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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 dimen-
sions 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.

Deep and complicated social ills must lie behind
delinquency and crime, in suburbs and towns as well
as in great cities. This book will not go into specula-
tion on the deeper reasons. It is sufficient, at this
point, to say that if we are to maintain a city society
that can diagnose and keep abreast of deeper social
problems, the starting point must be, in any case, to
strengthen whatever workable forces for maintaining
safety and civilization do exist – in the cities we do
have. To build city districts that are custom made
for easy crime is idiotic. Yet that is what we do.

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 uncon-
scious, network of voluntary controls and standards
among the people themselves, and enforced by the
people themselves. In some city areas – older public
housing projects and streets with very high popula-
tion 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 number of police can enforce civil-
ization where the normal, casual enforcement of it
has broken down.

The second thing to understand is that the prob-
lem 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 com-
pact 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’s
crime figures are flabbergasting. Among the seven-
teen 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.

Here we come up against an all-important ques-
tion about any city street: how much easy opportun-
ity does it offer to crime? It may be that there is some
absolute amount of crime in a given city, which will
find an outlet somehow (I do not believe this).
Whether this is so or not, different kinds of city streets
garner radically different shares of barbarism and fear
of barbarism.

Some city streets afford no opportunity to street
barbarism. The streets of the North End of Boston
are outstanding examples. They are probably as safe
as any place on earth in this respect. Although most
of the North End’s residents are Italian or of Italian
descent, the district’s streets are also heavily and
constantly used by people of every race and back-
ground. Some of the strangers from outside work in
or close to the district; some come to shop and
stroll; many, including members of minority groups
who have inherited dangerous districts previously
abandoned by others, make a point of cashing their
pay-cheques in North End stores and immediately
making their big weekly purchases in streets where
they know they will not be parted from their money
between the getting and the spending.

Meantime, in the Elm Hill Avenue section of
Roxbury, a part of inner Boston that is suburban in
superficial character, street assaults and the ever-
present possibility of more street assaults with no
kibitzers to protect the victims, induce prudent peo-
ple to stay off the sidewalks at night. Not surpris-
ingly, for this and other reasons that are related
(dispiritedness and dullness), most of Roxbury has
run down. It has become a place to leave.

I do not wish to single out Roxbury or its once fine
Elm Hill Avenue section especially as a vulnerable
area; its disabilities, and especially its great blight of
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