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Ne>J York City 

Dear ::r. Gilil~ri:.ric , 
v 

In my l e tter t o you of June :14th : ~bout -~he hook on the city 1-Ihich 
I an cacer to ·m·ite, I described briefly the subject natter I plan 
to cover, and its eenoral tenor. Hollevcr, I am dissatisfied that 
I e.xplained the point of the book or the reaso:1. uhy I think t~e 
investigation and descri:ptions I propose may be useful • 

.At rresent, there seer.: +o be tl<O dominant and very COpt)clling mental 
i!llages of t he city. One is the inJage of the city in trouble, an 
.;..nhumn mass of masonry, a chaos of happe.YlStance crm-rth, a :?lace 
starved of the sil:;>le decencies and amenities of life, beset Hith 
so IililnY accmaulateci !_)roblems it makes your head sliime The other 
pouerful :i.."JDGC is that of the rebuilt city, t~1e antithesis of all 
that the un:>larmed city represents , a carefully pl<lnned panorara 
of projec i.s ~nd green spaces, a · place i:ih-3re functions are sorted: 
out i...'1stead of jumbled tot;eth6r, .::1. place of light, air, stmsh:i.ne, 
dignity and order for all. 

Both of those conce;>tions are disc.st.rously supcrfic:~al . Both of 
them neglect --they s:iJn.?ly overlook-- the most fundamental part of 
any useful image of the city --the Hay people use the city. And so 
these pouerful E.ental pictures have becone hindrances and bloclm 
to intell:lgent observation and action. P..s an instance of this, a 
fe\·1 years aeo I eave a talk about the great importance of :::teres 
and storekeepers in city neighborhoods, and also the important 
non-comncrcial uays in which city people use store fronts . Si."lce 
then, I have been distressed at the uay this observation has been 
simplified into a gimrdck, 11 the corner grocery store, 11 by many 
ueoryle vrho uore apparently moved by Hhat they heard, but uho have 
fixed in their heads so fonnaUzod an image of the 11 residentialtt 
city· that they are 1mable to assimilate contrary clata .from real 
l.i.i'e, except by modifying it 1 nto a pretty meaningless gadget. 
In fact , there is remarkably little auareness t.hat tt"cse standard 
images are superficial. As an extreme ~le, He;1 York hot:.sing 
agencies have npent something close to $250 Million on rebuilding 
in East Harlen, ui thout spendine anything to find out i:hat they 
"Y;ere really up to --neither 1-1hat they riere reallJ· destroying, nor 
1rhat they uere really creating. Even 1-l'rten funds are set &side for 
'l.U'ban renm:al study here or in other large cities, the stu.dy aJ.most 
invariably begins with standardized preconceptions about vrhat is 
1v.rong and what i-r.i 11 be a desirable result, and takes off .from 
there. Thus concepts of neiehborhood, of amenity, o.r all manner 
of city f 1.c ·.1-i. ties, are craftecl onto abstract preconceptions ui th 
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little heed to hou these thinss operate in the city., 

1lliat I 1:ould like to do is to create for the reader anot'her iroage 
of the city, not cira;-m from mine or anyo"l.e else's :i..Inag.ination or 
1Tishes but, so far as thi::; is possible, from real life; an inage 
Jllore com,elling to the reader than 1he ab8t:;:·actions, because he is 
convinced it is truer. I Houl<t also like to eo f urt!!er than this , 
ho-..rever, and open the reader's eyes to a different uay of looking 
at the city for himself and understanding what he sees . 

This is a pretty ambitious aim, I kno'ti, but since ue are dealing 
here 'tdth concrete, s::>ecific facts of life and behavior, I think 
it can be clone by -presenting a pointed accumulation of e:>::BJTTples, 
illustrations, and CA~lanations of cause and effect. 

The 'Oroblem is hOi~ to present t11is accumulation of facts, and in- ~j 
ferences fron facts , so it really adt'ls up for the reader and :_:>er- 1 
oaades him of its sigrL.ficancc, instead cf overuhelmine or con- / 
fusing him. This is a tough problen, because of the subject 
matter and the thes.:..S : that n ·Hi thin tho seeming chaos and jumble 
of tr£ city is a remarkable degree of order, in the form of r e­
lationships o.:' all kinds that people have evolved and that are 
absolutely funda"'!lental to city lii'e --more fundar.:ental and neces­
sar-;~ to safety, to convenience, to soci~ action, to econor.ti.c 
opportunity, than anytl1.inf, conceived of· in the i.rnage of the re­
built city. .:here it ;;orks at all well, this network of relation­
ships is astonishingly i.."ltricate. It requires a stageering diver­
sity of activities anc :prople, very inti.":'lately interlocked (althour:h 
often casuall~· so), and able to make constant adjustments to needs 
and circumstances; the ::>h:t'Sical form of the city has also to be 
full of variety and flexibility for people to acconunocate it to 
their needs --not as isolated family units but as a livinb community. 

Complexity is thus of the essence, but it Hon 1t do to throw these 
intrlcacies at the reader like a basket of leaves. And it non ' t do , 
either, to ber;in vri.th broad, sin.?lified strokes and then embroider 
these Hith cont?lications , because an..y valid simplifications and 
broad principles in this case can only be based on understanding 
of the underlying detail --not •dee-versa. I think the problem 
can be overconr; by taking up certain aspects of the city, one at a 
tlrae, uithout evading the intricacy of each aspect, but by choosing 
the sequence of subjects so J hat an understanding of each illuminates 

( 
the next one and leads into ::..t. The seauence that I think non uill 

{ -,;crk best is that described in cy previous letter --the street, the 
park, the scale, the m:i...A-ture, t..lte centers and edecs, and t'Jen the 
implications and possibilities of all this for tm physical city 
and its people. 

The reason I think it is important to do t h is at all is that I am 
convinced any good that is going to come of planning for t.'IJ.e cit~-
is t:;oine to have to foster the cit.y ' s diversity instead of obstruct­
ing it. And any effective planning is going to have to be based on 
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res')ect for what catalyzes constructive behavior and trends in the 
city, or at least predisposes to-vJard ther.1, instead of being based 
on .:"utile attempts to keep things in hand by master-ninding --and 
ov~cimp1jfying-- an impossible infinitude of detaLl. 

There are, of course , qui t.e a number of people today looking at the 
city in the same ·Hay I am doing, and I intend to clra11 on the ob­
servations of many of the!'l. In fact , the uay I began lookinG at 
the city in this fashion --hunting for evideme of ho-vt poople use 
it-- t-ms as a result of beirig 1;alked around E.ast Earlem for several 
afternoons by Hr. 1~illiam Kirk, the Beaduorker oi' Union Settlcmant . 
I hardly l:ne1-1 'Hhat he -v;as drivinc at, at first , but the accumulation 
of detail and incident soon began to mal-::e pretty exciting sense, and 
opened my eyes to other things in other places . ThiG is the process 
I uill have to try to du:plicate in the reader's rri.nd, 1-r.ith the dif­
ference that he r:rust be conv.inced of ;rhat i7e are up to from the 
beginning, and he has to get it in rr.ore variety of scene and cir­
cunstance fron the beginning. 

Any usefulness that this image of the city uill have Hill depend 
first, on hoiv true it is (on this I will tr.r my best), and second, 
on uhether it exerts any influence on the things that are clone de­
liberately to shape the city and its life. I hope it i·r:i..ll, bt::.t of 
course I do not lmm·r. 

Sincerely 

(' C'>:A.A..LC}-<-v)'-<l 
J&..."le Jacobs 
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