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Streets in cities serve many purposes
besides carrying vehicles, and city
sidewalks—the pedestrian parts of the
streets—serve many purposes besides
carrying pedestrians. These uses are bound
up with circulation but are not identical
with it and in their own right they are at
least as basic as circulation to the proper

workings of cities.

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
sidewalks very near it. The same might be
said of streets, in the sense that they serve
other purposes besides carrying wheeled

traffic in their middles.

Streets and their sidewalks, the main
public places of a city, are its most vital
organs. Think of a city and what comes

to mind? Its streets. If a city's streets look

interesting, the city looks interesting; if

they look dull, the city looks dull.

More than that, and here we get down
to the first problem, if a city's streets are
safe from barbarism and fear, the city is
thereby tolerably safe from barbarism and
fear. When people say that a city, or a part
of it, is dangerous or is a jungle what they
mean primarily is that they do not feel safe

on the sidewalks.

But sidewalks and those who use them
are not passive beneficiaries of safety or
helpless victims of danger. Sidewalks, their
bordering uses, and their users, are active
participants in the drama of civilization
versus barbarism in cities. To keep the city
safe is a fundamental task of a city's streets

and its sidewalks.

This task is totally unlike any service that
sidewalks and streets in little towns or true
suburbs are called upon to do. Great cities
are not like towns, only larger. They are not
like suburbs, only denser. They differ from
towns and suburbs in basic ways, and one
of these is that cities are, by definition, full

of strangers.

To anyone person, strangers are far more
common in big cities than acquaintances.
More common not just in places of public
assembly, but more common at a man's
own doorstep. Even residents who live
near each other are strangers, and must
be, because of the sheer number of people

in small geographical compass.

The bedrock attribute of a successful

city district is that a person must feel
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Figure 1. View of a crowded Manhattan sidewalk, New York, New York, circa 1930

personally safe and secure on the street
among all these strangers. He must not
feel automatically menaced by them. A
city district that fails in this respect also
does badly in other ways and lays up for
itself, and for its city at large, mountain on

mountain of trouble.

Today barbarism has taken over many city
streets, or people fear it has, which comes
to much the same thing in the end. It does
not take many incidents of violence on
a city street, or in a city district, to make
people fear the streets. And as they fear
them, they use them less, which makes

the streets still more unsafe.

This is something everyone already knows:
A well-used city street is apt to be a safe
street. A deserted city street is apt to be
unsafe. But how does this work, really?
And what makes a city street well used
or shunned? Why is the sidewalk mall in
Washington Houses, which is supposed

to be an attraction, shunned? Why are the

sidewalks of the old city just to its west not
shunned? What about streets that are busy

part of the time and then empty abruptly?

A city street equipped to handle strangers,
and to make a safety asset, in itself, out of
the presence of strangers, as the streets
of successful city neighborhoods always
do safety of both residents and strangers,
must be oriented to the street. They
cannot turn their backs or blank sides on it

and leave it blind.

But it is not so simple to achieve these
objects, especially the latter. You can't
make people use streets they have no
reason to use. You can't make people
watch streets they do not want to watch.
Safety on the streets by surveillance and
mutual policing of one another sounds

grim, but in real life it is not grim.

The basic requisite for such surveillance is
a substantial quantity of stores and other

public places sprinkled along the sidewalks

of a district; enterprises and public places
that are used by evening and night must
be among them especially. Stores, bars
and restaurants, as the chief examples,
work in several different and complex

ways to abet sidewalk safety.

First, they give people—both residents
and strangers—concrete reasons for using
the sidewalks on which these enterprises

face.

Second, they draw people along the
sidewalks past places which have no
attractions to public use in themselves but
which become traveled and peopled as
routes to somewhere else; this influence
does not carry very far geographically,
so enterprises must be frequent in a city
district if they are to populate with walkers
those over stretches of street that lack

public places along the sidewalk.

Third, storekeepers and other small
businessmen are typically strong
proponents of peace and order
themselves; they hate broken windows
and holdups; they hate having customers
made nervous about safety. They are great
street watchers and sidewalk guardians if

present in sufficient numbers.

Fourth, the activity generated by people
on errands, or people aiming for food or
drink, is itself an attraction to still other

people.

(Source: The Death and Life of Great

American Cities Chapter1 excerpts)
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