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Labour in the Suburbs

This book is the first comprehensive economic, social and political study of the London suburb of Croydon from 1900 up to the present day.

One of the largest London boroughs, Croydon, has always been a mixed residential suburb (mainly private but with some municipal housing), which has strongly influenced the nature of its political representation. It was never just an affluent middle-class suburb or ‘bourgeoise utopia,’ as suggested by traditional definitions of suburbia and in popular imagination. In economic terms it was also an industrial suburb after 1918. It was then transformed into a vibrant post-industrial service economy following rapid deindustrialisation and remarkable commercial and office redevelopment after 1960. In this respect Croydon is also an ex-industrial suburb, similar to many other outer London areas and other peripheral metropolitan areas. Croydon’s civic identity as a previously independent town on the outskirts of London remains unresolved to this day, even as its political representatives seek to redefine the borough as a more independent ‘Edge City.’ Author Michael Tichelar examines this suburb by looking at the suburban development of London, the changing politics of Croydon and policy issues during the twentieth century.

Labour in the Suburbs will be of interest to the general reader as well as students of modern British history with special interests in electoral sociology, political representation and suburbanisation. It provides a template against which to measure the process of suburbanisation in the UK and internationally.

Michael Tichelar is a visiting fellow in History at the University of the West of England, UK. He is retired from academic life and a career in local government and managing voluntary organisations. He is the author of four published books on modern British history.
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Preface

This book develops themes that I explored in Why London Is Labour: A History of Metropolitan Politics, 1900–2020, published by Routledge in 2021. That book sought to answer the question why London has been a stronghold for the Labour Party for relatively long periods of the last century and continues to be so to this day to an increasing extent. It drew on evidence from history and political sociology in addition to my personal experience of local government in London during the 1980s. The book argued that while changes in the London economy, plus the ability of the party to forge cross-class alliances, can go some way to explain the success of the Labour Party in London, a range of other demographic and social factors need to be taken into account, especially after the year 2000. These included the size of London’s growing black and ethnic minority communities; higher concentrations of well-educated younger people with socially liberal values; the increasing support of the middle-classes; the impact of austerity after 2008; and the degree of poverty in London compared to non-metropolitan areas.1

In this book I focus on one particular demographic factor often neglected in the political history of the capital, namely the influence of suburbanisation. The suburbs have, up until quite recently, had a ‘bad press’ from architects, planners, the intelligentsia, some politicians and, not least, historians. The term ‘suburb’ has in the past been used in a condescending and derogatory way to criticise a certain way of life that is too often portrayed as bland, boring and conformist. One historian called them ‘bourgeois utopias.’2 Another described them as an ‘unlovely sprawling artefact of which few are particularly fond.’3 More recently, however, others have sought to counter this anti-suburban bias, accusing their fellow historians of describing the suburbs ‘as communally inferior to the once proud but declining working-class urban heartlands in the towns and cities. Such crass characterizations,’ it was argued, ‘flow from a gaping hole in the historiography of English suburbia. In terms of ethnicity, the suburbs have been treated as largely white middle-class or white working-class.’4

This book will seek to correct this very misleading representation by studying the economic, social and political history of one particular suburb, the London Borough of Croydon. This large outer London borough was created in the major reorganisation of local government in 1965, merging the old county borough of Croydon with Coulsdon and Purley in Surrey. It was far from being just a residential enclave of the middle classes. Like many suburbs it had an industrial heritage and was the location of significant inward and outward migration of a mix of different social classes. Croydon is now one of the largest London boroughs with a strong sense of its own separate civic identity on the edge of the capital. It has a current population of over 350,000, which is projected to grow to 450,000 by 2041, on a par with other sizeable cities in the UK and Europe.

The book focuses on the way in which Croydon’s politics changed during the course of the twentieth century. For most of that time it was in both appearance and reality a predominantly middle-class stronghold of the Conservative Party in parliamentary elections and an influential local Ratepayers Association in local elections. Together they resisted the encroachment of metropolitan politics and the influence of the Labour-controlled Greater London Council. But by the end of the century, its northern constituencies had been transformed into an ethnically and socially mixed area which currently returns Labour MPs with increasing majorities. The Labour Party also captured the Council for the first time in 1994. Hence, Croydon provides a good case study of the economic and social changes behind this transformation, which took place across suburban London during the latter part of the last century. A discussion of these changes will deepen our historical understanding of suburbanisation as a process of urban change, a topic which is now attracting growing interest from historians in both this country and more so overseas. Furthermore, the book will be one of the first to look at the history of Labour in the suburbs. These are geographical areas often neglected in histories of the Party and the labour movement more widely. For clearly understandable sociological reasons, the Labour Party was out of power in the suburbs for long periods. Consequently, historians of Labour have tended to focus on the party’s industrial heartlands and working-class communities in Scotland and Wales, where it was in power, and in the north of England (the so-called ‘Red Wall’) and in the working-class districts of inner cities in metropolitan areas. This book therefore fills an important gap in our understanding of the politics of suburbanisation.

Croydon has been chosen as an area of study for two main reasons. Firstly, it was and remains one of the largest and fastest-growing suburbs in London. Throughout the twentieth century, its local elected representatives of both main political parties sought to protect its identity as an independent town on the edge of the metropolis. It is perhaps the only outer London borough to define itself as an ‘Edge City’ after the year 2000, joining the European Edge Cities Network. Its political history demonstrates in a specific way the tensions operating at various levels (political, social, economic, cultural) created by the remarkable growth of London as a conurbation during the twentieth century. Secondly, Croydon provides a good example of the way in which political allegiances had been almost completely reversed by the end of the twentieth century, with Labour replacing the Conservatives. Minor parties of either the left, right or centre played only a very limited role. This differentiated Croydon from other suburban areas in, for example, parts of Metropolitan Middlesex and Essex, where smaller parties such as the Liberal Democrats and, to a lesser extent, parties of the far-right had a bigger impact. A study of Croydon therefore provides a new perspective on the political character of suburbs more generally, allowing for comparisons to be made within the UK and internationally. It adds to a growing number of historical studies exploring the nature of suburbanisation.

The book reflects my own personal history and relationship with suburban London. Similar to many Londoners, my parents moved to the Croydon area in 1946 from inner London, escaping the economic and physical destruction of the Blitz. My parents’ restaurant near Victoria Station had been taken over by the London County Council during the war to feed the firemen during the bombing. They purchased a bungalow opposite Croydon Aerodrome in 1946 and, like many commuters, caught the regular train service from East Croydon to Victoria every day. My father sometimes drove his black Ford Prefect into central London. I was born four years later in 1950 in St Helier Maternity Hospital along with my twin brother. Our birth certificates noted that we were born in the smaller rural district of North-East Surrey, before it was absorbed into the much-enlarged London Borough of Croydon in 1965. My parents’ restaurant in Victoria closed in 1952, unable to compete with larger chains like, for example, the Lyons Corner House and during a period of acute post-war austerity.

After a period in Torquay, my parents missed London and returned in 1957. They settled initially in Tooting before purchasing a boarding house off the Bayswater Road north of Kensington Gardens close to Paddington Station. But like other areas of west London, after ten years the Bayswater area had been transformed from a mainly residential area into one dominated by hotels catering for a growing overseas holiday trade. At the end of my parents’ short lease in 1967, with ever-increasing reviews of rent levels, their boarding house was bought by an overseas buyer. It was one of the last boarding houses in the street to survive. Forced out of the centre of London by rising land and property values, they were able to purchase another, but cheaper and smaller, boarding house in the south London district of Streatham Hill, closer to inner-city Lambeth rather than the greener and more expensive areas of suburban Wandsworth. Some of their tenants included Afro-Caribbean single people escaping southwards along the A24 from the slums of Brixton and Stockwell. The number 109 bus route took my family regularly into Croydon to buy furniture and other goods in its modern and affluent shops and the new and very modern Whitgift Shopping Centre. As a teenager, I also went to concerts in the newly opened Fairfield Concert Hall. By this period Croydon was both a cultural and retail centre of some affluence and repute. It continued to be dominated by the Conservative Party, as was Streatham, the constituency of the MP Duncan Sandys, son-in-law of Winston Churchill, until 1974. But by this time areas like Streatham Hill were becoming more visibly part of inner-city Lambeth, where the Labour Party was dominant.

After returning from university in 1978, I got a job as an assistant in the Brixton Reference Library, before getting a better-paying job in the Chief Executive’s Office of Lambeth Council. I worked for the council during a tumultuous period of political upheaval and two riots in 1981 and 1985, until I left London in the early 1990s for a less stressful life in the west country. Before that period, I had moved back into the family boarding house and was able to obtain a mortgage and a local authority renovation grant to convert it into three self-contained flats. This was characteristic of the general upgrading of Streatham Hill into a more attractive residential district, where levels of owner-occupation were increasing in line with trends across inner London at the time, matching the higher levels in the suburbs. The conversion allowed my sister and mother to move from the inner city to well-established English communities of South Wales, where they had family connections, part of what sociologists described at the time as ‘White Flight.’ I remained in one of the converted flats, witnessing an increasing turnover of owner-occupiers leapfrogging their way southwards to higher standard accommodation and a more prosperous life in areas like suburban Croydon. My experience mirrors those of many other Londoners who saw first-hand the economic, social and political changes described in this book.

Michael Tichelar

Visiting Fellow in History

University of the West of England

2022
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In 1891, Sidney Lowe, a journalist and Alderman representing the Municipal Reform Party (the Conservative Party in London) on the London County Council (LCC), anticipated that the growth of the suburbs would make the capital, if not the country, ‘safe’ for the Conservative Party. He recognised the need to appeal to the more socially mixed and respectable voters who were now living beyond the boundaries of the LCC. He predicted that ‘the son and grandson of the man from the fields will neither be a dweller in the country nor a dweller in the town. He will be a suburb dweller. The majority of the people of this island,’ he anticipated ‘will live in the suburbs; and the suburban type will be the most widespread and characteristic of them all, as the rural has been in the past.’1 Lowe had to wait until 1907 before the Municipal Reform Party, opposed to what it saw as the ‘extravagance’ and excessive spending of ratepayers’ money, captured the LCC from a Progressive alliance of Liberals, radicals and socialists, committed to various schemes of state intervention and with a strong record of ‘gas and water’ socialism. A leading Progressive, Charles Masterman, the radical Liberal MP elected for the working-class constituency of West Ham North in 1906, attributed the victory of the Municipal Reform Party to the malign influence of the suburbs as sites of uniformity and blandness, essentially supporting a condescending view of suburban life which has persisted for long periods of the twentieth century. He identified the suburbs as the reason why the Conservatives had ended nearly 20 years of Progressive rule, complaining that his party had


forgotten the dimensions and power of these enormous suburban peoples which are practically the product of the last century and have so greatly increased, even within the last decade. They are the creations not of the industrial, but of the commercial and business activities of London. They form a homogeneous civilisation, – detached, self-centred, unostentatious, – covering the hills along the northern and southern boundaries of the city and spreading their conquests over the quiet fields beyond.2


In the long term, however, suburbanisation did not make the suburbs ‘safe’ for the Conservative Party. While it guaranteed the party a great deal of success after 1918 and up to the last quarter of the twentieth century, thereafter, its grip on many suburbs of London weakened considerably. This book will show that although many people now live in what we might call suburbs, defined by one of its first historians as ‘a decentralised part of the city with which it is inseparably linked by certain economic and social ties,’3 they ‘are now attracting interest as sites of political transformation, targeted by all the political parties as key territories to unlock if they are to win power.’4 By the end of the twentieth century, the suburbs of London had not remained the unchallenged preserve of the Conservative Party. In fact, almost the opposite has occurred.5 They started to vote Labour and have continued to do so on an increasing scale after 1997.6 A recent analysis of suburban politics in London has stated that


Religious and ethnic diversity in suburbia poses significant challenges for political parties. In particular, Labour’s difficulties in appealing to different constituencies, often expressed geographically in terms of the differences between inner London and the white working-class areas of post-industrial Britain, are also present in the micro-politics of adjacent areas of London. New forms of religion, and especially the development of large new worship spaces, increasingly common in outer London, also have significant consequences for the local politics of suburbia.7


In parliamentary elections, Labour broke the Conservative hold on the London suburbs in the 1945 general election with a much higher swing than the rest of the country. But this was largely the result of the short-term impact of war, and it was not to be repeated until another Labour landslide in 1997. While ‘Selsdon Man’ was a natural Conservative voter in the 1970s,8 and while Thatcherism strongly appealed to the suburbs in the 1980s (Thatcher was the MP for Finchley, Ted Heath MP for Bexley, Harold MacMillan MP for Bromley), Labour broke the Conservative domination of outer London again in 1997 (‘When the Suburbs Turned Red’), also on a much bigger swing than elsewhere.9 But this time the election set a trend which has not been reversed in the first two decades of the twenty-first century. It looks likely to continue while the population of the capital grows, estimated to rise to nearly 11 million by 2041, with the largest increase coming from the black and ethnic minority (BME) and racially mixed population.10

The political transformation of suburban London has attracted the attention of an increasing number of historians seeking to identify the causes of Labour’s growing success. This book will seek to explain these changes through a political history of the suburb of Croydon, the largest London borough with a population of over 350,000, projected to grow to 450,000 by 2041. It will set Croydon in the wider context of London as well as our changing understanding of the nature of suburbanisation. Mixed-class areas like Croydon have too often been neglected by political historians of the Labour Party, who have tended to concentrate on more clearly defined and traditional working-class communities in the East End of London and the party’s industrial heartlands in the North, Wales and Scotland. They have been more interested in the working-class districts of east London and their cultural and popular associations with crime (‘Jack the Ripper’), street markets (‘East Enders’), Jewish ghettos (Whitechapel), the docks (links to the Empire and Royalty), regeneration (Canary Wharf and the 2012 London Olympics) and the so-called wartime spirit shown by the East End working class during the Blitz.11

There are only a few examples where historians of labour have explored the way different urban settings have shaped industrial relations and working-class politics, although the list is growing.12 In the 1980s, Eric Hobsbawm analysed the way in which economic, administrative and physical structures of large cities like London either promoted or inhibited the development of labour movements.13 One of the best examples is Michael Savage’s study of Labour politics in Preston between 1880 and 1940.14 Other useful and international examples include a study of the Parisian suburb of Bobigny. This explores the social and political development of the Paris suburbs in the early twentieth century, known as the ‘Red Belt,’ through the history of one commune.15 In contrast to many areas of suburban London, it asks why the increasingly industrialised and proletarian suburbs of eastern Paris voted so consistently for the French Communist Party before 1945 as opposed to other left-wing socialist parties. It is only recently that Labour historians have started to take an interest in the suburban areas of London.16

The differences and similarities between suburbs offer historians the opportunity to identify those economic and social factors leading to political change. To what extent do different localities determine specific types of political allegiances or behaviours after other factors have been taken into account, such as national events and trends? Is it correct to argue, certainly in the case of the UK, that a certain type of working-class politics disappeared after 1945 as a result of affluence, individualism and suburbanisation, as suggested by post-war social surveys of suburban areas like Woodford, an area of east London now in the Borough of Redbridge?17 It is often assumed (incorrectly) that ‘suburban residence rendered workers passive,’ neglecting to take into account their immediate intentions, such as the desire to acquire suburban homes. In the case of Bobigny, for example, the working class were priced out of the centre and purchased small allotments to achieve greater autonomy and control over their lives.18 This book will ask, did different or new patterns of local social and political life develop in response to the way the economy and suburban structure of London had been transformed during the twentieth century?

A number of commentators have highlighted certain historical trends which seek to account for the end of Conservative domination in the suburbs of London after 1997. The first is the outward movement of population to interwar suburbia, with many incomers bringing their more-left-wing politics and traditions with them. The second is Labour’s increasing appeal to middle-class electors, a national trend which accelerated towards the end of the twentieth century.19 The suburbs have often been characterised as the home of the middle classes, but this was never entirely accurate, and in any case started to change towards the end of the twentieth century when important groups within the middle class moved back to the inner cities, displacing working-class residents through gentrification. The third and by far the most significant trend is the growth of the BME population. London is now a unique city in the UK in terms of population growth, youthful age structure and the integration and size of its black and ethnic minorities, now the majority in some suburbs, like the northern parts of Croydon. London is one of the most multi-cultural and multi-ethnic cities on earth.20 The fourth trend is the often underestimated and extraordinary degree of poverty and inequality in the capital, which is now increasingly concentrated in certain suburbs. A quarter of households in the capital now live below the poverty line, thus contradicting the image of London as the home of a so-called metropolitan elite.21 The financial crash of 2008 restricted the aspirations and social mobility of its young, well-educated, cross-class and multi-ethnic population. London’s electorate is now more likely to vote Labour as the historic party of the working class.


Changing definitions of suburbanisation

Recent scholarship has provided new perspectives on the definition of suburbs. It has drawn attention to more complex post-suburban developments, such as ‘Edge Cities’ and ‘ethno-suburbs,’ and the political impact of these changes.22 In the UK, the generation born after 1900 would not have had much difficulty in defining what it meant to live in a suburb. Such areas were part of large metropolitan cities but located beyond their central core, a residential ‘skirt’ around a recognisable urban area. This definition still represents today the most commonly understood description of suburbia.23 In historical terms, pre-industrial suburbs, such as seventeenth-century Shakespearian London, to take but one example, had a bad reputation, seen as ‘undesirable and shady places on the edge of town; marginal neighbourhoods with a mix of the poor and people with licentious habits.’24 These areas were the sites of unregulated and noxious industries, such as brick-making and mineral extraction, as well as market gardening. They were also locations for so-called illicit recreations like the theatre and prostitution, and the abode of criminals. At the same time, they offered a potential escape from the plague for those rich enough to travel and for employers seeking deregulated labour markets free from the restrictive practices of the guilds. In contrast, the modern suburb was the result of unprecedented urban growth and industrialisation from the end of the eighteenth century, made possible by advances in mass transport. They were very much part of an Anglo-Saxon form of urban development, representing to some extent an escape from what were seen as the evils of city life.25

These modern suburbs gave birth to new and distinct types of cultural, social and political life. They generated new types of economy (for example, sites of large-scale mass production factories, such as the Ford Factory at Dagenham). They were characterised by new and different types of urban design, such as the bungalow or the semi-detached house with a garden. The modern suburb first appeared around London in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, followed by similar developments in American cities such as New York, Boston and Chicago, spreading to other European cities (Berlin, Moscow, Paris and Vienna) as population grew and industrialism spread. Suburbanisation remained very much an anti-urban phenomenon in England and the USA. This was in contrast to some cities of mainland Europe, which were much more metropolitan and urbane in outlook, and where living in a rented flat rather than in a house with a garden was much more the norm.

In conventional terms, the suburbs meant social advancement; a step up in the world; an escape to a better neighbourhood and more respectable neighbours; an opportunity to lead a more private life with a clear division between home and work, with men and women taking on different gender roles; and perhaps a deliberate rejection of a previous life based on more solidaristic working-class communities. It led to the adoption of middle-class lifestyles seen as more conformist, consumerist and domestic. For others it meant economic improvement, dependent on a better job, even if this required commuting, involving a separation of home and work by long distances, made possible by advances in mass urban transport. The suburbs attracted migrants from all social classes. They were regarded as healthier, quieter and less overcrowded and violent places to live, away from the disease and the slums of city centres, with greater access to the countryside. In the longer term, the suburbs provided a different cultural environment, although not everyone would have seen this as an advantage or an improvement. Suburban life was often perceived as bland and conformist, not as exciting as the opportunities for education, entertainment and leisure (if not sophistication) offered by big city life, but certainly better than a rural existence. In the UK, by the mid-twentieth century, the suburbs had come to represent the opposite of ‘urbane’ and as a consequence came in for some unjustified and often condescending metropolitan judgement.26

In other respects, suburban life also led to the emergence of a different set of political values, based on a more clearly defined defence of home and property, and more socially conservative. In the UK, the suburbs provided the social foundation of a popular form of Conservatism, especially after 1918. But some new working-class suburbanites would have brought their politics and cultural traditions with them when they migrated to the edge of cities. They did not necessarily ‘lose their working-class orientations’ when their economic prospects improved as a result of the benefits of suburban life.27 They joined an existing population of poorer residents serving the needs of a growing and new suburban middle and upper class escaping unhealthy city centres. But it was the middle class which came to characterise or epitomise the suburbs for most of the twentieth century in the UK and to a lesser extent in the USA. This was despite the existence of a large number of peripheral industrial districts and housing estates with lower-class residents in large cities like London, Chicago and New York.

However, by the turn of the twenty-first century, it became much more difficult to define the suburbs in these conventional and traditional ways. They had become more complex and diverse in a number of important respects: in terms of population make-up and mix of social classes, with more varied income levels; in terms of providing sites for new types of economy; and in terms of ethnicity, housing type, religion and, not least, politics. Recent academic studies have identified new post-suburban formations, noting that ‘the notion of suburbia, no matter how commonplace, has become ever more complex.’28 The suburbs are now also the location of growing inequality and political transformation as working-class residents of city centres move to the less salubrious suburbs, unable to afford the high costs of gentrified inner-city neighbourhoods. Lower-income residents have shifted to very specific suburbs, strongly demarcated by the availability of cheaper housing.29 The centres of metropolitan areas have become more desirable places to live for the upwardly mobile as the process of gentrification accelerated in bohemian neighbourhoods. The movement of relatively young and more highly educated people into city centres has been described as ‘the great inversion’ – almost the opposite of suburbanisation.30 After the countrywide urban riots in 2011, the London suburbs of Ealing and Croydon were called ‘the new inner cities.’

As a result of these changes, one historian of town planning has suggested that it may be necessary to give up on the word ‘suburb’ altogether and replace it with more specific environmental descriptions such as ‘peri-urban,’ ‘post-war subdivision,’ ‘edge city’ or ‘office park.’ She argued that terms such as ‘neighbourhood’ and ‘community’ were also problematic and difficult to define in historical or sociological terms, ‘but also hard to give up completely.’ An alternative approach would be to distinguish between different types of suburbs, such as ‘ethno-suburbs’ or ‘American style suburbs of prosperity.’31 A number of other researchers have also used different terms to describe recent settlements on the edge of metropolitan cities, such as ‘ex-urbs,’32 ‘edge cities,’33 ‘technoburbs’34 and ‘edgeless cities.’35 A ‘technoburb’ has been defined as an area no longer economically dependent on the city centre, ‘neither an urban nor a rural nor even a suburban area, as these entities have traditionally been conceived,’ but independent locations which can be conveniently reached by car.36 Croydon, for example, now meets the criteria of an ‘edge city.’ After its last application for city status was turned down in the year 2000, the local authority joined the European Edge Cities Network, which sought to promote a specific urban identity for major self-contained areas on the edge of capital or large provincial cities. It satisfied the criteria by having


more than five million or more square feet of leasable office space, 600,000 square feet or more of leasable retail space, more jobs than bedrooms, is perceived by the population as one place and was nothing like a ‘city’ as recently as 30 years ago. Then it was just bedrooms, if not cow pastures.37



Historiographical review

These changing definitions have added a new chapter to the historiography of the suburbs. Until quite recently, urban history demonstrated a distinct anti-suburban bias, portraying them as conformist, socially and politically conservative, and generally free from class or racial conflict. But as this book will show, it is doubtful whether this has ever been the case for the wide diversity of London suburbs. Since the turn of the twenty-first century, a ‘New Suburban History,’ originating mainly in the USA, ‘has called for a more nuanced understanding of the forces and experiences that shaped modern suburbia.’38 For example, a recent collection of essays has shown how suburbanisation transformed American liberalism and conservatism during the last quarter of the twentieth century. It drew attention to the important role that the suburbs have played in reshaping national politics in terms of class, race and ethnicity, creating in turn new social movements. It showed how suburbanisation influenced debates about the environment, land use and taxation, and how it helped to remake the American geographical landscape.39 Other studies have described how since the 1980s a distinctive suburban politics has emerged in the USA, as the suburbs became less economically and socially dependent on city centres, diverging not only in their voting patterns but also in their thinking about national politics.40 The outcome of the 2020 USA presidential election was greatly influenced by the way the suburbs voted. Commentators argued that an urban–rural divide had been replaced by an urban–suburban divide.41

More polemical works have argued that suburban expansion and the subsequent emergence of sprawling ‘sunbelt’ cities, like Los Angeles, San Diego and Houston, transformed America’s suburban way of life, and was evidence of the superiority of capitalist democracy and American exceptionalism on the world-historical stage.42 Be that as it may, such studies are in contrast to the debate generated by Robert Putman’s Bowling Alone, published in 2001, which suggested that suburbanisation, with its related atomisation of private life, was responsible for a loss of social capital and cohesion in American suburban communities.43 However, evidence from other countries, such as the Netherlands, suggests that there may not be that much difference between urban and suburban districts in terms of contemporary social cohesion and strength of community feeling. It found that while social ties in Dutch neighbourhoods of all types have weakened, only residents in lower-class, ethnically mixed areas showed a larger degree of bonding.44

Histories of the English suburbs have not penetrated this far into the detailed origins and development of suburbanisation. Neither have they posed similar interesting questions as made by American academics, although Rupa Huq’s recent book on the contested cultures of English suburbia is an important beginning. She challenged the archetypal view of the suburbs as the preserve of the middle classes, constructing a narrative which emphasised their diversity and changing our definition of Englishness.45 A historian of suburban Leicester has also challenged existing stereotypes of middle-class suburbia that suggests detachment, indifference and decline of community engagement.46 The historian Jon Lawrence has maintained that community engagement was far from dead in post–Second World War suburban England. He based his conclusions on a detailed analysis of sociological surveys, including Willmott and Young’s famous survey of the East End of London and Essex.47 One recent historiographical survey by the historian Mark Clapson has characterised the way in which historians have studied the suburbs in England, and to some extent the USA, as ‘anti-suburban.’ He pointed out how early studies of suburbanisation were concerned above all with social class, and the growth of the middle class in Victorian England in particular, but showed a very negative attitude towards the cultural and social influence of suburbia in general.48 For one social historian, they were ‘an unlovely sprawling artefact of which few are particularly fond.’49

Only one book published in the 1980s tried to correct this condescending and not historically accurate impression, at least from an architectural rather than an historical point of view.50 For Clapson, the anti-suburban bias was continued by the sociologists Willmott and Young in their influential studies of east London and Essex.51 He accused them of describing the suburbs ‘as communally inferior to the once proud but declining working-class urban heartlands in the towns and cities … Such crass characterizations,’ he argued ‘flow from a gaping hole in the historiography of English suburbia. In terms of ethnicity, the suburbs have been treated as largely white middle-class or white working-class.’52 This book will seek to correct this misrepresentation. The suburbs of London cannot be historically understood without acknowledging either the economic history of the capital or the contribution and influence of continuous waves of migrants and refugees from Eastern Europe, including the Jews, and from every corner of the British Empire and Commonwealth. The same can be said for migrants from other areas of the UK, not least the Irish and Welsh who moved at different times to the capital to find work.

There are other theoretical perspectives on suburbanisation, such as the approaches of American sociologists and geographers like Ernest Burgess. He was a key member of the Chicago School, specialising in urban sociology, and developed a ‘concentric zone model’ of urbanisation in the 1920s. The model depicts four zones of settlement: a central business district; an area of manufacturing just beyond it; then a residential area inhabited by the industrial and immigrant working class; and finally, an outer enclave of single-family dwellings. Urban land usage was driven by rising land values.53 It received much criticism and did not work well with cities outside the United States. Later schools of thought include a Marxist understanding of suburbanisation, developed by the geographer David Harvey, influenced by the French sociologist Henri Lefebvre and his writings on ‘The Right to the City.’54 Harvey argued that ‘phenomena like post-war suburbanisation, deindustrialisation or the trend towards inner-city renewal’ can be fully understood only in terms of the geographical landscape of capitalism. In a classic statement, elaborated subsequently in a number of books, he maintained that suburbanisation is a creation of the capitalist mode of production in very specific ways:


First (it) actively sustains an effective demand for products and thereby facilitates the accumulation of capital. Second, the changing division of labor in capitalist society has created a distinctive group of white-collar workers who, largely by virtue of their literacy and their work conditions, are imbued with the ideology of competitive and possessive individualism, all of which appears uniquely appropriate for the production of a mode of consumption which we typically dub ‘suburban.’ It is intriguing to note that since the 1930s the United States has experienced the most sustained rate of economic growth (capital accumulation), the greatest growth in the white-collar sector, and the most rapid rate of suburbanisation of all the advanced capitalist nations.55


This approach has influenced later sociological studies of suburbanisation. They made direct links between the dynamic economic changes transforming metropolitan areas like London and New York since the 1980s, and the growth of different political cultures in their suburban districts. One study found that the emergence of ‘outer-inner cities’ on the periphery of London for example, were creating fragmented labour markets divided by race and class, leading to antagonistic community relations.56 Other studies have identified a new ‘Post-suburban politics,’ based on structural changes to capitalist development.57 Recent research into how modern European suburbs vote was based in part on an analysis of diverging patterns of the daily use of spaces linked to different middle-class lifestyles.58 Michael Savage, building on his study of the Labour Party in Preston during the interwar period, has emphasised the importance of ‘spatial mobility’ in understanding political change.59 It is important, he maintained, in ‘fixing people to specific places so that they become attached to neighbourhoods and acquaintances, and become familiar with the associational and informal cultural life of a specific place. In other words, place is a basis of class formation.’60 This perspective is particularly relevant to the study of politics in suburban London, where place of work is separated by long distances from place of residence and where social mobility and population turnover takes place across geographical areas through transforming processes of economic and social change.

A book on suburbanisation therefore raises the interesting question, both historical and sociological, of what influences political behaviour. It provides an opportunity to explore the relationship between localities and political action. In terms of Labour history, locality studies have sought to identify the different factors that might determine the growth of the Labour Party in different parts of the UK. Until the 1970s Marxist historians emphasised the conflict between capital and labour, seeing the party as a political expression of the struggle of organised labour (predominantly male skilled workers) in the workplace. These struggles took place in the mines and factories of the country’s industrial heartlands of the North, Wales and Scotland. From this perspective, an interpretation emerged which saw the Labour Party as primarily a vehicle for representing the trade unions in parliament in order to repeal anti-trade union legislation. Certainly, this argument is an important and undisputed aspect of the party’s early history. However, a new generation of historians have moved away from, but not entirely abandoned, Marxist interpretations. The old orthodoxy has now been replaced by a new one which argues that politics (either at a local or national level) is not just a reflection of the conflict between capital and labour. Support for the Labour Party in London, or in other similar metropolitan areas for that matter, such as Liverpool and Manchester, cannot be adequately explained by this traditional interpretation based on an overemphasis on trade union organisation.61 London was and remains a relatively weak area for trade union membership and solidarity.

A ‘New Political History’ has developed, initially concerned with electoral sociology, popular politics and labour history. It argues that ‘political values derive from local communities, where they are formed both by local workplace and neighbourhood experiences and by the political, social, economic, religious and recreational networks which underpin them.’62 The sociologist Michael Savage has also suggested a more complex relationship between social structure and support for the Labour Party in his study of the Labour movement in Preston in the period 1880 to 1940. Using a theoretical model, based on an appreciation of working-class interests arising out of the need of workers to reduce the material insecurity inherent in capitalist society, he distinguished between the ‘practical’ politics of working-class people at a local level and the ‘formal’ politics of national political parties. He argued that political action is not solely determined by occupational or social structure or from cultural forms, like class consciousness, but were also were expressions of neighbourhood organisation and gender relations.63 More recent studies on the influence of community and localities have questioned assumptions about the decline of local solidarities after 1945 and invited historians to recognise the continuing importance of community as a key feature of working-class life across the twentieth century.64

Feminism has also provided a more recent perspective on our understanding of suburbanisation and its political and social cultures. Geographers and historians have only recently started to take an interest in the role of women in suburban contexts and to ask the question whether their experiences are different from those who live in other geographical areas.65 The increasing participation of women in paid employment, the redefinition of ‘motherhood’ and the role of ‘housewife,’ and the mixing of socio-economic and ethnic groups in some areas have been the subjects of only limited research, initially pioneered by the Institute of British Geographers.66 One American study demonstrated that the lives of suburban women have changed dramatically over the last 40 years, seeing a big increase in the participation of women in the labour force, although they were faced with spatial constraints when trying to combine paid and domestic work.67 Mark Clapson has discussed the way in which psychologists, sociologists and cultural critics became convinced that suburban life was essentially sad and demoralising for women, and damaging to their mental health.68 Betty Friedan’s influential study of suburban housewives, The Feminine Mystique, first published in 1963, drew attention to the frustrating lives of middle-class women in contemporary America. It was later criticised for underestimating how much women had an associational life outside the home or at work.69 Other studies have shown how the domesticity associated with suburbanisation during the first half of the twentieth century helped forge women’s sense of themselves as ‘modern’ individuals.70 A study of women in Australian, British, Canadian and US suburbs demonstrated that far from appearing as passive victims of negative suburban lifestyles, they have emerged as active agents with diverse experiences exercising different types of civic and political influence.71 An oral history of the western suburbs of Sydney during the 1950s showed how, when women were faced with a loss of a sense of space and community as a result of suburban change, they influenced government planning principles in favour of local needs.72


Scope and outline of the book

The book is divided into three parts. Part I covers the socio-economic background of the London suburbs as a whole and focuses on the relative importance of localities and neighbourhoods in forging political identities. The first chapter is an historical account of the way the suburbs of London have grown since the end of the eighteenth century. For comparative purposes, Chapter 2 proposes a new and original typology of different suburbs as a means of comparing and contrasting their historical development. Part I therefore sets the context and framework for a detailed political history of Croydon during the twentieth century. Croydon has been chosen as an area of study for two main reasons. First, it was and remains one of the largest and fastest-growing suburbs in London. Throughout the twentieth century, its local elected representatives sought consistently to protect its identity as an independent town on the edge of the metropolis. It is perhaps the only outer London borough to define itself as an ‘Edge City’ after the year 2000. Its political history demonstrates in a specific way the tensions operating at various levels (political, social, economic, cultural) created by the remarkable growth of London as a conurbation during the twentieth century. Second, Croydon provides a good example of the way political allegiances had been almost completely reversed by the end of the twentieth century, with Labour replacing the Conservatives, and with minor parties of either the left, right or centre playing only a very limited role. This differentiated Croydon from other suburban areas in Metropolitan Middlesex and Essex, where smaller parties had a greater impact. A discussion of these changes and differences will deepen our historical understanding of suburbanisation. For these reasons, Croydon is worthy of a study in its own right.

Croydon is used as a case study to explore the way its politics changed over time, taking into account the nature of local industries, the influence of religion and the impact of immigration and population change. What does the socio-economic development of suburbs like Croydon after 1900 tell us about the origins and development of party politics and the nature of class politics? For the Labour Party, were loyalties based on community and neighbourhood identities more important than the influence of the trade unions in defending working-class interests? How influential was the strength of nonconformity in the early part of the century, or the religious revival amongst the black community in the second half of the century? Recent histories of the Labour Party in other metropolitan areas, such as Liverpool and Manchester, have drawn attention to the way local economic structures were decisive in forming social, cultural and political cultures that were differentiated by occupation, religion and gender.73 The local study of Bobigny in the Red Belt of Paris, for example, offers the opportunity to compare and contrast the way different patterns of economic development and property ownership produced diverse political cultures; in the case of Bobigny, support for the Communist Party.74 This book will build on these local studies by extending such analysis into new types of geographical areas not previously studied in detail, such as the suburbs of London.

Parts II and III are devoted to a history of political change in Croydon during the twentieth century. Part II takes a chronological approach covering four periods of the twentieth century (1900–1914; 1914–1939; 1939–1979; 1979–1997). Chapter 3 explores the way Croydon’s relatively small and locally based working-class population before 1914 was engulfed by an influx of middle-class and upwardly mobile working-class commuters providing the social base for the growth of popular conservatism. It shows how ideological support for a particular type of class-war socialism was undermined, advocated by the Marxist Social Democratic Federation (SDF), a local branch of which had been set up as early as the 1880s. By 1914 this type of trade union–based working-class politics had almost disappeared. It was replaced by the growth of a more ethical, nonconformist, pluralist and reformist type of socialism which reflected the changing social make-up of Croydon after 1900. Chapter 4 discusses the impact of the First World War, and the demographic and economic changes during the interwar period, on labour politics, industrial relations and patterns of citizenship and community involvement. After 1918 local politics became dominated by a culture of associational and civic consciousness, ostensibly non-political in character and specific perhaps to the suburbs, giving rise to new definitions of citizenship. This was mirrored in the growing influence of a powerful Ratepayers Association and other civic and religious organisations, which channelled the involvement of working-class citizens, including women activists into new types of community involvement. At a national level, politics was dominated by a form of popular conservatism prevalent in the suburbs. Chapter 5 looks at the economic and social impact of the Second World War and the post-war social democratic settlement on the fortunes of Labour. It assesses the impact of post-war change, such as affluence, class dealignment and de-industrialisation on the political and youth culture of Croydon and the way it created the circumstances for the growth of the New Left in the Labour Party. Chapter 6 discusses the political impact of secondary black settlement after 1960, when mainly first-generation Afro-Caribbean families moved to the suburbs to escape the ‘ghettos’ of Brixton and Notting Hill Gate. It traces the development and assesses the influence of new types of politics such as the threat of the far right, which failed to materialise, and the re-emergence of a tradition of progressive or social democratic politics in the form of the Liberal Democrats after 1980, although the party did not achieve a breakthrough in Croydon as it did in other suburbs, and then New Labour in the 1990s.

Part III focuses on two policy areas that dominated local political discourse – the demand for peace and disarmament (Chapter 7) and the question of housing and redevelopment (Chapter 8). It discusses the extent to which such issues differentiated Croydon as a suburb from other types of geographical areas. Local political discourse is often ignored in the histories of regions, neighbourhoods or suburbs. Historians sometimes focus too much, as perhaps this book might, on socio-economic factors in accounting for the political character of geographical areas, overlooking the role that specific policy issues can play in influencing the way political beliefs and values develop over time. The approach adopted in this book seeks to overcome this problem and is influenced by the school of historiography which has emerged in recent years called ‘New Political History.’ This approach argues that ‘political values derive from local communities, where they are formed both by local workplace and neighbourhood experiences and by the political, social, economic, religious and recreational networks which underpin them.’75

The book concludes by way of a postscript covering the period after the year 2000. It describes the efforts made by elected representatives in Croydon to identify the borough as an ‘Edge City.’ It explores the ongoing demographic changes which resulted in the consolidation of Labour’s electoral success in what was once a stronghold of the Conservative Party. It attempts to define what type of suburb Croydon was during the twentieth century and up to the present day using the typology outlined in Chapter 2 for comparative purposes. It concludes that, in social terms, Croydon had always been a mixed residential (mainly private but with some municipal housing) suburb. It was never just an affluent middle-class suburb or ‘bourgeoise utopia,’ as suggested by traditional definitions of suburbia and in popular imagination. In economic terms it was also an industrial suburb after 1918 and was transformed into a vibrant post-industrial service economy following rapid deindustrialisation after 1960. In this respect Croydon can also be defined as an ex-industrial suburb, similar to many other outer London areas as outlined in the typology in Chapter 2. Having said this, however, it is difficult to understand the economic, social and political history of Croydon other than as a geographical part of a very complex and large metropolis. In this sense it may not be that easy to differentiate Croydon as a suburb from other metropolitan areas, like Bristol for example, which shared some common characteristics, such as a weak tradition of trade union organisation and ethnic diversity. Croydon’s civic identity as an independent city remains unresolved to this day, even as its political representatives seek to redefine the borough as a more independent ‘Edge City.’
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