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PAUL WATT

the Netherlands, Austria, Denmark, France, the United Kingdom, and \fest

Germany where there was extensive social housing provision, often, although

not exclusively, in the form of monotenure estates. In some cities, these estates

were largely located in inner-city areas, as for example in London and

Amsterdam, whereas in other cases the estates were predominantly built in

the suburban periphery, for example on the outskirts of the maior Scottish

cities of Glasgow and Edinburgh, in the grand ensembles around Paris,

Copenhagen, and 'West German cities such as Cologne and Dusseldorf

(Power, 1,997; Turkington & 'W'atson,2015; Urban, 201,2; \Thitehead 8c

Scanlon,2007).

In many Northern European societies, social housing took on a "mass"

rather than a "residual" form (Harloe,7995) in the sense that it did not

house just the poofest and most vulnerable but instead catered for large

tranches of the population, notably the industrial working class.2 It was,

in the words of the Swedish Social Democratic Party, "the people's home"

(folkhemmef; Harloe, 1995, p. 1), an example of welfare capitalism in

action. This was also the case in postwar Britain where millions of people

"considered council houses bettef than private accommodation, both in

quality and in the security they offered" (Todd, 20-14, pp. 179-180). This

extensive provision did not, however, equate to the universalism that domi-

nated other sectors of the postwaf Keynesian welfare state such as health,

education, and social security. Instead, housing has long been recognized as

the "wobbly pillar under the welfare state" (Torgersen, 1987), even if that

pillar has proved to be a good deal wobblier in some societies (and their

cities) than others, notably England (Hodkinson, 'Watt, & Mooney,20-1.3;
'$Vatt & Minton, 201.6; Chapters 3, 5, and 13 of this volume). In contrast to

Northern Europe, social housing was far less prominent in US, Canadian,

and Australian cities and tended to operate via an explicitly "residual"

model of provision which primarily catered for the poor and notably for

racialized minority groups (Darcy, 2010; Harloe, 1,995; Hirsch, 1,983;

Wacquant, 2008).3

The widespread postwar optimism regarding social housing did not,

however, last long. Despite the often utopian visions which lay behind social

housing estates, in a relatively short time they came to be seen as problematic
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PAUL WATT

deindustrialization and the flight of newly affluent blacks to the suburbs, as

powerfully argued by the Chicago-based sociologist 'William 
Julius \Tilson

(1987,1993). The "truly disadvantagsd" - those poor African Americans left

behind in the inner city including in the proiects - not only lacked jobs but,

unlike the ghettoes of early- to mid-t'wentieth century US cities such as Harlem,

they also had a dearth of "respectable" role models. The result, Wilson argued,

was the spatial concentration of poverty and social dysfunctionality in the inner

city and the production of spatial "neighborhood effects" which result in nega-

tive life chances for the poor and their childret ouer and aboue any individual

disadvantages they might face.

If concentrated urban poverty and social dysfunctionality were most severe

in the US projects, they were also identified in Northern European inner-city

and peripheral social housing estates (Beider, 2007; Musterd, Murie, &
Kesteloot, 2006; Power, 1997; Turkington &'Watson, 2015; van Kempen,

Dekker, Hall, & Tosics, 2005). English council estates and the Parisian ban-

lieues, for example, experienced large-scale urban disturbance5 - "1i615" -
during the 1990s and 2000s (Dikecs, 2007; Power & Tunstall, 1,997).

Furthermore, in academic terms, the "neighborhood effects" which'S7ilson

identified arguably made their way from Chicago to the poorer areas of

European and Australian cities including social housing estates. Those people

growing up in such estates were said to be doubly disadvantaged - not only

by their parents' poyerty, but also by the poverty and disadvantages of the

place itself which magnified young people's social exclusion (Friedrichs,

Galster, Ec Musterd 2OO3;Jenks & Mayer, 1,990; Manley, van Ham, Bailey,

Simpson, & Maclennan,201.3). Estate residents were said to lack effective

role models and connections to the world of work, since they were spatially

isolated and lived with similar poor people to themselves.

Before turning to the preferred policy solution to the decline of social

housing estates via their all-too-literal "fall- - demolition - it's worth

pausing at this point to add vital nuance to the aboye overarching narrative.

For one thing, what seems to have happened is that certain iconic, infamous

US projects - such as Pruitt-Igoe and Robert Taylor Homes - took on a

symbolic significance that is way beyond their socio-spatial representative-

ness. Despite the specific problems faced by Pruitt-Igoe and the way its
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PAUL WATT

thing, the US projects have had long-term strict income ceilings which mean

they tend to cater for the poor and vulnerable far more than in Furope.

In comparison to the US projects, Northern European estates for much of

their history did not cater for the very poor but instead for the manual work-

ing class and even sections of the middle classes (Harloe, 1995; Watt, 2005).

More recently, however, many European countries have imposed formal

income levels ceilings regarding who has access to social housing, while

some continue to have no formal income restrictions (e.8., Austria,

Denmark) (Scanlon et a1.,2015). However, as Scanlon et al. (2015) identify,

social tenants tend to have lower incomes than average in Europe. In addi-

tion, while the data are incomplete, they also found that ethnic minorities

and immigrants tend to be overrepresented in social housing (3-1.%" in the

Netherlands and 25"/" in Denmark), and even higher in large cities, for

example Munich (Scanlon et al., 20'l'5, p. 5), Paris and London (Urban,

2Ol2), although not Berlin (Urban, 2012). Despite the concentration of low-

income and ethnic minority gloups in social housing in Europe, this is still

far from the situation pertaining to the US inner-city projects, and especially

to the most infamous projects such as Robert Taylor Homes and Pruitt-Igoe.

URBAN RENEWAL REDUX: DEMOLISHING SOCIAL HOUSING

Since the epochal demolition of the Pruitt-Igoe project tower blocks in

St. Louis in 1972 (Heathcott, 2012) - the symbolic end of modernism

according to Chris Jenks (cited in Harvey, 1989a1- social housing estates

have been increasingly disappearing from the skylines of North American,
'Western European, and Australian cities. This eradication has occurred as a

result of "new urban renewal" (Hyra, 2008) programs involving estates'

demolition and their replacement with mixed-tenure housing developments

in order to solve problems of poverty concentration and social dysfunction-

ality. This "urban renewal redux" represents a rear-view mirror effect of

how the old inner-city tenements were regarded as slums in the 1940s and

1950s and in need of demolition and replacement by the self-same modernist

social housing estates that are now being torn down. As Vale (2013) has

noted, in some cases this new renewal phase was even in the same place as
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PAULWATT

controversial with academics condemning its simplistic one-size-fits-all

approach which has failed to take into account the successes, as well as failures,

of social housing estates (Goetz, 2013;Urban, 2012). Critical urbanists in par-

ticular regard the new urban renewal as little more than an integral component.

of neoliberal urban policies which ultimately result in the displacement of the

poor from inner-city areas. It is de facto "stateJed gentrification" - in other

words, the state aiding and assisting private capital to maximize profits in hith-

erto unprofitable urban locations via exploiting the creation and realization of

rent gaps (Glynn, 2009; Hodkinson,201-1,; Lees Ec Ferreri, 2016; Uitermark,

Duyvendak, & Kleinha ns, 2007 ;'W'att, 2013a).
'S7hat has also happened is that the residents of targeted estates have chal-

lenged and even ovedy resisted the renewal programs which were supposedly

being undertaken for their benefit. This has taken several forms, including legal

challenges as well as traditional mobilizations in the form of demonstrations

and lobbying local politicians (see inter alia Cumbers, Helms, Ec Swanson,

201,0; Douglas & Parkes, 2016; Flynn, 201,6; Glynn, 2009; Lees & Ferreri,

201.6; Pfeiffer, 2006; 'W'att, 201,3a). Such opposition and resistance feature in

Chapters 3, 5, and 9 of this volume. Resident opposition has even emerged in

the archetypal "failed" US projects: "One of the more striking images of public

housing transformation in Chicago was the sight of residents carrying signs pro-

testing the demolition of Cabrini-Green project" (Goetz, 2013, p. 86). As Goetz

and others highlight (Feldman & Stall, 2004; Pfeiffer, 2006), the Chicago

projects were by no means as unidimensional as their detractors suggest. As

Feldman and Stall (2004) detail, female African-American residents of the
'Wentworth Gardens project in Chicago mobilized and fought to improve their

living conditions for decades in the face of official intransigence and neglect,

while they latterly resisted the threatened demolition by the very same officials

who had run their neighborhoods down. Such "place attachments" ('Watt Ec

Smets, 201,4) to home and neighborhood arelargely invisible to urban renewal

professionals: "the satisfactions residents gained from living in these communi-

ties and the positive attachments they experienced remained opaque to outsi-

ders, who saw only physical deterioration" (Feldman & Stall, 2004, p. 86).

Feldman and Stall importantly raise the interrelated questions of perspective

and power, questions which are all too frequently glossed over in the
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t0 PAUL WATT

renewal. One way of simultaneously summarizing and assessing this polar-

ized debate is via discourse analysis. Using this, one can identify two distinct

urban policy discourses regarding social housing renewal: first an officiaV

mainstream discourse that dominates both policy approaches and main-

stream urban social sciencel and second an oppositionaUcritical discourse

that is prominent among housing and community activists who are opposed

to renewal at their estates, as well as among academic critical urbanists

(Watt, 2013b). These discourses are summarized in ideal typical form in

Tables 1 and 2. Each discourse utilizes a set of key framing policy tfopes,

which encompass the identification of policy "problems" (Table 1), "solu-

tions" and "effects" (Table 2). These ideal types represent an extrapolation

not only from several academic sources (especially Darcy, 2010, 2013;

Glasze, Piitz, Germes, Schirmel, & Brailich, 201.2; Johnston 6c Mooney,

2OO7), but also from numerous policy and activist documents and websites,

notably those derived from my own research on regeneration on London

council estates (see inter alia Watt,2008, 2009, 20L3a;'Watt & Minton,

201,6). Like all ideal types, these are not meant to encompass all elements of

both discourses, but instead to highlight their main constituent features and

also to act as "models" against which social reality can be compared.

Before we examine these two discourses in detail, we will take a L'rief

excursus into discourse analysis. This has proved to be a useful, albeit under-

utilized, tool in relation to urban policy (Jacobs, 2006), although it has fea-

tured in relation to social housing including regeneration and renewal

(Darcy, 201,0, 2013; Glasze et al., 2012; Marston, 2002;'S7att & Jacobs,

2000;'Watt, 2008). According to Levitas (1998' p. 3):

Discourse [...] means that sets of interrelated concepts act together as

a matrix through which we understdnd the social world. As this

matrix strwctures our understanding, so it in turn gouerns the patbs

of action which dppear to be open to us. A discourse constitutes

ways of acting in the world, as well as d description of it. It botb

opens up and closes down possibilities for actions for ourselues.

Not only do discourses provide perspectives on knowing the social world,

but they are also, as Levitas highlights, conduits for social action. In the urban
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