
Experience Day Urban Studies 

25 November 2023 
 

Workgroup 

 

Title 

Urban density: a problem or opportunity? 

 
Introduction 

Density is a central theme in Urban Studies. In the early twentieth century, scholars of the 

Chicago School of Sociology, like Louis Wirth in his article “Urbanism as a way of life”, 

argued that population size, density and heterogeneity in cities create a distinct urban 

personality, leading to a lack of social cohesiveness and deviant behavior. In the 1960s, Jane 

Jacobs argued that the same city characteristics create neighborhood vitality, social cohesion, 

and the perception and reality of safety. The books and articles of Wirth and Jacobs are still 

standard works in urban scholarship, but they are also heavily debated. In the workgroup, we 

will discuss these works and the arguments being used by urban scholars of both sides. 

 

Teacher 

Manon van der Heijden, professor of Comparative Urban History, Leiden University. 

 
Preparation 

1. Read the article of Jane Jacobs (introduction and 4 pages). 

2. Answer the following questions: 

 

• Why has ‘barbarism’ taken over many city streets according to Jacobs? 

• What are the four functions of a substantial quantity of stores and other public places 

along the sidewalks in a neighborhood? 

• What is ‘sidewalk ballet’ ? 

• Why does ‘sidewalk ballet’ bring safety in urban public space? 
 

 

 



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 resi
dents 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 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. "I live in a
lovely, quiet residential area," says a friend of
mine who is hunting another place to live. "The
only disturbing sound at night is the occasional
scream of someone being mugged." 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.
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Streets in cines serve many purposes besides
carrying vehicles, and city sidewalks - the pedes
trian 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 con
junction with the buildings and other uses that
border it, or border other sidewalks very near it.
The same might be said of streets;.)n 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.

Contrast Louis Wirth's theory of how population size, density, and heterogeneity in cities create a

distinct urban personality (p. 97) with Jacobs's argument that these very same city characteristics may

create neighborhood vitality, social cohesion, and the perception and reality of safety. Jacobs's notion of

the "street ballet" invites comparison with Lewis Mumford's idea of the "urban drama" (p.92) and

William Whyte's emphasis on the importance of public plazas (p. 483). Jacobs's community activism in

resistance to urban renewal places her within a long tradition that includes Paul Davidoff's "Advocacy

and Pluralism in Planning" (p. 423), and Sherry Arnstein's "A Ladder of Citizen Participation" (p. 240).

Other important works by Jane Jacobs include The Economy of Cities (New York: Random House,

1969) and Systems of Survival (New York: Random House, 1992). In the former book Jacobs again

turns conventional explanation on its head by arguing that the rise of cities may have preceded, and

even accounted for, rural agricultural development. The latter is a Platonic dialogue on "the moral

foundations of commerce and politics."

from The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961)

JANE JACOBS

"The Uses of Sidewalks: Safety"

Editors' introduction Jane Jacobs started writing about city life and urban planning as a

neighborhood activist, not as a trained professional. Dismissed as the original "little old lady in tennis

shoes" and derided as a political amateur more concerned about personal safety issues than

state-of-the-art planning techniques, she nonetheless struck a responsive chord with a 1960s public

eager to believe the worst about arrogant city planning technocrats and just as eager to

rally behind movements for neighborhood control and community resistance to bulldozer
redevelopment.

TheDeathand Life of GreatAmerican Citieshit the world of city planning like an earthquake when it

appeared in 1961. The book was a frontal attack on the planning establishment. Jacobs derided urban

renewal as a process that only served to create instant slums. She questioned universally accepted

articles of faith - for example, that parks were good and that crowding was bad. Indeed she suggested

that parks were often dangerous and that crowded neighborhood sidewalks were the safest places for

children to play. Jacobs ridiculed the planning establishment's most revered historical traditions as "the

Radiant Garden City Beautiful" - an artful phrase that not only airily dismissed the contributions of Le

Corbusier (p. 336) , Ebenezer Howard (p. 321), and Daniel Burnham but lumped them together as well!

The selection from TheDeathand Life of GreatAmerican Citiesreprinted here presents Jane Jacobs

at her very best. In "The Uses of Sidewalks: Safety," she outlines her basic notions of what makes a

neighborhood a community and what makes a city livable. Safety - particularly for women and children

- comes from "eyes on the street," the kind of involved neighborhood surveillance of public space that

modern planning practice in the Corbusian tradition had destroyed with its insistence on superblocks

and skyscraper developments. A sense of personal belonging and social cohesiveness comes from

well-defined neighborhoods and narrow, crowded, multi-use streets. And, finally, basic urban vitality

comes from residents' participation in an intricate "street ballet," a diurnal pattern of observable and

comprehensible human activity that is possible only in places like Jacobs's own Hudson Street in her
beloved Greenwich Village.

It was this last quality, her unabashed love of cities and urban life, that is Jane Jacobs's most obvious

and enduring characteristic. The Deathand Life of GreatAmerican Citieswas a scathing attack on the

planning establishment - and, in many ways, it was a grassroots political call to arms - but it was also a

loving invitation to experience the joys of city living that led many young, college-educated people to

seek out neighborhoods like Greenwich Village as places to live, struggle, and raise families. In one

sense, the book encouraged and justified middle-class gentrification of formerly working-class

neighborhoods. In another, it found itself oddly reflected in the fantasy-nostalgia of "Sesame Street."

But in all ways it was committedly urban, never suburban, at a time when inner-city communities were
being increasingly abandoned to the forces of poverty, decay, and neglect.



The first thing to understand is that the public
peace - the sidewalk and street peace - of cities
is not kept primarily by the police, necessary as
police are. It is kept primarily by an intricate,
almost unconscious, network of voluntary con
trols and standards among the people
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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 safety of the street
works best, most casually, and with least
frequent taint of hostility or suspicion precisely
where people are using and most enjoying the
city streets voluntarily and are least conscious,
normally, that they are policing.

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 side
walks 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 influ
ence does not carry very far geographically, so
enterprises must be frequent in a city district if
they are to populate with walkers those other
stretches of street that lack public places along
the sidewalk. Moreover, there should be many
different kinds of enterprises, to give people
reasons for crisscrossing paths.

Third, storekeepers and other small business
men are typically strong proponents of peace and
order themselves; they hate broken windows and
holdups; they hate having customers made ner
vous 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.

This last point, that the sight of people
attracts still other people, is something that city
planners and city architectural designers seem to
find incomprehensible. They operate on the
premise that city people seek the sight of
emptiness, obvious order and quiet. Nothing
could be less true. People's love of watching
activity and other people is constantly evident in
cities everywhere.

the 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.

And third, the sidewalk must have users on it
fairly continuously, both to add to the number of
effective eyes on the street and to induce the
people in buildings along the street to watch the
sidewalks in sufficient numbers. Nobody enjoys
sitting on a stoop or looking out a window at an
empty street. Almost nobody does such a thing.
Large numbers of people entertain themselves,
off and on, by watching street activity.

In settlements that are smaller and simpler
than big cities, controls on acceptable public
behavior, if not on crime, seem to operate with
greater or lesser success through a web of repu
tation, gossip, approval, disapproval and sanctions,
all of which are powerful if people know each
other and word travels. But a city's streets, which
must control the behavior not only of the people
of the city but also of visitors from suburbs and
towns who want to have a big time away from
the gossip and sanctions at home, have to
operate by more direct, straightforward methods.
It is a wonder cities have solved such an
inherently difficult problem at all. And yet in
many streets they do it magnificently.

It is futile to try to evade the issue of unsafe
city streets by attempting to make some other
features of a locality, say interior courtyards, or
sheltered play spaces, safe instead. By definition
again, the streets of a city must do most of the
job of handling strangers, for this is where
strangers come and go. The streets must not only
defend the city against predatory strangers, they
must protect the many, many peaceable and
well-meaning strangers who use them, insuring
their safety too as they pass through. Moreover,
no normal person can spend his life in some
artificial haven, and this includes children.
Everyone must use the streets.

On the surface, we seem to have here some
simple aims: to try to secure streets where the
public space is unequivocally public, physically
unmixed with private or with nothing-at-all
space, so that the area needing surveillance has
clear and practicable limits; and to see that these
public street spaces have eyes on them as
continuously as possible.

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
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themselves, and enforced by the people
themselves. In some city areas - older public
housing projects and streets with very high
population turnover are often conspicuous
examples - the keeping of public sidewalk law
and order is left almost entirely to the police and
special guards. Such places are jungles. No amount
of police can enforce civilization where the normal,
casual enforcement of it has broken down.

The second thing to understand is that the
problem of insecurity cannot be solved by
spreading people out more thinly, trading the
characteristics of cities for the characteristics of
suburbs. If this could solve danger on the city
streets, then Los Angeles should be a safe city
because superficially Los Angeles is almost all
suburban. It has virtually no districts compact
enough to qualify as dense city areas. Yet Los
Angeles cannot, any more than any other great
city, evade the truth that, being a city, it is
composed of strangers not all of whom are nice.
Los Angeles' crime figures are flabbergasting.
Among the seventeen standard metropolitan
areas with populations over a million, Los Angeles
stands so pre-eminent in crime that it is in a
category by itself. And this is markedly true of
crimes associated with personal attack, the
crimes that make people fear the streets.

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? ... 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, must have three
main qualities:

First, there must be a clear demarcation
between what is public space and what is private
space. Public and private spaces cannot Ooze into
each other as they do typically in suburban
settings or in projects.

Second, there must be eyes upon the street,
eyes belonging to those we might call the natural
proprietors of the street. The buildings on a
street equipped to handle strangers and to insure
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JANE JACOBS

To be sure, there are people with hobgoblins
in their heads, and such people will never feel
safe no matter what the objective circumstances
are. But this is a different matter from the fear
that besets normally prudent, tolerant and
cheerful people who show nothing more than
common sense in refusing to venture after dark _
or in a few places, by day - into streets where
they may well be assaulted, unseen or unrescued
until too late. The barbarism and the real, not
imagined, insecurity that gives rise to such fears
cannot be tagged a problem of the slums. The
problem is most serious, in fact, in genteel
looking "quiet residential areas" like that my
friend was leaving.

It cannot be tagged as a problem of older
parts of cities. The problem reaches its most
baffling dimensions in some examples of rebuilt
parts of cities, including supposedly the best
examples of rebuilding, such as middle-income
projects. The police precinct captain of a
nationally admired project of this kind (admired by
planners and lenders) has recently admonished
residents not only about hanging around
outdoors after dark but has urged them never to
answer their doors without knowing the caller.
Life here has much in common with life for the
three little pigs or the seven little kids of the
nursery thrillers. The problem of sidewalk and
doorstep insecurity is as serious in cities which
have made conscientious efforts at rebuilding as
it is in those cities that have lagged. Nor is it
illuminating to tag minority groups, or the poor,
or the outcast with responsibility for city danger.
There are immense variations in the degree of
civilization and safety found among such groups
and among the city areas where they live. Some
of the safest sidewalks in New York City, for
example, at any time of day or night, are those
along which poor people or minority groups live.
And some of the most dangerous are in streets
occupied by the same kinds of people. All this
can also be said of other cities.
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Under the seeming disorder of the old city,
wherever the old city is working successfully, is a
marvelous order for maintaining the safety of the
streets and the freedom of the city. It is a
complex order. Its essence is intricacy of side
walk use, bringing with it a constant succession
of eyes. This order is all composed of movement
and change, and although it is life, not art, we
may fancifully call it the art form of the city and
liken it to the dance - not to a simple-minded
precision dance with everyone kicking up at the
same time, twirling in unison and bowing off en
masse, but to an intricate ballet in which the
individual dancers and ensembles all have
distinctive parts which miraculously reinforce
each other and compose an orderly whole. The
ballet of the good city sidewalk never repeats
itself from place to place, and in anyone place is
always replete with new improvisations.

The stretch of Hudson Street where I live is
each day the scene of an intricate sidewalk
ballet. I make my own first entrance into it a
little after eight when I put out the garbage can,
surely a prosaic occupation, but I enjoy my part,
my little clang, as the droves of junior high
school students walk by the center of the stage
dropping candy wrappers. (How do they eat so
much candy so early in the morning?)

While I sweep up the wrappers I watch the
other rituals of morning: Mr. Halpert unlocking
the laundry's handcart from its mooring to a
cellar door, Joe Cornacchia's son-in-law stacking
out the empty crates from the delicatessen, the
barber bringing out his sidewalk folding chair,
Mr. Goldstein arranging the coils of wire which
proclaim the hardware store is open, the wife of
the tenement's superintendent depositing her
chunky 3-year-old with a toy mandolin on the
stoop, the vantage point from which he is
learning the English his mother cannot speak.
Now the primary children, heading for St.
Luke's, dribble through to the south; the children
for St. Veronica's cross, heading to the west, and
the children for P.S.41, heading toward the east.
Two new entrances are being made from the
wings: well-dressed and even elegant women and
men with briefcases emerge from doorways and
side streets ... Most of these are heading for the
bus and subways, but some hover on the curbs,
stopping taxis which have miraculously appeared
at the right moment, for the taxis are part of a
wider morning ritual: having dropped passengers

from midtown in the downtown financial
district, they are now bringing downtowners up
to midtown. Simultaneously, numbers of women
in housedresses have emerged and as they
crisscross with one another they pause for quick
conversations that sound with either laughter or
joint indignation; never, it seems, anything
between. It is time for me to hurry to work too,
and I exchange my ritual fa(ewell with Mr.
Lofaro, the short, thick-bodied, white-aproned
fruit man who stands outside his doorway a little
up the street, his arms folded, his feet planted,
looking solid as earth itself. We nod; we each
glance quickly up and down the street then look
back to each other and smile. We have done this
many a morning for more than ten years, and we
both know what it means: AUis well.

[...)

I know the deep night ballet and its seasons
best from waking; long after midnight to tend a
baby and, sitting in the dark, seeing the shadows
and hearing the sounds of the sidewalk. Mostly
it is a sound like infinitely pattering snatches of
party conversation and, about three in the
morning, singing, very good singing. Sometimes
there is sharpness and anger or sad, sad weeping,
or a flurry of search for a string of beads broken.
One night, a young man came roaring along,
bellowing terrible language at two girls whom he
had apparently picked up and who were
disappointing him. Doors opened; a wary
semicircle formed around him, not toO close, until
the police came. Out came the heads, too, along
Hudson Street, offering opinion, "Drunk .. ,
Crazy ... A wild kid from the suburbs." (He
turned out to be a wild kid from the suburbs.
Sometimes, on Hudson Street, we are tempted to
believe the suburbs must be a difficult place to
bring up children.)

I have made the daily ballet of Hudson Street
sound more frenetic than it is, because writing it
telescopes it. In real life, it is not that way. In real
life, to be sure, something is always going on, the
ballet is never at a halt, but the general effect is
peaceful and the general tenor even leisurely.
People who know well such animated city streets
will know how it is. I am afraid people who do not
will always have it a little wrong in their heads like
the old prints of rhinoceroses made from travelers'
descriptions of rhinoceroses. On Hudson Street,

the same as in the North End of Boston or in any
other animated neighborhoods of great cl~es, we
are not innately more competent at keeping the
sidewalks safe than are the people who try to live
off the hostile truce of Turf in a blind-eyed city.We
are the lucky possessors of a city order that makes
it relatively simple to keep the peace because there
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are plenty of eyes on the street. But there is ~othing

simple about that order itself, or the bewildering
number of components that go into it. Most of
those components are specialized in one way or
another. They unite in their joint effect upon the
sidewalk, which is not specialized in the least. That
is its strength.

III


