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DISTURBER OF THE PEACE: JANE JACOBS

INTERVIEW BY EVE AUCHINCLOSS AND NANCY LYNCH
MADEMOISELLE
OCTOBER 1962

 

Jane Jacobs, a former associate editor of Architectural Forum, is the author of a vigorous attack on the dogmas of urban redevelopment called The Death and Life of Great American Cities. Since its publication a year ago, it has been much argued and discussed. City planners tend to be highly critical, but people who feel that our cities are being dehumanized have responded enthusiastically to her fresh and imaginative ideas. Diversity, she believes, is the source of urban vitality, and it is achieved by mixtures of residences, business, and industry, of old and new buildings, of rich and poor; of busy streets with short blocks and of many people living together. No matter how they like her assumptions, everyone agrees that she has started something. For the first time in generations, new ideas about what makes a city work are being discussed and even, tentatively, applied. This is the ninth in Mademoiselle’s series of taped interviews, “Disturbers of the Peace.”
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AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: If cities are to help us lead a good life, what should they be like?

JACOBS: Well, they have to be very fertile places economically and socially, for the plans of thousands and tens of thousands of people.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: And do you think that proper cities can make for a creative life?

JACOBS: They can in the sense that big cities offer the greatest range of opportunity for people with unusual wares or new ideas. It takes a great big city to support either commerce or culture that isn’t absolutely standardized. And if we have big cities that are unable to offer services, then we are not getting the salient advantages. What’s the point of having the disadvantages—and they do exist—and none of the advantages?

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: But look at the foolish kinds of specialization you get. In New York all the art, for instance, is stuffed into two or three museums instead of being dispersed. The Whitney used to be downtown, but now it’s just an annex of the Museum of Modern Art.

JACOBS: The idea of officially lumping all like things together is ridiculous. I’m convinced people go to the Whitney as an afterthought. When it was in a place by itself people went to see what was there.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: How could you start a reverse process?

JACOBS: These things don’t happen inevitably. All this segregation has been deliberately prescribed—like the mammoth museums, the Lincoln Centers, the housing projects. Extraordinary powers of government have been created to make possible such islands of single use, because it was thought that this is the way to organize cities. It’s not just a matter of reversing the process, though, because mere planlessness isn’t enough. We have bad unplanned areas as well as bad planned ones. Change will come about—and I believe it will—first from understanding the problem a city is, and then changing the methods of dealing with it. But there’s a step before that, and this sounds negative, but I think we won’t really get things done differently and better until citizen resistance makes it impossible—or too frustrating—to do things as they are being done now.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: How bad will things have to get before the rebellion begins?

JACOBS: I think it’s started, not just in New York, but in many other big cities—Chicago, Cleveland, Philadelphia, Boston. There’s no reason we can’t begin improving right now. I certainly don’t think we should simply call present methods to a halt and consider that in itself progress. All it is is an opportunity to begin to do things differently and better.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: How important a role does the transportation mess play in the death of great cities?

JACOBS: It’s very serious, but it’s not the cause of our trouble. It wouldn’t matter whether we had the automobile or not: the kind of wholesale planning we’ve been getting would still be very bad planning.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: And the automobile is just an excuse for it?

JACOBS: Yes, one of the excuses, not a reason.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: How about banning private cars from cities?

JACOBS: That’s a pretty negative approach. I think people are pretty suspicious of schemes that offer them nothing for something. We should get rid of the automobiles, but in a positive way. What we need is more things that conflict with their needs—wider sidewalks, more space for trees, even double lines of trees on some sidewalks, dead ends not for foot traffic but for automobiles, more frequent places for people to cross streets, more traffic lights—they’re an abomination to automobiles, but a boon to pedestrians. And then we should have more convenient public transportation.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: Turn parking lots into skating rinks?

JACOBS: Yes. We constantly sacrifice all kinds of amenities for automobiles. I think we can wear down their number by sacrificing the roadbed to some of our other needs instead. It’s a switch in values.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: Do great cities, with all the noise and dirt and bad smells, seem livable places to you, really?

JACOBS: Parts of them are very livable, but these are by no means necessarily the most fashionable parts. Greenwich Village is livable, and the demand for city districts that are lively and interesting to live in and safe on the streets is much greater today than the supply.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: Is it really possible to plan more areas in the image of Greenwich Village?

JACOBS: Of course you wouldn’t want to reproduce the Village, but the same principles that work here can work other places, and do. The mixture of residential, commercial, cultural, and manufacturing buildings all in one neighborhood, the mixture of old and new buildings, the short blocks. In describing the neighborhood I live in in my book I was really describing a fairly ordinary sort of city place. Its values don’t depend on a special kind of ethnic group or a high income. People from cities all over the country tell me that I was describing the kind of place where they live. I’ve been criticized for having a Bohemian or a working-class point of view. I don’t know what class point of view I have, but it’s city life I’ve been describing, and this is recognized by many, many people who live city lives. I think people who say that I am describing one peculiar kind of place—maybe it ought to be preserved, but it has nothing to do with cities in general—just haven’t experienced city life at firsthand. And they aren’t using their eyes.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: How did you happen to pick this place to live?

JACOBS: An area may be dilapidated, as this was, but a certain person can sense its general social atmosphere, which may be hopeful and healthy. If it’s a community, if it’s stable, if people stay put, then you have a livable place. People ought to pay more attention to their instincts. There is an intuitive sense of what is right and comfortable and pleasant. When people talk to me about my book, so often they say, “I always felt that way about the housing project I live in, but I thought it was supposed to be good for us, and I never dared say it.” When a lot of experts say one thing, then people stop trusting themselves. This is a mistake. After all, everybody who lives in the city can be an expert about cities.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: What about city planners, the people who think they are the experts? How are they trained?

JACOBS: Quite a few are people who failed in architectural school and then went into schools of city planning. It’s almost a sort of social-climbing profession. It attracts people who want to be in something that has the aura of being a profession and yet isn’t awfully demanding to learn or practice. Every city has a planning department, in addition to all the housing and redevelopment agencies, and it’s easy to get a job. You know, it’s interesting—I get entirely different letters from architects and planners. Architects generally write me about the subject matter of my book, which is how cities work. Whether they agree or disagree, that’s what they talk about. I haven’t got a single letter from a planner yet that discusses the city; they talk about planning in the abstract. They are obsessed with professionalism. It’s as if they were doctors who talked about doctoring and weren’t at all interested in the human body.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: How did the profession get started?

JACOBS: It started at a time when American cities didn’t have planning commissions, and I think it attracted people who don’t like to see what they are doing result in action. A whole body of dogma grew up, whole generations of teachers, who never put any of this into practice. It’s an odd thing to prefer to be in the kind of enterprise where nothing happens. Then quite suddenly in the Thirties they began to get the opportunity to get results—not just what they wanted maybe, but, after all, these housing projects are somebody’s plans.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: Isn’t one of the real troubles about city planning that they think so big?

JACOBS: Yes, this grandiosity is inherent in the orthodox planning dogma, and it’s very simple-minded. You can’t create the texture of a living city in one fell swoop that way. Things must grow. The kind of planning for a city that would really work would be a sort of informed, intelligent improvisation. which is what most of our planning in life is in any case. All plans—business, your children’s education, whatever—are made like this, playing it by ear all along the way. Urban renewal, in particular, is a very peculiar form of planning. The whole notion of simultaneous uplift for an area has nothing to do with real life or growth. And then there is this ideal involved in it: that you should make things perfect and keep them that way. Well, this is a form of death, of course. Enormous sacrifices are made for city planning and almost all of them are considered a justification—a proof that if so many people or businesses are uprooted it must be progress. City planners are always saying you can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs. But they are talking about people, not eggs! If planning helps people, they ought to be better off as a result, not worse off. There’s this notion that certain groups of people must be sacrificed for the common good, but nobody quite defines what this common good is. Actually, of course, it is made up of a lot of smaller goods. It’s not at odds with good for people in the concrete.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: You’ve been criticized, just as you criticize the planners of garden cities, for assuming that favorable environment can determine values and ways of life. For you it’s lively streets, for them trees and grass. But aren’t you both physical determinists?

JACOBS: There’s a distinction that I can explain best with an analogy. Suppose you are designing a room for a meeting. That’s very different from determining what the meeting is going to decide. Society is an endless meeting, where people can be heard and seen and things can happen. But what the meeting decides is out of the hands of the designer except insofar as he is another member of society. The planners of garden cities had it all decided what the meeting should decide, what life should be like for people, what was and what wasn’t good for them. This is true of all utopian thinking.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: Well, the people who started the French Revolution must have had an idea of how the meeting should turn out.

JACOBS: Oh, political action is absolutely concerned with how the meeting should come out. But it is quite a different kind of thing from physical design. And I believe that lively cities where society can operate in an intense way make meetings out of which very fertile and ingenious decisions can come. But if people are isolated, fragmented, if one income class is set off from other income classes, the meeting simply does not occur. If different kinds of talents don’t come together, if different sorts of ideas don’t rub up against one another, if the necessary money never comes in juxtaposition with the necessary vision, the meeting doesn’t occur.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: So meetings don’t occur in suburbs?

JACOBS: Suburbs are perfectly valid places to want to live, but they are inherently parasitic, economically and socially, too, because they live off the answers found in cities. But I don’t blame only the planners. By implication I blame everyone who knows in his bones that things are being done wrong and won’t trust himself enough to act like the citizen of a self-governing country. We’ve had an awful abdication of the responsibility of citizens.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: Isn’t there something wrong with schools, that people should grow up with such a feeling of helplessness about the use of their own minds?

JACOBS: If I were running a school, I’d have one standing assignment that would begin in the first grade and go on all through school, every week: that each child should bring in something said by an authority—it could be by the teacher, or something they see in print, but something that they don’t agree with—and refute it.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: But perhaps people accept being pushed around by big plans because they have no access to their true feelings any more. Everything is so complicated today.

JACOBS: They don’t really accept it. Part of the West End of Boston is being made over, and the Harvard Medical School and Massachusetts General Hospital have combined on a research project that looks into the mental-health aspects that go with urban renewal. One of their reports is called Grieving for a Lost Neighborhood. They say they have known for a long time from the way people feel about urban renewal at the time it happens to them that it is very disruptive and upsetting. And they go on to say that in spite of these previous findings, which they were ready to modify, they have been shocked to discover that the reaction of the majority must be described as grief—feelings of painful loss and longing that are sometimes overwhelming. And this is two years after they had been moved. You see, home is not just a building: it’s a territory, the whole connection between you and other people and places. People do have feelings, they express them in every way they can, even while they are being ridden over roughshod. But they’re intimidated by experts who tell them what they feel is selfish and ignorant, and unfortunately they are willing to believe it—to believe that there is even something disreputable about their grief.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: The kind of apartments they build now, even the luxury ones, don’t seem to work. People keep moving out in spite of the housing shortage.

JACOBS: That’s how 1 got interested in this whole business. I wrote about projects before they were built, and they were going to be full of people strolling on the promenades and so forth and there were pictures of how delightful it all would be. But then I saw some of them built and they weren’t being used that way. This struck me as interesting, and I tried to talk to the planners about it, but they weren’t in the least interested. They just blamed the people. And it seemed strange that they weren’t curious about what had gone wrong.

AUCHINCLOSS AND LYNCH: Did you talk to the people who lived in the projects?

JACOBS: Yes, a lot of them were there because their old homes had been, as they often put it, “thrown down.
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