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INTRODUCTION 

Social and environmental psychologists engaged in crowding 

research have traditionally employed idealist rather than 

materialist perspectives. This paper argues that idealist 

perspectives have a number of fundamental shortcomings which 

inhibit their ability to come to grips with their subject matter. 

Traditionally, crowding is taken as the starting point tor 

research, with associated psychological consequences and 

processes being central issues of concern. Traditional 

scientific methodology, and its assumed neutrality, is never 

questioned except in order to seek methodological rerinsment •. 

In this way, researchers have been able to ignore the web or 

relations which provides the context within which crowding 

occurs. 

The paper is divided into two main sections. The first initially 

outlines significant research, together with a methodological 
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evaluation of this work, and later presents some of the major 

theoretical dimensions posited, with a critique of these. The 

second section attempts to extend the theoretical critique by 

suggesting a number of issues which are avoided in traditional 

work in the field, and which are held to fundamentally influence 

the phenomenon of crowding. 

1. TRADITIONAL CROHDING STUDIES 

Problema of definition 

Probl.m. ar. of two type.. So •• (particularly older) studies 

vi.", t.rm. ouch a. "crowding". "d.n.ity", and even "slum 

condition." a. int.rchang.able. ",hile oth.r. claim that .ach term 

r.lat.e to a diff.r.nt "thing" : •••• for example, Jacob (1965: 

218). A fairly wid.ly-accepted m.aaure of clarity hae b.en 

achi.v.d by Fre.dman (197!1). who vi.w. "crowding" a. a 

psychological atat. and "d.n.ity" a. a phy.ical on.. Th •• econd 

type of definitional problem relate. to the m.aning of .pecific 

term.. "Crowding" has been defined a8 the amount of space per 

person; the exc.,s of demand for space over supply; exceseive 

social .timulation; loss of personal control; and the 

"overmanning" of a situation see Fischer. Baldassare. and Ofshe 

(1975). To escape the definitional trap Zlutnick and Altman 
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(1972) resort to a three-part description including 

"situational/environmental characteristics", "inter-personal 

events", and "personal/subjective events". 

As can be seen, although environmental and interpersonal factors 

may be included in attempts to definition, wider-scale social 

processes are excluded. In particular, the process of poverty is 

taken as a given, to which the "lower and working class" respond 

through coping strategies in relation to a dangerous living 

environment (see for example, Yancey, 1971: 4). 

Leaving these difficulties aside for the moment, it i. apparent 

that crowding and density are related concepts, and that they 

operate across different environmental scales. 

Experimental studie. 

Th. fundamental aim of this approach i., to quote two prominent 

researchers, "one of generalizing the laws and relation.hip. 

uncovered under highly controlled, artificial laboratory settings 

with regard to the role ot individual stimulue variables to the 

effects of corre.ponding environmental variables on behaviour" 

(Wohlwill and Kahn, 1976: 20-21). 
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Interests in the topic of crowding was greatly stimulated by John 

Calhoun"s experiments with rats, living at high density for 

prolonged periods. Over time behaviour such as homosexuality, 

rape, autism, delinquency and cannibalism occurred. Calhoun 

referred to this condition as a "behavioural sink," and concluded 

that crowding led the rats to "go beserk" (Calhoun, 1962: 147). 

Probably the best-known experimental studies using human subjects 

are those conducted by Freedman et al (see Freedman et al, 1972), 

who placed aubjecte in rooms of various sizes, and studied 

eubssquent behaviour patterns such as social interaction and 

eeverity of "Illock jury" judgelllents. The general procedure 

adopted by Freedman has been extensively used in other studies. 

Zeedyk-Ryan and Smith (1083) found that crowded SUbjects 

exhibited higher levels of anxiety and hostility than non-crowded 

controls, and that this intensified over time. Worchel and 

Hunter (1984) studied perceived crowding in subjects watching 

"arousing" or "nonarousing" movies under conditions of 

"appropriate" or "inappropriate" social spacing. They argue that 

arousing movies reduced the experiencs of crowding because 

arousal was attributed by the subjects as due to the movie rather 

than to spatial restrictions. 

Various other kinds of experiments have been conducted. Desor 

(1972) requested subjects to place human figures in a 1110del room 
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until the room was felt to be crowded. Results indicated that 

appropriate density wae heavily influenced by the type of 

activity suggeeted as taking place in the room, and aleo by 

architectural features such as barriers and partitione. Six, 

Martin, and Pecher (1983) used diagrams of simulated crowding 

situations to studyeffecte of various variables on perceived 

crowding and discomfort in the USA and West Germany. Result. are 

complex, with a general finding being that interpersonal di.tance 

is a more important variable than numbers of people pres.nt. A 

problem here ie that perceptions and .tereotype. may have been 

reflected in these studies, rather than behaviour (.ee Ep.tein 

and Baum, 1978). 

Generalizations are difficult to draw from the.e .tudie •. 

Variatione regarding the d.finition of "crowding" have l.d to 

wide variation in experimental condition. to t •• t th •• e 

conceptions. Animal experiments are sometimes lauded, .ometime. 

deba.ed. Durations of crowding, seating arrangement., numbers of 

subjects, types of activity, measure. of behaviour, and units of 

statistical analyeis (individual or group), have all ranged 

widely. These factors all suggeet that a fundamental aim of the 

experimental approach, that of generalisability to the real 

world, is certainly not being met. 
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Naturalistic observations 

Several researchers, dissatisfied with laboratory surrogates of 

the "real world", have undertaken observational studies under 

natural conditions. 

Schaidt (198., conducted two field studies (one in a bookstore in 

the USA, the other in a residential environment in Singapore) in 

testing the relationship between stress and annoyance. He 

considered this data to support a current theory of crowding 

stres. which explains reactions to the physical environment on 

the basis of perceived personal control over events. He found 

soae evidence for cross-cultural generalisability for this 

explanation. 

In recent years a nuaber of studies have investigated the effects 

of crowding in prisons. Cox, Paulus, and McCain (1983) found 

that, in general, crowding appeared to be related to increased 

pathology. 

The large difference between these studies is symptomatic of the 

body of research of which they fora a minute sample. The 

enormous variations between individual studies make 

generalization to the population at large a hazardous 
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undertaking. As is the case with the experimental studies 

discussed previously, this is a severe handicap in view.of the 

idealist wish to do so. This problem is usually considered, 

transient, eventually to be overcome through more rigorous 

research in which the phenomenon of crowding will become 

precisely defined. When this is achieved, its manipulation as an 

independent variable would become unproble.atic. Thi. view does 

not consider the methodology used to apprehend the phenomenon of 

crowding as part of the problem: in.tead, the .ethodology i. 

considered neutral in relation to it. In this way, crowding 

becomes reified, with a status independent of the .ethodology 

used to research it. The m.thodology i. h.ld to prot.ct the 

subject of research from whatever id.ological bi •••• the 

re.earcher might unwittingly hav •. 

Houlinq studi •• 

A considerable body of work .xi.t. in this fi.ld, the majority of 

which ha. been b.s.d on int.rvi.w. with, and r.port. of, 

residents. 

The best-known .tudy is prob.bly that of the Pruitt-I go. Housing 

Project in St Louis (Missouri), which consist.d of 43 large 

residential buidings. It had. wid.spread r.putation •• 
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being an "extreme ex_ple of the pathologies associated with 

lower-class life" (Yancey. 1971: 71. Yancey goes on to argue 

that such conditions are at least partially attributable to the 

physical design. and reco_ends that a sense of "turf" be 

encouraged through the design of semi-public spaces in such 

buildings. to which adjacent residents are presumed to respond 

with a sense of identification and organization. Even in terms 

of Yancey's own research. this simple rearrangement of space may 

be incapable of resolving the severe interpersonal conflicts 

(including gang warfare. assaults, rapes and murders 1 found at 

Pruitt-lnge: "informal social networks did not form in the 

corridors and stairwell."; and friendships bore little or no 

r.lationship to the physical proximity of families to each other" 

(Yanc.y, 1971). Yanc.y'. concern with reflscting the social 

.tatu. quo (rather than with reflecting upon itl i. encapsulated 

in hi. conclusion: "If housing mu.t be de.igned for the ghetto - 

... - the architeot can make .ome .mall contribution by 

facilitating ths constructivs adaptation. that have emerged as a 

mean. of defen •• againet the world of the lower class" (Yancey, 

1971: 16). The dismal failure of Pruitt-Igoe as a living 

environment is reflected in the fact that the entire project 

has .ince been demolished. 

The failure to focus upon social issues is common amongst such 

studies: unfavourable social conditions. which are observed as 
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operating on an interpersonal level, are seen as at least 

partially the result of the incorrect architectural arrangement 

of the living environnment. It is the improvement of the spatial 

configuration of space which is the primary emphasis of these 

studies. The balance of the cause of these untavourable social 

conditions is not addressed, and is located in an amorphous mass 

of social torces which are seen to be beyond the individual's 

ability to change. 

Research examining cross-cultural instances ot crowding has been 

reviewed by Mitchell (1975), who concludes that many societiss 

have been able to maintain housing levels at a high density 

without unusally high levels ot pathology being apparent. 

Duckitt (1983) studied effects ot household crowding in a eample 

of "Coloured" South Africans, living in a "dormitory suburb for 

an industrial center" (1983: 233). He tound crowding to bs 

associated with adverse psychological ettects, manitested by 

increased negative affect rather than decreased positive attect. 

He notes the intluence ot Group Areae legielation, and euggeets 

that residential crowding may be perceived as a political ieeue 

by residents. He considers it possible that this perception 

might have attected their psychological response to crowding, but 

does not pursue this line of reasoning. 
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The case-study nature of much of the research on residential 

crowding obviates the drawing of generalizations. However, 

literature emphasises the importance of physical design of the 

environment: this orientation is to be expected owing to the 

situation of environmental psychology's subject matter on the 

interface between psychology and the spatial and design­ 

orientated fields. Nonetheless, to ignore the antecedents of 

crowding may be viewed as accepting crowded conditions as a 

starting-point from which to engage in drawing correlations with 

other social interpersonal conditions, and never to embark on an 

exploration of why these conditions arose in the first place. 

We now turn to the implications that these various studies have 

for theory. 

Theoretical perspectives 

The above research has been. without exception, conducted within 

the positivist, idealist conception of science. As may be 

expected, therefore, the equivocal nature of the research 

findings has led to a wide variety of explanatory models. 

This section cannot possibly be exhaustive, and rather seeks to 

highlight so e of the probleas and contradictions. Two of the 

more interesting theories will be outlined. 
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A problem already dealt with is that ot detinitional incoherence: 

see section 1.2 A second problem is that ot tactors which are 

seen to aftect, or be affected by, the crowding variable. 

Typically, these are induced from research findings rather than 

being derived from theoretical models. The consequence is a 

constantly-expanding "check-list" ot factors, which makes 

statements such as " ... no research on crowding otters conclusive 

evidence" (Loo, 1977: 156) an inevitability. Accordingly, many 

alternative explanations have been posited. Some theoriete (for 

example, Mitchelson, 1977), in attempting to mold the 

multiplicity of theories into a single, overarching one, do no 

more than add to the proliferation. 

The nature of theory in this field can beet be illu.trated by an 

example. A widely-quoted and respected theory i. the "Oen.ity­ 

Intensity" theory postulated by Freedman (1097), which aro.e trom 

experimental research tindings such a. tho.e .entioned in .ection 

1.2 above. High den.ity i. held not to affect arousal at all, 

"but rather serves to intensity the individual'. typical reaction 

to the situation" (1975: 90). This "typical reaction" 1. ba.ed 

upon the individual'. evaluation ot the situation a. being 
inherently pleasant or unplea.ant, and Freedman ha. found this to 

b. sex-specific. H. theoris •• that "it is likely that for most 
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.. n in our society, entering a rooa full of men in a formal, 

scientific setting is a soaewhat threatening experience. Men 

typically think of other men as rivals, are suspicious of other 

aen, and in particular are prepared to have to prove themselves 

or to compete with other aen (Freedman, 1975: 961 Therefore, a 

rooa full of men is seen by aen as hostile, thus unpleasant; the 

fuller the rooa, the aore intense the unpleasant feeling of being 

crowded. On the other hand, "women compete less with each 

other .... In fact, aost woaen probably respond to a group of 

other women as a potentially interesting, intimate, friendly 

group· (Freedaan, 1975: 96-97). (One aight be tempted to assume, 

therefore, that the aore woaen there are in a room the happier 

they become!). 

The experiences of this paper dictate that Freedman's theory 

cannot be evaluated in depth, fruitful though such an exercise 

aight be. However, three main points aay be aade with regard to 

the theoretical perspectives outlined above, when seen as a 

whole: firstly, the ·facts· are seen as residing in the world, 

and it is aerely a matter of tiae before the "correc.t" 

understanding or objective ·truth" is achieved; secondly, 

these theories have an inherently conservative bias in that their 

"facts" and the conditions within which they reside are tak.en as 

given and are not analysed in relation to the wider scientific 
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and social contexts in which they are embedded; and thirdly, 

related to the first point, they are "modelled on the Newtonian 

paradigm of the physical scisnees, which views man as equivalent 

to a physical object whose actions are determined purely by 

external torces" (Ellis, 1982: 1231. 

This latter point has introduced a relatively naw perspective 

into the theoretical superstructure of anvironmental p.ychology: 

Rom Harre's ethogenic approach (sea Stringer, in Adams-Webb.r, 

1979; Ellis, 19821. 

Social transactions are tha starting point tor this approach, and 

are the unit of study. The structure ot such tran.actions i. 

only ascertainable by reference to tha account. of participant., 

engaged in them, ot their behaviour and it. antecedant.. Th. 

physical environment 1s not seen as d.t.rmini.tic, but is rather 

relevant tor study insofar as it aftects the .ocial goals of the 

participant. involved in a particular epi.od.. Tha application 

of this approach to studies ot crowding ia atill in aarly stages 

of development. but appeara to offer considerable promiae. Aa 

Ellis commente, "the etudy of apatial language has hardly 

started" (Ellia, 1982: 1241. However, the ethogenic approach 

nonetheless steera away from the reintegration of the phenomenal 

episode in the wider social and atructural context trom which it 
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was originally abstracted. and is thus incapable of examining the 

social processes which allow it to exist. For to suggest that 

the tundaaental social reality is to be found at the 

interpersonal level is to ignore the existence of other levels of 

social organization; and if they are acknowledged to exist must 

either be understood as haVing their own reality (which is 

clearly untenable fro. the ethogenic viewpoint). or as multiples 

of interpersonal espisodes (which could be understood as denying 

the fundaaental structure roles played by (for example) ideology 

and education in society) . 

General evaluation 

Two related probie. the.es .ay be isolated from the literature 

which has been exaained in section 1. 

Firstly •• ost research studies and their attendant theories have 

tended to understand the pheno.enon of crowding as something "out 

there·, existing independently of the methodologies. apparatus. 

and theories used to apprehend it. This would appear to be a 

direct consequence of the philosophical tradition of positivism 

in which they are e.bedded. according to which variables of study 

are viewed as properties of an independent object. As such. they 

beco.e potentially .easurable. It is then the work of positivist 

science to separate the variable under study from its entangle- 
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ment. with other variable., and ther •• ft.r to r.cord it. extent 

and "inter.ction.", if applic.ble. In this W.Y the object of 

.tudy beco.e. removed fro. it. context of rel.tion •. 

The .econd problem the.e i. th.t crowded condition •• re .ddr •••• d 

a. giv.n •• nd by i.plication •• unchangeable. The work of the 

r •• earch.r i. requir.d to re •• in unt.inted by politic.l 

consideration., although .uch fore ••• ay b •• cknowledged a • 

• njoying a .eparate (rath.r un.cientific) exi.t.nce. It i. 

therefore not considered d •• ir.bl., fro. within the fr •• ework of 

traditional crowding .tudie., to undertake a critical analY.i. of 

the proce.se. by which crowded condition. ar. cre.ted. 

It i. upon a con.ider.tion of the i.plication. of th •• e probl.m. 

that the n.xt .ection is ba.ed. 

IDEOLOGICAL DIMENSIONS OF CROHDING 

The primary concern of this .ection i. not with crOWding a •• uch, 

but r.ther with the proc ••••• which produce crowded condition •. 

Thi. concern will b •• x.mined initi.lly fro. liberal per.pective. 

on the nature of the probl.m, and .ub.equently from materiali.t 

per.pective.. The point fro. which this exploration begin. i. 

the almo.t .xiomatic finding that crowded condition •• nd poverty 

are rel.ted, and often co-exi.t in a given geogr.phic are •. 
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Jacobs (1965) writes that: "Overcrowding within dwellings or 

rooas .•• is alaast always a syaptom at poverty or of being 

discriminated against" (Jacobs, 1965: 220). 

Liberal perspectives 

Generally, trom within this viewpoint, the "poor" are understood 

in a tactual sense: tor example, having a mean income less than a 

given proportion at that at society as a whole. The liberal 

solution to the problem at poverty is to provide better 

opportunities tor tbe disadvantaged, such as better education or 

the undertaking at income equalization programmes. The question 

at whether such policies can in tact eradicate poverty is 

debatable: parallels with the "better design means less crowding" 

argument are evident. 

~e intertwined nature at the political and economic system is a 

major tactor in the evaluation at whether or not poverty­ 

e?ad1eating policies can succeed in their aims. Goodman (1972) 

stat.s that "it is clear that, in common with other capitalist 

states, there has been a converging identity of interest between 

business and government" (Goodman, 1972: 45). The maintenance 

at poverty, and conditions at crowding found in relation to it. 

must be considered an implicit "given" of the capitalist mode at 
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production. It is precisely upon this given that traditional 

crowding studies are based. 

It is within this framework that Michelson (1977). speaking of 

the conditions under which high-rise apartment blocks come to be 

erected, says that "we have to rule out consumer demand tor this 

type of housing from the start .... Rather most people credit 

this phenomenon to... (high land values). When land becomes 

h1ghly expensive. it is quite rational to divide such a cost 

among many potential residents rather than to create other forms 

of housing that are priced outside the borderlines of 

marketability" (Mitchelson. 1977: 216). It is of course. within 

such high-rise apartment blocks that research into housing found 

high levels of crowding. 

As a natural extension of Mitchelson's (1977) point noted above. 

David Harvey (1973) says that "it is a general characteristic of 

ghetto housing that if we accept the mores of normal, ethical. 

entrepreneurial behaviour. there ls no way in which we can blame 

anyone for the objective social conditions which all are willing 

to characterize as appalling and wasteful of potential housing 

resources. It is a situation in which we can find all kinds of 
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contradictory.tate.ent. 'true'. Con.equently, it seems 

iapa •• ible to find a policy within the exi.ting economic and 

inatitutional fr .. awork which i. cap.ble ot rectifying these 

condition~~.jHarvey, 1973: 140-141). 

C •• tell. (1977) write.: "The .ociological problem.tic at housing 

aust .et out troa a rever.al of the u.u.l p.ycho-soci.l themes 

and centre it.elf on the an.ly.is of the process at production at 

• certain durable coaaodity li.e., hou.ingl, in the diversity of 

it. qu.litie., fora., .tatu •• nd in relation to the economic 

aarket and, consequently, it •• oci.l context" lCastell., 1977: 

149). In doing .0, he recognizes housing .s .n e.sential element 

in the reproduction ot l.bour power. As such, it follows the 

&Ove_nt. of concentr.tion, dispers.l, .nd distribution ot the 

working cl.... Khen industry becoaes grafted onto .n already­ 

exi.ting urban tabric, it ·c.u.es a strong migratory movement 

who.e d1aenaions go well beyond the building and aaenity 

c.pacitie. of • city inherited troa an earlier mode at 

production. Thus the .hortage of housing, the l.ck of .menities 

and the unhealthy conditions of the residential sp.ce .re a 

re.ult ot the sudden increase in urban concentration, in a 

proce •• doain.ted by the logic indu.trialization" (C.stellis, 

1977: 149). 
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Marx, in his paper "the housing question", wrote that "In such a 

(capitalist) society the housing shortage is no accident; it is a 

necessary institution and can be abolished together with aU its 

effects on health, etc., only if the whole social order from 

which it springs is fundamentally refashioned" (quoted in 

Castells, 1977: 146). From this perspective, to believe that 

crowding can be overcome by merely manipulating the arrangement 

of the physical environment, as proposed by traditional research, 

is very wide of the mark indeed. 

CONCLUSION 

This paper provides no more than a very briet overview ot an 

exteneive body ot literature, and only tentative explorations 

into theoretical perspectives and implications. Inevitably, more 

questions are raised than erased, particularly with regard to the 

application of a theoretical perspective which strays tar trom 

those traditionally used. 

Does the materialist critique invalidate traditional crowding 

research? In the context of the socio-economic syetem in which 

it is immersed, which produces crowding as a byproduct ot its 

central process of generating wealth tor those who own the means 

of production, the answer must be "yes". However, such a 
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categorical rejection needs to be tempered by research findings. 

however interpreted: that is. that some relation does appear to 

exist between crowded conditions and sociopathy and 

psychopathology. It is essential to apply such data to the 

process of asse.sing the social and psychological impact of the 

environment. and of propo.ed development. on those likely to 

function within it. Particularly in the USA. the psychologist is 

beginning to play a sub.tantial role in environmental inpact 

•••••• m.nt ••• nd it is to be hoped that in the future in South 

Afric. the import.no. of thie rol. will be recognized. 

How.v.r. from the per.p.ctiv. of theoretic.l understanding. it 

would .ppear th.t current •• in.tream theories can only obscure 

underlying i.sue ••• nd .re inc.pable of eng.ging them in the task 

of a.eliorating the soci.l and psychological proble.s which exi.t 

in t.ndem with crowded conditions. A fundament.l restructuring 

is required if th ••• iesuss ar. to be addressed. 

For most South Afric.ns. crowded living conditions are p.rt of 

life. Duckitt (1983) suggeste that these conditions may be 

perceived as a political issue by those who endure them. For 

those who seek to undertake research from a communitY-based 

perspective. it is clearly necessary to break with tradiitonal 

scientific neurtrality. and to take up such issues. The wider 

context of crowding can no longer be ignored. 
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