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The so-called ‘Swinging Sixties’, remains one of the defining decades for the UK in 

its recent history. This can be seen not just in terms of the long march of liberalism 

and with it social progress, such as the contraceptive pill becoming legalised for all 

women in 1967 and women in general beginning to play a much more influential role 

in UK society, but with political, cultural and planning progress too. It was a time 

when ‘architecture and politics combined in a number of ways’ (Smith, 2019, pp. 6-

8), a time of new universities, a second generation of new towns and new tower 

blocks. It was a decade which began with Harold Macmillan making his historic ‘wind 

of change’ (Macmillan, 1960) speech in South Africa, 1960, and ended with the 

publication of the ground-breaking Skeffington Report into public participation in 

planning in 1969. The UK was changing, and with that came a public expectation 

that its institutions, processes, systems of belief and values and the governing 

classes attitude and approach to managing and communicating that message of 

change would shift too. And, as this essay will illustrate, with this change, public 

discourse was also becoming more open to new ideas and long held ‘truths’ and 

opinions were much more contested. Indeed, I would argue that during this decade 

the population wanted a much greater say in decisions affecting their lives, to 

participate in decision making processes and to test the boundaries and limitations of 

democratic institutions.   

It is therefore from this historical standpoint, a 1960’s rich in political, cultural, 

societal, social, philosophical and scientific change, which, one could argue, led to a 

more pragmatic and enlightened population in the UK and elsewhere. Educational 

and professional classes within the planning sphere were open to new ideas and 

ways of thinking; Colin Buchanan published Traffic in Towns (Buchanan, 1963) a 

report which tackled the growth in traffic in the UK and which introduced both more 

politics and public participation into the planning process, and Paul Davidoff boldly 

introduced an amendment to the American Institute of Planners Code of Ethics 

which stated that ‘A planner shall seek to expand choice and opportunity for all 

persons’ (American Planning Association, 1965). It is this liberal backdrop I am 

approaching the question of how and why there was a transition in town planning in 

the UK during that decade. That is, one in which ‘Master Planning’, widely used by 

‘technical advisers’ in much needed slum clearance building programmes, and 

championed by Sir Patrick Abercrombie in his County of London Plan, as well as 

being part of Clement Attlee’s ‘Brave New World’ legislative agenda, with the 1946 

New Towns Act and the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act, was gradually 

replaced by systems of ‘political planning’, able to incorporate ideas from people 

such as Buchanan and Davidoff.  

As Nigel Taylor puts it, the values, systems and processes of ‘Master Planning’ was 

part of an approach which many planners had in the 1940’s, 50’s and early 60’s, 

something ‘that came to be questioned and to some extent abandoned during the 

1960s because many of the outcomes (or apparent outcomes) of post-war planning 

practice were criticised in the late 1950s and 1960s’ (Taylor, 1998, p. 4). This 
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conception of town planning ‘is one which persisted for about twenty years following 

the Second World War. After that, new ideas and perspectives emerged’ (Taylor, 

1998, p. 4), he argues. Taylor’s analysis seems to suggest that, although ‘Master 

Plans’ delivered significant efficiencies to planners, often leading to building 

schemes with no meaningful public participation at all, there was a democratic deficit 

at the heart of the process; the ‘technical advisers’ did not seem to be looking at 

public participation enough. It could be argued it was a system based on a narrow 

set of planning beliefs and values, not open to challenge or public debate. But, one 

could ask, whose beliefs and values were they representing? Indeed, this is 

interesting in the sense that this debate and public participation is something which 

had seemed to have happened earlier in the UK, in the 1890’s and early 1900’s, with 

the publication of Ebenezer Howard’s To-Morrow: A Peaceful Path to Real Reform 

and the birth of the garden city movement. So, why were the 1940’s, 50’s and early 

60’s so different and why did planners thinking and approach in the 1960’s onwards 

change? This is something I want to explore further in this essay. 

In this essay, I am going to argue that one of the key factors behind this transition to 

‘political planning’ during the 1960’s, when a centralised, top-down, expert based 

planning system, with ‘mechanisms’ Barry Cullingworth described as ‘struggling to 

cope’ and ‘inflexible’ (Cullingwoth, 2014, p. 29) gave way to a systems approach 

which was arguably much better suited to the changing political and socio-economic 

realities in the UK, was the growth of liberalism and liberal grounded thinking by 

planners and the public. By liberalism, I mean the idea, originally put forward by 

Thomas Paine and expressed in his work, Common Sense, that government is at 

best ‘a necessary evil’ but that ultimately its structures and institutions, such as the 

legal profession and the emergency services, are needed to secure individual and 

collective life and liberty. A logical extension to Paine’s thinking might be that, in 

order to challenge a government’s perceived coercive power, the general public 

might seek to organise themselves more effectively in order to give groups of people 

with the same objectives and message a more coherent and unified voice in the 

public realm. This idea of liberty through knowledge and collective action is explored 

by Philip Allmendinger in the book, Planning Theory. Allmendinger strongly 

associates the emergence of modern planning practice and its structures, which, you 

could argue, largely began and then progressed through the 1960’s, to the 

Enlightenment movement and its ideas of reason, empiricism, individualism, the 

uniformity of human nature and tolerance. These factors are now ‘the building blocks 

of modernity’ (Allmendinger, 2017, pp. 168-170), he argues, a landscape in which 

the planners of the 1960’s and the communities they lived within, also had to work 

and adapt in.  

Taylor also seems to share this view, this time of planners in the 1940’s and 50’s; 

‘But if people had been asked at this time what sort of an activity town and country 

planning was, then, I suggest, their answers would have reflected a concept of town 

planning that had not changed significantly for some hundreds of years, since at 
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least the time of the Renaissance and subsequent European Enlightenment’ (Taylor, 

1998, pp. 3–4). Planning then, it can be argued, is grounded in beliefs and values of 

the Enlightenment, liberalism and liberal grounded thinking and I am arguing that it is 

within this context the shift from ‘technical’ advisor’ to ‘political planning’ took place 

and that it was a significant influence and factor in a planners ideas and thinking in 

the 1960’s. 

The author, Sherry Arnstein, touched upon how ‘political planning’ and public 

participation took its roots in the 1960’s and how communities come together to 

influence decision making processes in her 1969 article, Ladder of Citizen 

Participation, in the Journal of the American Planning Association. Arnstein makes 

clear in the article their emerging importance in decision making processes during 

the 1960’s, particularly, but not limited to, in planning. As Arnstein says rather 

succinctly: ‘The idea of public participation is a bit like eating spinach; no one is 

against it in principle because it is good for you’ (Arnstein, 1969 p. 1). However, the 

question then becomes, how effective is it and does it lead to meaningful change in 

decision making processes? To this day, I think that there is a common perception 

amongst many people that public participation in planning decision making, such as 

in consultations, public petitions, protests and public meetings, is participation in 

name only and lacks ‘teeth’. Similar arguments were being discussed back in the 

1960’s, perhaps indicating an increasingly enlightened population are not always 

effective in utilising the tools of public participation and that, even now, there are 

limitations to the concept and how the ‘end product’ of the process is either not given 

the ‘weight’ it deserves by government or the public have failed to act as a collective 

voice on a shared platform when they put forward their opinions and contributions.  

For Arnstein, public participation is the ‘corner-stone of democracy’ (Arnstein, 1969 

p. 1) and can be public power, but not always. She talks of the potential limitations of 

what she calls ‘citizen participation’ in society; ‘there is a critical difference’ between 

people ‘going through the empty ritual of participation and having the real power 

needed to affect the outcome of the process’ (Arnstein, 1969 p. 1), she argues. The 

strength of her argument lies in her potent example of ‘citizen participation’ in action; 

that of another long march of liberalism; a political, cultural, societal and social 

struggle in France; the student protests which began there in May, 1968, against, 

amongst other things, a lack of housing, capitalism, consumerism and imperialism. 

Arguably, the students at the time and their laudable efforts at finding a collective 

voice did not enable them to ultimately ‘climb’ Arnstein’s ‘Ladder of Citizen 

Participation’. They did enter into discussions with the French Government, or what 

Arnstein would call a ‘partnership’, that enabled them to ‘negotiate and engage in 

trade-offs with traditional power holders’ (Arnstein, 1969 pp. 1-2), rung 6 of her 

‘Ladder’. However, France, one could argue, widely seen as one of the birth places 

of the Enlightenment movement, remains a capitalist, consumer driven country with 

heavily centralised, top-down, democratic institutions.  
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Indeed, had he been alive at the time, Paine might well have used the 1968 French 

student protests as an example of liberal individuals coming together to challenge a 

governments coercive power, challenging, contesting and ultimately rejecting widely 

held ‘truths’ and opinions at the time. However, ultimately they were unsuccessful in 

their overall objectives, showing both the limitations of the concept of public 

participation in democratic institutions when people fail to act as a collective voice on 

a shared platform and also that such participation is not always given the ‘weight’ it 

deserves by government and people in professions, such as planners. 

It can be seen as significant that David Harvey also revisited the 1960’s protests and 

the work of the French Philosopher, Henri Lefebvre, in his 1998 work: The Right To 

The City, an idea originally proposed by Lefebvre in the 1960’s, where he explores 

his ideas around ‘collective rights’, and that of the right to the city. Changing a city, 

Harvey argues, ‘is, moreover, a collective rather than an individual right since 

changing the city inevitably depends upon the exercise of a collective power over the 

processes of urbanization’ (Harvey, 1998 pp. 1-2). This suggests that people should 

have a willingness to challenge and contest some current systems of belief and 

values planners might hold when practicing and perhaps reject the structures they 

work within through collective public participation, thereby exercising collective 

power and, perhaps, building on Arnstein’s concept of the ‘Ladder of Citizen 

Participation’. Harvey seems to suggest if this collective action does not happen, 

change will not be forthcoming and therefore the ‘end product’ of the public 

participation process will not be given the ‘weight’ it deserves by government. 

Indeed, it further shows the limitations of the concept of public participation and its 

potential effectiveness, not just in the 1960’s Arnstein, Harvey and Lefebvre lived in, 

but, as I am arguing, in the present day too and there are social movements around 

the world demanding the right to the city as their overall objective. For example, a 

movement called Recht auf Stadt, which includes tenants and squatters in its 

community in Germany, and in the United States of America, the Right to the City 

Alliance. Indeed, it can be argued that organisations such as these have brought 

squatters ‘rights’ and the idea of the right to the city to the fore like never before.  

Even in the 1960’s UK, squatting ‘rights’ were a major concern in a country with a 

major housing crisis, with collective public participation testing the very limits of the 

concept when in December, 1968, a group of homeless people from the ‘London 

Squatters Campaign’ occupied the rooftop of a block of flats in East London in 

protest against empty property during a time of mass homelessness. This event, 

perhaps, perfectly illustrates the idea of rung 8 and the ‘Citizen Control’ process’ 

(Arnstein, 1969 pp. 1-2) on Arnstein’s ‘Ladder’ and demonstrates the strength of 

Harvey’s argument that changing the city ‘inevitably depends upon the exercise of a 

collective power’ over the structures and ‘processes’ of urbanization. Indeed, I would 

argue that it was the collective action of organisations such as the London Squatters 

Campaign which helped persuade the Wilson Government to set up the Skeffington 

Committee, led by Arthur Skeffington MP, also in 1968, resulting in the publication of 
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the Skeffington Report a year later. As I have argued in this essay, prior to this, it 

could be said that public participation was not seen as a necessary part of the 

process by planners and was more a gesture towards people and communities 

already familiar with the planning process and how to participate in it and get their 

voice heard. And this lack of community involvement took place during a decade 

featuring a housing crisis, removal of slum housing, and major road building 

programmes and town centre redevelopments. Indeed, these developments also led 

to the emergence of various protest groups, again demonstrating the validity of 

Harvey’s argument about the effectiveness of ‘collective power’ and highlighting why 

that shift from the planner as a ‘technical’ adviser to ‘political planning’ was so 

necessary at the time. 

To conclude, it can be argued that whilst there was a drive towards the liberalisation 

of individual rights and freedoms by successive UK Governments in the 1960’s, 

including in public participation in the planning process, this long march of liberalism 

had its limits, both in the UK and elsewhere. It may have led to greater public 

participation in the planning process as liberal minded planners sought greater 

democratic accountability for their work and to involve a wider range of communities 

and people from different social and ethnic backgrounds, but it was still a work in 

progress. As Smith argues, in the 1960’s, architecture and politics did ‘combine in a 

number of ways’ (Smith, 2019, pp. 6-8) but perhaps the UK and its planners were 

being held back by the so-called ‘post-war consensus’, with new ideas and ways of 

thinking struggling to take root in democratic institutions, given this cross-party 

consensus was concerned with top-down and heavily centralised systems based 

around nationalisation of industry and trade union membership based organisations. 

Indeed, this approach to governing is illustrated by the mass house building 

initiatives which took place in the 1960’s as the Wilson led Government in particular 

tried to meet a growing need for quality, safe and affordable housing during that 

decade. Indeed, it is this centralised, top-down approach which led to a late 1960’s 

planning boom, perhaps meeting the housing needs of many of those individuals 

who were advocating for a different, more participatory approach to the planning 

process long before the setting up of the much needed Skeffington Committee in 

1968. Perhaps then, we need to be more liberal in our approach to planning practice 

and the structures in which planners work in and revert back to those Enlightenment 

ideas Allmendinger argues the creators of the 1960’s planning regime always lived 

by; reason and individualism. 

 

Bibliography:    

 

Abercrombie, Patrick. (1943). Some Aspects of the County of London Plan. The 

Geographical Journal, 102(5/6). 



7 
 

Allmendinger, Philip. (2017). Planning Theory. London: Macmillan Education, 

Palgrave. 

Allmendinger, Philip. and Thomas, Huw. (1998). Urban Planning and the British New 

Right. London ; New York: Routledge. 

Altshuler, Alan.A. (1965). The City Planning Process; A Political Analysis. Ithaca, 

N.Y., Cornell University Press. 

American Planning Association. (2019). AICP. [online] Available 

at: https://www.planning.org/aicp/. 

Arnstein, Sherry.R. (2019). A Ladder of Citizen Participation. Journal of the American 

Planning Association, 85(1). 

Lefebvre, Henri (1968). Le droit a la ville : 2e ed. Editorial: Paris: Anthropos.  

Davidoff,  Paul (1965). Advocacy and Pluralism in Planning in The City Reader.  

Meyerson, Martin and Banfield, Edward. (1964). Politics, Planning and the Public 

Interest : the Case of Public Housing in Chicago. Editorial: New York: Free Press. 

Checkoway, Barry. (1994). Paul Davidoff and Advocacy Planning in 

Retrospect. Journal of the American Planning Association, 60(2). 

Child, Phil. (2015). People and Planning: Report of the Committee on Public 

Participation in Planning (The Skeffington Committee Report) with an 

introduction. Planning Perspectives, 30(3). 

Cullingworth, Barry, Nadin, Vincent., Hart, Trevor. and Davoudi, Simin. (2014). Town 

and Country Planning in the UK. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. 

Davidoff, Paul. (1965). Advocacy and Pluralism in Planning. Journal of the American 

Institute of Planners, 31(4). 

Gibberd, Frederik. (1959). Town design [1953]. London Architectural P. 

Friedmann, John. (2003). Why Do Planning Theory? Planning Theory, 2(1). 

Friedmann, John. (2011). Insurgencies : Essays in Planning Theory. Abingdon, 

Oxon: Routledge. 

https://www.planning.org/aicp/


8 
 

GOV.UK. (n.d.). Plain English Guide to the Planning System. [online] Available 

at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/plain-english-guide-to-the-planning-

system.  

Great Britain. Ministry Of Transport and Buchanan, Colin. (1963). Traffic in Towns : a 

study of the long term problems of traffic in urban areas : Reports of the steering 

group and working group appointed by the Minister of Transport. London: Her 

Majesty’s Stationery Office. 

Hall, Peter. (1982). Great Planning Disasters. Berkeley: University Of California 

Press. 

Harris, Michael. (2019). A Future for Planning: Taking Responsibility for Twenty-First 

Century Challenges. London: Royal Town Planning Institute. 

Harvey, David. (2012). Rebel Cities : From the Right to the City to the Urban 

Revolution. London: Verso. 

Howard, Ebenezer. (2009). To-Morrow: A Peaceful Path to Real Reform. Abingdon, 

Oxon. [U.A.] Routledge. 

Keeble, Lewis. (1952). Principles and Practice of Town and Country Planning. 

London: Estates Gazette. 

Legislation.gov.uk. (2011a). New Towns Act 1946. [online] Available 

at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1946/68/contents/enacted. 

Legislation.gov.uk. (2011b). Town and Country Planning Act, 1947. [online] Available 

at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1947/51/enacted.  

Macmillan, Harold. (1960). Harold Macmillan Winds of Change speech. [online] 

Available at: https://web-archives.univ-pau.fr/english/TD2doc1.pdf.  

Paine, Thomas. (2017). Common Sense. New York: William Morrow, An Imprint Of 

Harper Collins Publishers. 

Rabinovitz, Francine F. (1970). City Politics and Planning : (3. print.). New York. 

Sanyal, Bish. (2007). Planning in Theory and in Practice: Perspectives from Planning 

the Planning School? Planning Theory & Practice, [online] 8(2). Available 

at: http://web.mit.edu/sanyal/www/articles/PlanningTheoryPractice.pdf.   

http://gov.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/plain-english-guide-to-the-planning-system
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/plain-english-guide-to-the-planning-system
http://legislation.gov.uk/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1946/68/contents/enacted
http://legislation.gov.uk/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1947/51/enacted
https://web-archives.univ-pau.fr/english/TD2doc1.pdf
http://web.mit.edu/sanyal/www/articles/PlanningTheoryPractice.pdf


9 
 

Shapely, Peter (2013). People and Planning : Report of the Committee on Public 

Participation in Planning. London: Routledge. 

Smith, Otto Samuarez (2020). BOOM CITIES : Architect Planners and the Politics of 

Radical Urban Renewal in 1960s Britain. Oxford University Press. 

Taylor, Nigel. (1998). Urban Planning Theory Since 1945. 1 Oliver’s Yard, 55 City 

Road, London, Ec1y 1Sp, United Kingdom Sage Publications Ltd. 

Sharp, Thomas (1940). Town planning. Penguin Books Limited. 

Town and Country Planning Association. (2016). Town and Country Planning 

Association. [online] Available at: https://www.tcpa.org.uk/. 

 

https://www.tcpa.org.uk/

