heard, a message of
deep concern, has been the same: the American Dream just doesn’t
seem to be coming true anymore. . . A higher standard of living has
somehow failed to result in a better quality of life. . . . And from
mayors to average citizens, we have heard expressed a shared belief
in a direct causal relationship between the character of the physical
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environment and the social health of families and the community
at large. . . . Lacking a physical framework conductive to public dis-
course, our family and communal institutions struggle to persist in
our increasingly sub -urban surroundings. (Duany, xii-xiii)

They go on to affirm their faith in form’s ability to solve social and
physical problems.

. . . we believe more strongly than ever in the power of good design
to overcome the ills created by bad design, or, more accurately,
by design’s conspicuous absence. . . . This book is a primer on how
design can help us untangle the mess we have made and once again
build and inhabit places worth caring about. (Duany, xiii-xiv)

One of the headings on the Congress for the New Urbanism web
site is titled “Giving Physical Shape to Community.” The idea that the
New Urbanism can provide the physical forms that create or stim-
ulate community is a crucial element in their program, I believe a
leftover of the modernist program for social reform. But what do they
mean by community? In , historian Thomas Bender wrote the
definitive study of community in American, in which he examined
the history of the term and its subsequent meaning in post- -
 United States. Bender found that community had largely positive
connotations, but that an undercurrent of fear accompanied asso-
ciated with it. “Modern Americans fear that urbanization and mod-
ernization have destroyed the community that earlier shaped the lives
of men and women, particularly in the small towns of the American
past” (Bender, –).

According to Bender, popular and academic conceptions of Amer-
ican community often looked to the colonial New England town as a
paradigm. This territorially-based definition of community ignored
the historical processes and specific social, economic and political
conditions that formed those communities.

Americans seem to have something else in mind when they wist-
fully recall or assume a past made up of small-town communities.
This social memory has a geographic referent, the town, but it is
clear from the many layers of emotional meaning attached to the
word community that the concept means more than a place or local
activity (Bender, ).

I believe that just this paradigm of the colonial New England town
forms the New Urbanist conception of community. It is linked to the
modernist credo that form (in this case the form of the small town or
neighborhood) creates social relations (early American democracy).
This attitude belies several social realities about the early American
town: first, citizens and participants in the democratic institutions
were limited to male property owners, excluding men without prop-
erty, women, and minorities (such as slaves). Second, a close exam-
ination of early American history shows that these towns were hardly
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the harmonious, egalitarian social environments of popular, nostal-
gic imagination. Intolerance of religious and political dissent was
common, women were oppressed politically, economic power was
dominant, and they were quite racially and culturally homogenous.
If one accepts the premise that urban form generates or helps create
social life, one has to be aware that the small town was a particu-
lar, historical social structure, one that may not correspond to con-
temporary demographic, political or economic conditions. If one de-
taches form from the modern link to social determinism, the small
town becomes more feasible, but this is not what the New Urbanists
have done.

Bender proposed a different definition of community, one based
on social affiliations rather than a coincidence of territory or locality:

Community, which has taken many structural forms in the past, is
best defined as a network of social relations marked by mutuality
and emotional bonds. . . . A community involves a limited number
of people in a somewhat restricted social space or network held to-
gether by shared understandings and a sense of obligation. (Bender,
)

Can architecture and urban form produce this kind of com-
munity? Our experience with modernist experiments in social en-
gineering and functional planning suggest not.

Ironically, New Urbanism reproduces many of the assumptions of
the modernism it seeks to replace. As critic Michael Sorkin states,
“The basic problem of the New Urbanism is that it simply promotes
another style of universality that – like modernism – is overreliant on
visual cures in attempting to produce social effects” (Sorkin, ). Like
modernists, New Urbanists overestimate architecture’s power over
behavior. The replication of traditional towns and neighborhoods is
not enough to address the problems of sustainability, environmental
degradation, racial conflict, immigration, economic discrimination
and exploitation, uneven resource consumption, political apathy or
the other woes afflicting urban life.

In , architect Charles Moore and his colleagues identified the
problems with both Functionalist planning and the traditional re-
vival being evoked in its place.

The existence of large-scale ordering of the environment is not in
itself oppressive. It becomes so only when the formal structuring is
so literally associated with use that it inhibits free-ranging impro-
visation and interpretation – when it controls rather than stimu-
lates choice. . . . To our eyes the types of order that are least credible
are those which sacrifice individual response to mindless repetition
and stereotype (Moore, –).

They envisioned a landscape with a wide variety of forms and pos-
sibilities that have not been ordained by the architect.
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What we must create is an environment that carries evidence of
choice. We need an environment that we can comprehend. . . as
places that have been made by and for people. . . . We need places
where people can exercise their wills and enjoy the willfulness of
others within a pattern of accord that is physically rooted to the
place – more enduring than, but enlivened by the transient interests
of those who each day can give it new life and point (Moore, ).

The beauty of the buildings and urban settlements of the past,
including modernism, can provide new inspiration for the devel-
opment of a more diverse and visually exciting built environment,
one that would reflect the real ethnic and cultural diversity of the
global population. Rather than an urbanism that produces sameness
and boredom, we should aim for a mixture of historical and mod-
ern styles with a freshness and distinction that is not produced by a
marketing survey or television poll. That is the difficult task facing
architects, urbanists, and all inhabitants of the built environment.
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