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Cities and Countries

(i)

THE COUNTRY AND the city are changing historical realities, both in themselves and in their interrelations. Moreover,
in our own world, they represent only two kinds of settlement. Our real social experience is not only of the country
and the city, in their most singular forms, but of many kinds of intermediate and new kinds of social and physical
organisation.

Yet the ideas and the images of country and city retain their great force. This persistence has a significance
matched only by the fact of the great actual variation, social and historical, of the ideas themselves. Clearly the
contrast of country and city is one of the major forms in which we become conscious of a central part of our
experience and of the crises of our society. But when this is so, the temptation is to reduce the historical variety of
the forms of interpretation to what are loosely called symbols or archetypes: to abstract even these most evidently
social forms and to give them a primarily psychological or metaphysical status. This reduction often happens when
we find certain major forms and images and ideas persisting through periods of great change. Yet if we can see that
the persistence depends on the forms and images and ideas being changed, though often subtly, internally and at
times unconsciously, we can see also that the persistence indicates some permanent or effectively permanent need,
to which the changing interpretations speak. I believe that there is indeed such a need, and that it is created by the
processes of a particular history. But if we do not see these processes, or see them only incidentally, we fall back on
modes of thought which seem able to create the permanence without the history. We may find emotional or
intellectual satisfaction in this, but we have then dealt with only half the problem, for in all such major
interpretations it is the coexistence of persistence and change which is really striking and interesting, and which we
have to account for without reducing either fact to a form of the other. Or, to put it more theoretically, we have to be
able to explain, in related terms, both the persistence and the historicity of concepts.

The ideas of the city and the country are among the major cases to which this problem applies. It is clear, for
example, that an idea derived from experience of a medieval city cannot be taken, in a merely nominal continuity, as
an idea about a twentieth-century metropolis, any more than a pastoral idea of rural Boeotia can be taken as a
relevant interpretation of modern Norfolk. But equally we cannot say that the idea of pastoral innocence, or of the
city as a civilising agency, coming up, as each does, in so many periods and forms, is a simple illusion which has
only to be exposed or contradicted. Exposure and contradiction are often critically necessary, but if we keep only to
the ideas we are already aware of this, in the comparable persistence of ideas of rural idiocy or the city as a place of
corruption. We then find ourselves facing the further questions: what kinds of experience do the ideas appear to
interpret, and why do certain forms occur or recur at this period or at that?

To answer these questions we need to trace, historically and critically, the various forms of the ideas. But it is
useful, also, to stop at certain points and take particular cross-sections: to ask not only what is happening, in a
period, to ideas of the country and the city, but also with what other ideas, in a more general structure, such ideas are
associated. For example we have to notice the regular sixteenth- and seventeenth-century association of ideas of the
city with money and law; the eighteenth-century association with wealth and luxury; the persistent association,
reaching a climax in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, with the mob and the masses; the nineteenth-and
twentieth-century association with mobility and isolation. Each of these ideas has a certain persistence, but isolation,
for example, only emerges as a major theme during the metropolitan phase of development, while the response to
the city as money ranges from isolated kinds of corruption and intrigue to perception of a commercial and political
system. There are similar radical differences in associations with ideas of the country: the idea of settlement, for
example, as compared with the idea of rural retreat, which implies mobility. Each idea can be found in very different
periods, and seems to depend on class variations, whereas the other obvious contrast, between an idea of cultivated
country, cultivation being honest growth, and the idea of wild or unspoiled country, not cultivation but isolated
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nature, has a clearer historical perspective, since the latter so evidently involves response to a whole way of life
largely determined elsewhere. The degree to which the fact of labour is included, in observing a working country, is
similarly, as we have seen, historically conditioned. Yet even within a period, we can see how in an idea like that of
the Golden Age an apparent similarity turns out, on analysis, to cover different real ideas, as in its alternative uses by
an aristocracy, by small proprietors and by the landless. Often, in these cases of association and internal variation, it
matters more what else is being said than what is being said about the country; just as in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries it often matters more what else is being said than what is being said, in conventional ways,
about the city.

This complexity goes very deep. It is useful, for example, to see three main periods of rural complaint in which a
happier past is explicitly invoked: the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries; the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth; the late nineteenth and early twentieth. And it is then clear enough that each of these corresponds to a
period of exceptional change in the rural economy, which we find directly reflected in varying ways. But it is not
only that each of these reflections comes to include other social and metaphysical ideas. It is also that the convention
of the country as a settled way of life disturbed by unwanted and external change has been complicated, in our own
century, by very similar ideas about towns and cities. The complaints of rural change might come from threatened
small proprietors, or from commoners, or even, in the twentieth century, from a class of landlords, but it is
fascinating to hear some of the same phrases—destruction of a local community, the driving out of small men,
indifference to settled and customary ways—in the innumerable campaigns about the effects of redevelopment,
urban planning, airport and motorway systems, in so many twentieth-century towns and even, very strongly, in parts
of London. I have heard a defence of Covent Garden, against plans for development, which repeated in almost every
particular the defence of the commons in the period of parliamentary enclosures. Clearly ideas of the country and
the city have specific contents and histories, but just as clearly, at times, they are forms of isolation and
identification of more general processes. People have often said ‘the city’ when they meant capitalism or
bureaucracy or centralised power, while ‘the country’, as we have seen, has at times meant everything from
independence to deprivation, and from the powers of an active imagination to a form of release from consciousness.
At every point we need to put these ideas to the historical realities: at times to be confirmed, at times denied. But
also, as we see the whole process, we need to put the historical realities to the ideas, for at times these express, not
only in disguise and displacement but in effective mediation or in offered and sometimes effective transcendence,
human interests and purposes for which there is no other immediately available vocabulary. It is not only an absence
or distance of more specific terms and concepts; it is that in country and city, physically present and substantial, the
experience finds material which gives body to the thoughts.

I have traced what I believe to be these major processes, in their major variations, within a single literature and
society: a literature, English, which is perhaps richer than any other in the full range of its themes of country and
city; and a society which went through a process of historical development, in rural and then industrial and urban
economies and communities, very early and very thoroughly; still a particular history but one which has also
become, in some central ways, a dominant mode of development in many parts of the world. Each of the phases of
this history can be looked at more deeply in itself, and there are still other ways of describing the sequence, the
interaction and the development. There is an obvious need for more comparative studies: there is already rich
material in French and Russian literature, where both the country and the city have related but specific major
meanings; in German thought and literature, where the idea of the city as a cultural centre followed an especially
positive course; in American literature and culture, where the speed and scale of the process have created very
powerful and at times universal ideas and images; in Italian culture, not only as a source, but in the dramatic
character of its contemporary transition; in the literatures, as we have seen, of the developing world, where other
ways of seeing a related process have been becoming articulate. All this, it is hoped and can be expected, will be
specifically and comparatively studied.

(ii)

But it is not, was not, ever a question of study alone. The very fact that the historical process, in some of its main
features, is now effectively international, means that we have more than material for interesting comparisons. We are
touching, and know that we are touching, forms of a general crisis. Looking back, for example, on the English
history, and especially on its culmination in imperialism, I can see in this process of the altering relations of country
and city the driving force of a mode of production which has indeed transformed the world. I am then very willing to
see the city as capitalism, as so many now do, if I can say also that this mode of production began, specifically, in
the English rural economy, and produced, there, many of the characteristic effects—increases of production,
physical reordering of a totally available world, displacement of customary settlements, a human remnant and force
which became a proletariat—which have since been seen, in many extending forms, in cities and colonies and in an
international system as a whole. It then does not surprise me that the complaints in Covent Garden echo the
complaints of the commoners, since the forces of improvement and development, in those specific forms—anWARWICKUNI/BA5D475C-8552-EB11-80FF-005056B9594A



amalgam of financial and political power which is pursuing different ends from those of any local community but
which has its own and specific internal rationale—are in a fundamental sense similar, as phases of capitalist
enterprise.

What the oil companies do, what the mining companies do, is what landlords did, what plantation owners did and
do. And many have gone along with them, seeing the land and its properties as available for profitable exploitation:
so clear a profit that the quite different needs of local settlement and community are overridden, often ruthlessly.
Difficult and complex as this process is, since the increases in production and the increases in new forms of work
and wealth are undoubtedly real, it is usually more necessary to see this kind of contrast—between forms of
settlement and forms of exploitation—than to see the more conventional contrast between agricultural and industrial
development: the country as cooperation with nature, the city and industry as overriding and transforming it. There
is a visible qualitative difference between the results of farming and the results of mining, but if we see only this
contrast we see only some of the results. The effects on human settlements, and on customary or locally self-
determined ways of life, are often very similar. The land, for its fertility or for its ore, is in both cases abstractly
seen. It is used in an enterprise which overrides, for the time being, all other considerations. Since the dramatic
physical transformations of the Industrial Revolution we have found it easy to forget how profoundly and still
visibly agriculture altered the land. Some of the earliest and most remarkable environmental effects, negative as well
as positive, followed from agricultural practice: making land fertile but also, in places, overgrazing it to a desert;
clearing good land but also, in places, with the felling of trees, destroying it or creating erosion. Some of these uses
preceded any capitalist order, but the capitalist mode of production is still, in world history, the most effective and
powerful agency for all these kinds of physical and social transformation. The city is only one if now conventional
way of seeing this kind of change; and the country, as almost all of us now know it, is undoubtedly another. Indeed
the change from admiration of cultivated country to the intense attachment to ‘unspoiled’ places is a precise record
of this persistent process and its effects at one of its most active stages.

But we must then also make a distinction between such techniques of production and the mode of production
which is their particular social form. We call the technical changes improvement and progress, welcome some of
their effects and deplore others, and can feel either numbed or divided; a state of mind in which, again and again, the
most abstract and illusory ideas of a natural rural way of life tempt or at least charm us. Or we can fall back on
saying that this is the human condition: the irresolvable choice between a necessary materialism and a necessary
humanity. Often we try to resolve it by dividing work and leisure, or society and the individual, or city and country,
not only in our minds but in suburbs and garden cities, town houses and country cottages, the week and the
weekend. But we then usually find that the directors of the improvements, the captains of the change, have arrived
earlier and settled deeper; have made, in fact, a more successful self-division. The country-house, as we saw, was
one of the first forms of this temporary resolution, and in the nineteenth century as many were built by the new lords
of capitalist production as survived, improved, from the old lords, sometimes their ancestors, of the agrarian change.
It remains remarkable that so much of this settlement has been physically imitated, down to details of semi-detached
villas and styles of leisure and weekends. An immensely productive capitalism, in all its stages, has extended both
the resources and the modes which, however unevenly, provide and contain forms of response to its effects.

It is then often difficult, past this continuing process which contains the substance of so much of our lives, to
recognise, adequately, the specific character of the capitalist mode of production, which is not the use of machines
or techniques of improvement, but their minority ownership. Indeed as the persistent concentration of ownership,
first of the land, then of all major means of production, was built into a system and a state, with many kinds of
political and cultural mediation, it was easy for the perception to diminish though the fact was increasing. Many
modern ruralists, many urban conservationists, see ‘the state’ or ‘the planners’ as their essential enemy, when it is
quite evident that what the state is administering and the planners serving is an economic system which is capitalist
in all its main intentions, procedures and criteria. The motorway system, the housing clearance, the office-block and
supermarket replacing streets of homes and shops, may materialise in the form of a social plan, but there is no case
in which the priorities of a capitalist system have not, from the beginning, been built in. It may be simple industrial
development or mining: the decision will have been made originally and will be finally determined by owners
calculating profit. The road system will include their needs and preferences for modes of distribution and transport,
and these are given priority, either as in the case of lorries against railways or as in the more general situation in
which the land itself is looked on, abstractly, as a transport network, just as it is looked on elsewhere, again
abstractly, as an opportunity for production. Housing clearance and housing shortage are alike related to the altered
distribution of human settlement which has followed from a set of minority decisions about where work will be
made available, by the criteria of profit and internal convenience. What are called regional policies are remedial
efforts within these priorities rather than decisively against them. The industrial-agricultural balance, in all its
physical forms of town-and-country relations, is the product, however mediated, of a set of decisions about capital
investment made by the minority which controls capital and which determines its use by calculations of profit.

When we have lived long enough with such a system it is difficult not to mistake it for a necessary and practical
reality, whatever elements of its process we may find objectionable. But it is not only that the specific histories ofWARWICKUNI/BA5D475C-8552-EB11-80FF-005056B9594A



country and city, and of their immediate interrelations, have been determined, in Britain, by capitalism. It is that the
total character of what we know as modern society has been similarly determined. The competitive indifference or
the sense of isolation in the cities can be seen as bearing a profound relation to the kinds of social competition and
alienation which just such a system promotes. These experiences are never exclusive, since within the pressures and
limits people make other settlements and attachments and try to live by other values. But the central drive is still
there.

Again, enough of us now, for a long enough period, have been living in cities for new kinds of communication to
become necessary, and these in their turn reveal both the extension and mobility of the urban and industrial process
and the appropriation and exploitation of the same media for capitalist purposes. I do not only mean advertising,
though that is a specific deformation of the capitalist city. Nor do I mean only the minority ownership and purposes
of the press. I mean the conversion of a necessary social mode into specific forms. It is very striking that in response
to the city and to a more deeply interrelated society and world we have developed habitual responses to information,
in an altered sense. The morning newspaper, the early radio programme, the evening television, are in this sense
forms of orientation in which our central social sense is both sought and in specific and limited ways confirmed.

Wordsworth saw that when we become uncertain in a world of apparent strangers who yet, decisively, have a
common effect on us, and when forces that will alter our lives are moving all around us in apparently external and
unrecognisable forms, we can retreat, for security, into a deep subjectivity, or we can look around us for social
pictures, social signs, social messages, to which, characteristically, we try to relate as individuals but so as to
discover, in some form, community. Much of the content of modern communications is this kind of substitute for
directly discoverable and transitive relations to the world. It can be properly related to the scale and complexity of
modern society, of which the city is always the most evident example. But it has become general, reaching to the
most remote rural regions. It is a form of shared consciousness rather than merely a set of techniques. And as a form
of consciousness it is not to be understood by rhetorical analogies like the ‘global village’. Nothing could be less
like the experience of any kind of village or settled active community. For in its main uses it is a form of unevenly
shared consciousness of persistently external events. It is what appears to happen, in these powerfully transmitted
and mediated ways, in a world with which we have no other perceptible connections but which we feel is at once
central and marginal to our lives. This paradoxical set of one-way relationships, in itself determining what we take
to be relevant information and news, is then a specific form of consciousness which is inherent in the dominant
mode of production, in which, in remarkably similar ways, our skills, our energies, our daily ordering of our lives,
our perceptions of the shape of a lifetime, are to a critical extent defined and determined by external formulations of
a necessary reality: that external, willed reality—external because its means are in minority hands—from which, in
so much of our lives, we seem to have no option but to learn.

Underlying social relations often manifest themselves in these habitual and conventional ways. The
communications system is not only the information network but also the transport network. The city, obviously, has
always been associated with concentration of traffic. Notoriously, in modern transport systems, this is still the case,
and the problem often seems insoluble. But traffic is not only a technique; it is a form of consciousness and a form
of social relations. I do not mean only the obvious derivation of so many problems of traffic from a series of
decisions about the location of work and the centralisation of political power; decisions which were never, in any
real sense, socially made, but which were imposed by the priorities of a mode of production. I mean also the forms
of modern traffic. It is impossible to read the early descriptions of crowded metropolitan streets—the people as
isolated atoms, flowing this way and that; a common stream of separated identities and directions—without seeing,
past them, this mode of relationship embodied in the modern car: private, enclosed, an individual vehicle in a
pressing and merely aggregated common flow; certain underlying conventions of external control but within them
the passing of rapid signals of warning, avoidance, concession, irritation, as we pursue our ultimately separate ways
but in a common mode. And this is no longer only a feature of the city, though it is most evident there. Over a whole
network of the land this is how, at one level, we relate; indeed it is one form of settlement, intersecting and often
deeply affecting what we think of as settlements—cities, towns, villages—in an older mode.

In all these actual social relations and forms of consciousness, ideas of the country and the city, often of an older
kind, continue to act as partial interpreters. But we do not always see that in their main bearings they are forms of
response to a social system as a whole. Most obviously since the Industrial Revolution, but in my view also since
the beginning of the capitalist agrarian mode of production, our powerful images of country and city have been ways
of responding to a whole social development. This is why, in the end, we must not limit ourselves to their contrast
but go on to see their interrelations and through these the real shape of the underlying crisis.

It is significant, for example, that the common image of the country is now an image of the past, and the common
image of the city an image of the future. That leaves, if we isolate them, an undefined present. The pull of the idea of
the country is towards old ways, human ways, natural ways. The pull of the idea of the city is towards progress,
modernisation, development. In what is then a tension, a present experienced as tension, we use the contrast of
country and city to ratify an unresolved division and conflict of impulses, which it might be better to face in its own
terms. WARWICKUNI/BA5D475C-8552-EB11-80FF-005056B9594A



Aspects of the history of the ideas can then help us. We have seen how often an idea of the country is an idea of
childhood: not only the local memories, or the ideally shared communal memory, but the feel of childhood: of
delighted absorption in our own world, from which, eventually, in the course of growing up, we are distanced and
separated, so that it and the world become things we observe. In Wordsworth and Clare, and in many other writers,
this structure of feeling is powerfully expressed, and we have seen how often it is then converted into illusory ideas
of the rural past: those successive and endlessly recessive ‘happy Englands of my boyhood’. But what is interesting
now is that we have had enough stories and memories of urban childhoods to perceive the same pattern. The old
urban working-class community; the delights of corner-shops, gas lamps, horsecabs, trams, piestalls: all gone, it
seems, in successive generations. These urban ways and objects seem to have, in the literature, the same real
emotional substance as the brooks, commons, hedges, cottages, festivals of the rural scene. And the point of saying
this is not to disprove or devalue either kind of feeling. It is to see the real change that is being written about, as we
discern its common process.

For what is at issue, in all these cases, is a growth and alteration of consciousness: a history repeated in many
lives and many places which is fundamentally an alteration of perception and relationship. What was once close,
absorbing, accepted, familiar, internally experienced becomes separate, distinguishable, critical, changing, externally
observed. In common or backstreet, village or city quarter, this process happens. We can say, of course, that it is an
inevitable process; that this growth of adult consciousness is profoundly necessary, if only to see that these valued
worlds were and are being created by men. But we have to say also that the village or backstreet of a child is not and
cannot be the village or backstreet of the contemporary working adult. Great confusion is caused if the real
childhood memory is projected, unqualified, as history. Yet what we have finally to say is that we live in a world in
which the dominant mode of production and social relationships teaches, impresses, offers to make normal and even
rigid, modes of detached, separated, external perception and action: modes of using and consuming rather than
accepting and enjoying people and things. The structure of feeling of the memoirs is then significant and
indispensable as a response to this specific social deformation. Yet this importance can only be recognised when we
have made the historical judgement: not only that these are childhood views, which contemporary adult experience
contradicts or qualifies; but that a process of human growth has in itself been deformed, by these deep internal
directions of what an adult consciousness must be, in this kind of using, consuming, abstracting world. It is not so
much the old village or the old backstreet that is significant. It is the perception and affirmation of a world in which
one is not necessarily a stranger and an agent, but can be a member, a discoverer, in a shared source of life. Taken
alone, of course, this is never enough. Indeed its displacement to fantasies about old villages and old backstreets can
diminish even its immediate significance. To make an adult, working world of that kind would involve sharp critical
consciousness and long active agency. Yet we can see here, in a central example, the true aetiology of some of the
powerful images of country and city, when unalienated experience is the rural past and realistic experience is the
urban future. If we take only the images, we can swing from one to the other, but without illumination. For we have
really to look, in country and city alike, at the real social processes of alienation, separation, externality, abstraction.
And we have to do this not only critically, in the necessary history of rural and urban capitalism, but substantially,
by affirming the experiences which in many millions of lives are discovered and rediscovered, very often under
pressure: experiences of directness, connection, mutuality, sharing, which alone can define, in the end, what the real
deformation may be.

(iii)

In the late nineteen-forties I knew that I was at last separated from the village in which I had grown up. I began to
write what I thought this experience was, in the seven versions that eventually became the novel Border Country. It
wasn’t only, through those versions, that I found myself connecting the experience to a more general history of
physical and social mobility, and beyond that to a crisis of education and class which when I had worked it through I
went back and read, as if for the first time, in George Eliot and Hardy and Lawrence. It was also that I had to look at
the village again, and to set up some tension between my childhood memories and the adult working experience of
my father’s generation. But even that was not enough. Many people have assumed that Harry Price, the signalman
with his gardens, was a portrait of my father; but this is not really so. I found that to get the real movement I had to
divide and contrast what I had seen in my father as conflicting impulses and modes. I had to imagine another
character, Morgan Rosser, the politician and dealer, who in his relation to Harry Price could express and work
through what I believed I had seen as an internal conflict. The modes of contemplation and of action, of absorbed
work and of mobile and critical change, had to be expressed in a relationship if the complicated development of the
life of the village was to be fully expressed. Beyond this again was the son, the observer, more specifically removed;
bound to these two modes, these two figures of a father, and taking that continuing action into his work in the city.

I used the same method, of dividing and then connecting to express this internal crisis, in a novel of the city,
Second Generation, which was essentially the same movement, in a different environment. That was an image of
traffic, of relationships as traffic and of persistent attempts to find other relationships, as clearly as in BorderWARWICKUNI/BA5D475C-8552-EB11-80FF-005056B9594A



Country, with its simpler form of the country railway and its changes. That is how I have seen the whole problem
since, in more general ways. The experience that went into the novels became the questions I put to the tradition.

But at one time, while writing Border Country, I felt a sudden sadness, apparently separate from my theme. I felt,
because I think I had been told, that the rural experience, the working country, had gone; that in Britain it was only a
marginal thing, and that as time went by this would be so everywhere. I accepted this, at one level, for much longer
than now seems possible. It was one of the impulses, I can see now, that kept sending me back to old rural literature
and history. And I cannot clearly remember when I suddenly realised that it was not really true at all. Even while I
was showing in the novels a different and persistent experience, this idea had stuck. When at last I saw that it was
false I knew I had to look for its sources. These were not only, as might be supposed, the sentimental ruralists,
though just because of my experience I had to face them. They were also, and more critically, the brisk metropolitan
progressives, many of them supposedly internationalists and socialists, whose contempt for rural societies was
matched only by their confidence in an urban industrial future which they were about in one way or another—
modernisation, the white heat of technology, revolution—to convert into socialism. There are so many writers and
thinkers, still, of each of these kinds, that it takes a long time, a long effort, to look round and say that their common
idea of a lost rural economy is false.

Is it then not false? Is it not obvious that in Britain a working agriculture is marginal? That was the first mode of
error I learned to perceive: an unnoticed persistence, in the old imperialist countries, of a kind of abstract
chauvinism: that what happened to them was what was happening or would happen to everyone. Still most countries
in the world were predominantly rural, but within the imperialist division of the world they did not really count,
were not in important ways there. Even those who saw that they were exploited, within the imperialist division of
the world, did not necessarily go on to see that in and through this condition and its struggles a working agriculture,
a rural economy in any of its possible forms, simply had to persist: in the exploited countries themselves and, if
some elements of the exploitation were to be diminished, in what had been abstractly thought of as the developed
metropolitan countries. Perhaps more of us now know this. The facts of the food and population crisis have been
widely and properly publicised. If we are to survive at all, we shall have to develop and extend our working
agricultures. The common idea of a lost rural world is then not only an abstraction of this or that stage in a
continuing history (and many of the stages we can be glad have gone or are going). It is in direct contradiction to
any effective shape of our future, in which work on the land will have to become more rather than less important and
central. It is one of the most striking deformations of industrial capitalism that one of our most central and urgent
and necessary activities should have been so displaced, in space or in time or in both, that it can be plausibly
associated only with the past or with distant lands.

Some of this, now, is changing, even within old imperialist Europe. But it is still the case that the future of
agriculture is seen, here and in the third world, in mainly capitalist forms, and especially as involving massive social
displacement. It could be done, and is elsewhere being done, in quite different ways. And the urgency of its doing, in
ways that break with capitalism, is linked with that other complementary aspect of the crisis: the condition and the
future of the cities and of industry. One of the real merits of some rural writers, often not seen because other
elements are present, is an insistence on the complexity of the living natural environment. Now that the dangers to
this environment have come more clearly into view, our ideas, once again, have to shift. Some of the darkest images
of the city have to be faced as quite literal futures. An insane over-confidence in the specialised powers of
metropolitan industrialism has brought us to the point where however we precisely assess it the risk to human
survival is becoming evident, or if we survive, as I think we shall, there is the clear impossibility of continuing as
we are.

It is necessary to say this, in the deepening crisis of modern metropolitan and industrial living, and in the more
serious crisis of persistent and intractable poverty in the rest of the world, even while we know it can easily be
diverted into yet another rural threnody, or into a cynical fatalism. It is important to remember how much damage to
the environment was and is being done by the capitalist mode of progressive agriculture; this is not a crisis of
manufacturing industry alone. Similarly we need to acknowledge that recognition of the crisis, and almost all
possible ways of resolving it, are functions of consciousness: of a flexible and highly mobile capacity to observe and
intervene: in techniques and modes of planning and conservation, but even more critically in the area which will
really decide our future, the area of decision itself. As we perceive a total environment, and as we register the
consequences of so many abstracted and separated activities, we begin to see that all the real decisions are about
modes of social interest and control. We begin to see, in fact, that the active powers of minority capital, in all its
possible forms, are our most active enemies, and that they will have to be not just persuaded but defeated and
superseded. The scale and connection of the necessary decisions require social powers and social resources which
capitalism in any of its forms denies, opposes and alienates. The different social consciousness of the dispossessed
labourers and of the urban workers, born in protest and despair, has to come through in new ways as a collectively
responsible society. Neither will the city save the country nor the country the city. Rather the long struggle within
both will become a general struggle, as in a sense it has always been.
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We have more to work with than we ordinarily acknowledge. Rural England is said to be a thing of the past, and
of course the changes are evident. But if we look up from the idea and back at the country we see how much is still
present, even in this exceptionally industrialised and urbanised nation. Four-fifths of our land surface: the cultivated
land, much of it better kept than it has ever been; the wild land, made more accessible, in a complicated process of
pressure and openness. Most of the natural and working experiences which have been so powerfully celebrated in
our rural literature are still directly available. It is still in so many places a beautiful country, and many of us can
work, in different ways, to keep and enhance it. I have had the luck to thin a wood and watch the cowslips and
bluebells and foxgloves come back; to repair and rebuild old drystone walls; to hedge and ditch, after long neglect,
and to see from skilled men how the jobs should be done. And if we look up from the idea of the city, we find in and
through the extraordinary pressures a good deal of caring and intelligent work to make the cities cleaner and finer, to
bring out and to build their best qualities. To know any of this directly is to know also, very closely, the constant
threat of deliberate and indifferent destruction. But each process is a fact; in the best and in the worst there is neither
a lost nor a won cause; it is an active, immediate and persistent struggle. It is also, as we shall see, a very
complicated struggle, reaching into every part of our lives.

(iv)

I have been arguing that capitalism, as a mode of production, is the basic process of most of what we know as the
history of country and city. Its abstracted economic drives, its fundamental priorities in social relations, its criteria of
growth and of profit and loss, have over several centuries altered our country and created our kinds of city. In its
final forms of imperialism it has altered our world.

Seeing the history in this way, I am then of course convinced that resistance to capitalism is the decisive form of
the necessary human defence. Many particular defences stop short of seeing this decisive process, and need to be
challenged to take the ideas and the feelings right through. Many others, however, get through as defences, as forms
of opposition to what is called the modern world, in which capitalism or technology may well be included, but with
no specificity: the reflex indeed being fundamentally defensive, with no available confidence in any different way of
life, or with such confidence replaced by utopian or apocalyptic visions, none of which can connect with any
immediate social practice or movement. And what serious movement, it is asked, could there be? Look at socialism
or communism: historically the enemies of capitalism, but in detail and often in principle, in matters of the country
and the city, continuing and even intensifying some of the same fundamental processes.

This is a genuine historical and political difficulty. Trotsky said that the history of capitalism was the history of
the victory of town over country. He then proceeded, in the critical first years of the Russian Revolution, to outline a
programme for just such a victory, on a massive scale, as a way of defeating capitalism and preserving socialism.
Stalin carried through very much that programme, on a scale and with a brutality which made that ‘victory’ over the
peasants one of the most terrible phases in the whole history of rural society. The local needs and priorities were
desperate: a shattered economy and an appalling food shortage; rural capitalism, in new forms, undoubtedly
spreading. But the way it was done, and the spirit in which it was done, were not only brutal; they drew on one
element of an ambiguity in Marxism which in its turn had massive consequences on the character of the society as a
whole.

Engels, as we saw, was among the first to see the modern city as a social and physical consequence of capitalism:
built and living in its modes. He added, later, the decisive idea that the very processes of disturbance and exposure,
in these particular forms, had created a proletarian and a socialist movement which could end capitalism and create
different social relations and different kinds of human settlement. In the Communist Manifesto Marx and Engels
argued that ‘the bourgeoisie has subjected the country to the rule of the towns  .  .  .  has created enormous
cities . . . has made barbarian and semi-barbarian countries dependent on the civilized ones’: the familiar history of
capitalism and imperialism. They argued that these relations of centralisation and dependence had created the
conditions for revolution, and in one sense they were right.

But there was an ambiguity at the core of the argument. They denounced what was being done in the tearing
progress of capitalism and imperialism; they insisted that men must struggle to supersede it, and they showed us
some ways. But implicit in the denunciation was another set of value-judgements: the bourgeoisie had ‘rescued a
considerable part of the population from the idiocy of rural life’; the subjected nations were ‘barbarian and semi-
barbarian’, the dominating powers ‘civilised’. It was then on this kind of confidence in the singular values of
modernisation and civilisation that a major distortion in the history of communism was erected. The exposed urban
proletariat would learn and create new and higher forms of society: if that was all that had been said it would have
been very different. But if the forms of bourgeois development contained, with whatever contradiction, values
higher than ‘rural idiocy’ or ‘barbarism’, then almost any programme, in the name of the urban proletariat, could be
justified and imposed. The terrible irony has been that the real processes of absolute urban and industrial priority,
and of the related priority of the advanced and civilised nations, worked through not only to damage the ‘rural
idiots’ and the colonial ‘barbarians and semi-barbarians’, but to damage, at the heart, the urban proletariansWARWICKUNI/BA5D475C-8552-EB11-80FF-005056B9594A



themselves, and the advanced and civilised societies over which, in their turn, the priorities exercised their
domination, in a strange dialectical twist. To see exposure creating revolution was one thing; to see more of the
same producing more of something quite different was at best an apocalyptic hope.

This difficulty worked itself through, in a surprising way, in our own century. Revolutions came not in the
‘developed’ but in the ‘undeveloped’ countries. The Chinese revolution, defeated in the cities, went to the country
and gained its ultimate strength. The Cuban Revolution went from the city to the country, where its force was
formed. In a whole epoch of national and social liberation struggles, the exploited rural and colonial populations
became the main sources of continued revolt. In the famous Chinese phrase about world revolution, the
‘countryside’ was surrounding the ‘cities’. Thus the ‘rural idiots’ and the ‘barbarians and semi-barbarians’ have
been, for the last forty years, the main revolutionary force in the world.

We can then look back, from this real historical experience, to one of the underlying forms of the idea of
revolution. In some of the fundamental thinking of the socialist tradition, including that of Marx and Engels, there is
a formulation which is at once the most exciting, the most relevant and yet the most undeveloped in the whole
revolutionary argument. Engels wrote of socialism as ‘abolishing the contrast between town and country, which has
been brought to its extreme point by present-day capitalist society’. Marx and Engels wrote that the housing
question could never be solved while ‘modern big cities’ were maintained, and that only with socialism could we
restore ‘the intimate connection between industrial and agricultural production’. The utopian socialists had made
many proposals for new kinds of balanced communities and societies; William Morris, as we saw, continued to think
in this way. But under many pressures, in the twentieth century, from the sheer physical drive of developing
capitalism and imperialism to the class habits of thought of metropolitan socialist intellectuals, this extraordinary
emphasis was virtually lost. Its phrases were remembered, but as an old, impractical, childish dream. Yet it is an
emphasis that is now being revived. It has been stated as a direction of policy in the Chinese Revolution. And it has
been significantly revived, among Western revolutionary socialists, as a response to the crisis of industrial
civilisation and what is seen as megalopolis.

It can be restated theoretically. The division and opposition of city and country, industry and agriculture, in their
modern forms, are the critical culmination of the division and specialisation of labour which, though it did not begin
with capitalism, was developed under it to an extraordinary and transforming degree. Other forms of the same
fundamental division are the separation between mental and manual labour, between administration and operation,
between politics and social life. The symptoms of this division can be found at every point in what is now our
common life: in the idea and practice of social classes; in conventional definitions of work and of education; in the
physical distribution of settlements; and in temporal organisation of the day, the week, the year, the lifetime. Much
of the creative thinking of our time is an attempt to re-examine each of these concepts and practices. It is based on
the conviction that the system which generates and is composed by them is intolerable and will not survive. In many
areas of this thinking there is not only analytic but programmatic response: on new forms of decision-making, new
kinds of education, new definitions and practices of work, new kinds of settlement and land-use.

I can now look back a generation, to the immediate postwar years, and remember my feeling that except for
certain simple kinds of idealising retrospect there was no main current of thought in the world which had not been
incorporated within the fundamental forms of the capitalist and imperialist system. Orthodox communism and
orthodox social-democracy—its traditional opponents—indeed showed many features of this system in their most
powerful forms, all the more dangerously because they had been fused with continuing aspirations to social
liberation and development. But to feel this was to be pressed back towards the extreme subjectivism and fatalism
which then, and for a generation, dominated our thought. Many descriptions of our current crisis were and still are
cast within these subjectivist and fatalist forms.

Yet a deeper change has now become quite evident. All the conventional priorities are again being questioned.
Other kinds of social response and social analysis have worked their way through, until in often confused and still
unfinished forms they hold a certain initiative. The theoretical if not practical confidence of defenders of the existing
system has gone. The position in ideas is again quite open, ironically at the very time when the practical pressures
are almost overwhelming.

This change of basic ideas and questions, especially in the socialist and revolutionary movements, has been for
me the connection which I have been seeking for so long, through the local forms of a particular and personal crisis,
and through the extended inquiry which has taken many forms but which has come through as this inquiry into the
country and the city. They are the many questions that were a single question, that once moved like light: a personal
experience, for the reasons I described, but now also a social experience, which connects me, increasingly, with so
many others. This is the position, the sense of shape, for which I have worked. Yet it is still, even now, only
beginning to form. It is what is being done and is to do, rather than anything that has been finally done.

For there is nothing now more urgent than to take the fundamental idea, the problem of overcoming the division
of labour, to the tests of rigorous analysis, rigorous proposal and rigorous practice. It can be done only in new forms
of cooperative effort. If what is visible already as the outlines of a movement is to come through with the necessary
understanding and strength, we shall have to say what in detail can be practically done, over a vast range fromWARWICKUNI/BA5D475C-8552-EB11-80FF-005056B9594A



regional and investment planning to a thousand processes in work, education, and community. The negative effects
will continue to show themselves, in a powerful and apparently irresistible pressure: physical effects on the
environment; a simultaneous crisis of overcrowded cities and a depopulating countryside, not only within but
between nations; physical and nervous stresses of certain characteristic kinds of work and characteristic kinds of
career; the widening gap between the rich and poor of the world, within the threatening crisis of population and
resources; the similarly widening gap between concern and decision, in a world in which all the fallout, military,
technical and social, is in the end inescapable. And to see the negative effects, with whatever urgency, can be to
paralyse the will. The last recess of the division of labour is this recess within ourselves, where what we want and
what we believe we can do seem impassably divided.

We can overcome division only by refusing to be divided. That is a personal decision but then a social action. I
can only record what I have myself learned. Others will learn it quite differently. But I grew up, as I said, where the
division was visible, in a land and then in a family. I moved from country to city, and now live and work in both. I
learned, in many forms, the shapes of this history, its ideas and its images, in the society and the literature which had
earliest and most thoroughly experienced a change that was to become universal or at least an offered model for
universal development. This left, in my mind, every kind of question and intricacy, and I had slowly to retrace the
experience, in myself and in the record, as a way of gaining the present and the future through a different
understanding of the shaping and fascinating past.

It was always a limited inquiry: the country and the city within a single tradition. But it has brought me to the
point where I can offer its meanings, its implications and its connections to others: for discussion and amendment;
for many kinds of possible cooperative work; but above all for an emphasis—the sense of an experience and of ways
of changing it—in the many countries and cities where we live.
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