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BARCSI TAMÁS – PONGRÁCZ ALEX 

AZ ÖNKORMÁNYZATISÁG NÉHÁNY POLITIKAI FILOZÓFIAI  

VONATKOZÁSÁNAK VIZSGÁLATA 

Szinte köztudomású ténynek számít, hogy az önkormányzatiság eszméje 
komoly hagyományokkal rendelkezik a magyar közjogi gondolkodásban. 
Történelmünk számos epizódjából ismert, hogy a Szent Korona közjogi 
fogalmából levezetett vármegyei autonómia hosszú időn keresztül a füg-
getlenségi gondolat egyik fő támasztékának számított, és az ún. vis inertiae 

jogát gyakorolva a vármegyei közgyűlés a „törvény szellemébe ütköző”, 
avagy a történeti alkotmány szellemével ellentétesnek ítélt Habsburg ural-
kodói rendelkezések végrehajtását elviekben megakaszthatta.1 Ifj. András-
sy Gyula 1906 áprilisában úgy fogalmazott, hogy „a törvényhatóságok joga-
inak biztosítéka a nemzet szabadságának is egyik főbiztosítéka”, s a parla-
mentarizmus, valamint az alkotmány mellett a nemzeti szabadság egyik 
„előföltétele” éppen az „életerős önkormányzat”.2 

A tanácsrendszer 1950-ben történő bevezetése meglátásunk szerint ösz-
szeegyeztethetetlennek bizonyult az imént távirati tömörséggel felvillan-
tott magyar hagyományokkal, így nem véletlen, hogy a kádári „puha dikta-
túra” összeomlását követően mind a választópolgárok, mind az újonnan 
megalakult pártok nagy elvárásokkal tekintettek az 1990-es helyhatósági 
választás elé.  

A fentiekre figyelemmel az alábbiakban azt vizsgáljuk, hogy a hazai – és 
kisebb részben a nemzetközi – közjogtudomány, valamint az államelmélet 

                                                           
1 Osváth Gyula: A vármegyei autonómia kifejlődése és a vármegyei tisztviselők jogállása 
1848-ig. Jogtörténeti tanulmány. Nyomatott Lévai Izsó Könyvnyomdájában, Rimaszombat, 
1912. 27. o. Az önkormányzati autonómia jelentőségére nézve bővebben lásd Ereky Ist-
ván: Tanulmányok a vármegyei önkormányzat köréből. Grill Károly Könyvkiadó-vállalata, 
Budapest, 1908. Természetesen e jogosítvány jelentőségét felesleges volna túlbecsül-
nünk, annak gyakorlása ugyanis nem egyszer hatástalan maradt. „De még mint az alkot-
mánysértések külsőleges megakadályozásának eszköze sem volt a vis inertiae feltétlenül 
megbízható. A kormány szembeállított vele egy másik hatalmasabb külső eszközt: a kar-
hatalmat. Előfordult továbbá, hogy az önkényeskedő kormány ellen folytatott elkesere-
dett küzdelem hevében a megyék gyakran oly rendeleteket is félretettek, amelyek nem 
sértették a törvényt. S ha ezek nem éppen a kormány jogkörének kiterjesztését célozták, 
a kormány nem erőszakolta ki végrehajtásukat.” Somló Bódog: A parlamentarizmus a 
magyar jogban. Gibbon Albert Könyvkereskedése, Kolozsvár, 29. o.  
2 Idézi: Kelemen Roland: A közigazgatási bíráskodás és a garanciális panasz szabályozása, 
avagy ki volt az alkotmány őre a dualizmusban? In Acta Humana, 2016/2. szám, 104. o.  
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és a politikai filozófia művelőinek gondolatait tekintetbe véve milyen vo-
natkozások mentén ábrázolható az önkormányzatiság ideája. 

AZ ÖNKORMÁNYZATISÁG JELENTŐSÉGE AZ ÁLLAMELMÉLETI GONDOLKODÁSBAN 

Az európai történelem menetét szemlélve megállapíthatjuk, hogy az állam 
a fejlődés egy pontján – nagyjából a XVII. századtól kezdődően – már ké-
pessé vált arra, hogy sikerrel kapcsolja ki az addigi rivális szereplőket a po-
litika-formálás folyamatából.3 A vesztfáliai rendszer révén az állam megszi-
lárdította pozícióit, ezáltal központi jelentőségűvé vált a társadalom szer-
vezésében; e relevanciára nézve igencsak szemléletes a napkirály, XIV. 
Lajos halálos ágyán tett kijelentése, miszerint „Én eltávozom, de az állam 
örökre itt marad”.4  

A különböző politikai rendszerek ettől kezdődően a centralizáció vezér-
fonalára felhúzva igyekeztek kialakítani a működésüket; a népek „általános 
boldogítására” vállalkozva pedig olyan területekre is kiterjesztették csápja-
ikat, mint a földművelés, az ipar vagy a kereskedelem. Az uralkodók az 
állami egység hívószavát használva a korábban autonómiával rendelkező 
önigazgatási testületek addigi funkcióit is magukhoz telepítették.5 

E nagymértékű centralizáció azonban hamarosan a határaihoz érkezett, 
és a társadalom részéről kimunkálódott a jogegyenlőségre alapozott al-
kotmányos állam, valamint a decentralizáció igénye. A francia forradalom 
menetében deklarálták a községek szabadságát, rögzítve, hogy „A 
municipiális hatalom azon az elven nyugszik, hogy a község is, mint az 
egyes személy, saját és érinthetetlen jogok alanya, melyeket az állam nem 
hoz létre, hanem csak elismer, mert azok a jogok a községgel együtt szü-
letnek.”6  

A törvény nyomán Franciaországban mintegy 40.000 szuverén testület 
jött létre,7 a szabályozás azonban nem váltotta be a hozzá fűzött reménye-
ket.  

                                                           
3 Ennek folyamatára nézve lásd Spruyt, Hendrik: The Sovereign State and Its Competitors. 
Princeton, 1994. Princeton University Press. 
4 Idézi: Sashalmi Endre: Az emberi testtől az óraműig. Az állam metaforái és formaváltozá-
sai a nyugati keresztény kultúrkörben, 1300-1800. Pécs 2015. Kronosz Kiadó, 179. o. 
5 Stein, Lorenz von: Die Verwaltungslehre. Erster Theil. Die vollziehende Gewalt. Zweite 
Auflage. Verlag der J. G. Cotta’schen Buchhandlung, Stuttgart 1869. 
6 Krisztics Sándor: Politika. I. kötet. Alapvetés – Társadalomtan – Államtan – Alkotmány-
tan. Franklin Társulat, Budapest 1931. 389. o.  
7 Taine Hippolit Adolf: A jelenkori Franciaország alakulása. III. kötet. Ford.: Toldy László. A 
Magyar Tudományos Akadémia Könyvkiadó-Hivatala, Budapest 1882. 316. o.  
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Ekként a végletekig vitt centralizáció ellenhatásaként először Belgiumban 
jelent meg az a kodifikálásra is került gondolat, miszerint a Montesquieu-
féle klasszikus három államhatalmi ágat ki kell egészíteni egy negyedikkel: 
a megyei vagy községi hatalommal.8  

Benjamin Constant e hatalmak számát már ötben határozta meg; felfo-
gása szerint ugyanis a „képviselő”, a végrehajtó, bírói, valamint a törvény-
hatósági hatalom mellett külön hatalmi ágat jelentett a király (mint állam-
fő) is.9 A közigazgatás decentralizációja révén tulajdonképpen vissza lehe-
tett szolgáltatni azokat a helyi és különleges közigazgatási szerveket, ame-
lyeket a túlzásba vitt centralizáció korábban elorozott.  

A francia Haoirou lényegre törően foglalta össze e megoldás lényegét: a 
képviselőtestület tagjainak megválasztása révén, a „decentralizált közigaz-
gatás” terepén a nép „önmaga kormányozza önmagát”, így politikai érte-
lemben „felszabadítja” a nemzetet; másfelől a helyi közügyekkel való fog-
lalkozásnak köszönhetően a „nemzetet saját sorsának intézésére valóság-
gal ráneveli”, ami már egyenes úton vezet el a politikai szabadsághoz. Ste-
in ezt azzal toldotta meg, hogy az „önigazgatási testek” (megyék, községek, 
testületek) érinthetetlen, alkotmányos rangra emelt jogosultsággal bírnak 
a közigazgatási funkciók ellátása terén.10 

Az önkormányzatokra egyébként már jóval e fejleményeket megelőzően 
komoly alkotmány-és jogvédő szerepkör hárult a kontinens jogfejlődésétől 
magát függetleníteni képes Angliában.11  

Az angolok ugyanis a kormányzat cselekedeteire mindig is idegenkedve 
tekintettek, ezért a „koronával folytatott küzdelemben” óriási feladat há-
rult a helyhatósági központokra. E testületek végül is az ellenállás fontos 

                                                           
8 Ereky István: Közigazgatás és önkormányzat. A Magyar Tudományos Akadémia Jogtu-
dományi Bizottságának kiadványsorozata. 10. szám. Magyar Tudományos Akadémia, 
Budapest 1939. 192. o.  
9 Constant, Benjamin: Az alkotmányos politica tana. Ford.: Perlaky Sándor. Nyomatott 
Trattner-Károlyinál, Pest 1862. 12.o.  
10 Ereky: i. m. (1939), 197., 244. o.  
11 Egyed István ugyanakkor megállapítja, hogy a magyar nemesi önkormányzat az angol 
gyakorlatot is megelőzve, már a XIII. század folyamán kialakult, és a magyar szolgabírót – 
az angol szabályozással ellentétben, ahol a bírót a király nevezte ki – a megyei önkor-
mányzat választotta. A nemesi önkormányzat Egyed meglátása szerint azért is demokrati-
kusnak nevezhető, mert testületi formában működött. Ld. Egyed István: Vármegyei ön-
kormányzat. Eggenberger-féle Könyvkereskedés, Rényi Károly, Budapest 1929. 72-73. o.   
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támaszpontjaivá váltak, és évszázadokon keresztül az angol szabadság vé-
dőbástyáinak számítottak.12  

Az Angliából kivándorolt közösségek az önkormányzatiság eszméjét az 
Újvilágba is „exportálták”, így 1650-re Új-Angliában már hiánytalanul és 
végérvényesen szárba tudott szökkenni az önkormányzati rendszer. Alexis 
de Tocqueville tudósít róla, hogy az önszerveződő községen (Commune) 
belül „valódi, tevékeny, teljességgel demokratikus és köztársasági politikai 
élet” alakult ki. A község önállóan köztisztviselőket nevezett ki, saját adó-
kat vetett ki, és athéni mintára a köztéren, valamint a népgyűlésen tárgyal-
ták meg a mindnyájuk érdekeire kiható kérdéseket. Szintén Tocqueville 
figyelt fel arra is, hogy az amerikai rendszerben a községi önkormányzati 
intézmények – a szövetségi forma és a bírói hatalom létrehozása mellett – 
alapvetően járultak hozzá a demokratikus köztársaság fenntartásához. 
Ezek az intézmények ugyanis mérsékelik a „többség zsarnokságát”, ked-
veltté teszik a nép körében a szabadság eszményét, és „megajándékozzák 
a népet a szabad lét művészetével.”13 

Egyed István ugyancsak az önkormányzatiság előnyeit hangsúlyozza, 
amikor kifejti, hogy „az önkormányzat a közigazgatásnak mély erkölcsi tar-
talmat ad azáltal, hogy a jogszabályok végrehajtása bürokratikus kényszer 
nélkül, az érdekeltek közreműködésével történik; Az önkormányzat a köz-
igazgatás jóságát fokozza, minthogy beviszi a közigazgatásba az életviszo-
nyok ismeretét, a mindennapi élet gyakorlati tapasztalatait, az egyéni ér-
dekek kellő tiszteletét; az önkormányzat lehetővé teszi, hogy a közigazga-
tásban az egyes vidékek helyi sajátosságai, történelmi hagyományai érvé-
nyesüljenek […]”.14 

Ez az elméleti felállás persze talán csak ideáltipikus konstrukciónak ne-
vezhető, amelyben az önkormányzatok működésére nem – vagy legalábbis 
nem feltétlenül – nyomja rá a bélyegét, az a pártpolitika. Milyen állapotok 
alakultak ki azt követően, hogy a pártok befolyással kezdtek bírni az ön-
kormányzatok működésére?  

Grünwald Béla 1876-ban kifejtette, hogy az önkormányzat rendszere a 
magánérdekek, a pártpolitika – a Deák-párt, a balpárt –, illetőleg a nemze-
tiségi törekvések martalékává vált, és ezzel nagy veszélybe sodorta a poli-

                                                           
12 Bagehot meglátását idézi: Stiller Mór: Angol parlamenti küzdelmek. Korképek. Benkő 
Gyula Grill-féle Udvari Könyvkereskedése, Budapest 1906. 42. o. 
13 Tocqueville, Alexis de: Az amerikai demokrácia. Ford.: Ádám Péter et al. Európa Könyv-
kiadó, Budapest 1993. 70., 411. o.  
14 Egyed István [1943]: A mi alkotmányunk. Dialóg Campus Kiadó, Budapest 2016. 333. o. 
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tikai szabadságot, holott éppen az önkormányzatok jelentik a szabadság és 
a parlamentarizmus legerősebb zálogját. A politikai pártok elsősorban a 
megyei többség kialakítására törekedtek, hogy aztán onnan kiindulva a 
későbbiekben birtokba vehessék az országgyűlési helyeket is.  

A megyei önkormányzatban többséget szerzett párt rendre teljesen ki-
zárta a többi párt képviselőit a hivatalviselés jogából, „az alispántól a leg-
utolsó díjnokig csak saját pártjához tartozó egyéneket alkalmazott tisztvi-
selőkül, épp úgy, mint a pártok szoktak tenni egész országokra nézve. A 
képviselők választása pedig e tisztségviselők befolyása és nyomása alatt 
ment végbe.”15 

Ferdinándy Gyula 1913-as tanulmánya is leszögezte, hogy a törvényható-
ságok gyakran a pártpolitikai befolyásra tekintettel voltak kénytelenek a 
közügyeket intézni. Grünwaldhoz hasonlóan kiemelte, hogy a tisztviselői 
állások betöltésénél nem egyszer a pártpolitikai érdekek élveztek elsőbb-
séget a képességekkel és a szolgálati érdemmel szemben. Ráadásul szám-
talanszor előfordult, hogy mivel politikailag megbízhatónak tartották a 
tisztviselőket, elmulasztották a hivatali működés ellenőrzését, esetleg csak 
meglehetősen lazán kísérték figyelemmel a tevékenységüket. 

Ez a helyzet óhatatlanul is politikai szempontokat oltott a közigazgatás-
ba, „és maga a törvényhatóság is ekként kiengedi a közigazgatás súlypont-
ját a maga lába alól, és háttérbe szorítja a jó közigazgatásnak alapfeltéte-
lét, a pártatlanságot.”16     

BIBÓ ISTVÁN PÉLDÁJA 

Bibó István, a 20. század legjelentősebb magyar államelméleti, politikai 
filozófiai gondolkodója részt vett a Nemzeti Parasztpárt 1946-os közigazga-
tási reformjavaslatának kidolgozásában. E javaslat szerint „a hagyományos 
politikai területi szint, a vármegye helyébe a gazdasági értelemben kezel-
hető, homogénebb és kisebb középszintű önkormányzati egységeket kell 
létrehozni, amelyek egyben a társadalmi fejlődés motorjai lehetnek.”17 Ez 
persze politikai okok miatt nem valósult meg.  

                                                           
15 Grünwald Béla: Közigazgatásunk és a szabadság. Kiadja Ráth Mór, Budapest 1876. 78., 
80. o.  
16 Ferdinándy Gyula: Az önkormányzat mint  alkotmánybiztosíték. In. Magyar Társadalom-
tudományi Szemle, 7. évfolyam, 6. szám (1913), 402. o.  
17 Horváth M. Tamás: Mindig ígéret. Bibó István területiközigazgatás-politikai javaslatai. 
In. Tér és társadalom, 25. évf., 4. szám, 2011. 176. o.  
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Bibó az 1944-es Jogszerű közigazgatás, eredményes közigazgatás, erős 

végrehajtó hatalom című írásában vitába szállt Magyary Zoltánnal,18 illetve 
1947-ben is kitér egy fontos tanulmányában a felfogásuk közötti alapvető 
különbségekre.19 Ezen a helyen nem részletezzük a vitát, csak annyit jelez-
nénk, hogy a Magyary-iskolában meghatározó szerepe van a jogszerűség 
és az eredményesség szembeállításának (ami összefügg a közérdek és a 
magánérdek szembeállítással is, mert a jogszerűség követelménye főként a 
magánembert védi a közérdek eredményes érvényesítése miatt kialakuló 
esetleges érdeksérelmekkel szemben).  

Magyary szerint hol az egyik, hol a másik követelmény volt meghatározó 
a közigazgatás történetében. Bibó viszont azt állítja, hogy egy ilyen szem-
beállítással nem jutunk közelebb a közigazgatás központi problémájához. A 
közigazgatás bizonyos esetekben „valóban közérdeket egyeztet magánér-
dekkel, eredményességet jogszerűséggel, pl. mikor kisajátít; máskor azon-
ban magánérdeket egyeztet magánérdekkel, jogigényt jogigénnyel, mikor 
pl. egy nagyobb méretű ipari üzem felállításának engedélyezése előtt meg-
kérdezi a szomszédságot; vagy pedig egyik közérdeket egyezteti a másik 
közérdekkel, eredményességet eredményességgel, mikor pl. földreformot 
visz keresztül, s közben a termelés folyamatosságát is biztosítani igyekszik. 
Mindezek közül a lehetőségek közül a közérdeket magánérdekkel, ered-
ményességet jogszerűséggel egyeztető feladatkör sem nem különösebben 
túlnyomó, sem nem különlegesen jellegzetes.”20 

Bibó úgy véli, hogy a közigazgatást három tényező határozza meg: a Ha-
talom, a Hivatal és az Élet. A hatalom számára a közigazgatás eszköz, ame-
lyet céljainak megfelelően kíván használni. A hatalom szempontjából az a 
közigazgatás jó, amelyik meg tudja valósítani a hatalmi célokat, illetve ha 
változnak a célok, probléma nélkül át tud állni ezek végrehajtására is.  A 
hivatal számára a közigazgatás elsősorban szakma, és arra törekszik, hogy 
igazgassa a rábízott életanyagot, Olykor némileg megmerevedik, de hajla-
mos arra is, hogy eljárásait finomítsa. Az élet (a társadalom) élni akarja a 
maga életét, a közigazgatást pedig úgy tekinti, mint aminek ezt elő kell 
mozdítania.21  

                                                           
18 Bibó István: Jogszerű közigazgatás, eredményes közigazgatás, erős végrehajtó hatalom. 
In. Bibó István: Válogatott tanulmányok I. Magvető, Budapest 1986. 271-294. o  
19 Bibó István: A magyar közigazgatásról. In. Bibó István: Válogatott tanulmányok II. Mag-
vető, Budapest 1986. 471-484. o.  
20 I. m. 472-473. o.  
21 I. m. 473-474. o.  
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 Nem szükségszerű a hatalom fellépése a hivatallal és az élettel szemben 
– mutat rá Bibó. Ideális esetben a közigazgatási feladatvégzést mindhárom 
tényező belső lényege határozza meg: a hatalom tudatosan kitűzi a célokat 
és eszközöket rendel ehhez; a hivatal a szakmai elmélyültséget adja; az 
élet pedig a valóságos szükségleteket.  

Fontos továbbá, hogy a közigazgatás védekezni tudjon az említett ténye-
zőkben rejlő veszélyekkel, tehát a hatalom embertelen célszerűségével, a 
hivatal üres rutinjával és az élet változékonyságával szemben.22 

Bibó a magyar közigazgatás történeti összetevőieként a vármegyei ne-
mesi igazgatást, a Habsburg Birodalom igazgatási apparátusát és a magyar 
városok igazgatását elemzi, és megjegyzi, hogy a városi igazgatás jelle-
gét meghatározó módon befolyásolta a nemesi és császári igazgatás.  

A magyar közigazgatás legfőbb problémáit a következőképpen rögzíti Bi-
bó: „a kulcspozíciók eldugása, a hatáskörök harácsolása, a tisztviselők sze-
mélyes függőségének az elmélyítése, a személyes ügyek központosítása, az 
ügyintézés végletes elönkényesítése és végül a központi hatalomnak saját 
omnipotenciájába való belefulladása.”23 

KONKLÚZIÓ 

A fentebb ismertetett közállapotokat feltérképezve megérthetjük, hogy 
miért tartották már a XIX. század második felében is égetően sürgetőnek, 
hogy az önkormányzat meg tudja akadályozni – de legalábbis mérsékelni 
tudja – a pártkormányzás túlterjeszkedéseit és visszaéléseit. 

Megállapíthatjuk, hogy a politika és az önkormányzatiság összefonódása 
(minden populista rigmus vagy költői túlzás nélkül) a korrupció meleg-
ágyának bizonyult.  

E problémát látva sokan az önkormányzatiság kiterjesztésében vélték fel-
fedezni a gyógyírt, megfogalmazva a hivatalnokok nép által történő válasz-
tásának szükségességét, a megbízott képviselőknek a képviselőtestületek 
alá való rendelését, valamint a választópolgárok részéről történő elszámol-
tathatóság követelményét. 

Benjamin Constant lokálpatriotizmust népszerűsítő gondolataival egyet-
értve leszögezhetjük, hogy csak az a honszeretet lehet egyedül valódi, 
mely a „helybeliségekből ered”.  

A svájci születésű francia gondolkodó ugyancsak fején találta a szöget, a  
következőkben ismertetett javaslatával.  
                                                           
22 I. m. 475. o.  
23 I. m. 484. o.  
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„Le kell kötni (…) az embereket azon helyekhez, melyek nékik emlékeket 
és szokásokat adnak; és ezen czél elérésére, szükséges nékik, otthon, 
községökben, megyéjökben annyi politicai súlyt engedni, mennyit az álta-
lános kapcsolat sérelme nélkül lehet.”24  
  

                                                           
24 Constant: i. m. (1862) 130-131. 
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THE POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY OF SIENA

Instead, let us dive into history. We leave the twentieth-century novel, and 
turn to another authority: that of the historian of Siena, Mario Ascheri. What 
does he have to say about the specificity of this city? First of all, the histo-
rian’s mission is to deconstruct all the historical illusions or misconceptions 
about the past of “democratic communes,” like Siena. According to such 
myths “the Italian communes were political societies of equals, and thus the 
very antithesis of feudal society with its hierarchical structures.”39 Instead of 
being “bourgeois” or “egalitarian,” as “bourgeois historians of the nineteenth 
century” claimed, Ascheri, the urban historian, stresses that “the Italian cities 
which fostered communes harboured all manner of unmodern horrors, clan 
loyalty and the desire for ennoblement included.”40 This is the tone of the 
realist historian, who wants to blow the whistle on all sorts of idealizations 
of the past. This is because “the greatest risk any historians runs is the risk 
of importing into his account of the period with which he is concerned the 
preoccupations of periods nearer his own.”41 Conversely, he claims that the 
historical material is not gone, but is still there in the form of the “live tissue” 
for those whose history it is. Is this not also true, however, of the illusions 
concerning those historical materials?

More generally we may ask: what exactly does the reality of the past 
mean? It seems to be, in fact, a combination of historically verifiable “facts,” 
together with the narratives we build upon them. According to Ascheri, the 
Italian city-state was “a particular species within the broader genus of ‘com-
mune’”42 While civic autonomy is a term of a nineteenth-century lawyer, in 
a certain sense we can ascribe this term to cities like Siena, he argues, where 
“among particular groups of citizens” the idea was born that “the time had 
come for them to take the government of their cities into their own hands 
even more purposefully.”43 This was made possible by the specific profes-
sionalism of the lawyers and notaries in the service of the city, who were 
ready to provide the documentation required for this sort of self-government. 
Although a full concert of cooperation among the members of the community 
was never realized, by interpreting certain Roman law texts people realized 
that “the coexistence of the prince’s general law and local laws specific to 
individual cities was actually possible.”44 To be sure, in most cases, full 
autonomy was not achieved by the city. However, something approaching it 
seems to have been possible.

While in the high medieval period the city worked as a “coalition of fac-
tions,” during the fourteenth century it gave way to the signore, and by the 
fifteenth century “it transformed itself into a ‘regional state’: a regional state 
which might even go so far as to proclaim itself sovereign, as, for example, 
the Commune of Florence.”45 More important than full sovereignty was 
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what Ascheri calls attention to communal “constitutionalism”: “regarding all 
social problems the communes came up with the most wide-ranging and far-
reaching legislation known to the medieval West.”46 This wide-ranging local 
legislation made it possible to define the details of the institutional operation 
of the local authorities, as well as to safeguard the citizens against encroach-
ments by different sources of power (ecclesiastical or secular, imperial or 
regional), on the “autonomous” body of the citizenry.

Ascheri does not hesitate to compare the ideology which enabled these 
major innovations in the administration of local affairs to the English rule 
of law, or to the eighteenth-century Enlightened continental model of the 
Rechtsstaat: “the separation of political powers from judicial and administra-
tive powers” which made it possible “to create checks and balances, protect 
the citizen and guarantee the impartiality of the administration.”47 A crucial 
issue in this ideology was the fundamental principle of the citizen’s participa-
tion in the legislative process of the polis.48 He uses the word polis intention-
ally: the historian is eager to emphasize that this ideology was legitimized 
with reference to ancient cultural traditions, such as the Ciceronian and the 
Aristotelian heritage. An important aspect of these ancient influences was 
the encouragement to rely on “general parliaments of the whole population” 
as well as on “frequent and well-attended councils” as these could serve as 
“sources of legitimacy for both communal government and communal life,” 
which led to an “enfranchized citizenry to a degree never previously con-
ceived and in all likelihood never since achieved.”49

It is at this point that Ascheri returns to the problem of the role of public 
art in the organization of everyday life in the city. He cites the best known 
example of art serving the ideology of the city—Lorenzetti’s Buon Governo, 
in the Palazzo Pubblico in Siena. In his interpretation, the painting presents 
the city “as a political entity with its own physiognomy, distinct from its 
separate members,” embodying the “idea of the legal person,” long before 
the cover page of Hobbes’s Leviathan.50 Besides expressing and spreading the 
official ideology by their authorized program, art works had a further function 
in these city-states. They helped to establish or strengthen the reputation of 
the particular city where they were commissioned and housed, in the closely 
fought battle for recognition in an Italian, or sometimes even in a European-
wide arena of competition. This is because, when they were not actually 
engaged in wars with each other (and they were masters in that art as well51), 
city-states were “in never-ending competition with every other for the best 
works of art in order to affirm the honor civitatis.”52 In other words, fine art, 
as well as literature, music, and theater were regarded as public affairs, with 
serious roles and functions to keep alive the ideology of the city internally, 
and to spread the prestige of the citizenry externally.
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As a result of the activity of its artists in the service of the city, artworks 
produced a “self-image of the city as a culturally homogeneous monolith 
capable of absorbing and abating its internal social conflicts, thereby encour-
aging a remarkable degree of social harmony.”53 This ideology of the role 
of art in keeping the civitas together, and allowing the urbs to take part in 
the intercity competition for prestige, is captured by the term campanilismo 
in late medieval, Renaissance, and in some exceptionally lucky cases, in 
early modern Italian urban history. While it is usually understood as a kind 
of almost irrational competition between localities, from our point of view 
it is more important to emphasize the cohesion which it generated among 
those who belong to the same local community. In another essay on Siena’s 
republicanism by Ascheri the historian calls the cohesion achieved by the 
city’s sponsoring activity of art and culture “an incredibly strong collective 
identity.”54 As the most widely known expression of the survival of this 
strong collective identity, far beyond the actual political form of the city-
state, Ascheri refers to the Palio, perhaps the most important public event, 
or one may even call it a cult, which is associated with the city of Siena. As 
a sign of its “lasting prestige,” he refers to the legislation from the Fascist 
era, which assigned “the privilege of the Palio race to Siena.”55 Ascheri also 
quotes Mario Luzi, “the peerless bard of Sieneseness,” who described it as 
a “celebration of identity that has . . . become essential to Siena,” but which 
was nevertheless “entirely irrational. . . and totally unintelligible even to the 
Sienese themselves.”56

The further examples he gives are still more surprising. One would hardly 
think of the institution of a city bank or of a music academy as a form of the 
expression of a strong collective identity. Yet this is Ascheri’s claim—that 
they, too, enhanced that particular collective identity. All of these, and many 
more, should be interpreted as a historical manifestation of “the long-term 
pre-eminence of the deeply-rooted civic sentiment that underpinned the 
city-state of the 12th to 14th centuries.”57 This civic sentiment found its 
external embodiment in the perception of the community of the city dwell-
ers as forming n “unum corpus” since earliest times.58 Ascheri repeatedly 
emphasizes that this cohesion was not achieved by famous thinkers, as is 
claimed in Florence. His only example of a powerful ideologist is Francesco 
Patrizi, whose De institutione rei publicae (c. 1465–1471) is more of an 
exception and not the norm. This is how Ascheri explains the phenomena 
as the unintended consequences of rather specific spatial and historical 
circumstances: “The small population of the city, combined with a highly 
favourable geographic position and an ancient civic culture strengthened by 
the mortal dangers ever close at hand, enabled the formation of a collective 
cultural structure so pervasive that it was scarcely perceptible even to its liv-
ing complex.”59 It was the survival of this collective cultural achievement in 
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architecture that ensured that “broad participation remained a constant in the 
city’s politics” even after the loss of its actual political autonomy.60

Despite admitting all these components of the solidity of Sienese identity, 
Ascheri refuses to idealize it. He refers to the internal social tensions between 
the city’s two classes, the casati (magnates) and the popolo. Even so, he 
claims, that this internal agonism “did not exclude civic solidarity,” which 
is proven by the fact that the casati, too, could gain important offices in the 
magistracy and the city council.61 The fact is that centripetal forces proved 
stronger than centrifugal ones, and this tendency was due to the accepted wis-
dom of the community, which identified two basic principles of cohabitation:

	 1.	 “the intention to officially guarantee ‘justice’ to all citizens irrespective 
of political status,” expressed in the language of virtues: “justice, the 
queen and mirror of all the virtues necessary for political life, is perpetu-
ally in force, and . . . through it, the good citizens who love their sweet 
Siena homeland may repose in peace and unity.”62

	 2.	 “the peace and unity to be assured. . . derive from the fair distribution of 
the honours (and burdens) of government among those admitted to full 
political rights,” a principle established in 1356, by the council of nine, 
or Nove.

These two principles seem to have underpinned the strong and longstand-
ing official ideology of the unity of the city—also reaffirmed by the constant 
challenge represented by Florence—which was preserved even in the age 
of the signori, and even after the collapse of the city after Spanish and later 
French occupation, in 1555. The institutional framework survived the dis-
appearance of its actual raison d’etre, and its official ideology lingers on, 
expressed through works of art such as “monuments, frescoes, statues or stat-
utory and legislative texts.”63 The result of this unison of cultural production 
and surviving ethnographic practices (of its “myths and rituals”64) is proof 
of the survival of a powerful communal or civic identity, unparalleled even 
among the historical Italian cities, well into the period of the nation-state, and 
perhaps even beyond it.

SUMMARY

Let us sum up the major findings of this enquiry into the ideal type of 
the European city.65 A city is a collection of buildings in a particular area 
arranged in space in a well-defined order to house a group of people. While 
the architectural ensemble used to be called the urbs, the group of people liv-
ing together in it is called the civitas. Cities are different in different cultures. 
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This book has tried to reconstruct the specific political thought characterizing 
urban communities in Europe.

The major idea which defines the European city is that the political com-
munity which lives together within the walls of the city is regarded as a basic 
unit of politics, to be understood as operating according to its own terms. City 
walls are crucial in the military respect because for centuries they not only 
made the area of the urbs and its inhabitants, the civitas, defendable from 
external enemies, but also made visible the borders of the jurisdiction of the 
local authorities. While cities could not have survived without the surround-
ing territory, with which they built up a larger unit, called in Italian and in 
some other languages a commune, the city walls separated the area and its 
population from the outside world, defining the property (and its owners) 
which belonged to the city in a narrow sense—those ones who happened to 
be within the walls—and that other area and that other part of the population 
which did not belong to it in a narrow sense—those outside the walls. The 
walls also had a symbolic function: they defined a realm with a specific juris-
diction, in other words, a group of people with specific entitlements, enabling 
the members of that group to live a way of life characteristic of that area, and 
even—as we saw in the example of Siena—building up a certain mindset in 
the community which distinguished the members of the community from oth-
ers. Finally, the walls served as a political and religious border, defining the 
area and the group of people who belonged to a specific political arrangement 
and a particular religious denomination and practice.

European cities have visible signs which identify them. Most of the time 
cities are of a rather limited size—their radius defined perhaps by the point 
from where the tower of the church is still visible, or from where the sound 
of the church bells can still be heard. They may have certain geographical 
attributes such as being built on the seashore, on a river, or on a hill. The 
buildings are typically arranged following the well-ordered shape of a grid, 
delineated by open public spaces, called streets, which people living there 
use for transportation, and squares, connected by streets, which give home to 
a number of people for longer stays, both those living there and foreigners. 
The closer a building is built to the centers of the network of streets, in other 
words, to the main square, the more prestige its owner had. Squares could 
be distinguished from each other according to the activities associated with 
them: there were market squares, where food and other products were sold 
and bought, squares with a political or military function as well as squares 
which were the venues for open air religious rituals.

The buildings of a city fell into two basic categories. First there were those 
which had a public function. These buildings served various public functions, 
including religious, military, political, professional, commercial, financial, 
educational, social, hospitable, and entertainment purposes. As their forms 
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were meant to express their function, the formal architectural vocabulary 
could easily define public buildings such as a citadel, a city fortress, or the 
military barracks, the main church(es), the city hall, the market hall, the 
school, the cloister, the hospital, the poor house, the hotel, the pub, and so 
on. Further buildings had the primary function of housing the inhabitants of 
a city, or, if they obtained certain rights and privileges, its citizens, and their 
families and households. As most of the inhabitants were artisans, each with 
a specific craft, their house also had to contain a workshop and showroom.

Both the way the buildings were built and maintained and the way citizens 
were expected to behave and think and feel were determined by more or 
less exact rules or conventions. The nature of these rules and conventions 
were usually customary, and based on the knowledge and wisdom of earlier 
generations. The key to the success of the city depended on close attention 
being paid to these rules by all the inhabitants, that is, by all citizens, as well 
as by anyone else when they were staying within the walls of the cities. If 
someone was unaware of or neglected one of the rules and regulations any 
other member of the community was authorized to draw his or her attention 
to their trespassing the rules. This was a relatively soft means of policing, but 
one which succeeded in achieving a rather strict order of conformity, which 
made cohabitation possible and often rather fruitful for the different groups 
and individuals within the larger community.

The basic source of this success was a collection of rights and privileges, 
which the civitas could obtain from the feudal lord of the city (who could be 
the sovereign, a religious leader, or a local lord) in the form of a covenant 
between him and the community. This covenant defined the services the 
community owed to the master, as well as the specific entitlements they got 
in return. This covenant defined the freedom of the city, and therefore the 
freedom of its citizens and the privileges of its inhabitants, and it was often 
honored as the constitution of the city. Whenever a dispute arose about the 
exact substance of the covenant, this constitution was referred to and inter-
preted. The covenant often defined the city as a legal entity, as a body politic, 
and determined its governance and the pillars of its own internal regime. It 
often gave remarkable freedom to the civitas to determine its own internal 
order, only defining their yearly duties to the master.

The rules of the city created a rather specific type of social being, the bur-
gher. While originally the city was a military unit, as we saw earlier, it soon 
acquired other functions. The most important of them, since the times of the 
ancient Greek polis, was the political or self-governing function. Due to the 
fact that members of the civitas were either governing or governed by other 
members of the community, Aristotle called the citizens of the polis zoon 
politikon, or political animals. Citizens of the city were engaged in political 
activity from the time they were accepted as grown-ups until the very end of 
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their lives. For them, therefore, the most severe punishment was having to 
leave the city, which was the punishment for homicide and high treason. The 
city dweller, therefore, is a person who finds meaning in his life (citizenship 
in ancient Greece was the privilege of men) in cohabitation and cooperation 
with others.

Democracy was a specific form of government according to Aristotle, 
which he defined as the deviant rule of the many (i.e., in the interest of the 
poor), in opposition to the proper rule of the many (i.e., in the interest of the 
entire city-state), which he called politeia. Further suitable forms of govern-
ing the city included that of the one (monarchy), and of the few (aristocracy). 
European cities were not democratic in the modern sense of the word. Yet 
one can argue that the modern form of representative democracy learned a 
great deal from the form of self-governance that the European cities devel-
oped. This form of governance is usually called republican, according to the 
Roman tradition, where res publica originally meant the common concern, 
or the people’s affairs. Later it came to refer to what is called today the state, 
the governance, or administration of public affairs. Although by modern 
standards the basic principle, equality before the law, of both the ancient 
Greek politeia and the ancient Roman res publica was unsatisfactory, the 
principle of governing together was born, and it had a major effect on the 
self-perception of European urban communities. It was from these ideas, as 
well as from the Christian teaching of fellowship, that the medieval doctrine 
was born, according to which every human group has “an aboriginal and 
active Right of the group taken as a Whole.”66 This concept, related both to 
the Canon and Roman laws, as interpreted in the Middle Ages, made it pos-
sible to achieve two things: to attribute entitlements, privileges, and freedoms 
to communities, and to establish the fact that members of the community had 
an obligation to serve the community before taking care of their own self-
interest. Both of these ideas were crucial to achieving the type of community 
life which characterized European cities from the Middle Ages up until the 
full development of the centralized modern bureaucratic state. It was the first 
of these ideas that allowed Europeans to view cities as the basic unit of their 
political life, even if these cities were not sovereign in the sense attributed to 
the term by Bodin in the late sixteenth century. Cities were political and legal 
entities, endowed with certain privileges and freedoms, which belonged to the 
community as a whole, and which allowed them to run their affairs based on 
their own common decisions, independently of the will of the sovereign or 
the lord of the city—as long as they also fulfilled their obligations. Cities had 
the right to defend themselves, and therefore it was the duty of their citizens 
to take part in military operations in defense of their city. Cities had their 
own self-governing bodies, and therefore it was also the duty of the citizens 
partly to take part in those bodies (usually elected for short terms), and partly 

Horcher_9781793610829.indb   250 19-04-2021   22:35:50



251Conclusion: The City as a Work of Art

to accept the rule of those bodies over them. The dependence of the citizen 
on the community, as expressed in the form of fighting together in war and 
governing together in peace, created a close connection between the members 
of the community and among fellow citizens. “The distinctiveness of the 
Occidental city is based on its character as a confraternity, Verbrüderung, the 
constitution of an association with a common cult, equality before the law, 
connubium, common meals, and solidarity against non-members.”67

There are further aspects of city life, beyond waging wars together and 
governing together, which played a major role in the formation of this close 
link between the members of the community, and in identifying the com-
munity. One is that the city was also a religious unit. This was also true of 
the ancient city, but it is even more characteristic of the Christian period of 
the history of the European city. Each city had its own church, or after the 
Reformation its churches, and the citizens were united into a religious com-
munity (after the Reformation possibly into more than one religious commu-
nity). As St Augustine explained, the city was regarded as a civitas terrena, 
with all the failures and sins of its inhabitants, but it also had its ideal aspect, 
called the civitas dei, and as members of the religious community, citizens 
were believers united in a common religion, potentially subject to God’s 
grace, and as a result, receivers of redemption and eternal life.

Beyond the military, governance, and religious functions, cities had further 
common enterprises. Importantly, they had a well-organized economic life, 
based on two major types of occupation of their inhabitants: artisanship and 
trade. Professions of these kinds were gathered into guilds, which not only 
organized the daily lives of their members, but were responsible for defend-
ing the interests of their respective professions. Guilds could have important 
public functions, taking part both in the governance of the city and in the 
religious and cultural activities of the civitas. To be a partisan and a tradesper-
son also taught burghers certain manners and modes of behavior, as well as 
authorizing them in certain ways. Freedom of enterprise was crucial for them, 
so long as it did not result in unwanted, aggressive forms of competition and 
rivalry among themselves, which they took great pains to eliminate. One 
should not forget, however, that this ideology could not exclude those forms 
of business transactions in which the burghers made use of their armed forces, 
such as when establishing colonies, where they oppressed the local inhabit-
ants by military means, or conducted the slave trade and kept slaves, which 
permitted a shamefully inhuman way of treating human beings for the profit 
of their owners, who were the masters over their slaves’ lives. The distance 
of these practices from the ideology just outlined is an inexplicable internal 
contradiction of the political thought of the European burghers, which has 
had political effects up to the present day. While the ideology of the European 
city provided the means to criticize these practices, in fact theorists also 
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developed detailed argumentations to support these activities, like Aristotle’s 
teachings of natural slavery or the theory of white supremacy by European 
settlers. Keeping foreign colonies, where the indigenous people were treated 
unequally and inhumanly, and the slave trade and an economy based on 
slave-keeping were practiced as part of the custom of the European cities, 
and remains an unresolved dark shadow of the political legacy of the external 
policies of the European cities. This topic deserves a more detailed analysis 
than we have opportunity to provide here, as it leads to the bad conscience 
which is so characteristic of the European burgher-identity, determining the 
post–Second World War realities of Western culture, including the present 
moment. The present book looks at the European city from the perspective 
of Central Europe, where cities did not usually have the means to take part 
in these brutal practices, as these territories were themselves for a long time 
under the control of foreign powers, the victims of invading powers.

Internal and external peace was a crucial part of this ideology, anyway, as 
running a business required a settled state of affairs. Burghers learned how 
to communicate with each other or with foreigners, as their business success 
depended on their interaction with potential business partners. They also 
learned to cooperate, as their job required it—for example, the birth of the 
financial market, the banking and insurance sectors, required a high level of 
trust, and sophisticated ways of sharing both risks and profits. They learned 
the art of compromise, as once again their respective jobs required this skill, 
without which the prisoner’s dilemma would have hindered their common 
and joint success.

The freedom-loving, peaceful, cooperative, communicative, and trust-
worthy manners of the burgher were brought together in an urban ideology, 
which developed from the ancient Roman urbanity, and the medieval ethos 
of the Christian knight. This ideology can be regarded as a civil version of 
the ideology of the ideal courtier, as developed by Castiglione’s famous Il 
Cortegiano (1528). An important aspect of it was the ideology of the British 
gentleman, derived from the idealization of the feudal lord, when it became 
separated from the feudal conditions of birth, rank, and landed property. 
The ideals of the salon, of the club and of the coffee house were born in the 
context of the eighteenth century, in the witty essays of the Third of Earl of 
Shaftesbury, and in Addison’s and Steele’s fashionable journal, the Spectator. 
Although the anti-clerical French Enlightenment and the blood-thirsty French 
Revolution led to the birth of a more martially spirited version of the citoyen, 
the progressive, Enlightened, and secularized modern Republican, by the 
time of the nineteenth century, Victorian manners of civil society and classi-
cal national liberalism were able to genuinely influence the life of European 
citizens. It also led to the creation of a modern art world, which allowed the 
birth of the artist, who can perhaps be regarded as a more refined version 
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of these urbane and humane ways of thinking and feeling. As one can wit-
ness in the developments leading from the age of Goethe to that of Thomas 
Mann, the modern artist succeeded in liberating himself from the demands 
of the art market and its clients, and in the movements of the Romantic and 
Modernist periods the artist acquired a subversive, revolutionary potential 
in high culture. By the twentieth century, an age of totalitarianism and disil-
lusionment, the ideal of the humane burgher was still a topic for literature, as 
represented by such Central European authors as Sándor Márai, the ideologist 
of the Central European burgher. He raised the manners, behavior, and way of 
thinking of the burgher to the level of a Weltanschauung. This was certainly 
an idealization: the figure of the urban burgher, as represented in Márai’s 
works was based on his memory of his father. This figure was circumscribed 
by his community-building potential, his civilized way of behavior, which 
was based on understanding, and not only on toleration, and by tact (tapintat), 
equity, courtesy, and empathy in his human relationships. All of these—civic 
as well as civil—virtues were represented by the generation of his father, 
Géza Grosschmid, who was a lawyer, professor of the law academy of his 
hometown, and a local and national politician. As he saw it, his father’s gen-
eration was perhaps the last generation of the European burgher.

Márai did not remain silent about the failures of this burgher society, how-
ever. At the beginning of his life he rebelled against the oppressive regimes 
of the middle classes, and he kept referring to their political responsibility 
for the country’s political failures, and for the establishment of authoritarian 
regimes. One has to be aware, then, besides his virtues, of the dark side of the 
ethos and culture of the burgher. At the time of writing this summary, a politi-
cal movement is trying to confront the offspring of the Western burghers with 
the sins of their forefathers. Statues of slave owners or supporters of slavery 
are being removed or demolished around the Western world, as an expres-
sion of dissatisfaction with the existing narrative of European history. Indeed, 
the idealized stories of the European burgher usually pass over in silence the 
unequal treatment by him of what was regarded as non-civilized or barbaric 
by this culture. It is well known that colonization and imperialism played a 
major role in the birth of Western culture, from the age of the Roman Empire, 
through the Crusades of the Middle Ages, to the discoveries of Columbus, 
Magellan, and the rest, and to the World Wars of the twentieth century. 
Western nations established a slave trade for their own benefit, slaughtering 
natives in the Americas, Africa, Asia, and Australasia. Unimaginable suf-
fering was also caused in the name of spreading Christianity. Although free 
trade is a longstanding slogan of the Western invaders, the trade organiza-
tions of the European nations, responsible for supporting foreign trade on a 
global scale have always relied in the final analysis on the use or threat of 
arms, and made use of unfair ideologies to legally suppress the natives.
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If a present-day heir of the legacy of the European city looks at his own 
portrait in this mirror of his history, he has to confess not only a brutality 
against the non-European, the alien, but also the false-hearted and double-
tongued nature of his own way of thinking and behavior in that regard. The 
burgher needs to confess his sins against the non-Europeans, as the leader of 
the Catholic Church Pope Saint John Paul II did about the sins committed in 
the name of Christianity by the leaders and members of the Church around 
the world. Furthermore, the ideology of the city has to admit its history of 
brutality against its acclaimed enemies inside and outside the city walls, as 
well as the often unjust nature of the ideology and/or the practice of the mid-
dle classes against the poor and the alien. Sin is at the heart of European high 
culture, based on the ideology of the burgher, and Europe needs to admit as 
much to regain its self-confidence. Yet, as pointed out in this book, European 
culture has the potential for self-reflection, and the capacity to reform its way 
of thinking to resolve these internal tensions.

A further point that cannot be passed over is the burgher’s support of tyran-
nical and totalitarian regimes, be they Fascist, Communist, or Nazi, in the 
last century. We know that these regimes could not have arisen or survived 
without the support of the middle classes. A special aspect of the political 
responsibility of the European burgher is his racism and antisemitism. The 
historical sins and tragedies caused by the prejudices of the burgher’s mental-
ity, including his tendency to become a fellow traveler in totalitarian regimes 
also left their mark on the self-perception of the European burgher, and an 
updated version of the ideology of the European city can only be viable in 
the context of the twenty-first century if deep and genuine soul-searching can 
take place in this respect as well, to get rid of the shadows of the past. It is 
necessary to admit the sins committed with the explicit or implicit support of 
the burghers of Europe against non-Europeans and certain minorities within 
Europe, against the Jews under Nazi rule, and for example, against believ-
ers, and the middle classes in the name of Communist ideology behind the 
Iron Curtain. This soul-searching is made possible by the healthy alertness 
of the burghers in the European tradition, but only when it is done on a case 
sensitive basis—the claim of collective guilt is, of course, unacceptable. It is 
important not to exaggerate our claims on the past in an anachronistic man-
ner. History should not repeat itself with the birth of yet another movement of 
purification, a new regime of censure, taboo-creation and thought-police. The 
rightly proportioned aim is that the European burghers should attain more 
of the ideals of Christian modesty and should avoid in their economic and 
political transactions the earlier forms of outsourcing the costs of these very 
transactions. This is demanded by a right understanding of internal and exter-
nal justice. The European tradition of self-governance is a tradition always 
ready for self-criticism and reform - its trial-and-error conservatism preserves 
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what is valuable in the past and rejects the guilts of the past. If the present-
day descendants of burghers are ready to confess and repent the sins of their 
forefathers (and I intentionally use religious language) on which the material 
wealth and cultural superiority of Europe is based, and are ready to refor-
mulate the ideology of the burgher to exclude this possibility in the future, 
this can lead to the rebirth and further elaboration of the European burgher’s 
ideology of local self-governance and of a virtuous life lived for the common 
good. This is possible, as the rich cultural and political tradition of the bur-
gher enables its descendants and adherents to do so. The oeuvres of twentieth-
century writers such as the German Thomas Mann, or the Hungarians Sándor 
Márai and Géza Ottlik prove that this ideology is still alive in Central Europe, 
and its self-critical edge remains sharp, which can help to reformulate the 
ideology so that it may contribute to creating a more livable world of humane 
manners and civil virtues in the twenty-first century as well.
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1.	 Our proposals
We naturally aim for beauty in our everyday lives, and many people are 
puzzled that we seem to have lost the art of creating beauty in our built 
environment. All around us we see ugly and unadaptable buildings, decaying 
neighbourhoods and new estates that spoil some treasured piece of 
countryside or are parasitic on of existing places not regenerative of them. 
Clearly, we must change the incentives. Beauty must become the natural 
result of working within our planning system. To achieve this result, we 
propose three aims for the system as a whole:

Ask for Beauty. Beauty includes everything that promotes a healthy and 
happy life, everything that makes a collection of buildings into a place, 
everything that turns anywhere into somewhere, and nowhere into home. 
It is not merely a visual characteristic, but is revealed in the deep harmony 
between a place and those who settle there. So understood, beauty should 
be an essential condition for planning permission.
Refuse Ugliness. Ugly buildings present a social cost that everyone is 
forced to bear. They destroy the sense of place, undermine the spirit of 
community, and ensure that we are not at home in our world. Ugliness 
means buildings that are unadaptable, unhealthy and unsightly and which 
violate the context in which they are placed. Preventing ugliness should be a 
primary purpose of the planning system.
Promote Stewardship. Our built environment and our natural environment 
belong together. Both should be protected and enhanced for the long-
term benefit of the communities that depend on them. Settlements should 
be renewed, regenerated and cared for, and we should end the scandal of 
abandoned places, where derelict buildings and vandalised public spaces 
drive people away. New developments should enhance the environment 
in which they occur, adding to the health, sustainability and biodiversity 
of their context.

Those three aims must be embedded in the planning system and in the 
culture of development, in such a way as to incentivise beauty and deter 
ugliness at every point where the choice arises. To do this we make policy 
proposals in the following areas:

1.	 Planning: create a predictable level playing field 
2.	 Communities: bring the democracy forward
3.	 Stewardship: incentivise responsibility to the future
4.	 Regeneration: end the scandal of left behind place
5.	 Neighbourhoods: create places not just houses
6.	 Nature: re-green our towns and cities 
7.	 Education: promote a wider understanding of placemaking
8.	 Management: value planning, count happiness, procure properly 
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EIGHT PRIORITIES FOR REFORM

•	 Planning: create a predictable level playing field. Beautiful 
placemaking should be a legally enshrined aim of the planning 
system. Great weight should be placed on securing these qualities 
in the urban and natural environments. This should be embedded 
prominently as a part of sustainable development in the National 
Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) and associated guidance, as well 
as being encouraged via ministerial statement. Local Plans should 
give local force to this national requirement, defining it through 
empirical research, including surveying local views on objective 
criteria. Schemes should be turned down for being too ugly and such 
rejections should be publicised. We have one of the most adversarial 
and litigious planning systems and one of the most concentrated 
development markets in the world. We need a clearer approach to 
reduce planning risk and to permit a greater range of small firms, 
self-build, custom-build, community land trusts and other market 
entrants and innovators to act as developers. In this way our planning 
system will better respond to the preferences of people as a whole, 
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within a more predictable framework. This needs to be accompanied 
by greater probability of enforcement and stricter sanctions when 
the rules are broken.

•	 Communities: bring the democracy forward. Local councils need 
radically and profoundly to re-invent the ambition, depth and 
breadth with which they engage with neighbourhoods as they 
consult on their local plans. More democracy should take place at the 
local plan phase, expanding from the current focus on consultation in 
the development control process to one of co-design. Having shorter, 
more powerful and more visual local plans informed by local views 
(‘community codes’) should help engender this; but councils will 
also need to engage with the community, using digital technology 
and other available resources. The attractiveness, or otherwise, of 
the proposals and plans should be an explicit topic for engagement, 
rather than being swept aside as of secondary importance. Beauty 
should be the topic of an ongoing debate between the public and the 
planners, with the developers bound by the result. 

•	 Stewardship: incentivise responsibility to the future. Our proposals 
aim to change the nature of development in our country. In the place 
of quick profit at the cost of beauty and community, we aim for long-
term investment in which the values that matter to people – beauty, 
community, history, landscape – are safeguarded. Hence places, not 
units, high streets not glass bottles, local design codes, not faceless 
architecture that could be anywhere. At present elements of the legal 
and tax regimes create a perverse (and unintended) bias in favour 
of a short-term site-by-site approach as opposed to a longer-term 
stewardship model. To change this we must confront legal and fiscal 
obstacles at the highest level and create a new ‘stewardship kitemark.’

•	 Regeneration: end the scandal of ‘left-behind’ places. Too many places 
in this country are losing their identity or falling into dereliction. 
They are noisy, dilapidated, polluted or ugly, hard to get about 
in or unpleasant to spend time in. Such places create fewer jobs, 
attract fewer new businesses and have less good schools. They do 
not flourish. Government should commit to ending the scandal of 
‘left-behind’ places. We need to ask ‘what will help make these good 
places to live?’ It is never enough to invest in roads or shiny ‘big box’ 
infrastructure. Development should be regenerative not parasitic. 
A member of Cabinet should be responsible for ensuring that new 
places reach the right standards, co-ordinating perspectives between 
the ‘triangle’ of housing, nature and infrastructure. At the local 
council level there should be a Chief Placemaker in every senior 
team and a member of the local Cabinet who has responsibility for 
placemaking. Government should align VAT on housing renovation 
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and repair with new build, in order to stop disincentivising the 
re-use of existing buildings. Brownfield sites should be promoted 
over greenfield sites, as targets for development. The strategy for 
high streets should aim to make high streets attractive places to 
live and spend time in; and it should respond flexibly within a clear 
framework to changing patterns of demand.

•	 Neighbourhoods: create places not just houses. Too much of what we 
build is the wrong development in the wrong place, either drive-to 
cul-de-sacs (on greenfield sites) or overly dense ‘small flats in big 
blocks’ (on brownfield sites). We need to develop more homes within 
mixed-use real places at ‘gentle density’, thereby creating streets, 
squares and blocks with clear backs and fronts. In many ways this is 
the most challenging of our tasks, which is to change the model of 
development from ‘building units’ to ‘making places’. 

•	 Nature: re-green our towns and cities. Urban development should 
be part of the wider ecology. Green spaces, waterways and wildlife 
habitats should be seen as integral to the urban fabric.  
The government should commit to a radical plan to plant two million 
street trees within five years, create new community orchards, 
plant a fruit tree for every home and open and restore canals and 
waterways. This is both right and aligned with the government’s aim 
to eradicate the UK’s net carbon contribution by 2050. It should do 
this using the evidence of the best ways to improve well-being and 
air quality. Green spaces should be enclosed and either safely private 
or clearly public. The NPPF should place a greater focus on access to 
nature and green spaces – both existing and new – for all new and 
remodelled developments.

•	 Education and skills: promote a wider understanding of placemaking. 
Our evidence gathering and discussion have discovered widespread 
agreement on the need to invest in and improve the understanding 
and confidence of professionals and local councillors. Crucial areas 
include placemaking, the history of architecture and design, popular 
preferences and (above all) the associations of urban form and design 
with well-being and health. The architectural syllabus should be 
shorter and more practical, and the government should consider 
ways of opening new pathways into the profession.

•	 Management: value planning, count happiness, procure properly. 
Planning has undoubtedly suffered from budget cuts over the last 
decade, with design and conservation expertise especially suffering. 
By having a more rules-based approach, by moving the democracy 
forward, by using clearer form-based codes in many circumstances, 
by limiting the length of planning applications and by investing in 
digitising data entry and process automation, it should be possible 
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to free up resources. We don’t pretend this profound process of 
re-engineering will be easy. There is also a crucial need to change 
the corporate performance targets for Homes England, and the 
highways, housing and planning teams in central government and 
councils. They should be targeted on objective measures for well-
being, public health, nature recovery and beauty (measured inter alia 
via popular support). We should be measuring quality and outcomes 
as well as quantity. Finally, there is an urgent need to makes changes 
to the procurement targets, process and scoring within central and 
local government and, above all, Homes England. Until recently 
the sale processes of Homes England and other public bodies have 
largely failing to take adequate account of any metrics of quality. 
This urgently needs to change if the state is not to be effectively 
subsidising ugliness.

We won’t be able to achieve all these changes overnight (in chapter 14 we 
set out a possible timeframe of implementation). However, some could be 
implemented very readily. While we have been working the government has 
published its welcome National Design Guide and its guidance document 
Design: process and tools, partially fulfilling our first policy proposal.
The evidence shows that a planning system and development market that 
had evolved in the ways we set out in this report would tend to encourage 
better public health, happier people, and more sociable communities. It 
would also help to end the scandal of ‘left-behind’ places whilst restoring 
the place of nature in the urban environment to the benefit of our lungs and 
our mental health. The polling and pricing data strongly suggest that such 
a move would be welcomed by our fellow citizens thus helping break out of 
the vicious circle of poor development and opposition to new homes.
That would be a good thing for those who are already well housed, for the 
many who have yet to find somewhere affordable to live in, and for our 
society as a whole so that it can be more prosperous and truly inclusive. We 
should again aspire, with Clough Williams-Ellis, for ‘a happy awareness of 
beauty about us’ to be ‘the everyday condition of us all.’
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