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The Habsburg Monarchy and Housing problems
at the beginning of the 20™ century

Yoshiyuki MORISHITA

In the Habsburg Monarchy housing problems in big cities, such as Vienna or Prague,
worsened as a result of urbanization. In the suburbs, where many immigrant workers lived,
many apartments were built with overcrowded and unhealthy living conditions. Nevertheless
the government, in the 19 century, failed to institute any measures to deal with this situation,
largely due to such apartments being built by private companies or speculators and the
government's continuing attitude of laissez faire. However, a group of bureaucrats with
expertise in urban planning and professors, who studied statistics and public hygiene, spoke
out about the necessity of organizing housing reform and enacting governmental housing laws.
In England, France and Germany such reformers discussed these problems to a greater extent
than in the Habsburg Monarchy, and such reformers not only developed countermeasures, but
also organized international conferences for housing reform. As a result of these discussions,
the “Central Office for Housing Reform in Austria” (Zentralstelle fiir Wohnungsreform in
Osterreich) was founded in 1907. This was the first national organization for housing reform,
organizing the 9" International Housing Conference in Vienna, where it promoted its own
plan for reform. The plan focused on the building of small, single unit houses rather than
larger apartments, and provided building societies with economic aid through the provision
of government credit in exchange for the implementation of new governmental laws and
regulations for the housing market. Heinrich Rauchberg, a representative reformer in this
office, aimed to ensure a “healthy national culture” by building houses only for families and
excluding lodgers from such houses. This concept was typical and central in the influence of
the Garden City movement and in building societies in England and Germany. On the German
side, the Central Office founded a local association in Bohemia to spread its reform ideas,
targeting German residents and gaining the support of many German entrepreneurs. The
Czech population had always maintained its own association, the “Czech Land association for
housing reform (Cesky zemsky spolek pro reformu bytovou)*. Ethnic differences sometimes
resulted in conflicts between these associations, but reformers in the Czech association also
actively engaged in discussions with the Central Office and had common ideas for housing
reform regardless of nationality. As a result of the reform movement and these assocations, the
government promulgated new laws for housing reform after 1910 and many housing societies
were founded, especially in Bohemia. In spite of these successes, the principle of ,,Self-help*
in housing reform promoted by society members, who were generally middle class, had little
impact on the living circumstance of many in the lower classes. Although there was clearly a
significant gap between the ideas of reformers and the actual living circumstance of the poor at
that time, the housing reform movement and the ideas expressed by the various associations in
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the Habsburg Monarchy undoubtedly had some effect on the welfare policies in the successor
states, Austria or Czechoslovakia.
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