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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Planning the American Neighborhood: The Science of Sociability

at the Dawning of Desegregation (1933-1965)

by

Kristina Marie Borrman
Doctor of Philosophy in Art History
University of California, Los Angeles, 2020

Professor Dell Upton, Chair

Segregated housing became a subject for scientific inquiry between the New Deal and
Civil Rights eras. In this dissertation, | trace studies of segregated housing to the planned
communities that the federal government set in motion by building public housing after the
Depression and subsidizing private housing after World War II. My project challenges the
traditional separation of public housing and private housing in architecture scholarship, which
has overlooked the similar historical concerns that shaped these neighborhoods and their
reception, especially in the scientific community. My protagonists are architects and scientists. |
define the latter group broadly to include social scientists and domestic scientists who conducted
studies of tenant sociability in planned neighborhoods. These studies responded to the concern
that planned communities strengthened racial and economic segregation, since public- and
private housing were single-class neighborhoods that discouraged racial mixing. I uncover the

surprising ways that tenancy studies, a marginalized subfield in the world of applied science,

i



found its way into popular debates about segregation in U.S. politics and society. Scientific
research on tenants and their dwellings appeared in mainstream literature, such as Life magazine,
and it figured in national events, such as the famous Brown v. Board of Education case, in which
the NAACP used studies of integrated public housing to prove that peaceful desegregation was
possible in public schools. By recovering the history of tenancy studies, I offer a new account of

the struggle to desegregate American neighborhoods before 1965.
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Introduction

Since World War II many Americans have lived in large-scale residential developments.
Architects have referred to these developments as “planned communities,” but they are better
known by the colloquial terms that people have used to describe them, such as “cookie-cutter
neighborhoods” for identical tract housing in suburban developments or “the projects” for
government-owned apartments in cities. Whereas pre-World War II neighborhoods developed
incrementally over time, postwar neighborhoods appeared suddenly as developers constructed
them to provide housing for one or two thousand residents at once. The federal government made
large-scale residential developments possible by financing public-housing projects after the
Depression and providing significant subsidies for private ones after the War. Today the ubiquity
of these planned communities across the United States makes it difficult to imagine that
architects once considered them perplexing, since they not only tested an architect’s individual
ability as a planner, but also challenged the entire architecture profession to prove that they could
serve a more diverse population and operate on a much grander scale than ever before.

For many architects, the biggest challenge was to redefine their relationships with clients.
Most residential architects designed single-family houses for wealthy clients, with whom they
worked directly to address the client’s particular needs and desires. But this intimate architect-
client relationship was an impossible model for community planning, which required architects
to think about their clients in more impersonal, abstract ways. “He [the architect] must now
design a dwelling to be repeated indefinitely, low in area and cost, for a statistical person whom

he can never hope to meet,” remembered architect Robert Woods Kennedy with respect to the



challenge of building government housing during the 1930s." In 1933 Congress passed the
National Industrial Recovery Act, which made it possible for architects to design permanent
public housing for the first time in U.S. history. Prior to this New Deal legislation, architects in
the United States had few opportunities to plan entire neighborhoods, and there was little
information on the topic.” So architects asked themselves, how does one design for an invisible
client?

Architects looked to tenancy studies for answers. My dissertation chronicles the history
of tenancy studies in planned communities between 1933 and 1965. The scientific study of
tenants and their dwellings is not unique to this period, as amateur and professional analyses of
slum neighborhoods can be traced to the Progressive era (a classic example of an early scientific
account of houses is W.E.B. Du Bois’s Philadelphia Negro, which includes well-known
descriptions of the row houses, lodging houses and tenements in Philadelphia’s Seventh Ward).’
But the scientific study of tenants in large-scale developments is particular to the planned
communities that architects designed after 1933. In the following three decades tenancy studies
found that houses and neighborhoods played a significant role in the emotional lives of tenants,

including their tolerance for racial and class differences. Tenancy studies raised questions about

' Robert Woods Kennedy, “Sociopsychological Problems of Housing Design,” in Social Pressures in Informal
Groups, eds. Leon Festinger, Stanley Schachter and Kurt W. Back (New York: Harper and Bros., 1950), 203.

? Some exceptional early planned communities were the Kansas City Country Club District, Strathmore in Long
Island, and WWI defense housing. See Richard M. Candee, Building Portsmouth: The Neighborhoods and
Architecture of New Hampshire’s Oldest City (Portsmouth, NH: Portsmouth Advocates, Inc.: 1992, 2006);
William S. Worley, J.C. Nichols and the Shaping of Kansas City: Innovation in Planned Residential Communities
(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1993); Richard Longstreth, “The Levitts, Mass-Produced Houses and
Community Planning in the Mid-Twentieth Century,” in Second Suburb: Levittown, Pennsylvania, ed. Dianne
Harris (University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010). For more on WWI defense housing, see Michael Lang, “The Design
of Yorkship Garden Village,” in Planning the Twentieth-Century American City, eds. Mary Corbin Sies and
Christopher Silver (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996).

3 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Philadelphia Negro (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1899, 1995).
2



the relationship between human psychology and residential architecture that not only shaped the
worlds of science and design, but also altered American politics, law, and popular culture.
Housing studies branched into two separate but overlapping fields of inquiry:
technological experiments and socio-psychological studies of tenants. Historians have written
about the technological aspect of housing research, especially Euro-American architects’ studies
of prefabricated houses during and after WWIL* Although very few prefabricated houses were
actually built for the private housing market, prefabrication was a catchword for the general
movement towards standardized houses that began in the New Deal years. As Kennedy reminds
us, these houses were “low in area and cost,” meaning that what they lacked in size they made up
for in affordability. But Americans worried about the real people who inhabited the small houses
and apartments designed for “statistical people,” so housing researchers included studies of
tenants’ social lives, too. Studies of tenant morale and family life took place in planned
communities—public housing and private ones—in order to assess whether people’s experiences
aligned with architect’s expectations. Whereas historians have paid careful attention to the new
building methods and technologies that made large-scale housing possible, they have paid less
attention to the anxieties that Americans expressed about living in these planned communities. In
this project, I point towards tenancy studies because they addressed these socio-psychological

concerns.

* For histories of post-WWII prefabricated houses, see Colin Davies, The Prefabricated Home (London: Reaktion
Books, 2005); Monique Eleb, “Modernity and Modernization in Postwar France: the Third Type of House,”
Journal of Architecture, Vol. 9, Iss. 4 (Jan. 2004): 495-514; Brenda Vale, Prefabs: A History of the UK
Temporary Housing Programme (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 1995); Andrew M. Shanken, “Advertising Nothing,
Anticipating Nowhere: Architects and Consumer Culture,” in /94X: Architecture, Planning and Consumer
Culture on the American Home Front (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009), 96-158; Richard
Anderson, “USA/USSR: Architecture and War,” Grey Room, Iss. 34 (Jan. 2009): 80-103.

For a pre-WWII history of prefabricated houses, see Amanda Cooke and Avi Friedman, “Ahead of their Time: the
Sears Catalogue Prefabricated Houses,” Journal of Design History 14, no. 1 (2001): 53-70.



The planned community troubled American architects, social scientists and domestic
scientists for several reasons. One had to do with the monotony of identical housing, whether it
was clusters of apartment buildings, as in public housing, or rows of single-family houses, as in
private housing. Another had to do with restricted space, since individual apartment units and
single-family houses both conformed to severe guidelines established by the federal government
for standardizing square footage.” But the most troubling thing about planned communities was
the way they strengthened and reinforced the lines that already separated people by race and
class in the built environment. Planned communities were identical and monotonous because
they created one-class neighborhoods, which tended to be racially segregated as well. For this
reason, housing studies that documented tenants’ socio-psychological experiences in planned
communities could not avoid discussing the social effects of segregation.

In this dissertation, I explore the tenancy studies that took place in the worlds of science
and design between the New Deal and Civil Rights eras. My protagonists are architects and
scientists. I define “scientist” broadly to include women who worked at the juncture of
scientific/practical knowledge as domestic scientists, and men who studied housing as a
specialized subfield of social science. They accomplished this research within the loosely
organized field of housing, which bridged the worlds of science and architecture by investigating
the social effects of planned communities segregated by race and class. I uncover the surprising
ways that the study of tenancy, a marginalized topic for social science, found its way into
popular debates about segregation in U.S. politics and society. Scientific research on segregated
housing appeared in mainstream literature, such as Life magazine, and it figured in national

events, such as the famous Brown v. Board of Education case, in which the NAACP used studies

> I will discuss the Federal Housing Administration’s guidelines for minimum space in Chapters 2 and 4. For a full
discussion of this topic, see Greg Hise, Magnetic Los Angeles: Planning the Twentieth Century Metropolis
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997), 56-85.
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of integrated public housing to prove that peaceful desegregation was possible in public schools.
By recovering tenancy as a scientific field of study, I offer a new account of the struggle to

desegregate American neighborhoods before 1965.

My interest in the science behind planned communities started with Catherine Bauer,
who was neither an architect nor a scientist but an advocate for tenancy studies between 1933
and 1964. Bauer was a self-proclaimed “houser,” meaning someone who advanced affordable
housing as a social-justice issue.® She cut her teeth as a housing consultant for Hillside Homes in
the Bronx borough of New York, one of the earliest low-income housing developments financed
by the National Industrial Recovery Act in 1933 (see Chapter 1). Bauer acted as a liaison
between the worlds of science and design in her writings and teaching, which centered on the
social questions involved in community planning. She had little patience for architects who
puzzled over neighborhood aesthetics, which she dismissed as “the oft-debated questions of
curved vs. straight streets or flat vs. peaked roofs.”” Instead Bauer partnered with social
scientists to explore the question of population diversity in planned communities.

Throughout her career, Bauer preached that planned communities had the potential to
dismantle or strengthen the racially and economically segregated landscape of the United States.
“One disturbing thing becomes more and more apparent. Namely, that large-scale housing and
planning techniques, however enlightened in a physical sense, not only do not automatically

improve the social structure: they can (and do, in the absence of a determined conscious effort to

% H. Peter Oberlander, “Preface,” Houser: The Life and Work of Catherine Bauer, 1905-64, eds. H. Peter
Oberlander and Eva M. Newbrun (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1999), xi — xii.

7 Catherine Bauer, “Good Neighborhoods,” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science,
242 (1): 104.



prevent it) actually promote and crystallize segregation in a much more blatant, official and
efficient form that we’ve ever known it in the past outside the deep South,” cautioned Bauer.®
She worried that planned communities, in the hands of conservatives, would deepen the color
lines that already separated Americans by neighborhood, school district and polling place.
Planned communities threatened to be democracy’s undoing if entrusted to the wrong people, but
they also heralded social revolution if Americans chose to use these neighborhoods as tools for
achieving social diversity:
Courts, laws, political pressures, and the pricks of democratic conscience, are challenging
the color-line [...] And progressive planners are promoting the principle that a
neighborhood should include “varied” dwelling types and facilities to serve families
small and large, with and without children, and in different income groups. This trend
derives in part from aesthetic boredom with the dull physical uniformity which prevails
over wide areas in most cities, and it is enforced by the social scientists who emphasize
the varying needs of families at different stages in their cycle of development. But it rests
at base on a growing conviction that some degree of social variety is wholesome and
‘right” in a democracy.’
Bauer argued that the class and racial composition of planned communities would reflect the
state of democracy in America, indicating its relative strengths or weaknesses. I have excerpted
Bauer’s discussion of planned communities here to demonstrate that these places launched

debates about the meaning of democratic life in the postwar era. The people who entered into

8 Letter from Catherine Bauer to Reginald Johnson, July 20, 1944. Box 20, Folder 11, Catherine Bauer Wurster
Papers, Bancroft Library, University of California at Berkeley.

% Catherine Bauer, “Social Questions in Housing and Community Planning,” Journal of Social Issues, Vol. VII, Iss.
1-2, (Spring 1951): 1-34.

6



these debates considered themselves “housing experts,” and, as I will discuss, this term included
a number of professionals in a wide range of fields.

Unlike some European countries, the United States never established a centralized
government program for collecting and disseminating housing research.'® This meant that there
was no fixed location for housing research in the U.S., nor was there a bureaucratic system in
place for organizing all of the people involved. Those who studied the technical aspects of
community planning—problems related to housing technologies, design and materials—are too
numerous to discuss here, and architecture scholarship has already made some progress in this
direction anyway. My project is about the people who understood planned communities not just
as a technical feat but who recognized them as a social phenomenon, and who inquired about the
ways these places might be engineered to improve race and class relations. The people who
studied segregated housing did not belong to any particular group, even though they sometimes
came together to exchange ideas. These men and women studied tenants’ psychological lives
under the larger rubric of “housing studies,” and they accomplished their work in academic
departments, architecture studios, housing institutes, labor unions and municipal-government
offices. By setting an anti-segregation discourse in motion, these progressives disseminated ideas
that moved beyond housing studies into larger national debates about American politics, society
and law.

My project follows a moving, interacting group of protagonists who studied tenants and
their houses on the fringes of their respective disciplines. Historians of architecture and planning

will be familiar with the names Burnham Kelly, Clarence Stein, Oscar Stonorov, and William

' C. Theodore Larson, “Building and Housing Research in the United States,” Housing and Town and Country
Planning, Bulletin 8, (United Nations), Nov. 20, 1953. Box 1, C. Theodore Larson Papers, Bentley Library,
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, Michigan.



Waurster, whom I discuss for their understudied contribution to the construction and
dissemination of scientific knowledge about planned communities. Less familiar is the urban
planner and historian Frederick Gutheim, who wrote a well-known history of the Potomac River
late in his career, but whom I discuss for his criticism of planned communities, which he
published in the architecture section of the New York Herald Tribune in the late 1940s, and in the
book Houses for Family Living that he wrote shortly after retiring from the newspaper
business.'' Historians of social science will recognize the names Leon Festinger and Robert
Merton, but will be unfamiliar with their tenancy studies, which academic scholarship has
overlooked."? To my knowledge, I am the only historian to discuss the writings of Catherine
Lansing Oats, who published a study of public housing in New York City during her tenure at
the city’s housing authority between 1937 and 1946. Oats later adapted her research findings to
address similar problems in private housing when she joined the Woman’s Foundation Inc., a
group of domestic scientists who gave Oats a national platform to voice her ideas. Oats is one of
several protagonists who played a shifting role in this history, fading into the background when
prospects dwindled and then rising to prominence when some opportunity presented itself to
communicate her ideas to the public or test them in an actual neighborhood. These men and
women professionalized the study of tenants and their houses as subjects for scientific inquiry
between 1933 and 1965. I track this development by treating tenancy studies as a moving target

since no monolithic program guided people’s studies nor organized their efforts.

" Frederick Gutheim, The Potomac (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986); Gutheim, Houses for
Family Living (New York: Woman’s Foundation, 1948).

'2 Craig Calhoun has recently published an excellent history of Robert Merton’s life and career, but pays little
attention to his housing studies since these were never published. See Calhoun, Robert K. Merton: Sociology of
Science and Sociology as Science (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010).



Bauer appears most frequently in this story, since she devoted her entire career to
promoting the study of tenants in planned communities. Bauer’s interest in tenants began as part
of a larger fascination with European social housing, which she described for American readers
in her book Modern Housing in 1934."> Most readers will recognize her name in connection with
public housing, since literature about Bauer (and public housing) has documented her crucial role
in bringing about the 1937 Housing Act.'* My project explores a lesser known episode in
Bauer’s career as a “houser:” I situate her as the lynchpin who fastened together the worlds of
science and design to study the social lives of tenants in planned communities. For Bauer,
tenancy studies were the catalyst for a network of personal and professional contacts that she
made between 1926 and 1964, which brought new perspectives to bear on the matter of livable
houses and neighborhoods. In this dissertation, I argue that people who operated on the edges of
established disciplines, such as Bauer, were often the best suited to exploring important but

neglected questions regarding the social consequences of urban development.

Studies of public housing centered on the everyday lives of residents. Those who
researched public housing—architects, government officials and social scientists—shared the
belief that the minutiae of everyday life contained clues for ways to improve American houses
and neighborhoods, and, by extension, the families and communities that lived in them.

Although none of these professionals would have described “everyday life”” as a methodology, I

' Catherine Bauer, Modern Housing (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1934; Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2020).

'* See Barbara Penner, foreword to Modern Housing (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2020); Barbara
Penner, “The (Still) Dreary Deadlock of Public Housing,” Places Journal, October 2018; H. Peter Oberlander and
Eva Newbrun, Houser: The Life and Work of Catherine Bauer (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press,
1999); Eileen A. Reilly, “Catherine Bauer and the Genesis of the United States Public Housing Program,” PhD
diss., (Princeton University, 1981); Mary Susan Cole, “Catherine Bauer and the Public Housing Movement, 1926-
1937,” PhD diss., (George Washington University, 1975).
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argue that their work was part of a growing cultural fascination with people’s day-to-day
experiences that transformed the way midcentury Americans and others thought about
architecture and human behavior."> My project is itself a product of this cultural turn, in which
historians also began to pay attention to the daily experiences and struggles of ordinary people.'®

Bauer pointed social scientists towards the minutiae of tenants’ lives in planned
communities. “We need to know something about people’s actual behavior and the form and
quality of social organization in different types of residential developments, and we need to learn
more about their attitudes and motives, desires and ideals [...] Fortunately, there is evidence that
social scientists are developing new interests and concerns which bring them closer to these
questions,” wrote Bauer in 1949."” For the past decade, social scientists had researched group
morale in public housing, a topic that required them to address residents’ emotional lives, or,
what Bauer referred to as the “attitudes and motives, desires and ideals” that shed light on
people’s experiences in and expectations about their homes and neighborhoods. But why did
people’s feelings about public housing matter?

Sociologists in Euro-America have historically explained urban life in emotional terms.
Eva Illouz recently argued that some of the best-known scientific accounts of urbanism centered

on people’s emotional lives.'® She pointed out that Georg Simmel’s early twentieth-century

'3 For a discussion of the relationship between social research and public policy in Britain, see Nick Hubble, Mass
Observation and Everyday Life: Culture, History, Theory (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006).

'® For more on the intersection of architecture and everyday life in recent scholarship, see Dell Upton, “Architecture
in Everyday Life,” New Literary History 33, No. 4 (Autumn 2002): 707-723; Steven Harris and Deborah Berke,
eds., Architecture of the Everyday (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1997).

'7 Catherine Bauer, “Some Notes on Social Research, Re: Community Planning,” Feb. 1949, Distributed by
Citizens’ Council on City Planning in Philadelphia. Box 8, File 6, Catherine Bauer Wurster Papers, Bancroft
Library, University of California at Berkeley.

'® Eva Illouz, Cold Intimacies: The Making of Emotional Capitalism (Malden, Mass.: Polity Press, 2007).

10



description of the industrial city underlined the sensibilities of urban dwellers, whose alienation
and loneliness contrasted with the emotional stability characteristic of family life in small-
towns.'” Similarly, Emile Durkheim struggled to understand how modern societies functioned
despite lacking the “emotional intensity” of preindustrial life.”” In analyzing these foundational
writings, Illouz argues that the history of sociology has been marked by perennial concerns about
the emotional lives of urban people.

But interest in the day-to-day behavior and emotional lives of ordinary people was not
limited to sociologists in the twentieth century. Illouz points to the ways that ordinary Euro-
Americans became more attuned to the minutiae of everyday life during this period, since the
new language of Freudian psychology equipped them to better understand and interpret the
ethics of ordinary choices. She writes that men and women “were made to focus intensely on
their emotional life” at home and in the workplace, since a “new culture of emotionality,” based
on the dissemination of Freudian ideas, permeated the public and private spheres.”’ Freudian
psychology intellectualized everyday life, infusing people’s ordinary habits and behaviors with
new meanings. Americans’ increased awareness of people’s everyday behaviors also heightened
concerns about social change, since Freud had shown how deviations from routine and tradition
could threaten people’s psychological wellbeing.

It was common wisdom that the traditional American family and community “changed”
in the New Deal years. The President’s Research Committee on Recent Social Trends catalogued

social changes in America during the Depression, such as rising rates of divorce and increased
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migration from the farm to the city.”> When popular magazines cited these statistics, it was
usually as a cautionary note in the story of the nation’s uncertain future. In the book Middletown,
sociologists Robert and Helen Lynd contrasted the everyday lives of ‘average’ Americans in
Muncie, Indiana, between 1890 and 1929.% The Americans who read Middletown understood
themselves to be different from previous generations, and they made sense of this difference
through the language of psychology.

Psychology imbued the daily social interactions in a community with new meaning, and
this encouraged architects to study the lives of tenants in their houses. Chapter 1 explores the
earliest tenancy studies, financed and supervised by architects interested in better understanding
the social lives of the prospective residents for large-scale housing. In this early research,
architect Stonorov asked the future residents of his Philadelphia housing project, “What do you
do in your spare time? Do you like eating meals in the kitchen? What worries tend to upset [your

husband or wife’s] mood in the home?**

These social questions related to architectural design in
direct and indirect ways. Architects supervised tenancy studies in the New Deal years, since
social scientists did not pay much attention to government housing until after the passage of the
Housing Act in 1937.

The MIT architect Burnham Kelly worried that he knew too little about the psychological

needs of modern American communities to plan neighborhoods for them. Kelly believed that

22 Recent Social Trends in the United States: Report of the President’s Research Committee on Social Trends (New
York: Whittlesey House, 1934).

2 See Sarah Igoe’s discussion of Robert and Helen Lynd in The Averaged American: Surveys, Citizens and the
Making of a Mass Public (Harvard University Press, 2007), 68-103.

4 “Data to be Obtained by Questioning,” undated, Box 51, Oscar Stonorov Papers, American Heritage Center,

University of Wyoming, Laramie; “Husbands and Wives,” questionnaire, undated, Box 51, Oscar Stonorov
Papers, American Heritage Center, University of Wyoming, Laramie.
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architects could only anticipate people’s physical needs, since they were ignorant of the invisible
psychosocial dynamics that shaped interpersonal relations in neighborhoods. In 1946 Kelly hired
social scientist Leon Festinger at MIT to analyze the social needs of residents living in veteran
housing on campus. He reasoned that the scientific method was a “sound technique for the more
accurate assessment of [resident] needs,” than the common sense that generally guided architects
interested in community behavior.”> Chapter 2 discusses Kelly’s efforts to deepen architects’
understanding of interpersonal relations between residents living in public housing during the
postwar years. Festinger accomplished this by finding psychological meaning in mundane social
events—such as neighbors chatting in common courtyards—and he attributed these events to the
subtle but meaningful ways that architecture organized people in space.

Festinger used group morale as a means to measure the quality of veteran housing. He
asked tenants about their feelings of satisfaction and dissatisfaction with the neighborhood, and,
in doing so, he recalled Elton Mayo’s famous Hawthorne experiment, in which the sociologist
asked workers about their level of satisfaction at the Western Electric factory in Chicago. Social
science privileged people’s emotions when it came to analyzing urban space, even if no one at
the time acknowledged the role of affect as a theme in the history of sociology. Whereas Mayo
used worker satisfaction as a barometer of good management, Festinger used tenant satisfaction
as a means to evaluate architectural design in a veteran-housing project. In studying social
relations between neighbors, Festinger wondered if class or racial attitudes played a role in
whether or not tenants felt they ‘belonged’ in their community.

Festinger framed his tenancy study in apolitical terms, but his research provided a

methodological framework for later analyses of desegregated public housing that had major

> Burnham Kelly, “Background of the Group Dynamics Study for the Bemis Foundation,” Jan. 29, 1947. Box 3,
Folder 1, Bemis Foundation Papers, Distinctive Collections, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge,
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political consequences. Public housing in the United States was racially segregated in the 1940s,
with the exception of some government projects in progressive cities. These integrated housing
projects interested social scientists at Columbia and NYU, who used them to explore what would
later be referred to as the “contact hypothesis,” the claim that feelings of prejudice between inter-
racial groups could be reversed by increased social contact. These scientists claimed that the
process of integration decreased white people’s bigoted feelings, since it was harder for them to
harbor intolerance for neighbors as opposed to an abstract group. In Chapter 2, I trace the impact
of this research to the Supreme Court, where the NAACP used tenancy studies to evidence the
possibility of peaceful desegregation in the landmark case of Brown v. Board of Education in
1954.

Local housing authorities conducted their own studies of tenants in public housing. The
Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles commissioned photographs of Aliso Village
because it was the first racially-integrated project in the city when it opened in 1942. In Chapter
3, I discuss ways that photographs of Aliso Village illustrated social interactions between
families and neighbors to demonstrate that peaceful integration was possible in the postwar
United States. By capturing the mundane details of everyday life, the Aliso Village photographs
evinced a specific politics of integration at midcentury.

Psychology raised the stakes for and brought new awareness to the ethics of everyday
choices in neighborhoods. It made incidental events—such as waving to a neighbor—into
meaningful psychosocial phenomena that, cumulatively, had the power to establish friendships
and even to reverse prejudice over time. Social scientists constructed meaning from tenants’
experiences in public housing, and they did so by insisting that the incidents of everyday life

were the staging grounds for radical changes in group attitudes and social mores.
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Architecture histories tend to focus on public or private housing, but rarely discuss them
together. Scholarship in the late twentieth century concerned public housing, and documented the
national struggle to pass housing legislation in spite of the powerful real-estate industry. In
recent decades, architecture historians have paid more attention to private housing developments
and we now have a substantial literature on suburban communities. In analyzing tenancy studies
in planned communities, my project breaches the public-private housing divide that defines most
architecture scholarship. I do this for two reasons.

First, studies of public housing produced ideas that people later applied to private
residential developments. Public housing was the first laboratory for scientific research on
planned communities, which began in 1933 as amateur surveys commissioned by architects’
offices but developed into professional scientific investigations conducted by social scientists.
Local housing authorities also spearheaded public-housing research, sometimes even publishing
reports written by their staff concerning a particular issue. For example, the New York Housing
Authority published the book, Studies of Community Planning in Terms of the Span of Life,
written by their executive director of community planning: Catherine Lansing Oats.?® As I
discuss in Chapter 4, Oats argued that the lack of variety in public-housing apartments (sized to
accommodate four-to-five-person families) made it difficult for elderly persons and smaller
families to find adequate shelter.

The irony was that public housing officials could not implement the findings from these
housing reports. There were a few practical reasons for this. First, public-housing studies took

place after the neighborhood in question was already built, so there was little opportunity to

26 Catherine Lansing Oats, Studies of Community Planning in Terms of the Span of Life (New York: New York City
Housing Authority, 1937).
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modify existing buildings. The rationale was that lessons learned in one housing development
could be applied to future building projects in other locations. But even the federal government
admitted that this was not always possible. In 1945, the Federal Public Housing Authority
published a report, “The Livability Problems of 1,000 Families,” which collected the results of
resident surveys taken in 1,000 public housing projects across the country.”’ The report
concluded that minimum space standards in public housing were too restrictive. But it also
included a foreword by Public Housing Commissioner Philip Klutznick, who regretted that, “due
to cost limitations on public housing, available funds will undoubtedly not be adequate to
provide the space and facilities families desire and possibly not those required as indicated in the
study.”*® Public housing was the ideal laboratory for tenancy studies, since it contained a clearly
delimited group of residents and management who were generally cooperative with researchers.
But financial limitations made it difficult for housing authorities to make the architectural
changes necessary to implement research findings. So how could housing researchers actually
test their ideas in the built environment?

The scientific research produced in public housing found its way into private housing
debates. For example, Oats applied her ideas to private housing developments when she retired
from the New York Housing Authority in 1946. She joined a group of domestic scientists at the
Woman’s Foundation in Midtown Manhattan, where Oats modified the argument she made in
Studies of Community Planning to suit an audience interested in private housing. Much like
public housing, the developers of private residential tracts were also producing uniform housing
that narrowly targeted the ‘average’ sized American family. The Woman’s Foundation offered

Oats a platform to communicate this problem to a wider audience by organizing the National

27 «“The Livability Problems of 1,000 Families,” Federal Public Housing Authority, 1945.
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Conference on Family Life and publishing her ideas as a book. In this way, domestic science
offered women opportunities to disseminate lessons learned in public housing to the private
housing market.

The architect Stonorov paid special attention to public housing research, hoping for a
chance to apply some of these ideas to a private development. He got this opportunity when The
Citizen’s Redevelopment Committee of Detroit commissioned him to design the community plan
for a downtown neighborhood: Gratiot-Orleans. Chapter 5 discusses the development of Gratiot-
Orleans, in which the architects Minoru Yamasaki and Victor Gruen collaborated with Stonorov
to produce plans for a mixed neighborhood of public and private housing, which, they hoped,
would offer a counterexample to the isolation and monotony typical of public housing projects.
Inspired by the work of Catherine L. Oats, Stonorov pushed for housing variety in the
neighborhood—row houses, high-rise apartment buildings, and single-family houses—so as to
accommodate individuals as well as families of all different sizes and incomes. The Gratiot-
Orleans plan was a success. Progressive Architecture magazine hailed the Gratiot-Orleans
project as the democratic solution to the problem of community planning, and awarded the
architects first prize in the magazine’s 1956 town planning competition.

The second reason I discuss public and private housing together is that some midcentury
architects associated this combination with democracy. Stonorov, Gruen, and Yamasaki claimed
that their Gratiot-Orleans neighborhood would be a beacon for democracy in Detroit, since their
plan encouraged population diversity by offering public housing and private housing in the same
tract. In 1955 racial covenants still legally restricted non-white groups from renting or
purchasing houses in Detroit’s private neighborhoods. One year earlier, Detroit desegregated its

public housing in response to the Supreme Court’s ruling to uphold a federal court’s decision in
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the landmark Davis et al. v. The St. Louis Housing Authority, which barred the St. Louis Housing
Authority from refusing to rent apartments to qualified African-Americans. Detroit was a deeply
segregated city at midcentury, populated by white residents in the suburbs and non-white groups
who lived downtown. So people paid attention when Stonorov, Gruen, and Yamasaki proposed
that their new neighborhood would “bring the suburbs to the city,” meaning that Gratiot-Orleans
would not just mix downtown architectural features with suburban ones. They would mix
downtown and suburban people, too. By building public and private residential buildings in one
neighborhood, the Gratiot-Orleans architects could describe their project as open housing, even if

this was only partly true.

Tenancy studies became a professional subject for scientific research after 1937. That
year, Congress passed the National Housing Act, which provided generous subsidies to local
housing authorities for the construction of public housing. This new legislation was also a
watershed event for tenancy research. In the following decade, housing institutes appeared on
college campuses where architects and scientists collaborated to explore technical and social
questions related to the design, construction and maintenance of houses. These housing institutes
were the staging grounds for the professionalization of housing, an opportunity for academics to
practice some control over who studied large-scale housing and how they went about doing it.

As I have noted, the U.S. government did not have a centralized office for scientific
research on housing. Neither did it identify central problems for national study. Instead the
nature of research questions depended entirely on the abilities and ambitions of local academics,
people who happened to take an interest in housing and wanted to take advantage of the new

campus resources available to study it. The scientists working at American housing institutes
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were only loosely connected by their commitment to the scientific method, and the shared belief
that only reproducible results were conclusive.

We can trace the emergence of housing institutes on U.S. college campuses to two
simultaneous events. First, Americans had endured a persistent national housing shortage that
began in the Depression years but reached its peak after WWII. Promised prosperity upon their
return home, veterans discovered that it was hard enough to find an adequate dwelling to shelter
their families. Second, American universities experienced enormous growth after the War, which
they owed to the GI Bill as well as a booming national economy. Given the new resources at the
disposal of American colleges, it made sense that they attempted to tackle what was, debatably,
the biggest threat to the health and safety of American families at the time: the housing crisis.

My project focuses on the questions that social scientists asked about the tenants living in
government housing after the War. Of course, the professionals who worked in housing institutes
were not only social scientists. Housing institutes enlisted architects, engineers, domestic
scientists, and medical practitioners to research a number of problems related to building livable
houses, including prefabrication technologies, minimum-space requirements, and heating and
cooling systems. Greg Hise has described the pioneering work of the Pierce Foundation at Yale,
a housing institute that researched best practices for designing cost-efficient minimum houses for
the private housing market.”” More recently, Michael Osman has written about postwar
experiments in air conditioning and heating for the house, technologies that he situates within a
larger culture of regulation and scientific management in America.’® Certainly, these are crucial

episodes in the history of science in housing. I argue that this history of housing standards and
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technologies is even better understood when we consider it alongside contemporary socio-
psychological studies of people living in large-scale housing, not least of all because social
scientists documented their studies of tenants’ relationships in a statistical language that reflected
the same regulatory impulse that compelled other scientists to quantify the effects of air
conditioning and heating. To put it another way, I point towards the construction of emotional
knowledge in tenancy studies not to contrast it with technical knowledge, but to demonstrate the
ways in which they were mutually constitutive.

American social scientists studied housing as a topic in the field of applied psychology.
Before World War II, most social scientists couched their ideas in abstract theory, and few
studied group behavior in real-world situations. After the war, the U.S. government enlisted
sociologists to “apply” their knowledge of psychology to a number of important but disparate
social issues, including communications technologies, air-force training programs, and
workplace codes of conduct.’’ Nevertheless, most social scientists had little or no training in
applied psychology and knew even less about its relevance for housing. After all, what did
housing have to do with psychology?

Kurt Lewin pioneered the nascent field of applied psychology during his tenure at MIT’s
Psychology Department, where he supervised a study of veteran housing in Cambridge (among
other projects). Like most social scientists of the period, Lewin had trained as a psychologist, but
he specialized in group thinking and behavior as opposed to individual psychology. Unlike other
social scientists, Lewin chose to explore group behavior in real-world settings with the intention
of solving the most pressing social problems of the moment. These interests led him to the topic

of housing. Lewin’s writings provided a path for psychologists interested in practicing applied
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and problem-oriented research, and offered an intellectual framework for understanding tenancy
as a subject for socio-psychological study.

Chapter 2 focuses on the postwar tenancy studies conducted by Kurt Lewin and Festinger
at MIT, but it also discusses similar work conducted by the psychologists Robert Merton at
Columbia and Morton Deutsch at NYU. For these practitioners, “housing” was an experimental
subfield within the experimental subfield of applied psychology, and, as such, the burden of
legitimizing tenancy studies was heavy. How could Lewin and others demonstrate the scientific
verifiability of their research in public housing? This question was all the more pressing owing to
the controversial content of their tenancy studies, which dealt with sensitive questions related to
the psychological effects of class and racial segregation.

One way that Merton and others attempted to secure the scientific veracity of their
tenancy studies was to keep illegitimate, or “non-scientific,” studies out of the public eye.
Chapter 3 explores the professionalization of tenancy studies from a different angle, examining
the obstacles that a “non-expert” experienced in the struggle to publish his public-housing
research. Merton dissuaded the photographer Leonard Nadel from publishing his photographic
study of Los Angeles tenants in government housing, since Merton worried that non-scientific
studies of racially integrated housing were not merely uninformed, but were a threat to the
legitimacy of the housing studies he was conducting at Columbia. Nadel had recently completed
a six-month photography project at Aliso Village, one of the nation’s first racially integrated
government housing projects, when he met with Merton at the psychologist’s New York office in
1949. I revisit the Aliso Village photographs to reckon with the perceived limitations and missed

opportunity of picturing racial diversity at midcentury in Chapter 3.
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In this dissertation, I tell the story of tenancy research by demonstrating the ways that
scientists professionalized the psycho-social study of residential life. I also show how people on
the outskirts of the scientific community made a place for themselves in tenancy studies,
resisting the exclusivity that typically buttresses the professionalization of any discipline. In
Chapters 3 and 4, I discuss the ‘amateur’ researchers who counted themselves as intellectual
workers with an important role to play in the national project of building and improving
American housing. Whereas social scientists and architects asked different questions about
housing, they shared the confidence that comes from belonging to a recognized professional
community. Domestic scientists and staff workers hired by local housing authorities (i.e.
Catherine Lansing Oats and Leonard Nadel) carved out their own space within the burgeoning
field of housing, but not without some difficulty. Sometimes they found ways to work alongside
social scientists and architects who shared their interests, and other times they were pushed out
by people who failed to recognize their possible contributions to tenancy studies.

It is important to note that these varied housing professions were gendered, and so was
their differential access to public recognition and authority. With few exceptions, the social
scientists and architects interested in pursuing questions related to large-scale housing were men,
whereas many of the people who managed public housing projects, staffed local housing
authorities, and wrote about these neighborhoods for a narrow audience of public housing
professionals were women. Women also dominated the field of domestic science, which had a
long tradition of publishing affordable ways to build and improve single-family houses that dated
back to the early years of the twentieth century. After WWII, these domestic scientists turned
their attention to questions of family life in large-scale housing, specifically the problem of

building neighborhoods with adequate housing to shelter families through several stages of child
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rearing. Among the many women who struggled to find a place for themselves in housing
debates, none was as influential as Bauer.

Bauer was exceptional for her work with both recognized housing professionals and less
recognized domestic scientists. She leveraged her relationships with architects and scientists to
publish in their professional journals but also reached a wider audience of general readers
through publishing in mainstream periodicals, including women’s magazines. During her
lifetime, Bauer incorporated professional and practical knowledge into her writings about
tenants, sometimes appealing to ‘practical reason’ as the obvious solution for overwrought
debates about housing issues, such as the minimum square footage necessary for a livable house.

Following Bauer’s example, I have defined “science” broadly in this dissertation. I argue
that examining science from a wider perspective not only delivers a more inclusive picture of the
people involved in postwar housing debates, but also offers a more accurate picture, one that
takes into account the different voices who struggled to be heard and jockeyed for power as they
made arguments about tenants that were really arguments about the meaning of democratic life
in America. One goal of this project is to demonstrate that the term “science” was a cipher for
legitimacy in the world of housing. People referred to their tenancy studies as “experiments” not
just because they considered their work to be groundbreaking, but because they craved the

legitimacy and authority bestowed upon scientific research.
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Chapter 1: Housing Surveys in Two Architecture Offices

The planned community transformed the traditional architect-client relationship. Since
the beginning of their profession, American architects had designed single-family houses for
wealthy clients, and they accomplished this by translating their clients’ needs and desires into
built forms. The work of residential architects depended on knowing their clients, but the scale of
the planned community and the large number of people to be housed threatened to make
prospective residents unknowable. “The most important thing is to avoid the experiment of the
speculators. That means to build for an unknown group [...] Before going into any building
operation today, thorough and expert surveys of the prospective tenants should be made,” wrote
architect Stonorov in 1932." Stonorov referred to the tenant surveys that he distributed to
Philadelphia hosiery workers in anticipation of designing his latest project, the Carl Mackley
Houses in Northeast Philadelphia. The architect looked to tenant surveys for information about
the needs and desires of the 1,385 prospective residents in his planned community.”

The first tenant surveys took place at the Carl Mackley Houses and Hillside Homes in the
Bronx borough of New York. Aerial views of these residential communities emphasized their
grand scale, which distinguished them from the surrounding neighborhood (Figs. 1.1 and 1.2).
These were subsidized housing developments built with loans from the Reconstruction Finance
Corporation (RFC), which the federal government established to boost the depressed American

economy in 1932. Although the RFC initiated these projects, the Public Works Administration

! Letter from Oscar Stonorov to John Edelman, February 18, 1932, Box 52, Oscar Stonorov Papers, American
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(PWA) completed them several years later under the supervision of its newly established
Housing Division.” The architects Stonorov and Stein understood these neighborhoods and the
tenant surveys that preceded them as models for future PWA housing. Both architects were eager
to establish best practices in the new field of community planning, and they upheld tenant
surveys as a crucial step in the planning process.

Stein and Stonorov believed that planned communities burdened architects with a new
social responsibility. “We must plan [Hillside Homes] so as to facilitate the development of a full
community,” Stein exhorted.* Stein was an established New York architect who had considerable
community planning experience, which included a company town built for miners in Tyrone,
New Mexico, and a celebrated commuter suburb in Radburn, New Jersey.” Stonorov had just
arrived in the United States when the stock market crashed in 1929, having recently completed
his architecture education at the Ecole Polytechnique Federal in Zurich.® He was also an idealist,
“The only way we can reanimate the shapeless community life of much of present day America
is by the establishment of integrated neighborhoods around the cell of a community center,”
Stonorov preached.” PWA housing offered an opportunity for these architects to explore the

ways architectural design might improve community relations.
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Tenant surveys provided architects with guidelines for building socially satisfactory
communities. Stein and Stonorov characterized tenant surveys as important tools for learning
about people’s economic situations as well as their social habits at home and in the
neighborhood. These architects hired local social workers, economists and sociologists to
conduct tenancy studies that combined questionnaires, interviews and direct observation.
Surveyors asked prospective residents at the Carl Mackley Houses questions about their housing
needs and desires, such as, “Do you prefer your present home to a good apartment? How many
bedrooms do you want? Do you like a home on one floor?””® Surveyors canvassed prospective
residents about their housing preferences, and, in doing so, offered architects crucial information
for designing neighborhoods fit for a particular community.

This emphasis on the architect-client relationship made PWA housing surveys different
from the Progressive era surveys that preceded them. For example, W.E.B. Du Bois surveyed the
deplorable housing conditions in Philadelphia’s Seventh Ward to document the effects of the
city’s segregated housing market in 1900.° Three decades later, Stonorov surveyed Philadelphia
hosiery workers living in slum tenements about the types of dwellings that they would like to
live in. Some aspects of Stonorov’s survey recalled Du Bois’s earlier study, such as the
architect’s interest in the average number of inhabitants per slum dwelling. But whereas Du Bois
recorded these figures to demonstrate that overcrowding in the Seventh Ward had worsened in
the last several decades, Stonorov did so to compare Philadelphians’ present housing conditions
with their future desires. For PWA architects, tenant surveys were instruments for architectural

design.
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In recent years, architecture historians have begun to document the socio-architectural
discourse that shaped urbanization in Euro-America after WWIL'® Kenny Cupers has argued that
the design of mass housing in postwar France developed as the result of production and
consumption, since housing ideas were continually refined in a process of “accumulative
experimentation” that brought together government officials, construction companies, residents’
associations, developers and social scientists.'' In this chapter, I discuss architects’ earliest
efforts to apply sociological methods of analysis to the problem of mass housing in the United
States during the Depression years. Stonorov and Stein confronted the problem of mass housing
nearly a decade before the postwar urbanization projects that scholars have credited with
widening the scope of Euro-American architectural practice towards a more social-research
oriented approach.

The PWA tenant surveys were a mixture of sociological research and consumer feedback.
As such, they pioneered new roles for social scientists and residents in the preliminary stages of
community planning. Social scientists had their own agenda for tenant studies, and asked
Philadelphia hosiery workers questions that had little to do with architectural design, such as,
“Do you believe that there are fundamental psychological or temperamental differences between
men and women? How do you allow for this in your marriage?”'? Such tenant surveys indicated
the difficulties that architects encountered in harnessing the broad aims of social-science research
for the narrow purpose of environmental design. As I will discuss in Chapter 2, this problem

persisted for the architects who collaborated with social scientists over the next two decades.
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Tenant surveys also revealed the tensions between government officials and architects,
since architects used the surveys to plead for better neighborhoods with bigger houses and more
expansive recreational areas. Whereas architects pushed for the small luxuries that survey
respondents indicated, government officials often shut down these requests in favor of severe
housing on tight budgets. These conflicts shed light on the primary aim of the PWA housing
program, which was a stopgap measure to employ construction workers, one of the groups
hardest hit by the Depression.'® But architects Stein and Stonorov dismissed the idea that
planned communities were only important insofar as they provided jobs for the depressed
building industry—these architects upheld PWA neighborhoods as opportunities to improve the
physical and social lives of workers. Tenant surveys were the battleground in this struggle
between architects and government officials because they visualized the gap between the realities

of the PWA housing program and the aspirations of architects and residents.

I. Housing Surveys

Stonorov and Stein wanted to know about the economic and social behaviors of their
prospective residents. Since their research centered on the traditional nuclear family, they paid
attention to the individual needs of husbands, wives and their children. The architects had little
difficulty collecting information about family economics, since household income, monthly rent,
and spending habits were fairly straightforward. It was more challenging to interview residents
about their social lives, since this was a giant and unwieldy topic that threatened to give little
insight into concrete architectural solutions. But these interviews were important, since they

promised to shed light on the things that residents wanted in their households but may not have
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known to request.'® This paternalist thinking partially explains architects’ interest in
documenting and analyzing the social lives of their prospective residents.

Stonorov commissioned a team of consultants to conduct a six-month study of
Philadelphia’s hosiery workers and their families. The architect hired economists and
sociologists to conduct the study, drawing on local expertise from graduate students and faculty
at the University of Pennsylvania and Bryn Mawr. Stonorov believed that three types of
knowledge were necessary to build successful planned communities: 1) “knowledge of the
sociological background of the tenant”, 2) “command of engineering knowledge and invention,”
and 3) “command of architectural expression to create a community which in itself is able to
influence city planning in the future.”'” The tenant survey was a tool for collecting a sociological
picture of residents, which the architect would then translate into a neighborhood tailored to the
group in question and consistent with the latest building methods and technologies.

Stonorov described himself as a liaison between the worlds of sociology and design. He
believed that architects needed to partner with sociologists because they had little opportunity to
conduct research for themselves. Stonorov explained that:

Under the present competitive system of architectural enterprise there is little time left

for the architect to do research work. First hand information, not reading books and

copying them, is most expensive though the most important factor in information. If the
architect does it, he does it at his own expense. His remuneration makes no allowance

outside of preparing the final solution, obtained usually on surprisingly superficial data.'®
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He blamed architecture schools for turning a blind eye to the need for social research in the
housing field, criticizing them for their exclusive emphasis on “preparing [architecture] students
in the aesthetic of past times.”'” Stonorov preached that American architects needed a different
type of training than the traditional architecture education if they wanted to supervise the social
surveys necessary for well-planned neighborhoods.

The Philadelphia survey was an ambitious project. Researchers interviewed 1,385 union
families in six months. Each interview lasted anywhere from ten minutes to over an hour,
depending on the participant’s willingness to talk. Reports indicated that discussions with union
members and their families often went beyond the scope of housing. The people surveyed
wanted to talk about union policy, strikes, unemployment, the depressed economy, and personal
financial burdens. In an effort to standardize surveys, Stonorov’s research team designed a
questionnaire that they distributed to literate workers (those who could not read nor write
participated in interviews only).'®

Researchers used the questionnaire to collect numerical data. Hosiery workers described
their household demographics, indicating each person’s age, sex, marital status, and union
affiliation. They also reported the total number of rooms in their dwellings, as well as the number
of bedrooms. If they were homeowners, union members disclosed the amount of their monthly
mortgage payments and the annual estimated cost of house repairs. Tenants reported the monthly
cost of rent, and indicated if they paid an additional expense for automobile storage. Participants

wrote down the cost of household amenities: gas, water, heat, electricity, refrigeration and

7 Ibid.

'8 «“Questionnaire for Reading Hosiery Workers,” undated, Box 51, Oscar Stonorov Papers, American Heritage

Center, University of Wyoming, Laramie.
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telephone. They also documented their daily commutes, indicating transit expenses and average
travel time between home and work. In these ways, Stonorov’s research team assembled a
statistical portrait of the hosiery workers and their families.

Researchers asked these families about their personal lives and their housing preferences.
These interviews gave participants some freedom to discuss their housing needs without the
researcher’s prompting (as opposed to filling-out questionnaires that looked more or less like tax
forms). Some typical interview questions were: “What do you do in your spare time? How do
you get to work? How long does it take? Do you like eating meals in the kitchen?”'” Such
questions related to architectural design in direct and indirect ways.

But other questions had little (if anything) to do with architecture. For example, hosiery
workers participated in a “Husbands and Wives” survey that assessed the relative strengths or
weaknesses of their marriages. Researchers interviewed husbands and wives separately, asking
them questions about their partner’s health, finances, recreational activities, temperament,
decision-making, politics, friendships and hobbies. The interview began with the question, “If
you could press a button and not be married would you do s0?”*° Presumably, the participant’s
answer to this early question would be used to interpret the questions that followed, indicating,
for example, if the wife’s marital dissatisfaction had anything to do with her husband’s time
spent away from the house.

Stonorov applied survey results to community design in selective ways. Before the

survey began, he had already written some general guidelines for good worker housing: minimal

1% “Data to be Obtained by Questioning,” undated, Box 51, Oscar Stonorov Papers, American Heritage Center,
University of Wyoming, Laramie.

20 “Hysbands and Wives,” questionnaire, undated, Box 51, Oscar Stonorov Papers, American Heritage Center,
University of Wyoming, Laramie.
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rent, standards of comfort consistent with scientific planning, improved social conditions
(through playgrounds, community club, and kindergartens), and flexible leases that permitted
workers to move if they attained a better job elsewhere.”' But the Philadelphia survey helped
Stonorov to make “standards of comfort” more specific to the needs of hosiery workers. Survey
results indicated that hosiery workers needed bigger apartments to accommodate growing
families and that they wanted a swimming pool and extra garages added to the preliminary
community plan.”? Residents reported that high monthly fees for amenities, such as gas and
electricity, were a financial burden. Stonorov solved this problem by suggesting an affordable
rental rate at Carl Mackley Houses that included the cost of amenities.” In this way, Stonorov
integrated survey results with his own thinking about proper worker housing.

Stonorov never referred to the “Husbands and Wives” survey explicitly. It is likely that
sociologists created the survey for their own study of marital relationships, which they pursued
under Stonorov’s general directive to study the “social habits” of hosiery workers and their
families. One of the greatest challenges for architect-sociologist partnerships was identifying
common territory in the field of housing. Often sociologist’s questions had little to do with
architect’s concerns and vice versa.

The “Husbands and Wives” survey reflected contemporary concerns about American
families, which sociologists brought to public attention in their work for the “President’s

Research Committee on Social Trends” between 1929-34. One of the group’s most influential

2! Letter from Oscar Stonorov to John Edelman.

22 See “The Carl Mackley Houses,” and Richard Pommer, “The Architecture of Urban Housing in the United States
during the Early 1930s,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, Vol. 37, No. 4 (Dec., 1978), 239.
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studies was “The Family and its Functions,” written by Chicago sociologist William F. Ogburn.**

He argued that the twentieth-century migration of rural families into cities had undermined the
traditional nuclear family, including women’s dependence on their husbands and family farms.
Ogburn attributed the rising number of separations and divorces in the United States to the
greater independence that city life afforded American women.

Stonorov designed the Carl Mackley Houses for urban families, and his social research
reflected this group. His research team interviewed male hosiery workers, as well as their wives
and children. Advertisements for the Carl Mackley Houses described the use of statistical data to
determine the requirements of the “average member of the hosiery union and his family.”** The
earliest PWA projects catered to low-income families, and architects made this clear in their
social research as well as their designs for community facilities, parks, and playgrounds.

Hillside Homes was no exception. Like Stonorov, Stein wanted to know about the
economic and social details of family life. Stein believed that tenant surveys were necessary,
explaining that every architect-planner should “start with human individuals and groups — their
habits, their ways, their physical and psychological beings.”*® But compared to Stonorov’s,
Stein’s tenant surveys were much narrower. He hired only two consultants, Catherine Bauer and
Margaret Stein Morgan, to survey the prospective residents for Hillside Homes in 1933.

Bauer was a budding housing expert whom Stein had met through his close friend, the

architecture critic Lewis Mumford. Several years before the Hillside survey, Stein hired Bauer to

* William F. Ogburn, “The Family and Its Functions,” Recent Social Trends in the United States: Report of the
President’s Research Committee on Social Trends New York: Whittlesey House, 1934), 661-708.
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help him research a book on regionalism.?’ For this project, Bauer used mail surveys and field
observation to analyze a number of American shopping centers, hoping to determine the designs
most beneficial to the landlord, retailer and consumer. While staying at Mumford’s apartment in
Sunnyside Gardens, New York, Bauer conducted her first tenant survey—interviewing residents
about their satisfaction with the neighborhood that Stein had designed.”® Bauer discovered that
Sunnyside residents appreciated the “light and air” afforded by the careful arrangement of row
houses in the superblock, but complained about the lack of amenities, such as refrigerators, fold-
up ironing boards and laundry chutes.” This experience made Bauer pay close attention to the
small luxuries that often distinguish livable housing from less desirable dwellings.

Comparatively little information has survived about Morgan. What we do know is that
she partnered with Bauer to conduct preliminary research for Stein’s proposed housing
developments in Pittsburgh, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Secaucus, and Milwaukee during the
New Deal years. Similarly, we have little evidence for the ways Bauer and Morgan conducted
social research. But they probably combined interviews, surveys, and fieldwork, as Bauer had
learned to do in her earlier work for Stein. They conducted their Bronx tenant survey
intermittently for eighteen months, during which time Stein made plans for the Hillside housing
development.*

Bauer and Morgan investigated recreational facilities in their tenant survey. “What are

the facilities desirable for a neighborhood of 5,000 persons? To what extent are these

" H. Peter Oberlander and Eva Newbrun, Houser: The Life and Work of Catherine Bauer (Vancouver: University of
British Columbia Press, 1999), 74.
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satisfactorily supplied outside the development and available for the Hillside community? What
desirable facilities not supplied elsewhere can be afforded?””' Bauer and Morgan catered to
young families in their recommendations for community facilities, which included playgrounds
and wading pools for toddlers. They reasoned that sports facilities for teens and adults were
unnecessary, since existing facilities in the Bronx borough—such as nearby gyms and athletic
fields—met the community’s need for organized sports. It was also socially desirable to keep
noisy teens away from the semi-public garden courtyards, where their activities might disturb
other neighbors (although toddlers could also be noisy, their mothers would presumably monitor
their play). Other provisions for young children at Hillside included a nursery, storage for baby
carriages, and the “sunny and protected” courtyards designed for mothers.

Published photographs of Hillside tended to capture its garden courtyards, which
outshone some of the nicest private housing developments (Fig. 1.3). Tenants owed these
amenities to the housing surveys conducted by Bauer and Morgan, as well as to the landscape
architect Marjorie Sewell Cautley, who prioritized the experiences of young mothers in her
design practice. Hillside became a model for future PWA projects, which also catered to the

recreational needs of families with young children.

II. Community Planning

Hillside Homes and the Carl Mackley Houses provided something that the speculative
housing market did not: public space. During the New Deal era, it was rare for a single developer
to build an entire neighborhood, and only the wealthiest communities had landscaping and parks.

Most speculative builders sold individual houses on narrow lots, which often led to congestion,

31 bid, 3-5.
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but architects Stonorov and Stein divided the urban grid differently.’* Photographs of garden
courtyards illustrate how the architects preserved open space while keeping population densities
moderately high (Figs. 1.4 and 1.5). Whereas tenant surveys helped the architects to determine
which recreational facilities were most appropriate for a particular group, they offered no
guidance for coordinating shopping, parks and housing in the residential landscape. Stonorov and
Stein looked for answers in European social housing as well as the latest American sociological
research on planned communities.

Hillside Homes and Carl Mackley Houses appeared remarkably similar. These were
large-scale developments that consisted of four-story or five-story apartment buildings that
occupied minimal ground coverage. Both neighborhoods were fortress-like, since the architects
arranged apartment buildings in rows that lined the superblock’s perimeter with building
entrances facing the street (Fig. 1.6). Whereas Hillside Homes walled itself off from the street,
wide gaps between the Carl Mackley Houses broke up the neighborhood’s fortress-like
appearance on the north and south sides. Stonorov also indented apartment buildings at the
center of each row to create some variety. Interior courtyards provided space for parks,
playgrounds and landscaping. The architects designed their buildings in a stark European
modernist style, which was somewhat softened by Stonorov’s use of light brick tile at the Carl
Mackley Houses.

The low ground coverage and open spaces at Hillside Homes and the Carl Mackley
Houses recalled public housing in Frankfurt, Karlsruhe, London and Rotterdam. Stein discussed

these European neighborhoods with other architect-planners at the International Town, City and

32 Clarence Stein, “Public Housing Management,” manuscript for unpublished book, undated, Box 5, folder 46,
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Regional Planning Conference held by the American Institute of Architects in 1933.* The
arrangement of low-rise apartment buildings around semi-private interior courtyards at
Amsterdam South and the Tusschendijken housing project in Rotterdam were models for low
cost urban housing in Euro-America throughout the 1920s.** Through keeping building coverage
to a minimum, Dutch architects opened up the residential lot for lawns and landscaping.®® But
more importantly, they resisted the predictable monotony of the gridiron street system. Stein and
Stonorov imitated this perimeter block scheme at Hillside and Carl Mackley. Stein designed
Hillside to be “a separate integrated community within the larger pattern of the bigger city,”
because he associated the feeling of community belonging with architectural boundaries that
separated insiders from outsiders.*

This was the rationale for the neighborhood unit, an early guideline for building
communities in the United States. “The underlying principle of the scheme is that an urban
neighborhood should be regarded both as a unit of a larger whole and as a distinct entity in
itself,” explained sociologist Clarence Perry in reference to his neighborhood unit concept.
Perry’s illustration of the neighborhood unit focused on public buildings situated in a grid of

interior streets and encircled by shopping and highways at the periphery of a quarter-mile radius

33 Lewis Mumford, “Address of Lewis Mumford,” in panel discussion on the planned community, Architectural
Forum Vol. LVIII, No. 4 (April 1933): 27-30, Box 5, folder 35, Clarence Stein Papers, The Division of Rare and
Manuscript Collections, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York.
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(Fig. 1.7).%7 Perry introduced the neighborhood unit in a treatise written for an extensive plan of
metropolitan New York, sponsored by the Russell Sage Foundation and published as The
Regional Plan of New York and Its Environs in 1929.%® Perry’s main objective was to underline
the importance of scale in neighborhood planning. He limited the population of neighborhoods to
the number of residents necessary for one elementary school, which was located no more than
half a mile away from the farthest dwelling. The neighborhood unit was not a prescription for the
physical design of urban neighborhoods, but it offered some helpful guidelines for architect-
planners. For example, the neighborhood unit was an early model for a functionally integrated
community, since it combined housing, shopping, public buildings, and parks into a walkable
neighborhood.

American housing experts believed that integrated communities provided the ideal
conditions for direct democracy, otherwise known as “face-to-face democracy.” One feature of
integrated plans was a centralized elementary school, which Perry associated with democratic
life, since he reasoned that the school’s auditorium, library or gymnasium could be used for civic
activities. “With such [community] equipment and an environment possessing so much of
interest and service to all the residents, a vigorous local consciousness would be bound to arise
and find expression in all sorts of agreeable and useful face-to-face associations,” imagined
Perry.*” Stein echoed this sentiment in his description of the “face-to-face democracy” at
Hillside. The neighborhood had five thousand residents, which was large enough to require

community services but small enough to allow some resident participation in their management.

37 Clarence A. Perry, “The Neighborhood Unit, A Scheme of Arrangement for the Family Life Community,”
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Stein reasoned that people’s interest in local amenities—such as schools, nurseries, and parks—
were the basis of democracy, since they prompted people to participate in community decision-
making.** The “face-to-face democracy” was a political and social phenomenon that Stein
attributed to Hillside’s integrated community plan, which featured a limited population and
community facilities that distinguished the neighborhood.
Stonorov associated life in the industrial city with feelings of anonymity and isolation. He
worried that these problems disproportionately affected factory workers and their families:
We see endless rows of bleak houses huddled under a blanket of soot and smoke. Here
dwells the segregated class of an industrial nation. The father goes to a factory, for 8
hours instead of 12, but he spends those hours on some small mechanical job which can
have no meaning to him in terms of satisfaction in the finished product. [...] He doesn’t
know his neighbors nor does he know any club or community center where he can rub
elbows with them and get acquainted. To get away from it all he goes out to a movie. On
Sunday night he might take in a football or baseball game; in any case he can’t stand to
stay at home for any length of time. All these types of recreation are individualistic; they
are symptoms of the destruction of family and group life.*!
Stonorov believed that the industrial city had robbed Americans of the opportunity to socialize
with neighbors. His writings reflected national fears about urban loneliness, which could be
traced back to the nineteenth century, but were ratcheted up by the Depression-era migration of

bankrupt farmers to cities in search of jobs.

0 Clarence Stein, “Neighborhood Communities as the Basis for Democracy,” speech, Cleveland, May 19, 1944,
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Euro-American sociologists discussed urban melancholy in early twentieth-century
literature. The German sociologist Georg Simmel theorized that the metropolitan environment
inhibited people’s ability to form meaningful social relations.* The American sociologist
Charles Horton Cooley warned that new technologies of communication (i.e. the telephone) had
widened modern man’s sphere of social contacts with the result that he was a stranger to his own
neighbors and disinterested in local affairs.*’ In his writings on human psychology, Cooley
claimed that the individual’s well-being depended on his sense of belonging to a social group.
Cooley’s writings provided a theoretical justification for the neighborhood unit and other
attempts to divide big cities into smaller communities.

Stein had spent the early years of his career disseminating the message that American
cities needed to be decentralized. He accomplished this as the leader of the Regional Planning
Association of America (RPAA), a loosely organized group of urban thinkers that included
Bauer, Lewis Mumford, Benton MacKaye, Henry Wright, Fritz Gutheim, and Stonorov. Stein
organized the first conference of the Garden City and Regional Planning Association (later called
the RPAA) in 1923.** This important event signaled the extension of the British Garden City
Movement to the United States.

Several decades earlier, the English communitarian reformer Ebenezer Howard had

introduced the concept of “Garden Cities” in his influential book, Tomorrow: A Peaceful Path to
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Real Reform.*” Howard wrote that the best way to raise the English worker’s standard of living
was to relocate factories from the city center to satellite towns in more rural areas where workers
could benefit from fresh air, clean water, low rents, and improved dwellings. In their ideal form,
English Garden Cities combined the best features of the city with the best aspects of the rural
town.*® Rallied by the Garden City Movement, the RPAA drafted an ambitious program to
decentralize the New York metropolitan area.

In recent scholarship, historians have discussed the RPAA’s regional planning focus. But
scholars have paid little attention to the group’s simultaneous effort to promote smaller-scale
community planning. Stein published widely on community planning, even writing a basic
guideline for people new to the architect-planner profession.*” In June 1933, the RPAA requested
that Stonorov prepare a community plan for the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), a federally
owned corporation that produced electric power, controlled floods and generally managed
economic development in the area. Stonorov and others interpreted the TVA as a promising sign
that Roosevelt’s New Deal government was ready to play a larger role in managing American
industries and natural resources.

The RPAA wanted to communicate the importance of regional and community planning
to David Lilienthal, director of the TVA project.*® In his role as the RPAA’s urban theorist,

Benton MacKaye presented charts and maps to Lilienthal that communicated “the necessity of

* Ebenezer Howard, Tomorrow a Peaceful Path to Real Reform (London: Swan Sonnenschein & Co., 1898;
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regional consideration of the whole [Tennessee Valley] problem.”*® For his part, Stonorov
introduced Lilienthal to the concept of community planning by “stress[ing] the point of pliable
communities with standard equipment.”° Stonorov preached that planned communities should
have universal and particular qualities, meaning that the best ones were responsive to local
conditions but nonetheless offered standardized public facilities.

The RPAA suspended its formal meetings and collaborative activities in the planning
field after 1933. At the time, the Carl Mackley Houses were under construction and the Hillside
Homes project was in preliminary planning stages. In their designs for PWA housing, Stein and
Stonorov responded to the Garden Cities and European social housing promoted by the RPAA in
the previous decade. The architects also looked to the neighborhood unit, a new socio-
architectural concept, to describe the social benefits of their PWA projects for individual families
and the community. The RPAA was a think tank for regional planning, but the group was most
successful in implementing smaller-scale community plans, which forged connections between

Stein, Bauer and Stonorov for the purposes of social research.

II1. Architects vs. PWA Officials

Historians have credited New Deal government officials with the progressive vision
behind PWA planned communities.’' But this was not always the case. Unlike the architects of
planned communities, New Deal officials did not push for the small luxuries that made

apartments livable, such as additional rooms, attached patios, and public spaces for indoor and

# Letter from Oscar Stonorov to Fritz Gutheim and Benton MacKaye, June 9, 1933, Box 38, Oscar Stonorov Papers,
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outdoor recreation. Some government officials opposed these amenities, instead choosing the
least expensive (and least appealing) architectural designs for fear of upsetting local real estate
interests if government housing ‘looked too good.” Government officials declared that the PWA
housing program was supposed to create employment, not raise poor people’s standard of
living.’* Stonorov and Stein disagreed. Throughout their careers, they used tenant surveys to
push for better amenities and public facilities in government housing, especially community
buildings.

These architects collected information about the prospective residents for the Carl
Mackley Houses and Hillside Homes on their own initiative. The RFC did not require loan
applicants to provide any information about the people whom they intended to shelter. Instead
they required information about the project’s site: maps of the proposed neighborhood block(s),
existing utilities, method of acquisition, valuation of the land, tax rate, and a description of the
neighborhood’s place within broader city planning schemes.> Applicants also needed to provide
specifics about their buildings: estimated construction period, ground coverage, and architectural
drawings indicating the number of stories and individual apartment units. With respect to the
prospective residents, loan applications only required an “estimated number of persons to be
housed.”* The federal government did not expect applicants to research any particular group
beyond the question of how many people qualified for government housing. So why did

architects concern themselves with obtaining data about the daily habits, monthly budgets and
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particular needs of low-income people if this information was unnecessary for obtaining a
government loan?

Throughout their careers, Stonorov and Stein promoted tenant surveys as a tool to learn
about the social lives of residents. In a speech at New York University, Stein compared
architects to theatre directors, “Follow your actors,” he told them, “What do they want to make
of their lives—of the part of it they are to spend between the walls you are going to plan?” he
asked NYU architecture students in 1938.”> During the next decade, Stonorov’s experience
building defense housing for WWII workers would strengthen his belief that the only way to
design a successful housing project was to involve workers in the early planning stages.
“Democratic participation of defense workers in the actual designing of defense housing projects
should be a required rule of procedure by every governmental agency concerned with the
project,” exhorted Stonorov.”® The architect first tested this idea at the Carl Mackley Houses,
where the hosiery workers union created a limited-dividend corporation to finance, construct and
manage the housing project for themselves. Under the guidance of Stonorov and Edelman, the
hosiery workers constructed a housing project that outshone most private housing developments
as its impressive number of community facilities included three tennis courts, a garage, stores, a
filling station, community center, library and playrooms on the roofs. The garden courts between
apartment buildings at the Carl Mackley Houses were even spacious enough for Stonorov to
design a swimming pool at the center (Fig. 1.8).

Stein believed that limited-dividend corporations were the best way to build a planned

community because they consolidated the architect’s power. Limited-dividend corporations
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supervised the site planning, construction and management of RFC housing projects, which,
Stein argued, tended to make the architect’s job easier, since he worked directly with one
corporation.”’ But the federal government was less optimistic about the decentralized RFC
housing program, which worked at an alarmingly slow pace. It took them thirteen months to
approve just two loans! The problem was that the leaders in charge of limited-dividend
corporations (including architects) had varying degrees of competency in community planning.>®
Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes decided to “stop fussing with limited-dividend
corporations,” and made steps to centralize the RFC’s housing program after the PWA took
control in the summer of 1933.%°

The PWA Housing Division made it harder for architects to win approval for community
facilities. Once the PWA took over the construction of Hillside Homes, it imposed strict budgets.
Stein wanted to build a separate community building for Hillside, but he was unable to justify
this expense because the non-residential building could not recuperate construction costs in rents.
Since he couldn’t finance a separate building for his community center, Stein built public spaces
in the basements of his apartment buildings that included a community room with a small stage
(Fig. 1.9). Hillside apartments had twelve clubrooms, an auditorium, tenant workshops, and a
nursery.” If Stein had charged residents an additional fee for the use of community services, he

could have paid for more recreational facilities. But Stein believed that residents should not be
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expected to pay extra for the use of public space. Despite government opposition, the architects
of Hillside Homes and Carl Mackley Houses refused to treat public facilities as indulgences.

Stonorov struggled to finance modest amenities for government housing. Stonorov
regretted that the “financial limitations of the PWA Housing Division” had resulted in few
projects with adequate community facilities.®' Several years after completing the Carl Mackley
Houses, Stonorov won PWA approval for another low-income housing project: Westfield Acres
in Camden, New Jersey. For this project, Stonorov needed to work closely with the PWA’s
Housing Division since the organization no longer partnered with limited-dividend corporations.
Whereas Philadelphia hosiery workers had supervised Stonorov’s work at Carl Mackley, the
architect needed to convince PWA officials to approve every detail of his plans for Westfield
Acres. Stonorov regretted this situation, and criticized the “architect-bureaucrats” at the PWA for
making “out-right bad” decisions.®* He fought hard to win PWA approval for large picture
windows and individual patios at Westfield, since he believed these architectural features would
soften the institutional look of the buildings.” Stonorov found that it was impossible to win
government approval for recreational facilities similar to those at Carl Mackley Houses. He
complained that PWA officials associated community facilities with communism and thus
hesitated to approve such controversial buildings.**

Stein and Stonorov fought hard for community buildings because they considered these
places to be the heart of social life. “We must plan [Hillside Homes] so as to facilitate the

development of a full community [...] To give it unity the neighborhood must be centered
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around common interests such as an adequate play space and community facilities,”
recommended Stein.®> Community buildings unified the architect’s plan by virtue of their central
location in the neighborhood, and, more importantly, they unified residents by providing public
space for social interaction.

Stonorov preached that community buildings could reverse negative social trends in
American cities. The architect believed that community facilities were crucial for American life
because they exploited the country’s greatest asset: leisure time. “So far we have patiently
allowed the industrial revolution to exert its greatest force on humanity and have failed miserably
to take advantage of its greatest compensation, the growth of leisure time. [...] Why not take one
of the biggest steps towards saving these wasted human lives by giving everyone an opportunity
for normal and healthful recreational expression?”®® The Carl Mackley Houses were a step in this
direction. Community buildings in the Philadelphia neighborhood provided facilities for drama,
movies, music, lectures, crafts, swimming, games and sports.

Stonorov made it his personal goal to raise public support for community buildings. He
proposed a model community building for the 1939 World’s Fair in New York. As planned, it
was an ambitious project.®” The community center would be built on eight acres of fairgrounds,
and include a 2,000 seat auditorium, library, scientific laboratories, art galleries, workshops and
cafeteria. In this V-shaped building, Stonorov also designed a number of sports facilities, such as
an indoor swimming pool, gym, and locker room. Outdoor areas for football, baseball,

swimming, and tennis would encircle the community building. Stonorov believed it was a “great

85 Clarence Stein, “Hillside Homes.”
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shame” that so many American neighborhoods lacked such recreational facilities, which he
credited for maintaining people’s physical and mental health.®® Although Stonorov never had the
chance to build his model community center, he communicated the importance of recreational
facilities in his writings, public speeches, and tenant surveys.

The PWA did not require architects to produce tenant surveys, and included no such
provision in their application for loans. But architects made tenant surveys for other reasons.
These surveys differentiated architects from speculative builders, who built for unknown groups.
They also provided crucial information about the needs and desires of prospective residents.
Although architects did not say this explicitly, they probably hoped that tenant surveys could
support their fight to build recreational facilities on tight PWA budgets. Of course, Stonorov’s
experiences at Carl Mackley and Westfield suggest that the individuals who controlled
government housing—not tenant surveys—determined whether or not recreational facilities were

built.

IV. Standardized Housing Surveys

Stonorov and Stein wanted to help future architects use tenant surveys in their
community planning during the New Deal years. Stein established best practices for American
architects by producing guidelines for tenant surveys in architecture journals. Whereas Stein
educated his fellow architects about tenant surveys as a preliminary phase in community
planning, Stonorov directed his attention towards establishing a special bureau in Philadelphia
for the purpose of surveying public and private residential projects. In different ways, Stein and
Stonorov hoped to standardize tenant surveys in order to make them more consistent with the

needs of architects.

%8 Thid.
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Stonorov wanted a Bureau of Social Architecture in Philadelphia, a single organization
for tenant surveys that would serve as “the medium through which for the first time architect and
sociological investigation would collaborate.”® He imagined that the Bureau would be a non-
governmental body sponsored by the Greater Pennsylvania Council. Its small staff would include
two supervising architects, four junior draftsmen, six social workers, one structural engineer, and
one mechanical engineer.”’ As a regulatory body, the Bureau would curb the development of
speculative housing planned without regard for the needs of working-class residents.

The Bureau would have two primary objectives. First, it would collect data on people’s
earnings and spending habits, with the intention of estimating how much they could pay for
rental housing. Stonorov lamented that so many Philadelphia houses “stood on very weak second
mortgages,” and wanted to ensure that new homebuilding would produce affordable houses and
reasonable apartment rentals.”' Moreover, he reasoned that architects needed to be careful about
the amenities they chose for individual dwellings, since these extra expenses sometimes priced
working-class families out of their homes. The Bureau’s second objective was less

(13

straightforward. Staff would document people’s “social habits,” defined broadly to include
everything from children’s games to women’s feelings of satisfaction or dissatisfaction with their
husbands!"* The Bureau would provide crucial information about the prospective residents for

public and private housing, namely by using quantitative and qualitative data to create a picture

of household economics and social habits. Although the Bureau was never realized, it shed light

 Letter from Oscar Stonorov to John Edelman.
7 Ibid.
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on Stonorov’s desire to systematize and control tenant surveys in Philadelphia by centralizing
them within a single organization.

In 1932 Stein published a series of articles in Architectural Forum in which he discussed
his experiences planning Hillside.” The result was an illustrated step-by-step guide for planning
neighborhoods, “An Outline for Community Planning Procedure.” Although his audience was
mainly architects, Stein wanted to account for the other professions involved in site selection and
planning; hence, he pictured a tripartite division of specializations: social and civic, economic
and architectural (Fig. 1.10). In this way, Stein captured the bureaucratic nature of large-scale
planning, and educated architects about the work of surveyors and economists.

Stein based his outline on a problem-solving approach generally taught in architecture
schools: identify the problem, design test studies, and arrive at a solution. In the American
Beaux-Arts system, architecture students often sketched responses to design problems, which
were treated as “limbering-up exercises” that lasted a few hours.”* Thus, Stein invoked a familiar
strategy for architects when he referred to community planning as a “problem” to be solved by
sensitive design. But he also expanded the application of this familiar problem-solving approach,
suggesting that designing houses for single clients versus communities was not so much a
difference in kind but rather one of scale.

At the same time, Stein warned architects that the problem to be worked out in
community design was different from building a single house. When architects designed a house,

they were required to come up with architectural solutions that would satisfy the demands of

7 Stein, “An Outline for Community Planning Procedure.”
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their wealthy client.”” But building a neighborhood was a different problem, since it required
meeting the needs of a community, and often, these needs were not explicit and required
preliminary research.”® This work required the surveyor, economist and architect to work in
coordination.

Stein identified the resident survey as the first step in community planning. He wanted to
identify the housing needs of various groups and the amount they could afford to pay.”’ But he
warned that most cities had little housing data, so he advised architects to do the best they could
to commission tenant surveys for themselves. He cautioned against hiring amateurs for survey
work, but was unclear about the requirements necessary for the job, simply writing that tenant
surveys required a “trained investigator” or “expert observer.”’® Stein illustrated the surveyor as
a giant holding a magnifying glass over the town, sketching notes from his aerial view, and
looking down with paternalistic amusement at residents performing a circle dance (Fig. 1.10).
Although Stein pictured his surveyor as a cartoonish man in a suit, his surveyors at Hillside were
women. This included Louise Blackham, who conducted a number of resident surveys at Hillside
while the project was in operation.

Blackham served as Hillside’s Recreation-Education Consultant between 1935 and
1945.7 Blackham claimed that her work as a community consultant at Hillside differed from

social work in several important respects. Consultants were not responsible for solving the

7> Stein, “An Outline for Community Planning Procedure.”
7 Ibid.
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personal problems of tenants, although if such a problem came to their notice, they were
supposed to refer the tenant in question to an appropriate social agency. The consultant’s main
duty was to “promote cooperation and social responsibility” at Hillside, and this meant
encouraging residents to take on leadership roles in the community.*® Blackham documented
recreation at Hillside and took pains to show that residents were responsible for their planning
and execution—in one particularly successful year, she counted 168 residents engaged in
leadership activities!®' She interpreted these numbers as proof of Hillside’s ability to maximize
resident citizenship.

It was important for Blackham to demonstrate that Hillside residents were good citizens,
not the irresponsible recipients of government handouts that conservatives often made them out
to be. She documented positive reports from residents, especially ones in leadership positions.
“In this world rampant with strife, where creed is aligned against creed and one religion is
tearing at the heartstrings of another, we in Hillside typify daily that we can live together happily
regardless of creed, nationality, or religion. We of the Community Council are charged with the
duty of keeping that spirit alive so that we can demonstrate to the world that Democracy is the
best form and mode of life as well as of Government,” wrote Hillside resident Murray Ehrlich.®
Blackham sent her neighborhood surveys to Clarence Stein, with whom she maintained a regular

correspondence. Her reports suggested that Stein’s social vision for Hillside had been realized.

%0 Blackham, “Community Activities in a Housing Project,” essay for Clarence Stein’s “Public Housing
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In April 1942, the Federal Housing Administration requested that Stein conduct a survey
of the community facilities necessary for defense housing projects.* Stein was expected to
“prepare detailed studies, sketches and written standards” for community facilities (among other
buildings). He enlisted Blackham to help write his FHA report on recreation in the planned
community. For the past seven years, Blackham had made careful surveys of the recreational
activities and social development at Hillside, and she synthesized this data in her report. She also
presented a moral justification for leisure activities at Hillside. “Important in the life of each man
and his family is the need to participate in some freely chosen leisure time pursuit of happiness.
This interest may be recreational or cultural or purely social. Sometimes it is a conscious concern
for civic matters of public welfare. Whatever it may be, an opportunity for its expression is found
in the truly satisfying community,” wrote Blackham.** Blackham used tenant surveys to argue
that recreation was a basic human need, as opposed to a desire, since Hillside Homes produced a

citizen with expanded needs whose welfare was the foundation for democratic life.

V. Conclusion
Historians have either overlooked the social research behind Hillside Homes and Carl

Mackley Houses, or dismissed this research as inconsequential.® Richard Pommer briefly

8 See FHA contract with Stein, June 6, 1942, Box 7, Folder 38, Clarence Stein Papers, The Division of Rare and
Manuscript Collections, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York.
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%5 Recent scholarship on Stonorov has centered on the public buildings he designed for the UAW. See Susan
Herrington, “Fraternally Yours: The Union Architecture of Oscar Stonorov and Walter Reuther,” Social History
40, No. 3 (July 2015): 360-384.

Kristin E. Larsen has written a biography of Clarence Stein, which mostly focuses on the development of his

garden suburb ideas. See Larsen, Community Architect: The Life and Vision of Clarence Stein (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2016).

53



discussed Stonorov’s tenant survey at Carl Mackley in his broader history of PWA housing
design. Pommer claimed that the Philadelphia study sometimes “reinforced Stonorov’s intentions
rather than uncovering the workers’ own wishes.” For example, he pointed out that some of the
interview questions were closed-ended. Interviewers asked residents if they objected to living in
apartments as opposed to inquiring about what types of houses they would prefer. Pommer wrote
that the survey was not really intended to include prospective residents in the planning process.
Instead he interpreted Stonorov’s survey as a scheme to sell union members and government
officials on the project despite their worries about its contemporary style or socialist
connotations. Pommer suggested that the tenant surveys did little to facilitate communication
between architects and clients, since Stonorov only used them to create a sense of consensus
about his agenda.

I have argued that tenant surveys transformed the architect-client relationship, which was
traditionally defined by personal correspondence but developed into a system of formal
communications based on sociological methods. As Pommer suggested, Stonorov probably did
use tenant surveys as a tool to convince union members and government officials that hosiery
workers wanted the Carl Mackley Houses. Certainly, Stonorov drew on tenant surveys several
years later to persuade government officials of the public demand for better amenities at
Westfield Acres. But Pommer was incorrect in his assertion that surveyors asked only closed-
ended questions in an effort to push Stonorov’s existing plan. As I have demonstrated, the Carl
Mackley surveyors asked prospective tenants broad questions about their social lives, and for this
reason, their findings sometimes resisted application to architectural design at all, let alone a

specific planning agenda.
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Tenant surveys reflected the traditional architect-client relationship in their emphasis on
consumer needs and desires. Sometimes this emphasis on consumers diminished the role of low-
income people in the fight for decent housing. For example, Bauer often framed this struggle as a
stand off between consumer demand and traditional housing development. “If people want better
houses to live in, better gardens for their children to play in, lower rents, more health and
convenience, they will have to fight for them [...] Housing is a consumers’ problem,” she
wrote.®” In this scheme, homeowners were the most powerful consumers, because they
controlled the demand for housing that kept the private building market afloat. Renters were less
powerful consumers since speculative builders had little interest in them. Bauer hoped to initiate
consumer action by publishing criteria for ‘good neighborhoods,” which she distributed to
Philadelphia union laborers (who were mostly renters), and the readers of mainstream American
magazines.

Bauer and Stonorov established the Labor Housing Conference (LHC) on May 8§, 1934.
They convinced the Pennsylvania Federation of Labor to sponsor their organization, and invited
local hosiery workers to the group’s first meeting. Bauer distributed an informational pamphlet
in advance of the event, “Housing For, Of, and By Workers.”®® She criticized the slow pace of
the Public Works Administration’s new Housing Division, which had only authorized “a
handful” of developments despite hundreds of submissions. Clearly, the need for public housing
was high but the federal government was generally unresponsive. Bauer asked union workers,

“Where is the hitch?”*’

87 Catherine Bauer, “Housing For, Of and By Workers,” pamphlet, c. May 1934, Box 52, Oscar Stonorov Papers,
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She answered that American laborers had expressed no organized demand for modern
housing. “There is only one condition on which the government can take the measures necessary
to insure modern housing for American workers. And that is if the workers and consumers
themselves build up an effective demand — a demand strong enough to over-balance the weight
of all those “interests,” which will necessarily, and naturally, oppose any change in present
methods,” explained Bauer.”” By “interests” Bauer referred to the speculative housing market
and its history of opposition to government housing. Fearful of upsetting the national real estate
industry, the federal government had left the national housing crisis in the hands of a few
wealthy philanthropists, who, for example, might establish a limited-dividend housing
corporation in their own cities. If American workers wanted the federal government to establish
a comprehensive housing program, they needed to push for it.

The LHC could advocate for consumers in the absence of a national consumers’
organization. Bauer complained that the average citizen in the United States had no voice in
consumer affairs, since the country lacked a centralized office for handling consumer matters.
For this reason, Bauer looked to labor unions for help organizing workers to petition government
for better housing. She reasoned that “workers are organized consumers,” and, along with
Stonorov, hoped to use the LHC as a means to educate workers about the value of good quality
housing built in integrated communities.”’

Bauer also taught Americans about the importance of integrated communities in her
writings for mainstream magazines. In these publications, she reiterated her belief in the power

of consumers to demand better houses and neighborhoods. “We ought to do it [build better

% Ibid.
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housing], and we can do it once enough people are convinced of the need and infinite
possibilities, and demand for it,” she told the readers of Collier’s magazine.’> Readers could
purchase working drawings and specifications for a Collier’s House, along with an estimator’s
sheet that itemized the expense of materials and labor. In May 1934, the Collier’s House was a
two-story Georgian house with an attached garage. Bauer’s article, “Land for Your House,”
advised prospective American homeowners to think carefully about the neighborhoods in which
they chose to purchase speculative houses or to build their own Collier’s House.

Bauer disseminated the criteria for integrated neighborhoods that architects Stein and
Stonorov had tested in PWA housing to the general American reader. How could people judge a
good neighborhood? Bauer told them to choose a neighborhood that was “self-sufficient,”
meaning that it should have all the shopping, entertainment, public buildings, and schools
necessary for community life.”> Her advice recalled Stein’s instructions for Hillside tenant
surveys. Stein told Bauer and Morgan that their surveys should “permit the development of
Hillside as a separate integrated community within the larger pattern of the bigger city.””* She
also told readers that the best neighborhoods grouped housing and public buildings close
together, and that houses built in cul-de-sacs or interior streets were safer for children than
dwellings that lined major thoroughfares. Stein and Stonorov had worked out these features of
integrated, or “self-sufficient” communities at Hillside Homes and the Carl Mackley Houses. But
Bauer translated these architectural concepts for the private housing market and an upper-middle

class American consumer in her article for Collier’s magazine.
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Stein and Stonorov shared a progressive vision for planned communities. Stein described
his Hillside Homes neighborhood in the Bronx as an example of “face-to-face democracy,” since
the community was small enough for everyone to participate in decisions that affected the
neighborhood.” He compared local politics in Hillside Homes to the eighteenth-century New
England village, which Stein idealized for engendering a purer form of democracy than the
representative democracies that would later characterize city, state and national governments.
Stonorov’s project also underlined the importance of community action, but did so against the
backdrop of labor reform. “You live with your friends where the spirit of Unionism is strong and
where there will be a real feeling of understanding between the families within the
development,” described brochures for the new Philadelphia housing development.”® In planning
communities, Stonorov and Stein hoped to make everyday life in American cities more
compatible with democratic ideals.

Tenant surveys revealed the tension between the federal government’s goal of recovery
and architects’ interests in reform. Stonorov and Stein conducted tenant surveys because they
understood their New Deal housing projects as more than just job opportunities for the depressed
building industry. But when government officials denied these architects the small luxuries that
residents reported in surveys, they demonstrated the conflicting aims of emergency funding and
social reform. The federal government responded to the Depression with massive public
expenditures on construction in an effort to revive the economy and preserve capitalism. PWA
officials tightly managed the costs of government housing in fear of upsetting local landlords and

real estate developers, whose interests they were ultimately trying to protect. Tenant surveys
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were inconsistent with this goal, as architects asked residents to consider what they wanted from

their new communities as opposed to what the government was willing to give them.
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Chapter 2: Social Science and Architecture at MIT

Unlike some European countries, the United States did not have a centralized government
office that collected and distributed housing research.' Housing institutes first emerged on
college campuses in the early 1930s, but they gained momentum during WWII in anticipation of
a postwar building boom. Institutes for housing research appeared in colleges across the United
States: the Small Homes Council at the University of Illinois, the Housing Research Centre at
Cornell, the Pierce Foundation at Yale and the Bemis Foundation at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology. These new institutes shared a commitment to small houses, so even though they
embarked on a wide range of projects their research was comparable in that it aimed to make
American houses cheaper and easier to build.

Housing institutes facilitated the movement of ideas among disciplines, and cracked open
housing as a testing ground for scientists interested in the physical and psychological effects of
the built environment on people’s everyday lives. “These educational establishments offer more
than just laboratory facilities and trained personnel. They provide, through what is called ‘cross-
campus collaboration,” an opportunity to bring together, on problems of mutual interest, the
talents and wisdom of specialists from many different fields—sociology, psychology,
economics, marketing, finance, law, health, labour, agriculture, and public administration, as

well as city planning, architecture, engineering and the basic sciences,” wrote the architect

' In international housing forums, American architects sometimes complained that their country did not have a
centralized government office for housing research. See C. Theodore Larson, “Building and Housing Research in
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Theodore Larson in reflecting upon the diversity of housing research on American college
campuses.”

Professors across the country shared a concern for the scientific study of small houses,
but their theories and methods of analysis varied widely since they were drawn from local groups
of academics who brought differing disciplinary knowledge to bear on the question of housing.
For example, the Pierce Foundation collaborated with medical students at Yale to pursue housing
research centered on human physiological responses to cooling and heating technologies in the
home. Compare this with the architects who directed the Bemis Foundation at MIT, which
financed research on prefabrication technologies as well as surveys of tenants living in
prefabricated houses. Tenant surveys at MIT were only loosely connected to other housing
institutes by “science,” meaning that they aimed to produce results that could be reproduced with
a degree of certainty.

MIT fostered collaborative research between academics and outside organizations during
the postwar era.” The college established sixty-five independent research units, made possible by
an emerging framework for business-academia-government partnerships.* Most of this activity
took place in the science and technology disciplines, which produced military research for the
federal government during the war, and in doing so paved the way to future collaborations

between MIT faculty and outside financiers.
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These partnerships characterized research in numerous departments at MIT when
architect William Wurster accepted his first academic administration position as the new dean of
the School of Architecture in 1945. As Avigail Sachs has argued, Wurster embraced MIT’s
collaborative research agenda by encouraging architects to “broaden the base of architecture”
through working with experts outside their discipline.” In this way, Wurster argued for a more
expansive definition of the architect’s responsibilities than that encompassed in the traditional
Beaux-Arts concept of the architect-as-artist.” Whereas instructors at the Ecole de Beaux-Arts
understood science and engineering as threats to architecture’s status as fine art, Wurster
instructed his students at the School of Architecture to embrace these disciplines, likely because
he sought the legitimation associated with scientific research at MIT. The Bemis Foundation
financed research in design, engineering and social science, and thereby offered architects the
opportunity to direct the type of interdisciplinary research program that Wurster prescribed.

In this chapter, I explore the Bemis Foundation as a case study for the tenant surveys that
emerged in American universities after WWII, paying special attention to architects’ assertions
that these new studies were scientific. Science had special claims to neutrality and objectivity
that were especially attractive to Bemis architects, who recognized that scientific research could
legitimize tenancy studies, and thereby make them more attractive to the government officials
and private developers who financed planned communities. Above all, these architects wanted to
do away with the traditional approach to architecture design that they dismissed as mere
intuition, exemplified by Beaux-Arts architects trained in the imitation of historical styles but

with little actual experience in solving real-world housing problems. “The architect, site-planner
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or builder knows only too well that many of his decisions are based on nothing more firm than
intuition, experience, common sense, or rule of thumb. Since his efforts are aimed more or less
specifically at the satisfaction of human needs, it follows that the development of any sound
technique for the more accurate assessment of these needs will represent a tremendous
contribution to his work,” wrote Bemis architect Kelly on January 29, 1947.7 Kelly looked to
social scientists for help developing a “sound technique,” or, more precisely, a methodological
approach for studying the residents of planned communities, beginning with the local college
students living in veteran housing at MIT.

In 2013, MIT architecture historians published a history of the School of Architecture
where the innovative role of the social sciences has been overlooked.® These scholars associated
their department’s history of housing research with a larger “techno-social” movement that
shaped departmental activities between 1945 and 1980.° Arindam Dutta has identified this
techno-social movement as the philosophy behind MIT architects’ application of innovations in
science and technology to design. He has attributed this cross-disciplinary atmosphere to the
pressures of solving real-world crises, which began with the involvement of MIT academics in
military research during the war, but developed into university research programs for solving a
number of problems, such as environmental destruction, unemployment, and housing."
Although the Bemis Foundation has figured in this recent MIT scholarship, historians have

concentrated almost exclusively on the architects’ experiments with the materials and
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technologies of prefabrication.'' Consequently, they have paid little attention to the history of
social science at Bemis.

This omission in architecture scholarship might be explained by the fact that Bemis
architects themselves were often unsure of what to make of their collaborations with social
scientists. Kelly looked to social scientists for help measuring resident satisfaction in government
housing between 1946 and 1950. (As I discussed in Chapter 1, this consumerist agenda had roots
in the earliest housing surveys directed by architects Stein and Stonorov for PWA housing
projects). Whereas Kelly wanted to instrumentalize social science for architecture design, the
social scientist he hired, Festinger, had other objectives.

Festinger wondered if friendships in American neighborhoods were dependent on class
and racial homogeneity.'? Festinger framed his tenancy studies in apolitical terms, but his
exploration into socially and racially stratified government housing raised important questions
for postwar Americans, namely, why do we defend democracy abroad if we cannot do so in our
own neighborhoods? Social scientists were careful not to ask such questions for fear that political
biases would delegitimize their studies.'* However, they could not get away from the fact that
government housing was a political subject, so their studies of resident life appealed to
progressives interested in dismantling the social and racial segregation of American

neighborhoods.
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The postwar tenant surveys at MIT were an important step towards later social science
research that more explicitly examined the effects of racial and class mixing in neighborhoods,
and, in doing so, made an argument for residential diversity. The final section of this chapter
explores tenancy studies that tested the possibility of desegregating American neighborhoods
through analyzing some isolated examples of integrated public housing. Finally, I trace the
impact of this housing research to Brown v. Board of Education, in which the NAACP used
studies of integrated housing to evidence the possibility of peaceful desegregation. The Bemis
Foundation could not possibly have foreseen that their tenant surveys would play a role in civil
rights legislation, but their studies of residents’ attitudes at MIT established a methodological
approach for measuring group cohesion, which social scientists would later use to analyze
racially diverse communities. MIT imparted a new professionalism to tenants as a subject of
study, and this opened up pressing questions about the social and racial configuration of
communities that had long been a problem for American neighborhoods but could now be

explored from the ostensibly impartial perspective of science.

I. The Bemis Foundation

The legacy of Albert Farwell Bemis was the study of low-cost housing. Bemis was a
successful businessman with a background in civil engineering, which he studied as an
undergraduate at MIT. His business interest in affordable housing began after WWI when he
established Bemis Industries, a personal holding company that combined the production of
housing materials—such as gypsum and metal—with an architecture partnership.'* After

Bemis’s death in 1936, his sons established a charity trust in their father’s name to fund research
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on housing. They reasoned that the Bemis Foundation should be set up at MIT, given their
father’s history with the school as an alumnus and later as a member of the school’s governing
body."* The architect John Burchard assumed the role of director at the Bemis alongside assistant
director Burnham Kelly.'® Both architects enjoyed relative autonomy at MIT since their
organization operated outside academic departments and was directly accountable to the school’s
president. Burchard and Kelly’s only directive was to produce research in keeping with the
foundation’s aim, namely, the production of low-cost housing. Together they outlined a program
of housing research at Bemis that centered on prefabrication, which they considered the most
promising technology for producing affordable houses.

Most architects were satisfied to research houses in a purely technological way, but
Kelley wondered if his analysis of prefabricated housing could benefit from a sociological
perspective. Kelly arranged a meeting with the psychologist Kurt Lewin, in which he proposed a
social study of the school’s recently built Westgate housing project for veteran students in the
spring of 1946."7 The first phase of the Westgate project included single-family houses arranged
around courtyards in a superblock plan (Fig. 2.1). Given that “useful principles in physical
planning had not yet come out of purely psychological studies,” Kelly believed that any insight
that Lewin might have for MIT architects had the potential to be groundbreaking.'®

The Bemis Foundation sponsored studies of mass-produced housing in the 1940s, and
this work demanded a new understanding of the architect’s client. The new scale of building

operations made possible by the vertical integration of the real estate and building industries in
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the postwar years involved bigger financial risks for developers in the business of designing
whole communities. “A true mass producer, who has a large investment can make a profit only
by years of successful operation, cannot safely rely upon intuition and opinion polls in designing
products priced to sell in quantity; he will find it necessary to understand the way people live in a
house and the relationships between families in a neighborhood in order to predict the reaction of
his potential purchasers,” wrote Kelly.'” He reasoned that too many architects did not know how
to build successful communities, which required the “continuing satisfaction” of the residents
with their houses and neighborhoods.?® Kelly wanted the psychologists at MIT to identify social
standards required for community life and then to help architects translate these standards into
guidelines for neighborhood design.

The Bemis Foundation was the first housing institute in the United States to research
group psychology in 1946. Its pioneering work had to do with a number of factors: the scientific
interests of assistant director Kelly, the specific competencies of the Psychology Department at
MIT, and the general belief among local housing specialists that community planning was a new
phenomenon that required architects to familiarize themselves with scientific procedures for
studying groups. The story of tenant research at MIT began with Kelly, but came to involve other
local figures whose commitment to low-cost housing brought them to the Bemis Foundation. The
MIT architects William Wurster and Robert Woods Kennedy published writings on Bemis
research, as did Bauer, who used her connections at Bemis as a launching pad to further
collaborations between social scientists and architects across campus communities. In her

published writings, Bauer disseminated Bemis research to a wider audience and brought their

' Burnham Kelly, “Introduction,” Social Pressures in Informal Groups, Leon Festinger, Stanley Schachter, and
Kurt Back (New York: Harper and Bros., 1950), vii.
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findings to bear on a contemporary issue: the political problem that segregated communities

posed for democracy.

II. The Research Center for Group Dynamics

The psychologist Kurt Lewin had no record of previous collaborations with architects,
much less any special interest in housing, so it was strange that he accepted Kelly’s offer to
sponsor a tenant study. What did Lewin think that psychology had to offer for studies of
prefabricated houses? I will argue that Lewin’s willingness to take on the Bemis tenant surveys
had to do with his interest in exploring real-life problems. He built his career on the belief that
psychological theory alone was inadequate, and that practitioners needed to wander outside the
laboratory to study human behavior in everyday life.”' The Bemis Foundation gave Lewin and
his colleagues at the Research Center for Group Dynamics the opportunity to put this belief into
practice.

Lewin pioneered the study of social psychology, which centered on the behavior of
groups.”? Lewin first became interested in group behavior at the University of lowa, where he
taught his students that, “the small face-to-face group was a powerful factor in people’s lives and
the transmission of social forces.”” His work was based on Charles Horton Cooley’s pioneering
research into social psychology, but was especially inspired by Ronald Lippitt and Ralph White,

who published a study of groups living in “autocratic” and “democratic” regimes during WWIL**

! Leon Festinger, “Looking Backward,” in Retrospections on Social Psychology, ed. Leon Festinger (Oxford
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This research combined Lewin’s interests in real-life problems and contemporary social issues,
and inspired his decision to establish a Research Center for Group Dynamics at MIT in 1945.
Lewin brought several lowa students to serve as faculty at the Research Center whom he had
instructed to analyze “group dynamics” in everyday life.”” One of these students was Festinger,
who recalled that group dynamics was a troublesome term because it had a number of possible
meanings that were often confused: it could refer to an area of research, aspects of group
behavior, or even techniques of leading groups and running conferences.”® Despite its imprecise
meaning, group dynamics was a popular catchword in the developing field of social psychology
in the postwar years.

The field of social psychology blossomed after World War II. During the war, techniques
of surveying group attitudes and opinions received popular attention in the United States and
abroad.”” In particular, the question of how Nazism won public approval in Germany motivated
some Euro-American psychologists to shift their attention from individual behavior to the
analysis of group dynamics. Early studies of group behavior included experiments on voting
patterns, political attitudes, and public reactions to real or imagined crises.”® American
universities created new faculty positions for social scientists in their eagerness to establish the
discipline of social psychology on their campuses. Lewin capitalized on this trend when he

founded the Research Center for Group Dynamics at MIT. In addition to Festinger, Lewin

* Ibid.

?® Leon Festinger, “Implications of Social Research in Group Dynamics,” in Social Work in the Current Scene,
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offered faculty positions to former students Ronald Lippitt, Dorwin Cartwright, and Marian
Radke. In directing the program of study at the Research Center, Lewin’s work reflected a larger
cultural interest in explaining the invisible mechanisms behind group behavior in the aftermath
of WWII.

Lewin practiced applied psychology, which was an uncharted field in 1944. In reflecting
upon those early years at MIT, Festinger wrote that Lewin considered research “important if it
made a difference with respect to real problems in the world, real events and processes.”” Lewin
called this research “action research” since it was oriented towards solving urgent social
problems that demanded action.”® He believed that most psychologists couched their ideas in

1
31 The researchers who

abstract theory, and “tried to stay away from a too close relation to life.
chose to study real-life social conditions outside the controlled environment of the laboratory
faced complex problems that often fell outside their realm of expertise. For this reason, the
applied psychology method made its practitioners especially receptive to interdisciplinary
collaboration, and in Lewin’s case, this meant teaming up with MIT architects.

In the summer of 1946 Kelly asked Lewin if he would be interested in studying the social
life of Westgate, a new community of veteran housing at MIT. At the time of their meeting, the
Research Center for Group Dynamics was only one year old. The Research Center did not enjoy
the same autonomy as the Bemis Foundation since it was a degree-granting institution that

operated as part of the Department of Economics and Social Science. Students who enrolled in

the Research Center’s graduate program earned the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Group

2 Ibid.
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3! Lewin quoted in Festinger, “Looking Backward,” 240.
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Psychology.”> Given the demands of operating his new Research Center, Lewin could not
commit himself to the Westgate study so he volunteered his colleague Festinger for the project.”
Festinger realized that the isolated location of Westgate in the undeveloped southeastern
section of the MIT campus presented an important opportunity for scientific research. The
geographic location of Westgate was incidental to MIT architects, who planned veteran housing
in the vacant space available on campus, so it was a fortunate coincidence that the site appealed
to Festinger. Industrial buildings bounded Westgate to the north and west; to the south it was
hemmed in by the highway and Charles River; and a large athletic field separated the community
from residential areas to the east (Fig. 2.2). The nearest shopping was two miles away, and the
closest bus line was a one-half mile from Westgate. This relative isolation may have been a
problem for residents, but Festinger understood it as good fortune: he believed that limited
opportunities for social contact outside Westgate ensured that resident attitudes could be traced
back to the community, as opposed to an outside influence. He referred to Westgate as a “self-
contained group” and treated the community as a research laboratory since campus infrastructure

separated the neighborhood from other residential areas in Cambridge.*

II1. Veteran Housing at MIT
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Foundation Papers, Distinctive Collections, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge, Massachusetts.

33 Letter from John Burchard to Kurt Lewin, June 27, 1946. Box 3, Folder 1, Bemis Foundation Papers, Distinctive
Collections, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge, Massachusetts.

3 Leon Festinger, Social Pressures in Informal Groups, Leon Festinger, Stanley Schachter, and Kurt Back (New
York: Harper and Bros., 1950), 14-15.

71



Westgate was the first university project in the country for veterans when construction
started in the fall of 1945.% The school set aside ten acres for single-family houses, which served
as a “laboratory” for architecture and engineering faculty who tested new materials and methods
of prefabricated construction. Architectural Forum reported that Westgate houses were
comprised of traditional and novel building materials: builders combined glass, plywood, steel,
plastic and cinder-block construction along with a number of prefab systems.*® MIT architects
selected materials that were unusual for homebuilding—such as cinder-block—because they
were cheaply produced and readily available. The school needed to accommodate an influx of
newly enrolled students who took advantage of the free tuition offered by the GI Bill of Rights,
so MIT architects designed low-cost housing that could be built quickly.

Cost-efficiency was important since MIT started construction at Westgate in 1945, before
federal aid was available to colleges for financing veteran-student housing. The War had
depleted building stocks, and some estimated that homebuilding costs had risen fifty percent in
the last five years.’’ The school decided that temporary housing amounted to the least expense so
MIT architects, supervised by Wurster, designed demountable houses that could later be moved
off the site and sold. A published photograph of the demountable house emphasized the screened
porch, a small luxury that distracted attention from the house’s modest appearance (Fig. 2.3).”®
Several years earlier, Wurster had designed defense housing for shipyard workers in Vallejo,

California, where he built two-story apartment buildings using a combination of prefabricated
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materials and efficient construction methods.*” For that project, Wurster introduced some variety
into an otherwise boring defense project by arranging the apartment blocks up and down the hilly
topography to take advantage of dramatic bay views.* But the flat landscape on MIT’s campus
provided no similar opportunity for Wurster to break up the monotonous rows of cheap tract
housing. MIT architects combined inexpensive building materials and standardized component
parts to produce veteran housing, which, by some accounts, were some of the cheapest in the
country. Wurster boasted that Westgate houses cost as little as $6.75 per square foot!*!

The houses at Westgate were exceptionally small. MIT architects designed veteran
houses based on two basic plans. The first plan was 547 square feet and included an efficiency
kitchen, combined living-dining room, and two bedrooms (Fig. 2.4). The second plan was even
smaller at 410 square feet and had one less bedroom. To put the sizes of these houses in
perspective, “minimum houses” built a few years later for Levittown, New York were 750 square
feet. Given these tight living quarters, it was no wonder that nobody pushed for the temporary
student housing to be permanent. Architects designed both house types for married veteran
students, but the slightly larger one was reserved for couples with children. “The cost must be as
low as possible, so the rent will not be too high; and each house must be a minimum size to
lessen the cost of furniture and the monthly winter heating bill,” explained Wurster.*> When

Waurster referred to the small dimensions of the Westgate houses as “minimum size” he was

referring to a national house type associated with defense neighborhoods that became widespread

3% For more on Wurster’s Carquinez Heights project in Vallejo, see Gwendolyn Wright, “A Partnership: Catherine
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over the next decade as part of the Federal Housing Administration’s guidelines for
homebuilders.

Between 1931 and 1945 the Federal Housing Administration encouraged builders to
reduce the number of rooms in small houses. FHA technicians identified the dining room,
basement and attic as outdated rooms that wasted precious homebuilding resources in their
reports, which included standardized plans for minimum houses.* But the reduction of rooms in
newly built American houses had more to do with the FHA’s financial incentives than its
standardized plans alone. Builders had an easier time attaining mortgage insurance from the FHA
if they complied with the federal agency’s homebuilding guidelines. The agency’s Annual
Reports show that the average number of rooms per house declined precipitously with the advent
of FHA mortgage backing. Before 1939 six-room houses dominated the middle-income market,
but by 1945 the majority of these houses had only four rooms.**

The FHA’s guidelines for minimum houses were the result of scientific efforts to produce
a low-cost house during the previous decade. Studies of the minimum house, as well as housing
research more generally, tended to occur in university settings. For example, the Pierce
Foundation at Yale hired technicians to study families and catalogue their activities in order to
arrive at the best arrangement of furniture, equipment and individual rooms in a small house.
These technicians used photography to document family activities and then analyze the spatial
dimensions required to perform them in the household.*’ In recording family routines, Pierce

technicians identified patterns of movement in the household and then re-drew house plans
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accordingly, careful to use the least space possible. Founded in 1933, the Pierce Laboratory at
Yale was located across the street from the School of Medicine, which was in keeping with the
laboratory’s emphasis on promoting the physical health of Americans through improving house
design and amenities.*®

Builders sold minimum houses through advertising their modern amenities, not their
square footage. “[What we need is] better housing, certainly, for the cliff dwellers as well as for
the slum dwellers—and not merely ‘minimum standards’ that sacrifice space and privacy to
better plumbing,” complained Bauer.*” The FHA’s minimum house prototype was severe—it
four-rooms-plus-bathroom totaled 624 square feet—and critics alleged that builders exaggerated
the minimum house’s modern amenities to distract buyers from the cramped living quarters.
Westgate houses were rentals, but published descriptions of the project emphasized its modern
amenities in much the same way as developers described minimum houses built for sale. In an
article for House and Garden magazine, Wurster boasted that each Westgate house had air
conditioning and radiant heating, meaning that the neighborhood possessed the latest
technologies in environmental control.

Waurster was married to America’s loudest critic of minimum housing when he set to
work on the Westgate project in 1945. He had married Bauer five years earlier in Berkeley, and
soon afterward the couple moved across the country to pursue teaching opportunities at
Harvard’s Department of Regional Planning. Wurster moved his office across the street when he

became MIT’s Dean of Architecture in 1943, and in that role he supervised the design and
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construction of the Westgate project. But by the time Wurster’s plans for Westgate were
underway, his wife had waged a campaign against minimum housing in the press.

Bauer called for “optimum” rather than “minimum” standards for postwar building.**
Bauer had made a name for herself outside of Harvard’s Planning Department as an advocate for
affordable housing, and regularly published her opinions in major newspapers and magazines.
During the 1940s, minimum houses became a topic of special interest to Bauer, since she
worried that the real estate industry was taking advantage of federal building incentives and
constructing cheaply built dwellings unfit for healthy habitation. She urged her contacts in the
federal government to raise minimum standards, or at least finance studies of minimum houses
with an eye towards the possible health hazards posed by living in such crowded conditions. For
example, Bauer enjoined architect Vernon De Mars to make the study of minimum standards a
priority when the National Housing Agency hired him as Chief of Housing Standards for their
Technical Division in 1943. Bauer believed that “minimum standards have been too low in many
respects,” but she conceded to De Mars that hers was “an a priori assumption” that needed to be
proven and recommended that housing technicians analyze the difference between minimum and
optimum standards, taking into account square footage and exterior space (gardens, patios and
balconies) in terms of design and cost.*’

Wourster agreed with Bauer that minimum houses were undesirable, but he considered
them a necessary tool in solving the housing shortage. “Speed in building is important, for the

veterans and their families are already here, many of them desperate,” wrote Wurster. He
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recognized that the average-sized house in America had become smaller during the War, since
inflated building prices had inspired builders to reduce house dimensions. These builders looked
to the demountable houses built for war workers for examples of minimum standards, and took
note that these houses were 672 square feet with no basement, porch or garage. Of course, even
these minimum houses were roomier than those at Westgate, which could run as small as 450
square feet!

In an article for House and Home magazine, Wurster admitted that the minimum square
footage for a family house should be 1000 square feet, but he defended Westgate on the grounds
that it was only temporary.’® Moreover, Wurster told House and Home readers that the minimum
houses he designed for private industry exceeded the 1,000 feet minimum that he considered
necessary for healthy family living. Wurster designed a number of ranch houses for California
developers that were approximately 1,500 square feet and he called these houses “minimum
houses,” suggesting that restrictive spatial requirements for permanent houses should be raised.

MIT planned Westgate as temporary housing. So it mattered less that the houses were
substandard, or that the neighborhood lacked important community facilities such as a laundry
building. Although Westgate was a stopgap measure (it stemmed the tide of a campus housing
shortage), the project promised to have a lasting impact on the American building industry by
testing cheaper, more efficient methods for residential construction. The United States needed
more affordable housing if it was to adequately shelter returning veterans across the country, and
the Bemis Foundation looked to new building technologies—especially prefabrication—for

answers. “Educational research must lead the way to better housebulding,” proclaimed
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Waurster.”' The college built one-hundred houses and arranged them in U-shaped clusters around
nine shared courts. In 1946 Westgate opened to residents and the national housing shortage
intensified that year. Thus, MIT architects once again considered how to build veteran housing
cheaply and quickly.

This time MIT requested federal aid to develop an extension to the Westgate
neighborhood in 1947. The Federal Public Housing Authority offered MIT architects Navy
barracks to be converted to apartment buildings for Westgate West.’> Architects converted the
barracks into seventeen apartment buildings, each two stories with five adjoining units on each
floor, and they arranged the buildings in short parallel rows within a superblock. These
apartment buildings arranged around central courtyards recalled the residential superblocks in
New Deal Greenbelt Towns, and also responded to the tradition of organizing dormitory
buildings in quadrangles on American college campuses.” Individual units at Westgate West
were 500 square feet, which was roughly similar to the size of the individual houses built for the
original development. This tight square footage meant that the residents of Westgate and
Westgate West needed to be judicious in their choice of furniture and belongings.

Wourster tried to prepare residents for life in a minimum house. He put together a furniture
questionnaire for new residents, which documented the number and types of furniture that people
planned to move in.”* He asked students if they were bringing washing machines, sports

equipment, musical instruments, record albums and/or a substantial number of books. The idea
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was for architects to get a picture of the basic items necessary for student life at MIT, but the
questionnaire also worked in another way. It established the resident’s expectation about the
limitations of space and storage in his new house, since it outlined the exact sizes of closets and
built-in cabinets. The smallest of the minimum houses was an L-shaped plan, with a combined
living-dining room, central kitchen, bedroom and screened porch (Fig. 2.4). There was no
storage with the exception of a few small closets that lined the narrow hallway that joined the
living and sleeping areas.

Wourster also distributed a checklist of basic furnishings with the explanation that it would
help residents decide what they needed, and, presumably, what they could do without. He
encouraged tenants to contact a staff member at the Rotch Architecture Library on campus if
they wished to rent furniture from the school, obtain house plans, or acquire an itemized list of
household equipment. These materials impressed upon residents the idea that life in a minimum
house could be challenging, but the difficulties of small house living diminished if one chose

their belongings wisely.

IV. Tenant Satisfaction

Kelly wanted to know how residents felt about Westgate, since he worried with reason
that it was challenging to live in minimum houses. His research contract with Festinger was
written on June 24, 1946, and stated that the main objective was “to determine the psychological
and group factors making for satisfaction or dissatisfaction with prefabricated housing of the
type found in the Westgate Housing project.”>> The project was premised on the belief that

architects needed to know more about the consumer of mass-produced housing, and this interest
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in consumerism also shaped studies of minimum houses at Cornell, Yale, and the University of
Ilinois.’® Festinger chose to explore consumer attitudes through collecting data on “tenant
satisfaction and dissatisfaction,” or, to put it in social-scientific terms, he elected to study group
morale. In his research at Westgate, Festinger was the first psychologist to use group morale as a
barometer for housing research.

Previous studies of group morale in the United States had focused on the social
conditions of the workplace, not the home. The psychologist Elton Mayo pioneered the study of
group morale in his famous Hawthorne experiment at Western Electric, which claimed that
worker motivation increased if management demonstrated an interest in their employees’ well-
being by introducing rest breaks and modifying factory conditions.”” Mayo showed that changes
in factory conditions only mattered insofar as they suggested increased management
involvement. For example, workers increased production in response to management raising and
lowering the lights—it did not matter that one provided better working conditions than the
other—since workers interpreted this to mean that managers were paying attention. The
Hawthorne experiment underscored the importance of invisible social mechanisms for
influencing production, and downplayed the effects of the factory setting. This early study of
group morale cautioned psychologists against making hasty causal relations between the built
environment and people’s attitudes, and this warning was important for Festinger as he tried to

explain a puzzling situation at Westgate.
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Festinger was surprised to learn that Westgate residents were generally satistfied with
their severe minimum houses. “I would tend to a conclusion that the Westgate houses were
relatively low in objective adequacy for living,” wrote Festinger.”® Moreover, the housing
development was unfinished when it opened to residents in November 1945, so it was a jumble
of dirt roads, unpaved parking lots, and temporary wooden sidewalks.”® When asked specific
questions about their houses, residents reported problems with heating, insulation, and lack of
space. But in spite of these issues, tenants stated that they were “generally satisfied” with the
project.”” One student reported general satisfaction at Westgate despite living under a leaky roof
that was so unstable that it threatened to blow off in a windstorm!®' It seemed that tenant
satisfaction could not be explained simply in terms of the physical size and quality of dwellings.
It had to do with something else.”

Tenants attributed their happiness at Westgate to feelings of community belonging.
“There are wonderful people in this court. We have a lot of social life and do almost everything
together,” reported one resident.” “We don’t very often go out of Westgate for amusements.
Almost all of our friends are here, and there is really so much to do here,” stated one resident in

response to an interviewer’s question about social contacts outside the neighborhood. It appeared
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that the ease with which residents established friendships at Westgate made the unsightly and
substandard physical aspects of the neighborhood more tolerable.®* Consequently, Festinger

turned his attention to the social life of the community.

V. The Experiment, Part I: Friendship Formation

The term “friendship” did not appear in early communications between Festinger and
Kelly, but it became an important index for Westgate residents’ feelings about their
neighborhood. Festinger wrote a research proposal on June 24, 1946, stating that his main
objective was “to determine the psychological and group factors making for satisfaction or
dissatisfaction with prefabricated housing of the type found in the Westgate Housing project.”®’
He proposed an eight-month project divided into two stages. During the first two months
Festinger and several assistants would conduct interviews with Westgate veterans and their
wives, while the next six months would be spent following up on promising leads that turned up
during the initial investigation.®® In his study of housing satisfaction, Festinger paired informal
interviews with more precise “sociometric questionnaires” that measured social relationships at
Westgate by asking tenants questions such as, “Which people here do you see most often

socially?”®’ By collecting data on friendship, Festinger mapped which houses and individual

apartment units provided the most opportunities for forging social relationships, and, in doing so,
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he established a new method for studying the relationship between human behavior and
community planning.

Investigations into the social effects of community planning were rare. Housing research
on university campuses—such as the Small Homes Council at the University of Illinois or the
Pierce Foundation at Yale—focused on individual houses, and had little to do with neighborhood
planning. But Kelly was insistent that the Bemis Foundation would study individual houses and
the surrounding community. “The Bemis Foundation is keenly interested in aiming for results of
value to the Architect, the Planner, the Engineer and the Housing Industry as a whole [...] its
interests do not lie in improving management by gathering information on tenant reactions and
needs,” explained Kelly.®® The Bemis Foundation did not want to reproduce earlier studies of
government housing, which tended to offer guidelines for improving tenant-management
relations. Kelly was aware that social scientists had their own agendas, and that they were not
necessarily concerned with the physical features of the environment, such as a building’s design
or a neighborhood’s plan. Accordingly, Kelly made it explicit in his letters to Festinger that he
wanted social questions at Westgate to be directed towards improving the physical design of the
houses and community.

Festinger searched broadly for scientific studies that might set a precedent for his analysis
of social life at Westgate. He looked to research that limited its geographic scope to the
neighborhood or even residential block, and found inspiration in studies of “residential
propinquity.” This term had appeared in sociological literature in 1943, which described the
effect of geographic proximity—or residential propinquity—in the selection of marital partners.

A study of marriages in New Haven had shown that seventy-six percent of marriages in 1940
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were between men and women who lived within twenty blocks of each other, and thirty-five
percent occurred between people living only five blocks away!® This study attracted the
attention of professional sociologists, and received some notice in popular media since it stoked
growing fears that the mass movement of Americans towards defense industry jobs had upset
earlier patterns of living (which, presumably, included traditional ways of meeting one’s spouse).
I explore residential mobility as a postwar concern in Chapter 3, but suffice it to say that
sociological studies in the postwar years were premised on the belief that life was changing in
the United States, so scientists tended to concern themselves with entirely new social phenomena
or traditional patterns of living that might soon be wiped out.

Life in the Westgate project was a new social phenomenon made possible by the large-
scale production of housing for WWII veterans in 1946. Before the War, neighborhoods in the
United States grew slowly as builders developed a residential tract over several years or even
decades that housed a local group from the surrounding community. Conversely, MIT built
Westgate in several months and the brand new community served veteran students from all over
the country. Festinger saw an opportunity to apply some of the basic premises of propinquity
studies, which had been tested in traditional communities, to the new planned community at
Westgate. In creating his research program, Festinger decided that his contribution to the
burgeoning field of propinquity studies would involve measuring the effect of geographic
proximity on friendship formation in a neighborhood context.

How does one treat the built environment as a possible catalyst for friendship?
Propinquity studies attributed marriages between people living in the same New Haven
neighborhoods to the high frequency of chance encounters that occur among neighbors.

Festinger called these chance encounters “passive contacts” which referred to events in which
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neighbors greeted each other on the street or chatted while hanging laundry outside their homes.
He reasoned that these brief but frequent meetings also sowed the seeds of friendship, since they
bred familiarity among residents that could lead to more meaningful forms of association down
the road. For Festinger, passive contacts were the key to understanding the ecological basis of
friendship, since the design of buildings and neighborhoods directed the movement of residents
and thereby facilitated social contact among neighbors.

Festinger measured the built environment’s potential for passive contacts according to
geographic distance. As its name implied, geographic distance measured the physical distance
between two points as when Festinger determined that apartment residents living on the same
floor were more likely to become friends due to their physical proximity than residents living on
different floors or, even worse, living in different buildings. As in the marriage studies in
residential propinquity, Festinger’s work indicated that physical proximity mattered when it
came to forming social relationships. He discovered that social bonds at Westgate were a
function of physical distance since the likelihood of friendships increased if residents lived in
buildings that shared a courtyard; friendship was even more likely for people who lived in the
same apartment building, and it was almost certain in the case of next-door neighbors. Unlike the
marriage studies, Festinger claimed that small differences in distance—as little as 22 feet—could
make or break friendships since next-door neighbors were more likely to form social bonds with
each other than with anybody else in the building.

But geographic distance was not the only criterion for friendship formation at Westgate.
Festinger discovered that passive contacts were a function of geographic distance and functional
distance; that is, the ways that buildings and neighborhoods organize people’s movements

through space. Whereas geographic distance simply measured the physical distance between two
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people’s residences, functional distance measured the opportunities that architecture presented
for passive contacts—even when people lived far apart. “Passive contacts are determined by the
required paths followed in entering or leaving one’s home for any purpose. For example, in
going from one’s door to the stairway one must pass certain apartments; in walking to the
butcher shop one must go by certain houses. These specific required paths are determined by the
physical structure of the area.”’® In reading Festinger’s analysis of Westgate, the architects at
Bemis wanted to know how the built environment shaped social relationships and “functional
distance” was the psychology term most directly applicable to design.

Functional distance imparted new social freight to architectural design. Walking paths
were practical and aesthetic considerations for architects since they directed pedestrian traffic
and offered particular views of buildings in the landscape, but Festinger argued that walking
paths were social considerations too, since they determined the likelihood of chance encounters
with neighbors. In this 