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HUMAN WELFARE AND
THE GROWTH OF CITIES

By W. S. THomprsoN

All over the world cities are growing rapidly. Each year
they claim a larger proportion of the population of practically
every country. Furthermore up to the present it appears that the
larger cities grow fully as fast as or even faster then the
smaller cities. There seems to be no limit in modern days to
the size to which they can grow and indeed to which they are
likely to grow if present trends are at all indicative. The
question I would examine here is: What effect this continued
growth of large cities is likely to have upon human welfare?

I would not be misunderstood. I think that the increase
in urban population is a natural movement under the con-
ditions in which we live. Indeed as far as I can learn from
history man has always lived in cities to the extent that he
could support himself there. If China, Russia and India have
only 15-20% of their populations iu cities, while England haa
80-85% and we in the U. S. have perhaps §5-409% it is not
because we in the West are more inclined to live in cities
than are you in the East but merely because our form of
socigl organization enables us to supporv a larger part of our
population in non-agricultural occupations which are carried
on in the cities than does yours. Always and everywhere
men live in the cities to the extent that thieir economic organi-
ration permits them to separate themselves from the land.

Until the advent of steam as a factor in human affairs,
however, comparatively few men hved in cities, as is the
case here in China today, and the cities in whicli they lived
were for the mogt part small when compared with the largest
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of our modern cities. Before the days of steam transportation T
very much doubt whether any city, at any time, anywhere, had
more than one million inhabitants. Even the great cities of
China where water transportation has been excellent for many
centurics probably did not pass this mark until quite recently.
The physical difficulties of provisicning and organizing a large city
on the basis of man and animal power alone were very great
and it is not surprising that very few cities at any time in
human history have passed the 100,000 mark.

Besides until quite recently the agricultnral practices cll
over the world have been so inefficient when measured in
terms of the labor required to produce the mere necessities
of life that only a very small proportion of any population
could be spared froun the tillage of the land for the occupa-
tions carried on in cities. This has probably been the chief
factor in determining the proportion of the population Living
in cities ever since man passed from the pastoral and huating
stages of social organization into the settled life of agriculture.
It was the conjunction of a genuine agricultural revolution with
the industrial revolution which made possible the growth cof
cities in modern times. Inasmuch as this growth of cities hag
been accompanied by an improvement in standards of living
we have come to look upon the city as an unmixed blessing
and have not really begun to ask ourselves what is the human
significance of the modern city. In our eagerness to prove
that we can construct and operate huge cities we have failed
to pay adequate attention to the ways in which human hfe
is being affected by them.

In general it seems to have been taken for granted that
once the engineering problems of the large city are met all
will be well. Apparently we consider it proof of our success
in achieving the ‘ Conquest of nature’’ that we can crowd
millions of people into a very small area and provide them with
the necessities, nay more, many of them with the luxuries,
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of life. Furthcrmore in some inexplicable way we have coms
to- identify the hugeness of our cities with the attainment of
8 high quality of living so that the man who lives in the
great city looks down with a mingling of disdain and pity
upon the man who lives in the small city or the village, while
the main in the greatest city locks upon the man in the
merely great city in the same way.

We have also come in some mysterious way to believe
that the great city is the favored, if not the sole, dwelling
place of our new god ¢ Efficiency.” It is no exaggeration to
say that a very considerable part of our people believe that
there is some virtue in mere size which leads to greater
cfficiency among the people who dwell in great cities and
which also attaches to the great enterprises carried on in them.
1t should need no argument convince anyone that there is no
necessary connection between the size of a city and the
cffiziency with which men do their work. It is poasible that
men do work more effectively in great cities than in smaller
cities and villages but it is time that we began to ask for
facts and to consider whether the advantages of great aggrega-
tions of men have not been assumed rather than proved even
when only the economic aspects of the case are considered.
When the larger human aspreets of living are taken into account
there is little doubt in the minds of the more thoughtful people
that the great city has many disadvantages as compared with
the smaller city and even the village, for the vast majority of
the population.

I would, thercfore, examine with you very briefly some of
the aspects of living in large cities which have been too little
discussed up to the present time. It seems to me that it is
especially fitting to discuss these matters here at this time,
Yor assuming that the -period of anarchy and civil war in
China, consquent upon the overthrow of the ancient monarchy,
is drawing to a close there can be little doubt that modern
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industry will make rather rapid and stcady progress here, and
with the development of machine industry will come the
development large cities. Already Shanghai claims to belong
among the 5 largest cities of the world and Tientsin is growing
at a rapid rate as are a number of other cities. But since
China is just entering upon the development of modern ma-
chine industry her population movements have not yet been
much affected by the cityward movement which will inevitably
accorﬁpany this development. There is time, therefore, for China
to plan and direct the movements of her population if it
scems wise to do so; and it is my belief that the experience
of the couniries which have preceded China in this new
industrial development indicates that it would be wise to do
this. :

More and more there is reason to doubt the value of
the modern great city both from the economic and social
standpoints. From an economic standpoint it begins to appear
that it is probably not the efficient economic organism it has
been, and is yet, generally supposed to be. It has been form-
ed, for example, that the noise of the great crowded offices
which are made necessary by high rents may reduce the
efficiency of the clerks working there as much as 209 or even
more. It has also been found that the costs of producing
many kinds of goods are greater in the large cities than in
smaller places because the costs of living at any given standard
are generally higher in the large cities than in the smaller
places. The reasons why the costs of living are higher in the
large cities cannot be gone into in any detail here but it
may be pointed out that after a certain size is reached it
undoubtedly costs more to install additional facilities in large
cities than in small. Thus a new water main of a given
capacity, a new electric line, a new telephone exchange &C,
&C. undoubtedly cost more to install in New York or Chicago
than in Cincinnati or Atlanta and more in these latter places
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than in Asheville or Scuth Bend. This necessary mecans a
higher cost of doing business in the larger places unless this
can be offset by a larger volume of business. No doubt in
some businesses, particularly in those which scrve a large
clientele, local or national, the volume of turnover is frequently
so increased by being located in a large city that the profit
is greater there than it would be if conducted in a smaller
place; but it is also quite clear that a very considerable part
of the business in any community cannot escape these higher
costs per dollar of turnover. This is, therefore, one reason
for the higher cost of living. High rents, particularly for the
workers are another important factor in the higher costs in
the large cities.

Perhaps the best procf of the uneconomic character of the
large city for certain purposes is found in the fact that
manufacturing, in which it is comparatively easy to allocatec
fabrication costs to each unit of produet, is steadily, if stowly,
moving away from the larger cities. Every year sees a con-
siderable number of factories moved from the larger cities,
while new plants arc more and more being located in smaller
communities. Thus the proportion of the workers in the large
cities who are engaged in manufacturing declines,

“ But why,” it will be asked, * if this is the case, do these
cities keep on growing?’” The answer is that the overhead
organization of business has not yet felt the pressure for the
reduction of costs in the same measure as the actual production
processes. This is undoubtedly one reason why the overhecad
of business is increasing faster than the physical turnover and
is steadily absorbing a larger part of total operating expenses.
Thus the large cities keep on growing because there is as yet
no very considerable movement to decentralize the office end
of business.

It will not be possible to go into much detail in discussing
the reasons for this condition. It appears that the general
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managers and financiers who generally prefer to keep their
own offices in the large cities are very reluctant to let the
office decentralize and move out in the same way they are
willing to allow the manufacturing facilities to decentralize
and move out to low costs areas. This i3 probably a more or
leds unconscious reflection of the fact that far more progress
has been made in the scientific handling of production problems
than in the handling of the problems of distribution. Hence
many men feel that the machinery for distributing their
products must be kept where they can supervise it very
closely.

But I believe that the greatest reason for the growth of
centralized overhead organizations in the great cities is that
many, perhaps most, of the financiers and general managers
are still living in the steam age and have not yet graduated
into the electric age. What I mean is that the influence of
steam as a direct motive power has been so great and so all-
pervading up to the present time that the economic organization
it made necessary is still the dominating factor in business
organization even though it i3 in process of passing off the
gtage as the direct motive power in modern industry and has
certainly been quite superseded by electricity and the gas engine
for many purposes.

1 shall enlarge a little upon the qualities of steam and
contrast them with electricity and the internal combustion
engine because I believe that once these contrasts are fully
appreciated we shall develop quite a new type of industrial and
commercial structure and one which will make possible & more
satisfactory type of living for the majority of non-agricultural
workers than we have hitherto developed in our steam-built
cities.

Steam must necessarily be consumed within a short distance
of where it is made. Since it can also be produced more cheaply
in quite large quantities it is not surprising that the size of
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jndividual fectories tended te becoms greater and greator as
they found it possible to dispose of more and more products.
It is doubtful if it ever occurred to most successful factory
owners until rather recently that it would be better both
cconomically and humanly to have another factory at a different
place rather than to add a new unit to the one already in
operation. Naturally great cities grew up about the important
factories which in turn grew up about steam plants.

Now electricity in contrast to steam can be distributed
over a comparatively large area very cheaply and can be used
in small units almost as cheaply as in large units. As a

source of power it is far more flexible than stcam and it puts
the small and the large factory on almost equal footing as
regards costs of power. It also makes it unnecessary for the
small factory to invest a considerable sum in a power plant
if there is some central station with which it can connect. It
is possible then that with eclectricity supplanting steam as the
direct motive power of industry both the location and the size
of the most economic plants will be different from what they
have been in the steam age. This is certainly a possibility
of -which account must be taken.

But if electricity is likely to affect the organization of the
processes of production directly it is of still greater importance
indirectly as a means of rapid and instantaneous communication.
Electric communication is such an improvement for many
purposes over the letter carried by steam, that it makes possible
- a whole new structure in our business world. It is just at
this point that it seems to me most of our business men do
not realize what electricity really means. They do not seem
to realize that offices and overhead organizations as well as
plants can now be decentralized and located wherever it may
seem good and yet close control can be exercised over them
at all times. Indeed in many respcets it is far easier for a
New York bank to supervise its branches in China today than
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it was for it to supervise its branches only a few blocks away
thirty. or forty yeam ago. I do not believe I exaggerate when
I say that most business men have not yet begun to grasp
the possibilities of elee ric communication as a factor enabling
them to reorganize their business for greater efficiency and to
secure bewter hving conditions for the office workers. There
seems to be a very widespread fceling that to decentralize the.
plant or the office work and break it up into smaller units
will be a backward step in the organization of our econouic
life; that size and efficiency vary directly together, the larger
the unit the greater the efficiency. There is, of course, no
necessary connection between these two factors once the units
are large enough to perform any particular operation effectively.
Nor does the breaking up of a business structure into smaller
umts necessarily mean more and smaller businesses. It simply
means a new form of organization based upon the full use of the
latest technical aids to efficient control. In the days when com-
munication was slow and difficult it was of obvious udvantages for
the owners and managers to be in close physical proximity to the
plant as well as to all the accounting and overhead organization.
Today with cheap, efficient and instantaneous communication
possible over long distances there is no longer any nced to
crowd all of a production into one h ge plant nor all of the
overhead into one huge office as so many ut our big corporations
still do. They wre simply living in a world which is leaving
them behind. So much for the economics of the large city.
It is also becoming more and more evident that large citics
make comfortable living almost impossible for the vast majority
of the people. Even the well-to-do who need not Loggle over
a few dollars in rents, or in transportation costs, or on their
food bills, feel that they are oppressed by constant crowding
and that they could actually do better work if they lived in
smaller places where they did not have to spend so much time
in avoiding unpleasant coutacts with their fellows and where
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the noise and dirt and bustle were iess wearying. As for the
great mass of workers who at all times barely manage to get
along, who are always badly crowded and who have no chance
to get away from irritating contacts with their fellows even for
a few hours in the evening, there can be no ieasonable doubt
that they would be more efficient woikers if they lived in
smaller places where they could have better housing, more open
sf)aces for recreation and easier transportation to and from
work. For a given income the smaller city yencrally gives
the average worker a larger rcturn in comfortable living than
the large city. Many people realize this and yet littlo 18 being
done to make it possible for the workers to live under these
more favorable conditions. The inertia of mind induced by
the steam-age thinking is so great that we are -being carried
on in the direction it gave us although we know it is not the
most desirable direction.

There are large areas in the world of which China is one
of the greatest which are not yet industrialized and which
should, therefore, study carefully what has happened elsewhere
80 that they may direct their development into the best possible
channels. It would be a p:ty if China, India and Russia as
they develop the factory system of industry were to make the
same mistakes which were made in the West. To merely repeat
the experiences of the West would mean & very considerable delay
in the improvement of the life of the masses of the people which
is after all the only reason for changing the present system of
economy. I have not the least doubt that these Eastern lands
can avoid many of the mistakes made in the West if they will
resolutely set themselves this task. One of these mistakes I
am convinced is the large modern centralized city. Yt does
not offer to more than a very very small proportion of its
people any advantages beyond what they could yet elsewhere
and from perhaps 9697 it takes a heavy toll in that it makes
comfortable living impossible for them.
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Let us glance for @ moment at some of the things we
would covet for ourselves and our children and see how much
hetter or worse the large centralized city will supply us with
them than the smaller city or even the fair-sized village.

[ presume we would all covet good health for ourselves
androur families. The facts regarding the death rate in
Western lands show very clearly that the small city people
cnjoy better health than the large city people, in spite of the
fact that the best specialists practice almost exclusively in the
lurge cities. 1t seems quite probable too that the people in
the small cities and towns once they learn how to- organize
for health can still further increase their advantage over the
large cities in this respect.

Again I presume we should all like to have good educational
fagilities available to our children. Now there is apparently
nn reason why any group as small as 2000 or 3000 capnot have
svhools which are quite adequate for the majority of the
population. Specialized schools must, of course, have a larger
body of constituents and some of thesc, art schools for example,
probably cannot exist outside of the large cities; but after all
these are not necessary for most of us. Certainly the. city of
25000 to 75,000 can have cntirely satisfactory schools for all
but a negligible proportion of its pcople if it cares for them.

As to housing and open places for recreation and the chance
to get out into the open, the small ocity, of course, has a
decided advantage over the large city and this, in turn no
doubt, affects the general state of health among the small city
dwellers.

[n tho master of jibraries even the city of 10,000 can have
a good workable library if it cares for it. Such a city cannot
have a libracy highly specialized in all lines, but this will not
usnally prove a serious handicap to the comfort, culture and
enjoyment of life of most of the people. Those few people
who do foel the need of highly specialized libraries can probablg



