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We’d moved to our new house on a new estate, just north 
of Liverpool. I remember my Dad taking me to the library 
there and explaining how it worked. That I could pick the 
books I wanted and take them home... 

‘It’s part of how we’ve decided to run the country. Books 
are important and this is a good way of making sure 
everyone can read the books they want’, he said.

Ronnie Hughes, A Sense of Place blog, 2012



The very notion of the council 
estate has been criticised. 
John Boughton, Municipal 
Dreams



Peripheral estates can be ‘frozen in 
time, (like) Pompeii in the home 
counties’ John Grindrod, Outskirts



The periphery of the periphery





‘The town of strangers’

• Designed and built in 5 years
• 60,000 moved out of the inner city
• Built on green belt outside city boundary
• My grandparents’ first-ever house
• Houses were described by Birmingham 

Mail reporter as looking like ‘croutons 
tossed by a wayward child’



The town of strangers, 40 years on







Place and times: ‘a local habitation’

• Growing up and being educated on a 
peripheral estate ten miles from the city

• Going from working-class primary and 
secondary schools to a middle-class sixth form 
college induced an extreme form of culture 
shock

• Richard Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy, though 
written in 1957 about a Leeds 1930s childhood, 
seemed in many ways directly relevant to a 
1980s childhood outside Birmingham



Historical context: the ‘coffin of class’

• The 1945-51 period saw the building of the best-
quality council housing there had ever been

• Nye Bevan as housing minister insisted that ‘we 
will be judged in ten years’ time on the quality of 
the homes we build and not the number’

• Average Bevan-era house 1,050 sq ft, 3 or 4 
bedrooms, large garden and two toilets

• Bevan’s wife, Jennie Lee, insisted on the two 
toilets rule due to many families having elderly, ill 
and infirm relatives living with them



Could we have closed the coffin?

• The initial emphasis on quality of post-war 
council housing by Nye Bevan was replaced by 
quantity after Conservative victory in 1951

• The idea that ‘nothing’s too good for the workers’ 
was replaced with ‘the workers should be grateful 
for whatever they get’

• The developing narrative of a ‘property-owning 
democracy’ alongside increasingly rushed and 
physically distinguishable mass council housing 
built a long way from city centres



Keeping the coffin open
• The post-war settlement had the potential to 

reduce class differences in experience and 
material conditions, but was flawed

• Social housing provision failed to hold its own 
against the rhetoric of the ‘property-owning 
democracy’

• The tripartite education system 1944-70 
cemented self-perceptions of ability according to 
class and ‘sorted’ population according to the 
needs of the labour market



How have people ‘lived’ class in a place?

• To live class at the ‘wrong’ end – the 
economically devalued, culturally denigrated, 
politically marginalised end – is a constant 
struggle against visible and invisible forces

• People’s ambitions for themselves and their 
families/neighbourhoods have long been 
subject to attack from a combination of local 
reputation and government action or inaction 

• Life is hard but pleasures can be manifold and 
of vital value in their lived context



• In the financial year 2012–13, 25 per 
cent fewer new ‘affordable’ homes were 
built than in 2011–12

• The government is now a prime 
subsidiser of private landlords – over 10 
per cent of UK welfare budget goes on 
Housing Benefit

• For the first time since the 1960s more 
people live in private rented housing 
than live in social rented housing 

Where are we now?



Four decades of housing policy have 
worked ‘gradually to remove the state from 
the business of building houses, and now 
gradually to remove the state from the 
business of subsidizing rent.’ James Meek



How can this be changed?
•Acknowledgement that a ‘free market’ in housing 
and urban development cannot lead to equitable 
places
•The ‘bottom line’ is not interested in the long-term 
wellbeing of a place or its people, even it pretends 
to be
•Neither is a top-down, mass-housing model. There 
has to be a mixture of tenures & types available to 
meet different needs at different times of life
•Consistent championing of tenures other than 
homeownership as forms of secure housing



Past, present, future  
• A fundamental rebalancing of political priorities 

and media narrative away from places as ‘engines 
of growth’ or ‘forgotten towns’ to places as 
providing security, meeting needs, giving joy

• Bring the centre to the periphery, and the 
periphery to the centre, through better transport, 
better communication and above all equality of 
resources: libraries, schools, sports, arts, space

• An understanding that decent housing is central to 
public health

• Council housing as basis for foundational economy


