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"Until lately the best tbing thllt I w" die to 

think of in ftlVOr of civilizati07l, apart from 

blind acceptance of tbe O1'd6 of the univerle, 
'WIlf that it 11I4!le ponible tbe artin, the poet, 

tbe philosopher, II7Id the man of science. But I 

think tbolt is not the greaten tbmg. Now J 

beliew that the greatest thing is ll1TUtter thn 

comer directly home to us 41l. When it is 

srid that we aTe.too much occupid with the mems 

of living to liw, II17ll'WeT that tbe chief wtmh 

of civilizAtion it just that it maker the meum 

of living more complex; tbat it calls for great 

I17ld combined m
.
tellectua/ efforts, ;nste4d of 

simple, uncoordinated fmC!, in order fhlt the 

crowd 'ltt4J be fed tmd dathed and bOUled and moved 

from place to pillce. Btemm: more comple:r and 
intense inullectual iffOTts mean a fuller and 

richer life. They mem mMe life. Life is an 

end;n iuelf, tmd tbe only qumion,r to 

whether it is wonb living is 'Wbether you hllt't 
.enough of it. 

"I 'JlJiIJ Ifdd but If 'Word. We are 1111 very nellr 

despair. Tbe rbelltbmg tbllt flollts us owr itr 
• 

·'Wllt/er is cumpOtmded Of hope, fgith in the 

UTlt'%plmu.hk'WOTtb md sure ima of effort, 

tmd tbe deep, sub-comciotJl content 'Wbich comer 

from tbe erercis� of our powers." 

OLIV£R WENDELL HOLMES, JR. 
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1 
Introduction 

This bo9k is an 3[t2ck on current city planning and rebuilding. It 
is also, and mostly, an lIncmpt to introduce new principles of city 
planning and rebuilding, different :and even opposite (rom those 
now taught in everything from schools of architecture and plan-

__ ning to the Sunday rupplements and women's maguines. My u
tack is not based on quibbles about rebuilding methods or hair
splitting ahout fashions in design. It is an attack, rather, 011 the 
principles and aims that have shaped modem, onhodol!: city plan
ning and rebuilding. 

In setting tanh different principJe,s, I stuU main1y be writing 
about common, ordinary things: for instance, what kinds cif dry-
streets are we and what kinds an: not; why some ciry parks are 
marvelous :md others are vice mps and dearn tr2ps: why some 
slums suy slums and other slums regencnu: themselves even 
against financi:ll and official opposition; wh.at nukes downtowns 
shih their centers: what, if anything, is :I city neighborhood, and 
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what jobs., if any. neighborhoods in great cities do. In short, I 
shall be �iting about how ciries work in real life, bttliluse this is 
the only way to learn whu principles of planning and what prac
tices in rebuilding can promote social and economic vitality in 
cities, and what practices and principles will dC:l.den these attri
butes. 

Thexe is a wistful myth that if only we had enough money to 
spcnd-the figure is usually put at if hundred billion dollars-we 
could wipe out all our slums in ten yean, reverse decay in the 
great, dull, gray bellS that were yesterday's and day-before-yes
terday's suburbs, anchor the wandering middle class and its ·wan
dering t2X money, and perhaps even solve the rraffic problem. 
. But look what we have built with the first several billions: 
Low-income projects that become worse centers of delinquency, 
vandalism and general social hopelessness than the slums they 
were supposed to replace. Middle-income housing projects which 
are truly marvels of dullness and regimentacion, sC'.Jed against any 
buoyancy or vitality of ciry life. Luxury housing· projects that 
micigate their inanity, or tty to, with a vapid vulgarity. Cultut:ll 
cerm:rs that are unable to support 2 good bookstore. Civic ecorers 
that 2fe avoided by everyone but bums; who have fewer choices 
of loitering place tha.n others. Conunercial centers that are lack
luster imit200ns of standardized suburban duin-5[ore shopping. 
Promenades that go from no place to nowhere and have no prom
enaders. Expressways that eviscente great cities. This is not the 
rebuilding of cities. This is the sacldng of cities. 

Under the surface, these accomplishments prove even poorer 
than their poor pretenses. They seldom aid the city areas around 
them, 2S in theory they are supposed to. These ampu12ted areas 
typically develop g;alloping gangrene. To house people in this 
planned fashion, price

· 
tags are fastened on the population. and 

each sorted-out chunk of price-tagged populace lives in growing 
suspicion and tension·agWnst the surrounding city. When twO or 
morc such hostile islands are juxtaposed the result is called 
"a balanced neighborhood." Monopolistic shopping centers and 
monumental cuhur:al cenrers cloak, under the public relations 

. hoohaw, the subtnlccion of commerce., and of culture roo, from 
.the intimate and casual life of cities. -
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That ruch wonders may be accomplished, people who get 
marked with the planners' hell: signs are pushed about, expropri
ated, �nd uprooted much as if they were the subjects of a con
quering power. Thousands upon thousands of small businesses are 
destroyed, and their proprietors ruined, with hardly a gesture 'at 
compensation. Whole communities are torn �part and sown to rhe 
winds, with a reaping of cynicism, resennnent and despair that 
must be heard and seen to be believed. A group of clergymen in 
Chicago, appalled at the fruits of planned city rebuilding there, 
asked, . 

Could Job have been thinking of Chicago when he wrote: 
Here are men that alter their neighbor'S landmark ... 
shoulder the poor aside, conspire to oppress the friendless. 
Reap they the field that is none of theirs, strip they the vine
yard wrongfully seized from its owner ... 
A cry goes up from the city streets, where wounded men lie 
groarung ... 

If so, he was also thinking of New York, Philadelphia, Boston, 
Washington, St. Louis. San Francisco and a number of other 
placcs. The ecoDomic rationale of current city rebuilding is a 
hoax. The economics of ciry rehu ilding do not rcst soundly on 
reasoned investment of public tax subsidies, as urban renewal 
theory proclaims, bur also on vast, involuntary suhsidies wrung 
ou[ of helpless site victims. And the incTCased tax returnS from 
such sites. accruing [0 the cities as a result of this "invcsonent," 
are a mirage. a pitiful gesture against the ever increasing sums of 
public money needed [0 combat disintegration and instability th�[ 
flow from the cruelly shaken-up city. The means to planned city 

. rebuilding are as deplorable as the ends. 
Meantime, all the art and scien!% of city planning are helpless to 

stem decay-and the spiridessness that precedes decay---in ever 
more massive swatches of cines. Nor can this decay be laid. reas
suringly, to lack of opportunity to apply the arts of planning. It 
seems to maner little whether they are applied or not. Con�der 
the Morningside Heights area in New York City. According to 
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planning theory it should not be in trouble at al� for it enjoys a 
grcat abundance of parkl:md, campus, playground and other 
open spaces. It has plenty of gnss. It occupies high and pleasam 
ground with magnificent river views. It i s  a famous educational 
center with splendid'instinHions--Columbia University. Union 
Theological Seminary. the Juilliard School of Music. and half a 
dOlen others of eminent respectability. It is rhe beneficiary of 
good hospitals and churches. It has no industries. Its streets are 
zoned in the main against "incompatible uses" inuuding inro the 
preserves for solidly constructed. rOomy, middle- and upper-class 
apartments. Yet by the early 1950'S Morningside Heights was 
bcco�ing a slum so swiftly, the surly-kind of slum in which pe0-
ple fear to walk the streets, rha� the ,iruauon posed a crisis for the 
institutions. They and the pbnning arms of the city government 
got together, applied more planning theory, wiped our the mOSt 
run-down pm of the area and built in itS stead a middle-income 
coopenlllive project complete with shopping center. and a public 
J:aousing project. aU inferspersed with air, light, sunshine and 
landscaping. This was hailed as a gnat demonstration in city sav
mg. 

After that, Morningside Heigltts went downhill even faster. 
Nor is this an unfair or irrelevant cumple. In city after city. 

pn:dsely the wrong areas, in the light of planning theory, are de
caying. Less noticed, but equally. significant, in city after city 
the wrong areas, in the light of planning theory, are refusing to 
"ecay. 

Cities are an immense laboratory of trial and error, failure and 
success, in ciry building nnd ciry design. This is the laboratory in 
which ciry planning should have been learning and forming and 
testing its theories. Instead the pnccirioners and teachers of this 
discipline (if such it can be called) have ignoted the study 'of suc
cess and failure in real life, have been incurious about the reasons 
fO.r unexpected success, and are guided inste:ld by principles de
rived from the behavior and appcaranCt: of towns, suburbs, tuber
culosis S3.natoria. fai�:and imaginary d�m cities-from anything 
but cities themselves. 
... If it appears thar the rebuilt portions of cities arid me endless 
new developments spreading beyond the cities are reducing city 
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and countryside ;Iike to a monotonous. unnourishing gruel, this is 
not suange. It all comes, first-. secondo. third- or (ounh-hand. out 
of the same illtellectual dish of mush, a mush in which the quali
ties, necessities, advantages and behavior of great cities han been 
uneriy confused with the qualities, necessities. advamages and 
behavior o( other and more inen o/pes of settlements. 

There is nothing economic:a.lly or socially inevitable about ei
ther the deay of old cities or the fresh-minted decadence of the 
new unurba� urbanization. On the contruy. no other aspect o( 
our economy and society has been more purposefully manipulated 
tor a full quaner of a century to achieve precisely what we arc 
getting. Exuaordinary governmental financial incentives have 
been required to achieve dUs degree of monotony. sterility and 
vulgarity. Decades of preaching, wriring and exhorting by e:tpens 
have gone into convincing us and our legislators thn mush like 
this muSt be good (or us. as long as it comes bedded with grass. 

Automobiles ue often conveniently tagged as the \"iI1ains re
spon�ihle for the ills �f cities and the disappointments and futilities 
of city planning. But the destrucrive effects of automobiles ue 
much less a cause than a symptom of our incompetence at city 
builtijng. Of course planners, including the highwaymen with 
fabulous sums of money and enormous powers at their disposal. 
are at a loss to make automobiles and ciries compatible with one 
another. They do not know what to do with automobiles in cities 
beCause they do not know how "to plan for workable and vital 
cities :myhow-with or without aUtomobiles. 

The simple needs of automobiles are more easily undersc:ood 
and satisfied than the complex needs of cities. and a growing num
ber of pl�nners and designers have come to believe that if they 
ClIn only solve the problems of traffic, they will thereby have 
solv�d the major problem of cities. Ciries have much more intri
cale economic and social concerns than automobile uaffic. How 
can you know what to try with traffic until you know how (he 
city itself works, and what else it needs to do with its SlIeets? 
You can't. 

It may be that we have become SO feckless as a people that we 
no longer care how things do work, but only what kind of quick. 
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c::tsy oliler impression they give. If so, mere is little hope: for our 
cities or probably for much else in OUf society. But I do nor Ihink 
this is so. 

Specifically, in the case of planning (or cities, it is cle:ll' that 
a large number of good and earnest people do carc deeply about 
building and renewing. Despite some corruption, lind considcf:lble 
greed for the other man's vineyard, the intentions going into the 
messes we make are, on the whole, exemplary. Planners. architects 
o(ciry design. and thost they have led along with mem in their 
beliefs are not consciously disda.inful" of the impommce of know
ing how things work. On the conUllry, they have gone to great 
pains to learn what the saints and sages of modern onhodox pbn
ning have said about how ciues ought to work and what ollght to 
be good for people and businesses in them. They take this with 
SlIch devotion that when comradicrory re:tlity intrudes, threaten
ing to shaner their dearly won learning, they must shrug .reality 
aside. 

Consider, for ex:ample, the onhodox planning reaction co a dis
trict called the Nonh End in Boston.· This is an old, low-rent 
area merging imo the heavy industry of the waterfront, and it is 
officblly considered Boston's worst slum and civic shame. It em
bodies attributes which all enlightened people know are evil be
cause so many wise men have said they are evil. Not only is the 
North End bumped right up against industry. but worse still it 
has all kinds of working places and commerce mingled in the 
greatest complexity with irs residences. Ir has rhe highest concen
tration of dwdling units, on the land that .is used for dwelling 
units. of any part of Boscon, and indeed one of the highest con
centrations to be found in any American city. It has little'park
land. Children play in the streets, Instead of super-blocks, or 
even decently large blocks, it has very small blocks; in pl:uuUng 
parlance it is "badly cut up with wasteful streets." Its buildinr 
are old. Everything conceivable is presuITl:l.bly wrong with me 
Nonh End. In onhodox planning terms, it is a thrce-dimension� 
textbook of "megalopolis" in the last Stages of depravity. The 
Nonh End is thus a recurring'assignment for M.I.T. and Harvard 
• Plnse remember the Nonh End. I shall refer to it flequenlly in Ihi. 
book, 

! 
• 
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planning and architectural students, who now and again pursue, 
under the guidance of their teachers, the paper exercise of con� 
vetting it into super�blocks and park promenades. wiping away 
its nonconforming uses. transforming it to an ide�1 of order and 
gentility so simple it could be engnved on the head of a pin. 

Twenty yt2rs ago, when I first happened to see the North 
End, irs buildings-town houses of different kinds and Si1.es con
verted to flats, and four- or five-story tenements built to house 
the flood of immigrants first from Ireland, then from Eastern Eu
rope and finally from Sicily-were badly overcrowded, and the 
general effect was of a district raking a te[rible physical bt2ring 
and certainly desperately poor. 

When I saw the North End again in '959, I was amazed u the 
change. Dozens and do:z.ens of buildings had been rehabilir-ated. 
Instead of mattresses against the windows there were Vem:nan 
blinds and glimpses of fresh paint. Many of the smaIl. converted 
houses now had only one or twO families in them instead of the 
old crowded three or four. Some of the families in the tenements 
(as r learned later, visiting inside) had uncrowded themselves by 
throwing twO older apartments together, and had equipped these 
with bathrooms, new kitchens and the like. I looked down a nar� 
row alley. thinking to find at leasc here the old, squlIlid North 
En!!, but no; more neatly repointed brickwork. new blinds, and a 
burst of music as a door opened. Indeed, this was the only city 
district I hlld ever seen�r have seen to this day-in which the 
sides of buildings uound parking lors had not been left raw and 
amputated, but repaired and painted as neatly as if they were in· 
tended to be seen. Mingled all among me buildings for living wefe 
an incredible number of splendid food Stores, as well as such en· 
terprises as upholstery making. metal working, carpentry, food 
processing. The meets were alive with children playing. people 
shopping, people scrolling, people talking. Had it not been a cold 
January day, there would surely have been people sitting. 

The general sueet atmosphere (If buopncy, friendliness and 
good health was so infectious that I be�n asking directions of 
people just for the fun of getting in on some talk. I had seen a 
lot of Boston in the paSt couple of days, most of it sorely disttess
ing, and this struck me, with relief, as the healthiest place in the 
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city. Bur I could not imagine where the money had come from 
for the rehabilitation. becaus.c: it is almost impossible today to get 
any appreciable mortgage money in districtS of Amencan cities 
that are not either high-renr, or elsc: imitations of suburbs. To find 
OUt, I wenr into a bar and resu.UNnt (where an animated conver
sanon about fishing was in progress) and called a Boston planner 
I know. 

"Why in the world ;uoe you down in the Nonh End?" he said. 
"Money? Why, no money or work has gone into the North End. 
Nothing's going on down there. Eventually, yes, but not yet. 
That's a slum!" 

"It doesn't seem like a slum to me," I Sllid. 
"Why. that's the worst slum in the city. It has rwo hundred and 

s.c:venty-five dwc:lling units to the net acre! I hate to admit we 
have anything like that in Boston. but it's a fact." 

"Do you havt any other figures on it?" I asked. 
"Yes, funny thing. h has among the lowest delinquency, disease 

and infant morulity rates in the city. It also has the lowest ratio 
of rem to income ill the city. Boy, are those people getting bar
gains. Let'S see . . •  the child population is JUSt about average for 
the ciry, on the nose. Thc death rate is low, 8.8 per thousand, 
against the aveNge: city Nte of 11.1. The TB death rate is very 
low, less than I per tcn thousand, can't understand it, it's Jower 
even than Brookline·s. In the old days the North End used to be 
the city'S worst spot for tuberculosis, but all that has changed. 
Well, they must be Strong people. Of course it's a terrible slum."-

"You should have more slums like this," I SlIid. "Don't tell m e  
th<;re are plans to wipe this out. You aught [Q be down here 
Icarning as much as you can from it." 

"I know how you feel," he said. "I often go down there myself 
juST to walk around the meets and feel that wonderful, cheerful 
street life. Say, whal you ought to do. you ought to come back 
and go down in the summer if you think it's fun now. You'd be 
crazy.about i t  in summer. But of course we have to rebuild it 
eventually. We've got to get those people off the sueelS." 

Here was a curious lhing. My friend's instincts told him the 
Nof!h End was a good placc:,and his social stluistics continued it. 
But everything he had learned as a physical planner about what is 
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good for people and good for city neighborhoods. everything that 
made him an expert, told him the Norm End had to be a bad 
place. 

The leading Bosmn savings banker, "a man 'way up there in 
the power structure," m whom my friend referred me for my 
inquiry about the money, eonfimled what l learned. in me mean
rime. from people in the North End. The money had not come 
through �he gn.ee of the great American I»nking system, which 
now knows enough about planning to know a slum as well-as the 
planners do. "No sense in lending money into the North End," 
the banker:- said. "Ir's a slum! If's srill getring some immigrants! 
Funhermore, back in the Depression it had a very large number 
of fortclosures; bad record." (I had heard about this too, in the 
meantime, and how families had worked and 'pooled thdr re
sources to buy back some of those foreclosed buildings.) 

The largest mortgage loans thar had been fed into this district 
of sollie 'S,OOO people i n  the quaner-century since me Gteat . 
Depression were for $3,000, the banker told me, "and very, very 
few of those." There had been some orhers for $. ,000 and for, 
'1,000. The rehabilitation work had been almost entirely financed 
by business and housing earnings within the district, plowed back 
in, and by skilled work bartered among residents and relatives of 
residents. 

By this time 1 kn� that this inability m borrow for improve
ment was a galling waIT)' to North Enders, and th:1.( furthennore 
some North Enders were worned because it seemed impossible to 
get new building in the area except at the price: of seeing them
selves and their community wiped out in the fashion of the Stu
dents' dreams of a city Eden. a fate which they knew was 
not academic because it had alreidy smashed completely a � 

. cwly similar-although physiaHy more sp�cious-nearby district 
C2l1ed rhe West End. They were wortied because they were 
awart also that patch and fix with nothing else could not do for
ever. "Any chance of loans for new construction in the North 
End?" I asked the banker. 

"No. absolutely not!" he said, sounding impatient at my dense
ness. "TIUt'S a slum!" 

Bankers, like planners, have theories about cities on which they 



• 

u 1 .NTRODllCTiON 

aer. They have gotten their theories from the same intellectual 
sources liS the planners. Bankers and government administracive 
officials wllo guarantee mortgages do not invent planning theories 
nor._surpris.ingly. even economic docuine about cities. They are 
enlightened nowadays, and they pick up their ideas from. idealists, 
a gentranon late. Since theoretical city planning has embraced no 
major new ideas for considerably more [han a generation, theo
retical planners, financers and bureaucrats are all JUSt about even 
to_�:l.y. 

And to PUt it  bluody, they are all in the same sage.of elabo
rudy learned superstition as medical science was early in the last 
century. when physiciarui PUt their hith in bloodletting, to draw 
ou[ the evil humors which were believed to cause disease. With 
bloodletting, it took years of learning to know precisely which 
veins,· by what rituals, were to be opened for what symptoms. A 
superstructure of technical complication was erected in such dead
pan derail that the literature still sounds almost plausible. How
ever, because people, even when they are thoroughly enmeshed 
in descriptions of reality which are at variance with reality, are 
rull seldom devoid of the powers of observation and independent 
thought, rhe science of bloodletting, over most of its long sway, 
appears usually to have been tempered with a cemin amount of 
common sense. Or ir was tempered until it reached itli highest 
pC:iks of technique in, of all places, the young United States. 
Bloodletting went wild here. Ir had an enormously influen� 
proponent in Dr, Benjamin Rush, still revered as the greatest 
sutesman:physician of our revolutionary and federal. periods, and 
a genius of medical administration. Dr. Rush Got Things Done. 
Among the things he got done, some of them good and useful. 
were to develop, practice, teach and spread the custom of blood
letting in cases where prudence or mercy had heretofore re
strained its use. He and.his students drained the blood of very 
young children, of consumptives. of the greatly aged, of almost 
anyone unfortUnate enough to be sick in his realms of influence: 
His extreme practices aroused the alann and horror of European 
bloodletting physici:tns. And yet as late as 18SI, a committee ap
pointed by the State Lcgislarure of New York solemnly defended 
the thoroughgoing use of bl�lming. l r  scathingly ridiculed and 
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censured a physician, William Turner, who had the temerity [0-
write a pamphlet criticizing Dr. Rush's doctrines and calling "the 
pnctice of taking blood in diseases contrnry to common sense, to 
general experience, to enlightened reason and to the manifest laws 
of the divine Pro\·idence." Sick people needed forrifying. not 
draining, said Dr. Turner, and he was squelched. 

Medical analogies, applied to social organisms, are apt to be far
fetched, and there is no point in mistaking mammalian chemistry 
for what occurs in a city. But analogies as to what goes on in the 
brains of earnest and learned men, dealing with comple:" phenom
ena they do not understand at all and trying to make do with a 
pseudoscience. do have point. As in the pseudoscience of- blood
letting, JUSt so in the pseudoscience of city rebuilding and plan
ning, years of learning and a plethonJ. of subtle and complicated 
dogma have arisen on a foundation of nonsense. The tools of 
technique h2ve steadily been perfected. Naturally, in time. force
ful and able men. :1dmired administrators, h:1ving swallowed the 
initial fallacies and h)ving bc:Cn provisioned with tools and with 
public confidence:. go on logically to the greatest destructive ex
cesses, which prudence or mercy might previously h:1ve forbade. 
Bl�dletting could heal only by accident or insofar as it broke the 
rules, until the time when it was abandoned in favor of the hard. 
complex business of assembling, using and testing. bit by bit. true 
descriptions of reality drawn not from hoW' it ought to be, but 
from how it is. The pseudoscience of city planning and its com-_ 
panion, the art of city design, have not yet broken with the spe
cious comfort of wishes. familiar superstitions, oversimplifications, . 
and symbols. and have not yet embarked upon the adventure of 
probing the real world. 

So in this book we shall Start, if only in a small way, adventur
ing in the re:11 world. ourselves. The way to get at what goes on 

in the seemingly mysterious and perverse betuvior of cities is, I 
think, to look c1osc:ly, and with as little previous expectation as is 
possible. at the most ordinuy scenes and events, and attempt to 
see what they meall and whether any threads of principle emerge 
among them. This is what 1 try to do in the lim part of this 
book. 



One pri,nciple emerges so ubiquitously, and in so many and such 
complex different forms, that I tum my au'ention to its namre in' 
the Sf:cond part of this book, a part which becomes the hcan of 
my argument. This ubiquitous principle is the need of cities for a 
most inrricate and close-grained diversity of uses that give each 
other constant mutual suppon, both economically and sociaUy, 

• The components of this diversity can differ enormously, but they 
muse supplement each other in cemin concrete ways, 

I thinle that unsuccessful city areas are areas which lack this 
kind of inmcate mutual support, and that the science of city plan
ning and the an of city design. in real life for real cities, must 
become the science and an of catalyzing and nourishing these 
dose-grained working relationships, I think, from the evidence I 
can find, dut there are four primary conditions required for gen
erating useful great city diversity, and that by delibcnudy induc
ing these four conditions, planning can induce city vitality (some
thing that the puns of planners alone, and the designs of designers -
alone, can never achieve), While Pan I is principally about the 
social behavior of people in cities, and is necessuy for undetrund
ing what follows. Parr II is principally about the economic b�
havior 'of cities and is the most imponant pan of this book. . 

Cities are fantastically dynamic places., and this is  strikingly true 
of their successful pam, which offer a fertile ground for the plans 
of thousands of people. In the rhird pan of this book. I examine 
some aspects of decay and regeneration, in  the light of how cities 
are used, and how they and their people behave, in real life. 

The last part of the book suggms changes in housing, traffic, 
design. planning and administrative pnctices. and discusses, 
finally, the kind of problem which cities pose a problem in han
dling organized complexity. 

The look of things and the way they worle are inextricably 
bound together, and in no place more so than cities. Bur people 
who are interested only in how a'city "ought" to look and un
interested in how it works will be disappointed by this book. Ir is 
futile [0 plan a city's appearance, Of' speculate on how to endow it 
with a pleasing appearance.of order, without knowing what sort 
of innare, functioning order it has. To seek for the look of things 
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as a primary purpose or as the main dJ"alTl2 is apr to make nothing 
but trouble, 

In New York's East Harlem there is a housing project with a 
conspicuous rectangular lawn which became an objeer of harred 
to the project tenants. A social worker frequently at the project 
was a.stonished by how ofren the subject of the lawn came up,. 
usually gratuitously as far as she could see, and how much the 
tenants despised it and urgcd that it be done away with. When she 
asked why, the usual answer was, '''What good is it?" or "Who 

. wants it?" Finally one day a tenant more articulate than the others 
made this pronouncement: "Nobody cared what we want�d 
when they built this place, They threw our houses down and 
pushed us here and pushed our fricnds somewhere else. We don't 
have a place around here to get a cup of coffce or a newspaper 
even, or borrow fifry cents. Nobody cared what we need. But 
the big mcn come and look at that grass and say, 'Isn't it wonder
ful! Now the poor have everything!' " 

This tenant was saying what moralis-rs have said for thousands 
of years: Handsome is as handsome does, All that glitters is not 
gold, 

.She was saying more: There is a quality even meaner than out
right ugliness or disorder, and this meaner quality is the dishonest 
mask of pretended order, achieved by ignoring or suppressing the 
real order rhat is struggling to exist and to be served. 

In trying to aplain the underlying order of cities. I use a pre
ponderance of examples from New York because that is where I 
live. Bur most of the basic idellS in this book come from things [ 
fim noticed or was told in other cities. For example, my first ink
ling about the powerful effects of cenain kin� of functional mix
hires in .the city came from Pittsburgh, my first speculations about
street safety from Philadelphia and Baltimore. my first notions 
about the meanderings of downtown from Boston, my first clues 
to the unmaking of slums from Chicago. Most of the material for 
these musings was at my own front door, but perhaps it is casiesr 
to see things first where you don't ta.ke them for granted. The 
basic idea, to try to begin understanding the intricate social 2nd 
economic order under the seeming disorder of cities, was not my 
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idea at :111, but that of William Kirk, head worker of Union Settle
ment in East Harlem, New York. "who. by showing me East-Hu
lem. showed me a way of seeing other neighborhoods, and down
towns too. In every case, I luve tried to test oU[ what'l saw or . 
heard in one cil}' or neighborhood against others, [0 find how 
relevant each city's or each place's lessons might be oUOiide its 
own special C�. 

I have concentt2ted on great cities, and on their inner areas, 
because this is the problem that has been most consistently ended 
in pl:lI1ning theory. I think this l113y also have somewhat wider 
usefulness as time passes. because many of the pans of tollay's 
cities in the worst, lnd apparently most baBling. trouble were 
suburbs or dignified, quiet residential areas not too long ago; 
eventually many of coday's brand-new suburbs or semisuburbs 
are going to be engulfed in cities and will succeed or fail in that 
condition depending on whether they can adapt to functioning 
successfully as city districts. Also, to be frank, I like dense cities 
best and care about them most. 

But I hope -no reader will try to transfer my observations into 
guides as to wh3[ goes on in towns, or little cities, or in suburbs 
which still are suburb3n. Towns. suburbs and even little cities 
are totaUy different organisms from great cities. We are in enough 
trouble already from trying to undemand big cities in tcrms of 
the behavior, and the inugined behavior, of towns. To -try to 
understand towns in terms of big cities will only compound con
fu:Uon. 

I hope any reader of this book will consuntly and skepticaUy 
test what I say against his own knowledge of cities and their be
luvior. If I have been inaccurate in observations or mistaken in 
inferences and conclusions, I hope these faults will be quickly cor
rected. The point is, we need desperately to learn and to apply as 
much knowledge [hat is true and useful abom cities as fast as 
possible. 

I have been making unkind remarks about onhodo� city plan
ning theory. and shall make more as occasion arises to do so. By 
now, these orthodox ideas are part of our folklore. They harm \IS 
because we take them for gnanted. To show how we got them, 



lnuoducrion [ 17 

and how little they are to the point, I shall give a quick outline 
here of the most influential ideas (hat have contributed (0 the 
verities of onhodoJ[ modern city planning and city architectUral 
design.· 

The most important thread of influence starn, more or less. 
with Ebenezer Howard, an English court reporter for whom 
planning was an avocadon. Howard looked at the living condi
tions of the poor in late-nincteenth-cenmry London, and justifiably 
did not like what he smelled or saw or helrd. He not only hated 
the wrongs and mist:lkes of the city, he hated the city and thought 
it an outright evil and an affront to nature that so many people 
should get themselves into an agglomeration. His prescription for 
saving the people was to do the city in. 

The program he proposed, in 1898, was to halt the growth of 
London and also repopulate the counrryside, where villages were 
declining, by building a new kind of town-the Garden City, 
where the city poor might again live close to mture. So they 
might earn their livings. industry was to be set up in the Garden 
City, for while Howard was not planning cities, he was not plan
ning dormitory suburbs either. His aim was the crution of self
sufficient small [Own.s. really very nice [O�'1lS if you were docile: 
and had no plans of your own and did not mind spending your 
life among others with no phns of Iheir own. A5 in all Utopias, 
the right to have plans of any significance belonged only to the 
planners in charge. The, Garden City was to be encircled wilh a 
belt of agriculture. Industry was to be in its planned preserves; " 
schools, housing and greens in planned living preserves; and in the 
center wete to be conunerciai, dub an<! cultural places. held in 

• Readers who would like a fulkr �ccoum, �nd � sympuhcric account 
which mioe is nac, should go to the suu,ccs. which �u vety inr.:raring. 
especially: Glt"fdm Cities of TumOrTfnJ;, by Ebeneur Howard; Tbt Cul
ture of eitin, by Lewis Munlford; Chin in E_lutitm, by Sir P�trick 
�ddn; MadtT1l Hawing, by Catherine Bauer; TfnJ;ard Nt'Ul Towm (or 
Ammc., by Clarence Stein; Notbing Gained by OIJ�rCf"O'UIding, by Sir 
Raymond Unwin; and Tht City /If T(1T1IOTTO'UI DId fl1 Plmm;71I{, by Le 
Corbus;er. The best sho" survey" I know of,,,"tne group of excrrpts under 
the title HAssumptions and Goals of City PJanninll," contained in Lmul
USt E'fmnmg, A CllJeboo} OTt tIN Ust, Minue ..,J Re.we of U,b.m Lmd, 
by CharLes M. Haar. 
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common. The town and green belt, in their totality, were: to be 
permanently controlled by the public authority under which the 
town was developed, to prevent speCUlaciOD or supposedly irra� 
tional changes i n  land use and also to do away with temptations to 
increase its density-in brief, to preven t  it from ever becoming a 
city. The maximum population WIiS to be held to thitty thousand 
peQple. 

Nathan Glazer hu summed up the vision well in Architectural 
Forum: "The image was the English country town-with the 
manor house and its park replaced by a community center, aDd 
with some factories hidden behind a screen of nets, to supply 
work." 

The closest American equivalent would probably be the model 
company town, with profit�sharing, and with the Parent�Teacher 
Associations in charge of the rounne, custodial political life. For 
Howard was envisioning not simply a new physical environment 
and social life. but a paternalistic po litical lind economic society. 

Nevertheless, as Glazer has pointed out, the GardeD City was 
"conceived as an alternative to the city, aDd as a solution' to city 
problems; this was, and is still. the foundation of its immense 
power as 2 planning idea." Howard managed to get two guden 
cities built, Letchworth 2nd Welwyn, and of course England and 
Sweden have, since the Stcond World War, builT a number of 
satellite towns based on Garden City principles. In the United 
States, the suburb of Radburn, N.j., and the depression.buile, gov� 
,ernment.sponsored Green Belt towns (acrually suburbs) were all 
incomplete modifications on the idea. But H.oward's influence in 
the literal, or reasonably literaJ, acceptance of his program was as 
nOthing compared [Q his influence on conceptions underlying a\l 
American ciry planning tod:lY. Cily planners and designers with 
no' interest in the Garden City. as such, are still thoroughly gov· 
erned intdlecrualty by its underlying principles. 

Howard set spinning powerful and ciry..Jestroying ideas: He 
conceived Ihat the way to deaJ with the city's funcoons was to 
SOrt and sift out of the whole certain simple uses, and to arrange 
each of these in 'relative sdf-containment. He focused on the pro· 
vision of wholesome housing as Ihe central problem, to which 
everything else was subsidiary; furthermore he defined whole· 



IntroduC:li� [ 19 

some housing in terms only of suburban physical qualities and 
smaU-town social qualities. He conceived of commerce in terms 
of routine, standardized supply of goods, and as serving a self
limited market. He conceived of good planning as a- series of 
static acts; in each case the plan must anticipate all [hat is needed 
and be protected, after it is built, against any but the most minor 
subsequent changes. He conceived of planning also 'as csscnrully 
J>lIternalistic, if not authoritarian. He was uninterested in the 
aspeCts of the city which could not be abstracted to serve his 
Utopia. In particular, he simply wrote off the inuiCllte, many
faceted, cultural life of the metropolis. He was uninterested in 
such problems as the way great ciries police themselves, or ex
change ideas, or operate politically, or invent new economic ar
rangements, and he was oblivious to devising ways to strengtheo 
these functions because, after al� he was not designing for this 
kind of Jife in any case. 

Both in his preoccupations and in his omissions, Howard made 
sense in his own terms but none in terms of city planning. Yet 
virtually all modern city planning has been adapted from, and 
embroidered on, this silly substance. 

Howard's influence on American city planning converged on 
�e city from twO directions: from town and regional planners on 
the one hand, and from architecrs on the other. Along the avenue 
of planning, Sir Patrick Geddes, a ScOts biologist and philosopher. 
saw the Garden City idea not as a forruirous way to absorb popu
lation growth otherwise destined for a great city, but as the start
ing poirn of a much grander and more encompassing pattern. He 
thought of the planning of cities in terms of the planning of whole 
regions. Under regional planning, garden cities would be rationally 
distributed throughout large territories, dovetailing into natural _ 
resources, balanced against agriculture and woodland. fanning 
one far-flung logical whole. 

Howard's and Geddes' ideas were enthusiastically adopted in 
America during the 1910

'
S, and developed further by a group 

of extraordinarily effective and d�dicated people-among them 
Lewis Mumford, Clarence Stein, the late Henry Wright. and 
Catherine Bauer. Whil e  they thought of themselves as regional 
pbnners, Catherine Bauer has moFf' recently called this group the 
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"Decenrrisrs," and this name is more apt, for the primary result of 
regional planning, as they saw it, would be to decentralize great 
cities. thin them OUt, and disperse thcir enterprises and populations 
imo smaUer, scp:mmd cities or, better yct, towns. At the time, it 
appeared that the American population was both aging and levd� 
ing off in numbers, an� the problem appeared to be not one of 
accommodating a rapidly growing populatiun., hut simply of re� 
distributing a static population. 

As with Howard himself, this group's influence was less in gtt� 
ting litcf'lll acceptance of its program-that got nowhcre-dun in 
influencing city' planning and legislation affecting housing and 
housing finance. Model housing schemes by Stein and Wright. 
built mainly in suburban senings or at the fringes of cities, to
gether with the writings and the diagrams. sketchcs and photo
graphs presented by Mumford and Bauer, demonstrated and 
popularized ideas such as these, which arc now taken for gnnted 
in onhodox planning: The street is bad as an environment for 
humans; houses should be turned away from it and faced inward, 
toward sheJten'd greens. Frequent sueets are wasteful. of advan
tage only to real estate specularors who measure value by the 
front foot. The basic unit of city design is not thc street, hut the 
block and more panicularly the super-hlock. Commerce should be 
segregated from residences and greens. A neighborhood's demand 
for goods should be calculated "scientifically," and this much and 
no more commercial space allgcated. The presence of many other 
people is, at best, a necessary evil, and gOO<! ciry planning must 
aim for at least an illusion of isolation and suburbany privacy. 
The Decentnru also pounded in Howard's premises that the 
planned community must be: islanded off as a self-comained unit, 
that it mu'. resist future change, and that every significant detail 
must be controlled by the planners from the Sbn and then stuck ' 
to. In short, good planning was project pl�nning. _ 

To reinforce and dramatize the necessity for the new order of 
things, the Decemrists hammered away at the bad old city. They 
were incurious about successes in great cities. They were inter� 
ested only in failures. All was failure. A book like Mumford's 
Tbe Culture Of Cities was largely a morbid and bi2sed caralog of 
ills. The great city was Megalopolis, Tyf'llnnopo lis, Nekropolis, 
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a monst�osity, a tyranny, a living death. It must go. New York's 
midtown was "solidified chaos" (Mumford). The shape and 
appearance of cities was n!)thing buc "a chaotic accident . • .  

the summarion of the haphazard, antagonistic whims of many 
self-centered, ill-advised individuals" (Stein). The centers of cities 
amounted ro "a foreground of noise, din, beggars, souvenirs 
and shrill competitive advertising" (Bauer). 

How could anything so bad be worth the utempt to under- ' 
stand it? The Decemrisrs' analyses, the architectural and housing 

' designs which were companions and offshoots of these analyses, 
(he narional housing and home financing legislation so directly 
influenced by the new vision-none of these had anything [0 do 
with understanding cities, or fostering successful luge ciries, nor 
were they intended to. They were reasons and means for. jetti
soning cities, and the Decentrists were frank about this. 

Bur in the schools of planning and architecture, and in Congress, 
state legislatures and city hall5 too, the Decentrists' ideas were 
gradually accepted as basic guides for dealing constructively 
with big cities themselves. This is the most amaring event in rhe 
whole sorry tale: that finally people who sincerely wanted to 
strengthen great ciries should adopt recipes frankly devised for 
undermining their economies and killing them. 

The man with the most dramatic idea of how to get all this 
anti-city planning right into the ciUldels of iniquity themselves 
was the European architect Le Corbusier. He devised in the 
1910'S a dream city which he called the Radiant City, composed 
not of the low buildings beloved of the Decentrists, but instead 
mainly of skyscrapen within a park. "Suppose we are entering the 
city by way of the Great Park," Le Corbusier wrote. "Our fast. 
car takes the special elevated motor track between the majestic 
s1cySCtapers: as we apptoach nearer, there is seen the repetition 
against the sky of the twenty-four skyscrapers; to our left and 
right on the OUtskirts of each panicular acta are the municipal 
and administrative buildings; and enclosing the space are the mu
seums and university buildings. The whole city is a Park." In 
Le Corhusier's vertical city the common run of mankind was to 
be housed at 1,100 inhabitants to the acre, a fantastically high 
ciry demity indeed, but because of building up so high., 95 perCent 

" 
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of the ground could remain open. The skyscrapers would occupy 
only 5 percent of the ground. The high-income people would 
be in lower, luxury housing around coum, with' 85 percent of 
their ground left open. Here and there would be restaurants and 
thearers. 

Le Corbusier. 'was planning not only a physical environment. 
He was planning for a social Utopia too. Le Corhusier's Utopia 
was a condition of whar he called maximum individual liberty, 
by which he seems to have meant nor liberty to do anything 
much, but liberty from ordinary responsibility. In his Radiant City 
nobody, pre,sumably, was going to have 10 be his brother's keeper 
any more. Nobody was going to have to struggle with plans of 
his own. Nobody was going to be tied down, 

The Decemrists and other loyal advocares of the G2rden City 
were aghast at Le Corbusier's city of towers in the park, 2nd 
still are. Their reaction to it W2S, and remains, much like tlut of 
progressive nursery school teachers confronting an utterly insti

. cutional orphanage. And yet, ironically, the Radiant City comes 
directly out of the Garden City. Lc Corbusier accepted the wr
den City'S fundamental image, superficially at least, and worked 
to make it practical for hi�h densities. He described his creation 
as the Garden City made atcainablc. "The garden city is a will
o'-rhe-wisp;" he wrote, "Nature melts under the invasion of 
roads and houses and the promised seclusion becomes a crowded 
settlement' . • •  The solution 'Will be found in the 'vertical garden 
city.' " 

In another sense tOO, in its relatively casy public reception, Le 
Corbusier's Radiant City depended upon the Garden City. The 
Garden City planners and their ever increasing following among 
housing reformers, students and architects were indefatigably pop
ularizing the ideas of me super-block, the project neighborhood, 
the unchangeable plan, and gr2SS, grass, grass; what is more they 
were successfully establishing such attrihutes as the hallmarks 
of humane, socially responsible, functional, high-minded planning. 
Lc Corbusier really did not have to justify his vision in either 
hum:ane or city-functional temu. If the great object of city 
planning was that Christopher Robin might go hoppery-hoppety 
on (he grass. what was wro�g with Le Corbusier? The Decen-
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trim' cries of institutionalization, mechanization. depersonaliu
rion seemed to orhers foolish1y secrarian. 

Le Corbusier's dream city has had an immense impacr on our 
cines. It was hailed deliriously by architeCt'S, and has gradually 
been embodied in scores of projects, ranging (rom low-income 
public housing to office building projeCt'S. Aside (rom making at 
least the superfirul Garden City principles superfici2.Uy pncti
able in dense city. Le Corbusier's dream contained other marvels. 
He attempted to make planning for the automobile an integral . 
part of his scheme, and This was, in the 1910

'
S and early 1930

'
S. a 

new • .  exciting idea. He included great arterial roads for express 
one-way traffic: He cut the number of streets because "cross-roads 
are an enemy to traffic." He propoSed underground streets for 
heavy vehicles and deliveries, and of course like the Gnden City 
planners he kept the pedestrians off [he streers and in the parks. 
His city was like a wonderful mechmial toy. Funhennore, his 
conception, as an 2fchitectural work. had a dattling clarity, sim
plicity and harmony. It was so orderly, 50 visible. so easy to under
snnd. It said everything in a flash. like a good advertisement. 
This vision and its bold symbolism have been all but irresistible 
to planners, housers, designers, and to .developers, lenders :md 
mayon [00. II exerts a great pull on "progressive" zoners, who 
wnte rules alcubted to encoufllge nonprojec:t builders to re
Reet, if only a lime, the dream. No maner how vul�rized 'or 
clumsy the design. how dreary and useless the open space, how 
dull the close-up view, 'an imitation of I.e Corbusier shouts 
"Look what I made!" Like a great, visible ego it tells of some
one's achievement. But as to .how the city works, it tells., like the 
Garden City. nothing but lies. 

Ahhough the Oecentrists, wim their devotion to me ideal of a 
cozy tOwn life, have never made peace with the I.e Corbusier 
vision. most of their disciples have, Virtually all sophisrioted city 
designers today combine [he two conceptiol15 in various permuta
tions. The rebuilding rechniqlle variously known as "selective 
removal" or "spoc renewal" or "renewal planning" or "planned 
conservadon"-meaning that toral clearance of a run-down area 
is avoided-is largely the trick of seeing how many old build
ings Can be left standing and the area still convened inro a pass-

. , 
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able version of Radiant Garden City. Zoners, highway planners. 
legislators. land-use planners, and parks and playground plan
ners-none of whom live in an ideological vacuum--<:onstantly 
usc, as fixed points of reference, these two powerful visions and 
the more sophisticated merged vision, They may wander from 
the visions, they may compromise, they may vulgarize, but these 
are the points of departure. 

We shall look briefly at one orher, less imponant, line of 
ancestry in onhodoJ( planning. This one begins more or less with 
the great Columbian EJ(position in Chicago in 1893. JUSt about 

I the samc time that Howard was formulating his Garden City 
ideas. The Chicago fair snubbed the exciting modern architecture 
which had begun to emerge in Chicago and instead dramatized a 
retrogressive imitation Renaissance style. One heavy, grandiose 
monument after another was arrayed in the exposition park, like 
frosted pasrries on a tray, in a son of squat, decorated forecast: of 
Le Corbusier's later reperiti\'e ranks of towers in a park. This 
orgiastic assemblage of the rich and monumental captured the 
imagination of both planners and public. It ga\'e impctus to a 
"laVernent called the City Beautiful. and indeed the planning of 
the exposition was dominated by the man who beC'arne the leading 
City Beautiful planner, Daniel Burnham of Chicago. 

The aim of the City Beautiful was the City Monument:!.!. Great 
schemes were drawn up for systems of baroque boulevards, 
which mainly came to nothing. Wh;l.t did come out of the move
ment w�s the Center Monumental, modeled on the fair. City 
after city built its civic center or its cultul"2l cemer. These build-' 
ings were arranged along a boulevard as at Benjamin franklin 
Parkway in Philadelphia, or along a m:!.11 like the Government 
Center in Oevebnd, or were bordered by park, like the Civic 
Cemer at St. Louis, or were interspersed with park, like the Civic 
Center at San Francitto. However they were arnnged. the 
imponant point was that the monuments had been soned 
ou[ from the rest of the city. and assembled into the gnmdcst 
effect thought possible. the whole being treated as a complete 
unit, in a separate and well-defined way, 

People were proud of them, but the centers were not a success. 
For one thing, invariably the or�ry city around them ran 
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down instetd of being uplifted. :md they alW2YS acquired ;;In in· 
congruous rim of nny tatfoo pulors and second-hand-clothing. 
s[Ores, or c:1se juSt nondescript, dispirited dec1lY. For another, peo
ple suyed away from them to a rcmukahle degree. Somehow, 
when the fair became part of the ciry, it did not work like the 
fair. , 

The architecture of the Ciry Bt:lutiful centers went OUt of style. 
But the idea behind the centm was not questioned, and it has 
never had more force than it does'today. The KIn of sorting OUf 
certain cultun.1 or public functions and deconuminating their re
lationship with the workad;;lY ciry dovel1liled nicc:1y with the 
Garden Ciry teachings. The conceptions have h:rnnoniously 
merged, much as the Garden Ciry and the Radiant City merged, 
inro a sorr of R2cfunf Garden City Beautiful, such as the im
mense Lincoln Square project for New York, in which a monu
mental City Beautiful cultural center is one among a series of ;;Id
joining R;;Idiant City and Radiant Garden City housing, shopping 
and campus centers. 

And by analogy, the principles of sorting our�nd of bringing 
order by repression of all plans but the planners'-have been 
easily extended [0 ;;Ill manner of city (unctions, uncil today ;;I 
land-use masler plan (or a big city is largely a matter of proposed 
piJcemenl, often in reiJoon 10 transportation, of many series of 
decontamimted sorongs. 

From beginning to end, from Howard and Burnham to the 
latest amendment on urban-renewal law, the enrire concoction is 
irrelevant to the workings of cities. Unstudied, unrespectcd, cities 
have served as S3crificial victims. 




