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The uses of sidewalks: safety

bets in cities serve many purposes besides carrying vehicles,
:and city sidewaIks-the pedestrian f»m of the Strects-scrvc

nuny purposes besides carrying pedestrians. These: uses arc bound
up with circuJation blH are not identical with it and in their own
right they arc 11.[ least as basic as circulation to the proper work·
ings of ciries.

A city sidewalk by itself is nothing. It is an abstraction. It
means something only in conjunction with the buildings and
other uses that border it. or border other sidcwalks very near it.
The SlIme might be said of streets, in the sense that they serve
other purposes besides carrying wheeled traffic in their middles.
Sueets :and their sidewalks, the main public places of a city. are
its most vital orgms. Think of a city and what comes to mind?
Its streets. If a city'S smcts look interesting, the city looks intu­
esting; if they look duH, the city looks dull.

More t~n that. and here we get down to me first problem. it a
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The uses of sidewalks: contact

Refonners have long observed ciry people loitering on busy
comers, hanging around in candy stores and bars and drinking
soda pop on scoops, and have passed a judgment, the gist of which
is: "This is deplonble! If these people had decent homes and a
more private or bosky outdoor place. they wouldn't he on the
Street!"

This judgment represents 11 profound misunderstanding of
cities. It makes no more sense than to drop in at 11 testimonial
banquet in 11 hotel and conclude that if these people had wives
who could coo:.c, they would give their panies at home. -'

The point of both the testimonial banquet and the social life of
city sidewalks is precistly that they :Irc public. They bring to­

gether people who do not know each other in an intimate, pri~

vate social fashion and in most cases do not care to know each
other in that fashion.

Nobody can keep open houst in 11 great ciry. Nobody w:mts
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The uses of sidewalks:
assimilatiog children

Among the superstitions of planning and housing is a fantaSy
about the tr:uISformaDOn of children. It goes like this: A popula­
tion of children is condemned to play on the ciry streets. Th~
pale and rickety children. in their sinister moral environment,
are telling e:lch other canards about sex, sniggering evilly and
leuning new forms of corruption as efficiendy as if they were in
reform school. This situation is called "the mom :1.I1d physical

I toU uken of our youth by the streers," sometimes it is Cllled
Wriply "the gutter,"

If only these deprived children can be gotten off the streett
into parks and playgrounds with equipment on which [0 exercise,
space in which m run, grass to lift their souls! Oem and happy
places., filled with the laughter of children responding to a whole­
some environment. So much for the fanwy.

Let us consider a story from real life, as discovered by Charles
Guggenh.eim, a documentary-film maker in St. Louis. Guggen-
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The uses of neighborhood parks

Conventionally, neighborhood parks or puklike open spaces ue
considered boons conferred on the deprived populations of cities.
Let us turn this thought around, and consider cil:)' parks de­
prived places that need the boon of life and appreciation conferred
on them. This is morc nearly in accord with reality, for people
do confer use on parks and Il12kc them successes---or else wilh­
hold usc and doom parks to rejection and failure.

Parks arc volatile places. They tend to run to extremes of popu­
larity and unpopularity. Their behavior is far from simple. They
<:an be delightful features of city districtS, lind economic assets
to their surroundings as well, but pitifully few are. They can
grow more beloved and valuable with the ye2l'S, but pitifully
few show this staying power. For every Rittenhouse Squ~ in
Philadelphia. or Rockefeller Plaza or Washington Square in New
York, or Boston Common. or their loved equivalents in orner
cities, there an: douns of dispirited city vacuums called parks.
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The uses of city neighbothoods

Neighborhood is:1 word that has come to sound like a Valentine.
As a scntimenul concept, "neighborhood" is harmful to ci()'
planning. It leads to anempcs at warping city life imo imituions
of town or suburban life. Sentimentality plays with sweet inten­
tions in place of good sense.

A successful city neighborhood is a place mat keeps sufficiently
abreast of its problems so it is not destroyed by them. An unsuc­
cessful neighborhood is a place that is overwhelmed by its de·
feets and problems and is progressively more helpless before them.
Our cities conuin all degrees of success and failure. BlIt on the
whole we AmeriC:lI1s are poor at laodling city neighborhoods, as
ColO be s«n by the long accumulations of failures in our great gray
belts on the one hand, and by the Turfs of rehuilt city on the
other hand.

It is bSIDorulble (0 suppose that certain [Ouchstones of the good
life will Cle2te good neighborhoods--schools, puks. cle:m hous·



























































Part Two
THE CONDITIONS
FOR CITY DIVERSITY
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The generacors of diversity

Classified telephone directories tell us the gre2test single fact 2bout
ciries: the inuncnse numbers of pam that make up a city, and
~~ immense diversity cf mose pans. DivmiQ' is natural co ~ig..

ang
"I have often amused myself," wrote James Boswell in 1191,

"with thinlring how different a place London is [0 different peo­
pic. They, whose narrow minds are contraCTed to the considera­
tion of some onc panicular pursuit. view it only through that
medium ... But the imellecrual man is struck with it, 2S com­
prehending the whole of human life in aU its variety, the contem­
plation of which is inexhausribk"

Boswell nor only gUt a good definicion of cities, he put his
6nger on one of the chief troubles in dating with them. It is $0

easy to fall into the tnp of contemplating a city'S uses one at a_
time, by categories. Indeed, just this---luulysis of cities, usc by use
-has become a customary planning tactic. The findings on V:lri-
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The need for small blocks

CONDITION 2: Mon blocks must he shorr; that is, mens
"Ii t>ppornmities to turn corn~ mun be frequmt.

The advantages of shon blocks are simple.
- Consider. for insunce. the situation of a man living on :a long
street block, such 2S West £jghty~ighthStreet in Manhan:zn. be­
{Wecn Central Pule West :lnd Columbus Avenue. He goes west·
W2rd along his Soo-foot: block (0 reach me stores on Columbus
Avenue: or take the bus. and he goes eastWud to rc::Ich the park.
rake the subway or another bus. He may very well never enttl" the
adjaCent blocks on Eighty-seventh Street and Eigh()'-ninth Str«t
for years.

This brings grave uouble. 'We have already $Ccn ttl3t isobted,
discrete SUttt neighborhoods arc apt (0 be helpless socially. This
ITl2n would tuvc: every justification for disbelieving that Eighty­
seventh al'id Eighty-nunh strttts or their ~ple Mve llnything to
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The need far cancenrrarian

•

OONDlTtoN.: The dimia muJt bllW • rufficit1ltl, dtTU~
COllct1ltrari01J of ~opf~, fur wh.tnJn purpose the, m41
be there. Tbis includes ~ople tbn-e heC(11I.St of residence.

For centuries, probably everyone who has thought about cities
at aU has noticed that there seems to be some c<mncction between
the concentration of people lind the specialties they can support.
Samuel Johnson. for one, mtl2fked on this rebtionship b:lck in
1,8j. "Men. thinly scattered," he said to Boswell, "make a shilt,
but a b3d shilt, without 'many things •.• It is being concen­
trated which produces convenience."

Observers :ue forever rediscovering mis relationship in new
times and places. Thus in 19S9. John H. Denton, a professor of
business at the University of Arizona, after srudying Amerian
suburbs :and British "new towns" came to the conclusion that
IUch places must rely on rndy accC$S to a city for protc:ttion of
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Some myths about diversity

"Mixed uses look ugly. They cause tnffic COngcstiOIL They invite
tuinous uses."

These are some of the bugbears that cause ciries to combat
diversity. These beliefs help shape city zoning regulations. They
have helped ntionaJize city rebuilding into the sterile, regimented,
empty thing it is. Thcy st:and in the way of planning that could
ddibentely encourage spontaneous diversity by providing the
condicioru nco "y (0 its growth.

InD'icuc mingtings of different uses in ciries arc DOl: a fonn of
duos. On the conuary, they represent a compltz and highly de­
veloped form of order. Evel'ytlling in this book so far h2s been
directed toward showing how this cornplei order of mingled
usesworb.

Nc:vcrthek:ss, even though inmcate minutes of buildings. uses
and scenes art nc:c~ for successful city distrim, doc;s diversity
carry. roo, the disadv:ant:lges of ugliness. warring uses 2nd con-



































•

Part Three
FORCES OF DECLINE
AND REGENERATION
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The self-destructioo of diversiry

My observations and conciusiODS thus far sum up to this: In our
American ciries, we need aIllcinds of diversity, intricately mingled
in mutual suppon. We need this so city life can work decently
and constructively, and so the people of cities can sustain (and
funhcr develop) "their society and civiliurion. Public and quasi~

public bodies :are respOnsible for some of the enterprises that help
make up city diversity-for insunce. parks, museums, schools.
most auditoriums, hospit:ds, some offices, some dwellings. How­
ever, most city diversity is the creation of incredible numbers of
different people and different private organizations, with vastly
differing ideas and purposes. planning and contriving outside the
formal framework of public action. 1be main responsibility of
ci(}' planning and design should be to develop-insofar as public
policy and action can do so-cicies rh:u are congenial pillets for
this great range of unofficial plans, ideas andppporruoitics to flour­
ish, along with the flourishing of the public enterprises. City dis-
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The curse of border vacuums

Massive single uses in ciriet have a quaJity in conunon with each
other. They ronn borders. and borden in ciries usually (NIh
destrUcrive neighbors.

A border-l:he perimC'ter of a single musive or strttehed-our
use of terrirory-fonns the edge of an area of "ordinary" city.
Orten borders :Ire thought of 25 pazive objcas. 01" tn2tter-of­
factly juSf as edges. However. a border exertS :an active inBu·
enee.

IUilroad IT1lCks are the classic examples of bordus, so much so
thn they came to stand, long ago, (or social borders too-"the
other side of the tracks"__ COnJlOboon, incident:l11y, associ2.tcd
with small towns r.ather th:an with big ciries. Here we shall be
concerned not with the social connoarions of arcu dc:marcand
by bordus., but nnher with the physical and functional effectS of
borders on their immediate city surroundings.

In the case of :II nilroad tnIclc. the district lying to one side may
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Unslumming and slumming

Slums and their populations art the victims (and the perpetua­
tors) of seemingly endless ttoubles that reinforce each. omer.
Slums operate as vicious circles. In rime. these vicious circles en­
mesh the: whole openltions of cities. Spreading slums require evcr
greue:r amoums of public monc:y-and nOf simply more: money
for publicly lin:mced improvement or to stay even, but more:
money to cope with ever widening re:tl'C:l[ and regression. As
needs grow greater, the '\\-ilerewithal grows less.

Our present urban renewal laws arc: an attempt: to brak this
pll-bCUIar linkage: in the: vicious circles by fonhrightly wiping
away slums and their populuiollS., and repbring them with proj­
ects intended to produce: higher ClIX yields, or [0 lure: back easier
populacions with less expensive public requiremc:ms.. The: rncthod
fails. At best, it merely shifts slums from here to there:, adding in
own lincrorc of CXU'2 hardship and disruption. At worst, it de­
stroys neighborhoods where: constn!ctivc and improving commu-
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Gradual money and
cataclysmic money

Thus fu. I fuve been writing 3lmost entirely about the qualities
that work for inhn~t success in cities. To make an lU12logy, it is
as if I had been discussing (arming almost enrirdy in terms of
soil. water, machinery, seed and fertilizer requirements for good
crops, but said nothing about me nna.ncial mc::ms of getting those
things. .

To understand why the financi:al mans :and methods used for
buying the agricuJruDl necessities m3ttercd greatly, we would
n..5f have to undenund why the crop-growing requirements
themselves In2tttrcd gre2dy, and something about their own n:ll­
tur~ Without that undemanding, we might ignore: the problem
of how [0 fill2nce a reliable w:ucr supply and emhusiastic:.tly tie
owselves up instead with methods to fin:mce ever more elaborate
fencing. Or, knowing that w:r.tef W25 somehow impornnt, but
undcrstllnding little about its possible sources for our purposes.

_.-. ._.























































Part Four .
DIFFERENT TACTICS
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Subsidizing dwellings

Most of the: aims 1 have been writing about, aims such 2S undum~

ming slums, catalyzing diversity. nurturing lively streets, arc: un­
recognized tOday 2J objectives of city planning. Therefore:, plan­
ners ;u1d the agencies of aerion tNt carry OUt plans possess neither
stnlcgies nor t:lcUcs for arryillg OUf such aims.

However, although city planning lacks tactics for building
cities ma[ aD work like cities, it docs po 5lS!i 55 plenry of tlIcrics.
They are aimed at carrying OOf 5tnu:gic lurucic:s: UnfOmJMtely.
they are effective.

In dUs section, I 2m going to deal with several subjectS Ihn, in
thc:msclvcs, are alrady wcJI recognized as within the province of
ciry p1mning: subsidized dwellings, uaffic, city viswl design,
analytical methods.. These are all manus (or which conventional
modem pbnning does have objectives :and therefore: docs possess
uetics 50 m1lJlY ueties., 50 well entreoched, that when their pur­
poses are qut500ned they an generally justified in ttrmS of tbt
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Erosion of cities or
attrition of automobiles

,_ Today everyone who values cities is disturbed by automobiles.
T emeries, :tiC" wit' stations and drivc-

we u ts of ci des tlon. To
accomm ate them, city streets acc bra n down inra loose
sprawls., incoherent and vacuous for anyone afoot, Downtowns
and other neighborhoods that are marvels of close-grained intri­
cacy ;lnd compact mutual suppon: are casually disemboweled.
lAndmarks are crumbled or are so sundered (rom their contcx(S
in city life as to become irrelevant trivialities. City character is
blurred until every place becomes more like every other place. all
adding up to Noplace. And in the areas most defeated, uses that
cannot stand functionally alone-shopping malls, or residences.
or places of public assembly, or centers of work-are severed
from one another.

But we blame automobiles for [00 much.
Suppose auroffiobilcs h:td never been invenred, or th:tt they had
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Visnat order:
its limitations and possibilities

When we deal. with cities we arc dealing with life It ilS most com­
plex and intense. Because this is so, there is a basic esmcric limita·
rion on what can be done with cities: A cit, Cllntlot In II 1OOI'k of
In,

We need an, in the arnngements of cities as weU as in the other
realms of life, to help uplain life [0 us, to show us meanings, [0

illuminate me rcbtionship between the life that each of lIS em­
bodies and the liCe outside us. We nud 2n most, pcdupr. to
reasa.an us of our own humanity. However. although art and life
are interwoven, they arc not: the same things. Confosion between
them is, in part. why ctfom at city design uc so disappointing.
It is imponant, in arriving It better design smtegic:s and r:acric:s,
to dear up this confusion.

An has ia own peculiar fonns of ordu. and they are rigorous.
Anim, wh.:an:vu their medium, maRt ukctiom from the abound­
ing nurerUJs of life, and .orrnize these selemons intO works rh:ac
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Salvaging projects

Ont of the unsuiable ideas behind projects is the very notion that
they are projects, abstr.1cu:d out of the ordinary city and set apart.
To think of S:ilvaging or improving projects, 111 PTojtcts, is to re­
peat this root mistake. The: aim should be to get thu project, thn
parch upon the city, rewo,,-en back into the fabric-and in the
process of doing so, strengthen the surrounding fabric too.

Reweaving projects back into the city is necessary not only to
bring life to d:.l.ngerous or inert projects themselves. It is also
ne«ssary for larger district planning. Cut up physically by proj­
ects and their border vacuums., handicapped socially and econom­
ically by the isolation of too small neighborhoods, a city distrier
cannot be a district in truth, coherent enough and large enough to
count.

The underlying principles for bringing life [0 a project sire
itself and to the borders where it must be rejoined with the dis­
trict are the same as the principles for helping any city :Ire:!;

where vitality is low. The planners h1ve to di1gnosc: which con-
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Governing and planning districts

A public hearing in a big dty is apt to be a curious affair. simul­
taneously discounging and heanening. The ones I know best I~
held in New York's City Hall, alternate: Thursd2ys. on measurcs
dut require decision by the ciry'5 chief governing body. the
Board of Estimate. The: subjects have: appeared on the day's hear­
ing calendar by prior pushing, pulling and conttiving on the put
of somebody either in government or out.

Citiuns who wish to speak their minds address the Mayor. the
five Borough Presidents, the Comptroller and the President of the
Dry Council, who sit behind a raised semicircular bench at one
end of II large and handsome room filled with high-backed white
pews for the public. Public officials, elected and :appointed, rom
up on those pews tOO, [0 oppose or [0 advocate conttovcrsi21
items. Sometimes the ~ons arc aim and speedYi hut oftcn they
an: tumultuous and bst not only:aU cUy. but far into the night.
Whole segments of city life. problems of neighborhood upon















































•

22
The kind of problem a

. .
city IS

Thinking has ir.; strategies and tactics (00, much as other fomt'i
of 20000 have. Merely to think about cities and get somewhere,
one of the main things to know is what Hnd of problem cities
pose. for all problems cannot be thought about in the same way.
Which avenues of thinking 2fe apt to be useful and [0 help yield
the truth depends not on -how we might prefer to think abom a
subject, but rather on the inherent nature of the subject itself.

Among the many revolutionary ChlUlges of this century. per­
haps those that go deepest ~e the changes in the mental methods
we- can use for probing Ihe world. 1 do not mean new mechania!
brains. but methods of analysis and discovery that have gotten
intO human brains: new strategies for thinking. These have de­
veloped mainly as methods of science. But the mental awakenings
and imeUeet.ual daring they represent are gradually beginning to
affect Other kinds of inquiry (00. Puzzles (ha[ once appeared un­
analyzable become more susceptible [0 am.ck. Wha[ is more, the




















































































	Cover
	The Death and Life of Great American Cities
	©
	Acknowledgment
	Contents
	Illustrations
	The Death and Life of Great American Cities
	1 Introduction
	Part One: THE PECULIAR NATURE OF CITlES
	2 The uses of sidewalks: safety
	3 The uses of sidewalks: contact
	4 The uses of sidewalks: assimilating children
	5 The uses of neighborhood parks
	6 The uses of city neighbothoods

	Part Two: THE CONDITIONS FOR CITY DIVERSITY
	7 The generators of diversity
	8 The need for primary mixed uses
	9 The need for small blocks
	10 The need for aged buildings
	11 The need for concentration
	12 Some myths about diversity

	Part Three: FORCES OF DECLINE AND REGENERATION
	13 The self-destruction of diversiry
	14 The curse of border vacuums
	15 Unslumming and slumming
	16 Gradual money and cataclysmic money

	Part Four: DIFFERENT TACTICS
	17 Subsidizing dwellings
	18 Erosion of cities or attrition of automobiles
	19 Visnat order: its limitations and possibilities
	20 Salvaging projects
	21 Governing and planning districts
	22 The kind of problem a city is

	Index
	About Author
	Vintage Political Science and Social Criticism
	Back



