
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 abstrac-
tion. 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 bar-
barism and fear. When people say that a city, or a part
of it, is dangerous or is a jungle, what they mean pri-
marily is that they do not feel safe on the sidewalks.

But sidewalks and those who use them are not pas-
sive beneficiaries of safety or helpless victims of dan-
ger. Sidewalks, their bordering uses, and their users,
are active participants in the drama of civilization ver-
sus barbarism in cities. To keep the city safe is a fun-
damental task of a city’s streets and its sidewalks.

This task is totally unlike any service that side-
walks 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 dif-
fer from towns and suburbs in basic ways, and one of
these is that cities are, by definition, full of strangers.

To any one 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 geographi-
cal 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 dis-
trict 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.

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 ven-
ture 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, inse-
curity that gives rise to such fears cannot be tagged
a problem of the slums. The problem is most serious,
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