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Social groups like the Jewish people east of London wall (see figure 
1). The pre -industrial town was replaced by the industrial town. In its 
centre was a specialist business district where shops, warehouses, 
banking and government building were located. This was surrounded 
by areas of crowded slum and working class housing, followed by 
concentric rings of increasingly high status housing, with the most 
prestigious residential suburbs at the periphery [9]. The spatial 
dynamic of the industrial city was driven by class segregation and by 

'filtering up' as low status wage 
earners moved into housing 
vacated by a middle class 
moving to the new suburbs. 
There were variations to this 
pattern. In Britain, for example, 
social division tended to be 
represented by an east end/west 
end division,  as the prevailing 
south west wind drifted smoke 
over the city (see figure 2). In 
many cities ethnic 'wedges' 
appeared like the Irish and 
Welsh areas of Liverpool, or 
the Jewish sector of Leeds 
which grew from the 1880s. 

If a mid-nineteenth century 
observer looked around the 
residential suburbs of 
Edgbaston and Headingley, and 
then took an omnibus ride and 
walk into the crowded areas 
east of their city centres,  

this image of segregation and contrast would have seemed very real. 
However, closer analysis has revealed the simplicity of this 
characterisation. In an important study of Leeds, based upon the census 
enumerators’ returns, David Ward has shown that between 1851 and.           

 

Two of the major dimensions of social and economic change in 
Britain were urban growth (towns and cities became larger) and 
urbanisation (a larger percentage of the population than ever before
lived in towns and cities). By the 1830s, contemporaries were 
becoming aware that a series of distinct areas were emerging within 
urban industrial towns and cities. Words like 'slum' and 'suburb' 
changed their meaning. The terraced house, the warehouse, town  
hall, railway station and 
department     store     were 
amongst the distinctive forms 
of building which made a 
visual    and        practical 
statement.  

As contemporaries and, 
later, intellectuals and 
historians struggled to 
understand, control and 
explain urban development, 
they began to think about their 
towns and cities in terms of 
distinctive areas with specific 
characteristics. When the 
surgeon Robert Baker 
produced his report on the 
health of Leeds in 1842,  his 
map was stained dark in areas 
of poor health, and the lines of 
his statistical tables 
represented      contrasting 
disease conditions area by area. The same type of presentation 
appeared in Booth's Life and Labour of tire People of London 
published in the 1890s. The observer was invited to see the growing 
towns in terms of distinct areas with contrasting characteristics. This 
was encouraged by the language of Itwo nations' used by novelists like 
Disraeli and social critics like Engels, who, in his Condition of the 
Working Class in England (1844) wrote of Manchester, '... the 
working class districts and the middle class districts are quite distinct.' 
By the 1850s, social commentators like Henry Mayhew, a London 
journalist, and James Begg, a religious minister in Edinburgh, were 
using the language of 'exploration' and speaking of ‘races of savages' 
to assert the sense of difference between urban areas. By the 1950s, the 
intellectual debate had resolved itself into a contrast between two 
‘ideal types’. The pre -industrial town was dominated by a central area 
where the high status merchant and ruling families lived. They were 
surrounded by neighbourhoods of craftsmen, often specialising in 
specific trades. Outside the walls were suburbs, which had become a 
base for ‘unpleasant’ activities such as leather tanning, or ‘alien’ 

Urban Space and the 
Industrial City in Britain
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Processes of Urban Sorting 
What then were the economic, social and cultural processes involved 
and how did they produce the patterns the towns and cities of the 
industrial system? 

First, although capitalism was not new, it became increasingly 
dominant as industrialisation progressed. Capitalism is simply a label 
for a system of economic and social relationships characterised by 
cash transactions and the private ownership of property where 
production decisions are motivated largely by profit. The dynamic of 
such a system was marked by a freedom of decision taking within the 
law, but such 

The market for land 
Rent or the price of land was one sorting 
mechanism for urban land use. The 
choices which people made can be 
represented as a series of bid -rent curves 
[12]. The rent which individuals or group 
of individuals were willing to pay for any 
parcel of land varied according to its 
distance from the centre, the purpose for 
which the space was required and the 
resources of those building. For a small 
group of activities such as government, 
banking, high status shops, theatres and 
galleries, decision- takers were willing to 
pay very high prices for city centre sites. 
They  

 

formed the central business district and priced out other activities. 
The willingness to pay high rents fell away very quickly  and housing 
became the dominant land use. Income, time budgets, access to 
transport and ecological pressures would determine the precise point 
on the housing curve, with priority going to those with the greatest 
income and wealth. At the edge of the built-up area was much 
cheaper land suited to institutions and factories requiring extensive 
land (see figure 3). When Edinburgh built a new poor house in the 
late nineteenth century, it was placed at the south edge of the city, 
half a mile from the end of the tramline. The land was cheap, pleasing 
the ratepayers. It was of no concern that visitors to the inmates might 
have to make a weary journey from the inner city: the poor had few 
votes in local government elections. 

 

1871 there was little evidence of an increase in residential segregation 
[11]. 

During this period over 50 per cent of households lived in 
'environs' (measured by examining clusters of 70 households) which 
included middle class, retailers and working class people. Only an elite 
lived in the relatively  
 exclusive suburbs of Headingley 
and Little Woodhouse to the north 
west of 
the city. Indeed, measured by their 
neighburs and neighbourhood, 
segregation fr the rest of the 
middle classes may even have 
decreased during these years. This 
was despite the building of new 
houses and the high residential 
mobility (over 60 per cent in each 
decade moved house) which 
provided ample opportunity for 
socially distinct areas to emerge. 
The same sort of pattern was found 
in other towns like Huddersfield, 
Cardiff, Merthyr and 
Wolverhampton [5]. 

Urban growth did not 
segregate populations by status 
and class: many middle class 
families remained near the centre, 
as in the 'pre-industrial pattern'. 

 In the walking city, people needed to live near their workplace. 
New workplaces, especially the land hungry establishments like the 
larger textile niills of late century iron and steel smelting 
establishments and integrated engineering shops were attracted to 
the cheaper land on the outskirts of the town. Here they supported 
wage earners and those employed in occupations such as 
shopkeeping and in the broader service sector [2]. In Glasgow the 
northern skyline was dominated by the industrial settlements of 
Springburn; to the south was the intended middle class suburb of the 
Gorbals which, although blighted by the iron works and mines 
which surrounded it, retained its middle class population into the 
1930s [10]. 

Thus, segregation was a reality for some of the elite, who were 
often the decision takers, policy makers and opinion formers. When 
the P,athbones came down from the villas and mansions around 
Sefton Park south of Liver-pool to attend meetings of charitable 
committees in the 1850s, or James Garth Marshall came from 
Headingley to meetings of the Leeds Mechanics Institution or the 
Leeds Domestic Mission, they must indeed have felt they were 
crossing well-defined social boundaries. But, for the warehouse clerk 
or schoolrnaster of Everton, or the shopkeepers and tradesmen who 
lived around Briggate, there was no such division.  

The image of east end/west end and concentric rings are ‘ideal 
types’. They aim to simplify and to abstract the essential 
characteristics of a situation and of historical change and never claim 
to reflect every detail. However, such abstraction can only be justified 
if it helps understanding. The danger with this characterisation is not 
that it risks over-simplicity, but that it has encouraged analysts to 
think about the city as an organic metaphor and therefore to think of 
segregation and filtering up as natural processes. There is a need to 
see urban industrial change as the product of countless self-aware 
individual decisions, although historians still need to look for  
regularities in urban development, since individuals took decisions in 
the face of the characteristics of system, structure and cultural 
process. 

freedom was limited by sustained inequalities of income and wealth.  
Any survey of towns and cities in Britain rapidly reveals spatial 

patterns that are like jigsaw puzzles which have many pieces in 
common: a central business district, residential and industrial suburbs, 
slums and respectable working class housing. But, there are local 
variations in the ways in which the bits of this puzzle are put together. 

In many areas the search for an 
identifiable, homogeneous, character is 
in vain. Yet, amongst this variety, it is 
possible to identify  a range of processes 
and the spatial patterns they produced. 
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The role of regulation 
From the 1820s onward, urban authorities began to regulate 
construction. They laid down building lines and insisted on a 
minimum width for street and minimum provision of privies. The 
result was the invention of the street as a series of houses fronting on 
to a roadway with a clear division between the private area of the 
house and public space of the road. Such a layout was perfect for the 
technology and modes of surveillance of the industrial city. Gas 
lighting could illuminate the street, benefiting the new police force, 
which no longer needed to penetrate the quasi- private space of the 
back courts [3]. 

The technology of 
pipes and liquid flowing 
under gravity was suited to 
the street: houses could be 
linked to sewers and, 
eventually, to piped water.        
In other authorities, a back 
lane eased the task of 
removing night soil. 
Byelaw housing set a 
minimum standard and 
created areas of 
‘respectable' housing. 
During the 1860s, urban 
‘Improvement Acts’ 
ceased to be concerned 
only with street lighting 
and building regulations, 
but began to empower 
local authorities to 
reconstruct significant 
areas of the inner city. 
Public health was a 
genuine motive, but was 
linked to the creation of 
major urban assets.  

In Birmingham, a major regional shopping street, Corporation 
Street, was created [8].     The Edinburgh Improvement Act of 

Domestic ideology 
By the first half of the nineteenth century an 'ideology of domesticity' 
had emerged which located women and children in 'the home' 
physically separated from the world of work but linked by the daily 
journeys of the male breadwinner. The result was the elite residential 
suburb. In places  

Speculative builders 
The examination of urban ordnance survey maps for the 1890s rarely 
reveals an urban place built around its medieval centre under the 
guidance of bid-rent curves and the discipline of succeeding 
generations of 'regulations'. The creation of the towns took place 
unevenly in great bursts of economic energy which revisited most 
towns every 20 years or so [7]. 

The 1820s, late 1840s and late 1860s were especially important in 
the development of most British towns, but the incidence of building 
varied with the local economy. Evidences provided by date stones on 
many surviving building and the number of planning permissions 
given by urban authorities indicates that between 1897 and 1905 huge 
numbers of houses were created, but South Wales had little part in 
this. The building cycle peaked here between 1907 and 1911 in 
response to the international demand for Webb coal. In all these 
places, building, especially house building, was undertaken by small 
firms.  

As house rents increased and the cost of finance 
eased, they made plans which, collectively, 
overestimated demand and satisfied the housing market 
for a generation. Builders went bankrupt as prices fell, 
leaving plots empty and streets unfinished. In many 
cases streets took two or three cycles to finish but were 
filled with housing of much the same quality with only 
minor variations in style and detail. 

In other areas, the location of the bid -rent curve, 
and the social and ecological pressures on a site could 
have changed dramatically between building cycles. 
To the west of Leeds, Park Square was laid out in the 
1780s. Its fine red brick houses with their stone 
facings looked out onto the sort of green square 
favoured by eighteenth century elites from Bath to 
Edinburgh. This housing had left behind the mid-
eighteenth century 'edge city' of the Cloth Hall (1757) 
and Infirmary (1768). The next 'edge' appeared in the 
1790s, in the form of Benjamin Gott's woollen 
manufactory at Bean Ing in the 1790s. The economic 
motivation here remained that of seeking extensive 
cheaper land, but the social and ecological effect of 
steam engines and a demand for wage labour was very 
different. When the next major building boom arrived 
in the early 1820s, back-to-back houses were placed in 
the smoke -filled fields. 

 

The economics of the bid -rent curve did not always have to work 
directly through the cost-revenue analysis of the profit seeker. Bid -
rent curves rarely worked over an empty landscape. Most British 
towns 
already had a medieval centre 
often laid out in the thirteenth 
or fourteenth century  with an 
open linear 'High Street' and 
long narrow burgage plots 
which produced some of the 
early courtyard and back-to-
back housing as population 
densities grew in the late 
eighteenth century.     Beyond 
the old medieval limits, 
building extended field by 
field. Developers sought to 
cram as many units as possible 
in 'yards' and 'folds'. An old 
farmhouse or mansion was left 
for multi- occupation. The 
triangular house at the edge of 
a plot was one telltale sign of 
such development [1]. Access 
was by means of 
uncoordinated streets, alleyways and tunnels towards existing 
roadways. Sanitation and water supply came from soak pits and pump 
wells that spilt into each other and proved a potent means of 
spreading disease. Field by field development and the infifling of 
burgage plots also created a front of the street/back of the plot 
division between high and low status housing; this provided the basis 
for social segregation which defied spatial models .of two nations and 
east end/west end. 

1867 made possible a major institutional street and eased transport 
congestion around the city centre. Death rates did fall in the 
surrounding area, the Tron district, from 35 per thousand in 1867 to 
29 per thousand in 1883, but 2,741 houses had been demolished and  

only 340 new ones built. 
Much of the former population 
had been displaced into nearby 
areas. 

Yet, even the 'Improvements 
Acts' did not overcome the 
shapes on the ground dictated 
by old field boundaries as 
developers bought and laid out 
land.    British cities rarely 
sustained a grid pattern for 
more than a few hundred yards 
before meeting boundaries set 
by earlier agricultural practice. 
In areas like North Oxford 
some streets still follow the 
elegant curve of the plough 
lines required to turn the oxen. 
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Transport 
Transport was an important and limiting factor in suburban 
development: few could afford their own. Outside London the 
expensive horse omnibus did not appear until the 1840s the more 
efficient trains came in the 1870s, and were horse-drawn until 
electricity arrived in the 1890s. This last development released the 
lower middle class from the tyranny of distance. The clerk and the 
shopkeeper could now move the newly built suburb of the 1897-
1905 building boom. Suburban railways and the tramcar helped 
promote the spread of city, but intra - urban transport tended to 
follow the building line in Britain rather than go in advance of the 
builders as in North America, contributing to the comparatively high 
density of British cities. At the start of the nineteenth century it was 
possible to walk across most cities except London with ease; by the 
end it was wise to catch the tram or the local railway to visit the 
countryside. 
Railway building proved to be one of the major processes 
(alongside regulatory improvements) which created the 
nineteenth century town. Initially the inter-city railways of the 
1840s had gone to the edge of the built-up area and stopped, 
but this soon proved to be unsatisfactory. By 1860, the 
companies used their huge purchasing power and the political 
leverage of compulsory purchase (at valuation) through act of 
parliament to force their way nearer to the Central Business 
District. Political resistance was always less in working class areas 
so it was low-income housing that was demolished to make way for 
the railways. By 1900, railways occupied 7.6 per cent of the central 
area of Glasgow, having displaced around 20,000 people in the 
previous 40 years [6]. 

Conclusion 
The spatial forms of these processes overlay and competed with each 
other to produce the mosaic of the nineteenth century city. The 
analysis of urban ordinance survey maps of the 1890s will show 
regularities such as the expanding central business district, the 
residential suburb, bands of institutional and factory building, etc., 
reflecting the bid -rent curves of successive building cycles, but further 
analysis with the help of trade directories and census enumerators’ 
returns indicate that most areas comprised varying mixes of 
residential, commercial and manufacturing  

properties inhabited by a range of social status groups. Ironically it 
was the administered 'planning' processes of the twentieth century 
which were to impose far clearer patterns of segregation on the urban 
landscape with zoning and state-financed working class housing. This  
in turn was to be subverted by the social and economic processes of 
the later twentieth century, when the industrial city was to be turned 
inside out by the creation of green-field state housing and the edge-
city of 'out-of-town' supermarkets, industrial and office parks, 
attracted to motorway links and the airport. 
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like Lord Calthorpe's Edgbaston estate, the exclusive nature of the 
area was guarded by the ground landlord. Even the smokestacks of 
the fashionable greenhouses were frowned upon. In Victoria Park in 
Manchester there was a trust established by the inhabitants. 
Similarly, Headingley was protected by its distance from the centre 
and the covenants that limited property use. Fewer members of the 
middle classes were content to 'live above the shop' or beside the 
factory like the fictional Mr Thornton in Mrs Gaskell's North and 
South. When John Cadbury married in 1832, he rapidly moved from 
above his tea and coffee shop to Edgbaston. His father only moved to 
the elite suburb when he 'retired' from his Bull Street draper's shop 
[4]. 

 


