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Fig. 1 Basildon Plotlands  in the 1940s 
Credit: Peter Froste/Essex County Council 

 
“..a socialism which is neither of the managerial right or the authoritarian left, but which uses state 
intervention to release the creative energies of ordinary people.”i 
 
This paper poses the following question: what role does self-build have in addressing the current 
housing crisis?ii In attempting to answer this, the paper will draw on two historic examples of self-
build housing programmes; the Wild Settlement housing of inter-war Vienna, and the historically 
contemporaneous Plotland communities in the UK.  
Although these two examples differ in significant respects, they both demonstrate models for self-
build housing beyond the individual or ‘one-off’ unit. They therefore offer potential clues for the use 
of self-build within larger residential developments and the design of new settlements. 
The paper looks at the desirability of self-build as a model and the reasons why it might provide 
answers to the housing crisis at a socio-cultural as well as political level. In doing so I will draw on the 
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work of the anarchist theorist and writer Colin Ward and in particular his concept of ‘dweller-control’. 
The empowerment of the individual in relation to housing and the built environment forms an 
important point of departure from mainstream housing models.  
Departing from Ward’s work though I have attempted to link this to a wider sense of collective 
responsibility and a strategic role for the state. In making the case for self-build on a large-scale, the 
paper refers to the economic and political models that might make it possible. In this, I refer to the 
work of the UK-based economist Mariana Mazzucato, specifically her book The Entrepreneurial 
Stateiii. In doing so, I argue for a significant role for the state in addressing the economic conditions for 
self-build, making an analogy between new housing and other forms of ground-up, government 
supported innovation. The paper will therefore examine current economic and legislative 
circumstances in order to ground the earlier historical research in contemporary possibilities. For 
example, the historic examples of both Wild Settlement and Plotland communities were made possible 
by comparatively cheap, available land and therefore any analysis of their contemporary relevance 
needs to confront current land values and development models today.   
Finally, the title of this paper attempts to encapsulate a civic or social dimension to self-build and 
therefore address a combination of communal and individual needs. The apparent contradictions 
between Ward’s suspicion of the autocratic state and a commitment to social housing form a rich 
terrain on which to discuss current housing questions, one encapsulated by the quote from Nicholas 
Taylor at the head of this paper. 
 
COLIN WARD AND ‘DWELLER-CONTROL’  
 
Before analysing two key historic examples of self-build, it is important to set out more generally the 
potential advantages that it offers. For Colin Ward, self-build, Do-It-Yourself offer a critical 
opportunity for ordinary people to regain control over the built-environment. As house-owners and 
dwellers we are usually the distant consumers of the products offered by either the state or the house 
building industry. As such we are removed from the process of designing and building houses and the 
production of our built environment. In his 1984 lecture Direct Action for Working-Class Housingiv, 
Ward states; “Everyone today is so completely dependent upon the housing supply system, whether 
renting in the public sector or buying in the private sector, that we find it hard to believe that people 
can house themselves.” Ward’s concerns extend to state-led housing provision as much as they do to 
today’s dominant private-sector model. As an anarchist, Ward was suspicious of all top-down, 
managerial forms of government from either the right or left. Even for supporters of the public sector, 
these criticisms of mass housing are important to address.  
Throughout his writing on housing, Ward considers that the removal of the end-user from the 
production of housing – and their re-casting as either ‘passive’ consumers or equally ‘passive’ 
recipients of ‘council landlordism’v – creates social and cultural problems in the form of urban 
alienation and lack of individual agency. Instead he looks to various forms of self-build in order to 
foster more productive and meaningful relationships between us and the built environment. For Ward, 
the ability to affect this environment and to intervene meaningfully in it is a fundamental question not 
answered by either neo-liberal or socialist/social-democratic approaches to housing.  
Part of the question posed in this paper then is whether there is a way to reconcile Ward’s quest for 
greater dweller control with a commitment to the state’s responsibility to make housing affordable for 
the majority of people. Another way of putting this question would be: what is the role of the state in 
relation to self-build? How does it facilitate and encourage the productive and creative relationship 
that Ward desires? I will attempt to answer this question in more detail in the final section of this 
paper.  
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE WILD SETTLEMENT MOVEMENT 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2 Image Of Settlers Building Houses on the Outskirts of Vienna. 
Credit: Eva Blau/National Geographic 

 
The Wild Settlement movement was born out of the economic crisis following the collapse of the 
Austro Hungarian empire in 1915. In her study of this period, Eva Blauvi describes it as “…probably 
the most widespread example of physical self-help in the twentieth century in an industrialised 
nation.” The movement was a response to Austria’s huge housing crisis, in which families and 
individuals illegally occupied land and built their own houses. Organised into cooperatives and 
community associations, these ‘squatter’ settlements grew their own food, manufactured their own 
building materials and constructed their own housing.  
In 1918, the squatters numbered some 14,000 families occupying 6.5 million square metres of land. 
Blau describes their settlements as “radically independent of bourgeois structures….anti-picturesque, 
urban and inextricably bound to the cultivation of food.”vii Official reaction was mixed. Blau describes 
concerns that existing green spaces would be lost to squatter settlements and that their uncontained 
nature was a threat to the identity of the city. However, within the Social Democratic party there was a 
desire to embrace them as an official part of the public housing programme.  
During his tenure as an advisor on housing issues to the Social Democratic government of Vienna, 
Gustave Scheu developed plans for a complex relationship between the government and the 
settlements. Blau describes this relationship: “The role of the municipality was to provide funds, 
public transport and urban infrastructure. All the rest including the design and construction of the 
buildings themselves would be arrived at by cooperative building societies”viii. 
Scheu’s plans for official legitimisation of the settlements offered an intriguing hybrid model for 
housing, combining the state’s ability to purchase and plan large areas of land with a desire to allow a 
level of individual autonomy and ‘dweller-control’ in the production of housing.  
Settlers would contribute to the costs of their housing by providing labour. Depending on their skills 
this might involve any number of tasks not limited to the construction process itself including 
gardening and allotment farming. According to Blau; “a minimum of 10-15% of the total estimated 
building costs were provided by the direct labour of the settlers themselves”ix.  
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Fig. 3 Plan of the Rosenhugel Estate of Vienna. 
Credit: Wien Museum 

 
Scheu’s ambitious plans to combine municipal planning with the Wild Settlements didn’t quite happen, 
largely due to the political instability and chaos at that time, but a number of new settlements were 
built albeit in a more diluted, less radical form. As Chief Architect for the city of Vienna between 
1920 and 1922, Adolf Loos was involved in a number of these, planning both the areas of the new 
settlements and designing prototypical dwellings. These house types combined highly economical 
construction techniques with essays in compact and super-efficient planning. Loos’ house types – 
including his patented House With One Wall – were also linked directly to large allotments so that the 
house and its productive garden were designed as an integrated and carefully planned unit.  
The Viennese Wild Settlements gradually mutated from the radical self-help of the squatter movement 
to more regularised and traditional suburbs - albeit ones still based around the self-sufficient ideas of 
allotment cottages. However, Scheu’s proposals for a radical form of joint venture between the state 
and collectives of small-holders still offers a potential answer to contemporary housing problems.  
 
A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE PLOTLANDS 
 
England’s agricultural depression of the early twentieth century led indirectly to the development of 
the Plotland communities. The low value of agricultural land that resulted led to farmers and 
landowners selling off parcels or ‘plots’ for individual development. Most prevalent in the arable-
lands of the southeast – particularly Essex, Kent and Sussex – these plots formed the basis for a radical 
experiment in housing development.  
Colin Ward has charted the development of the Plotland communities in detail in his pioneering book 
(written with Dennis Hardy) Arcadia for Allx. Ward and Hardy describe how working class city 
dwellers would purchase a plot of land on which to build a simple hut as an escape from slum 
conditions. Initially serving as a weekend escape, over time the huts and plots were developed often 
into permanent homesteads accompanied by allotment gardens and smallholdings with poultry and 
livestock. The resulting landscape formed an ambiguous but fascinating hybrid, neither suburban nor 
urban nor wholly rural. Ward describes a provocative mix of all three with houses, gardens, 
smallholdings and allotments coalescing into the kind of Continuous Productive Landscape as 
envisioned by Andre Viljoen and Katherine Bohn.xi 
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Fig. 4  Looking up Fourth Avenue, Laindon Plotlands. 
Credit: Allan Young 

 
Ward also describes the construction process of the houses, with city-dwellers cycling out to the 
‘edgelands’ of London with building materials transported on their bicycles and assembled over time. 
“Take the case of Walter Southgate. After the First World War, he and his wife bought tow and a half 
acres near Ongar in Essex. The following Easter they hired a Model T Ford van and transported their 
shed to erect of the concrete footings they had spent ages building. They finished the building in 
September 1928 and lived there in the smallholding they developed over the years until 1955. Over the 
years they produced every kind of fruit and vegetable, kept poultry rabbits and geese, grew a variety 
of trees and made their holding far more productive than any farmer would.”xii  
Paradoxically, the formal rigidity of the Plotlands – areas of land sectioned off into a simple grid – 
allowed for an almost anarchist flowering of self-build expression. Houses were assembled from a 
wide variety of materials involving the creative re-use of existing objects such as railway carriages and 
military huts. Ward praised the creative self-sufficiency of this scenario, citing it as a rare example in 
the history of UK housing where the owners were fully involved in the design and construction of 
their own homes and environments. 
The Plotlands were essentially ‘off-grid’, without mains electricity, water or adopted roads. Settlers 
constructed the infrastructure themselves – paving the area immediately in front of their dwelling for 
example – which would over time come to form something approaching a public realm. For the most 
part though the plotland settlements lacked the kind of public infrastructure and municipal support put 
forward for the Wild  Settlements by Gustave  
Scheu. 
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Fig. 5 Hillcrest Avenue, Lower Dunton Road Plotlands Map. 
Credit: Breugel Dickleburgh 

 
The plotlands met considerable resistance and can be regarded as one of the factors behind the 
formation of the Town and Country Planning Act of 1947. A concern over un-checked rural 
development - a fear of precisely the kind of anarchistic self-sufficiency praised several decades later 
by Ward – along with, no doubt, cultural and class prejudices, led many commentators to reject them. 
This led a number of influential people from the planner Patrick Abercrombie to the writer E M 
Forster to campaign for statutory control of development. Forster’s ‘pageant play’ England’s Pleasant 
Land (first performed in 1940) satirised both ‘gimcrack’ suburban ribbon development and the 
plotlands makeshift settlements.  
Writing in the late 1960s, architectural historian Norman Scarfe typified the disdain for the Plotlands 
when he described the settlements in the Langdon Hills of Essex in the following way: “…seven 
parishes living in hair-raising scatters of shacks and gimcrack bungalows: the land in something like 
30,000 ownerships and all part of the North Thames-side industrial and commuter region”xiii 
This area was to become the post war New Town of Basildon, the only instance in which a Plotland 
community was deliberately developed into a more legitimate, public act of house building. Basildon 
was a very different beast though, the replacement of an essentially self-determining community with 
the civic architecture of social democracy.  
Following Ward, one might ask what future the Laindon/Dunton plotlands might have had if their 
principles had been extended rather than ignored. Or if – following the Viennese model – the state had 
sympathetically underwritten their expansion with large-scale infrastructure planning?  
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SELF-BUILD AND THE STATE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 6  The Diggers Self-Build Scheme, Brighton 
Credit: Author 

 
“History shows that those areas of the ‘risk landscape’ that are defined by high capital intensity and 
high technological and market risk tend to be avoided by the private sector.”xiv  
 
The final section of this paper looks at the economic models in which self-build housing could flourish 
and the role of the state in facilitating and developing this. Mariana Mazzucato’s book The 
Entrepreneurial State forms an important basis for this because of the way that it examines the 
relationship of public and private investment. The book addresses the pervasive binary opposition 
between made between the public and private sectors. Mazzucato argues that in key areas of economic 
activity where the risks are too great for the private sector, the state can create markets through 
sustained and targeted investment. As she writes: “In the face of uncertainty, the business sector will 
not enter until the riskiest and most capital intensive investments have been made.” Mazzucato’s 
argument is framed around the IT and Pharmaceutical industries, where state investment led the way 
in developing new technologies such as the touch-screen software crucial to Apple’s iPhone. 
Mazzucato argues that Venture Capitalism – which has hitherto claimed most of the credit for 
California’s Silicone Valley innovations – only invests once the ‘heavy lifting’ of state investment is 
over. Markets, according to Mazzucato, are made by the public sector, into which the private sector 
invests. 
Is it possible to transfer Mazzucato’s analysis of green technology and tech innovation to the housing 
sector? And can this help in attempts to foster self-build, community and cooperative models? Her 
argument is crucial in understanding the limitations of the current government’s interventions in 
housing. Current government policies focus on demand side strategies to incentivise first-time buyers 
through schemes such as Help to Buy introduced in 2013. 
These strategies conform to Mazzucato’s theory of current perceptions regarding the limited role of 
the state in ‘correcting’ market failures, as opposed to more fundamental ability to create new ones. As 
she puts it: “The ‘entrepreneurial state’ is needed in the creation of new visions, rather than just fixing 
market failures.” 
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Are self-build projects an area of innovation in housing supply that the state can invest in? Beyond 
“just fixing market failures” can the state provide funding, support and strategic research into new 
models of house building and development? This would seem to be precisely the area of long-term 
social gain that Mazzucato has in mind when she addresses the green technology issue. Furthermore, 
the housing industry seems to represent the problem of ‘financialistion’xv that Mazzucato identifies in 
the increasing inability of the private sector to invest long-term in research and development. The 
state’s incentivisation of private sector market failures tends to exacerbate the disconnect between 
short term private gains versus long-term social ones. What Mazzucato and other economists refer to 
as the “socialisation of risk” – that is the state’s financial support for private risk taking  - is 
accompanied by a “privatisation of gain” – i.e. the private sector takes all the reward for the risk 
subsidised by the public.  
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
To return to the earlier historical sections of this paper, Mariana Mazzucato’s arguments for a dynamic 
and entrepreneurial state start to resonate with the example of the Viennese settlements. This could be 
seen as a radical and innovative model of housing supply that circumvents current stasis and 
stagnation. The development of new construction products and techniques enabling smaller-scale 
community and self-build housing could be combined with long-term infrastructure planning – exactly 
the kind of experimental thinking advanced by Gustave Scheu in Vienna in the 1920s. Equally, this 
could lead to an updated form of Plotland community where public infrastructure and master planning 
could be combined with private house building. The role of Local Authorities and government 
agencies in not just enabling but strategically developing such scenarios could address the single most 
fundamental problem facing self-build as a model: land prices. Not only is the public sector a huge 
landowner itself, but it alone has the financial resources and long-term investment abilities to compete 
against the large volume house-builders. It also has the ability to revise and develop planning policy to 
allow for new developments on currently undevelopable land, in the process releasing the financial 
uplift in value in much the same way that Ebenezer Howard conceived in his model for the Garden 
Cities and, indeed, the Development Corporations via the New Towns of the post war period.xvi In 
doing so, Ward’s challenging ideas of hybrid and productive landscapes not reducible to terms such as 
town or countryside or suburb might prove useful in tackling objections on the grounds of 
conservation and protection from development. New terms of reference that recognise environmental 
issues, public access to land and the positive effects of individuals designing, building and managing 
their own homes will need to emerge. 
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