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THE CRIME OF
THE CITIES

LIKE A river that meanders through a varied landscape,

two long
blocks on Manhattan’s Upper West Side that run from hard-

7 edged Amsterdam Avenue to sylvan Riverside Drive move past dif-

ferent worlds. A snapshot of the avenue’s bustling corner might have
been framed in a Caribbean barrio. Big families spill out of crowded,
down-at-the-heels tenements onto noisy, littered sidewalks where
children play ball, women chat, and men play salsa or cards. A
photograph taken at the next intersection, just off the main artery

of Broadway, would show a prosperous scene of well-tended prewar
*artment buildings with marble lobbies and uniformed doormen.
While conditions on this half-funky, half-fancy block might be
“med “fair,” the one directly to the west between Broadway and
erside i unequivocally “good”—a metropolitan wonderland of
fnrzﬂfownhouses festooned with Art Nouveau details. Beyond this
. Pocket of livable blocks, however, those immediately to the
and east gre pocked by vacant lots turned into seedy parks,

ity m.p  public buildings, and little in the way of decent much less
setti:;vfe (l)“s"“& These undeniably “bad” blocks are the perennial
or

ocal misdeeds from car theft to murder.
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When the uninitiated come here or to many similar polyglot neigh.
borhoods in big American cities, they are Brm:.mvmnr by the precise
suggestions about safe routes and Emnom to avoid that m..wmmo:na res-
idents offer. Although they are m:nn:m.nn_ that a territory whose
boundaries can be walked in five or ten B_D:anm can encompass urban
heavens and hells along with _ucnmmno:wr Eomn soon learn to read
the cityscape for signs of danger and oasis. Like mq_uw: veterans, they
navigate toward a row of windows decorated El_nr mos.é}oxam and
away from boarded-up ones, toward a street of brightly lit uo.i houses
and away from the barren lawns of an apartment complex. Like scouts
in the wild, experienced metropolitan .nB.,\n_Qm rely on their sur-
roundings to help them figure out what is likely to occur where and

i i behavior.
N MMMMM”@.MMMM@Q Barker’s theory of behavior setting, we are apt
i i s in certain places; the more clues a place provides
B hat we sho do, the more we will conform to
about what we should do or not o, the .
heir way to Riverside Park who stride across
il i i | usually turn them down
e blasting their tape players y
Amsein /A d enter the bijou block. There, even
once (et .y m_.n.vmmﬂmu Mﬂmhﬁw wrapper dropped on a sidewalk
omall nr__m M:LMM“__MMW M_m:ﬁma is anathema. The setting’s ambience
vc:nEnMMmogMQm:nn of the proprieties where larger wmm,ﬂnﬂm m__.m con-
prome i example, take place on
settied o vl ik _Onm_.nOnM _MMOMMM Mwua:no U_.Mmmsnn. Although
:Q.:J«. bad v__“ns_w“, Mwwﬂ_wmmﬂmvm. and tidy, flower-decked nc&.m alone
EE.H_A _:mm mmmm Hsmm mischief makers and criminals, they _..mn__mna mw
sl n_s v_m aura of the residents’ concern with the m.o.n_m_ mﬂ .sm
m_BMma MM_@MSMQQ% of civility. On penetrating this m:Sm&mw Mm _ws mw
° ing wi
Hmuh\i:_mm immediately sense ﬁrmﬁ.mma. éﬂommm“o“nm Hocial st
with individual and communal opposition as we
and most go elsewhere to make trouble. .
Two blocks away, on what is perhaps n em py vt high
the neighborhood, things look very m:nmonm:n._ M il
school and its cyclone-fenced yard are an asphalt w. T onymous
of the day. On the other side of the street from e
expanse is a “vest-pocket park” whose broken mﬂcaﬁr " e
terrain repel all but vagrants and addicts. Beyond ¢ nnﬂm Hlock'sonly
garages that, along with a few barred tenements, are

angerous street in

or ivately owned buildings, This king of no.

. . —_—

supplies few of nrn.nré_nm_ Cues thar m:noEmMM land Setting, which,

the door for the big trouble that regularly Fmo.oa vmrmio-. Opens
Yet even this mean street 5 walks ip,

& north
. Process by wp, orth in Harlem were
hoods, many of which were Prosper

ago, have turned into slumg involves Mmyriad for, .
poverty to drugs to racism to &«58%&5 L eneing from
afflictions that converged to wreak havoc in North m>_ao=m the
Bedford-Stuyvesant in Brooklyn, ang Watts, however Tr;w%:ur._m_
of well-established behavior settings is rarely Bm:ﬂ_.n © dsruption
boarded-up buildings and vacant 1o of the inner n:_._o:&. - .ﬁrn
symbols of the disastrous change in the northeastern, MMMS johing
but also active agents in its downward spiral, #n ecology
Abandoned housing and other
and sometimes literal detritus of ¢
other employers who have abandon,
itable places to do business, from th

ous
only twenty g forty years

g familjes,

ban eyesores are the figuratiye

he legion of Manufacturers and

ed the older cities for more prof-

e Sunbelt to Taiwan.

. 4 “When Bill
Cosby grew up here in Philadelphia, his dad worked in g factory and
probably made the equivalent of fifteen bucks an hour,” says Ralph
Taylor. “Today that guy can only get four o

r five bucks an hour at
McDonald’s, and the implications of that ar

€ enormous. For the first
time in history, most of America’s poverty

is urban, yet the federal
money for fairly effective poverty Programs meant to address this
shift, such as Head Start, has dried up. The cities are left to educate

and otherwise service a huge, needy population that has few oppor-
tunities for advancement.”
The socioeconomic plague Taylor describes has drastically afflicted
the body as well as the soul of the city, physically pocking it in a
way that, in a particularly vicious circle, aggravates the social sick-
ness. “The places in which poorer groups grow up today are radically
different than they were twenty-five years ago,” he says. “A house’s
transition from a prime homeowner's property through the rental
Stage to abandonment happens much faster now. The huge <o_E.=n
of vacant housing that results has created an enormous opportunity
for illegal drug activities, which is what most of it is used for. "
Because vacant housing affords them plenty of room, margina
characters move in and take over a block’s behavior setting from the
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established citizens that Taylor calls the “regulars.” Once that begin
to happen, the regulars can be pushed toward one of two unfortunage
paths. Those who can afford to do so may panic and leave, giving
way to unprepared, less committed newcomers and transients, which
helps ensure the collapse of the setting. On the other hand, those
who remain in the troubled setting by necessity or choice often try
to protect themselves by retrenchment, thereby shrinking the amoup,
of communal territory under surveillance. Instead of viewing the
whole block as their turf, they may limit their involvement to thej,
end of it, or even to their building.

The role played by abandoned housing in the decay of urban life
is hard to overestimate. “Here in Philadelphia, at the urging of some
ministers, former Mayor Goode sealed up eight hundred crack houses
at great expense,” says Taylor, “but there are so many empty buildings
that when one drug place was bricked up, a new one could open
right next door. If you combine a lack of jobs, enormous opportunities
for ‘social deviants’ to flourish, fewer settings for ‘regular’ behavior,
reduced public services, physical dilapidation . . . If I could do one
thing to improve urban life, I'd rehab all the vacant housing.”

As the ravages caused by crack houses and shooting galleries have
shown, a community’s troubles are apt to occur in the gaps in a

behavior setting—spots in which the neighborhood’s usual standards
and degree of vigilance do not apply. That is why shady activities
flourish not just in abandoned housing but on comers, in parks, or
near bars, stores and other places where residents’ control is limited.
When these gaps expand, say, jumping from a candy store used for
gambling to a nearby abandoned house used for prostitution and drug
dealing to a vacant lot filled with trash, a deadly domino effect sets
in. The worse the social climate, the more dilapidated the setting
becomes, and vice versa. Before long, there are fewer symbols of the
individual and group territoriality, from brightly lit doorways to clean
sidewalks, that could help turn things around. Tragically, it doesn’t
take much—some peeling paint, an abandoned car, a boarded-up
window—rto set off the deadly chain reaction of fright, flight, or
withdrawal on the part of solid citizens that destroys a once sound
urban setting.
The more diverse the residents of a setting, the harder it is t
band together to eliminate the gaps that invite bad behavior. Because

.. . mrm_.nm
and the ability to influence events, it Mmh:nm. feel
! arder to

ethnically and economically m:

we-happy-few beach no_os&ﬂ".: hn“mm%cu, T

the way things should be tha | hous

most of n.Tn dogs are descendans of a single |,

laundry is ever hung outdoors, Foy similar SMMr Lab bitch, ang no

things go smoothly in Hong Kong ang ,_.OEMHMMM._MEBM%:MQ.
€ their huge

populations. In melting pots like Ney York, Chic
however, sharing a setting is a challenge . ot Los Angeles

celeration in cultural diversity thag vmmmsvﬂzﬁwam% since the ac-
destrian example, consider the i ¢

qmﬂaosmﬂ:w blue-collar Brooklyn block simu]
both gentrification and an infly i

Central American WBEEBEM o%”o‘“hw nM_“o mmﬁ_w >am:n8.~ ahd
families of white longshoremen would have Ewar.:” M:w‘nmﬁwz_mr&
new neighbors, both groups of whom they saw as mﬁrqnww .iﬂr ﬁrw:.
ilantly defended the area in front of their houses by MM_LU.Q sm.
tires of any “outsiders” who dared to park there. At the on.h”m n an
the new gentrifiers were very much disturbeq by the cars their EM_, .
neighbors often parked in their driveways; to them, these <nanM
were physical symbols of looming disorder and lawlessness—the thin
end of the wedge. If something as seemingly simple and objective as
parking can cause trouble among a diverse group sharing an urban
setting, far more difficult problems can seem insurmountable, further
encouraging aggression or withdrawal. “If you live on a block with
lots of people you understand and get along with, things go fine,”
says Taylor. “But if your neighbors are really different from you, it's
going to drive you crazy.”

If a row of dilapidated and vacant houses creates a setting that
begs for bad behavior, it seems reasonable to assume that renovating
those buildings to their former Victorian splendor must be a solid
Step toward urban renewal. Despite the fact that the restoration of
old urban neighborhoods is one of the few visible signs of hope in
many cities, Taylor cautions that plugging in a few showplaces doesn’t
hecessarily benefit a neighborhood. Gentrification means diversity,
and that means not just clashes but anxiety, because we feel mw.mnmﬂ
when we're near people like ourselves. In ethnically mixed neigh-

Ings of _un_o:mm:m

achieve within E.-

usetts are :M e . P
such accorq about

taneously undergoing
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borhoods, this fear of each other not w=_<. adds to stresg
decreases our sense of territoriality, ir_n.r 5.83 increase
kelihood of trouble. “By definition, mnun:m_nmzw: is a spotry Proces,
in which two very different mnocnmlLoimT_.:nan renters gng
higher-income owners—are thrust together. This polarity boosts the
level of concern among those at the upscale end and &msmznm_z
intensifies the others’ feelings of inequity. As soon as the rich people
move in, you hear the long-term residents saying, ‘Hey, I th ought
my kid would be able to grow up and buy w house here, and that
ain’t going to happen now. My taxes are going up. They're on -
case about my cousin working on his car out front with the radio
on. And where’s the good old white bread in the supermarket?’
In modern urbanized society, the greatest potential for misunder-
standing concerns not race but money, says Taylor. “Can middle-
class black and white people get on okay as neighbors? We don’t yet
know, although they seem to in many places. But there are chasms
when poor and middle-class people, black or white, try to share a
community.”

but also
S the |;.

The most chilling example of how the destruction of a supportive
environment can accelerate a community’s behavioral collapse may
be the plight of the Central African tribe called the Ik. After they
were displaced from their hunting grounds in the 1930s and left
without an adequate material or spiritual substitute, the Ik culture
disintegrated until, when anthropologist Colin Turnbull studied them
in the 1970s, moral and social values were such that parents laughed
when their own children were hurt. While the Inuit have traditionally
coped well with extreme scarcity in the cradle of their roan_w&.
the rootless Ik were unable to sustain the culture that sustained their
humanity. Although the predicaments of two very different cultures
can’t be strictly compared, the negative influence of the mn:wﬁ. plays
an important role in the misery of the ghetto, just as it did in the
decline of the Ik.

Seemingly planned to thwart a sense of belonging, the forty n_nﬁn\
story buildings that comprised the infamous Pruitt-Igoe housing proJ
ect in St. Louis finally had to be blown up in 1972. Its design Was
initially celebrated for the way it conserved space and reduced op-
portunities for vandalism. Because it offered none of the small, sem!”

private communal areas that repe] |
residents’ territorial feelings, USe, and sypue. Pers and encourage
velopment thwarted jts tenants’
social networks that typically s
borhoods. Sixteen years after its erection
depravity that begged for Comparison tq
By the time the towers were scheduled ¢ ral sink.
and the damage to Property—elevarors Were rouj _,Bwn. assault,
lets—were so widespread that more than half E_Mn% .m.& as to-
vacant, especially their Upper stories. At the very least nﬂ, _smm were
of Pruitt-Igoe serves as a warning that wher, people’s ﬁ_v: mm nightmare
into wastelands, souls are starved and neglected as we|| mwoo%ana

As the Pruitt-Igoe debacle made cl, 2 bodies.
essarily better, and good fences don’t
bors. The high-rise estrangement it epjtom:
apartment complexes as well. A narj
Federal National Mortgage Association in 1992 showed that 8¢ per-
cent of >:~minm=m|lvman=~ma_< lower-income people and blacks and
Hispanic Americans—still think that the single-family detached
home with a yard is “the ideal place to live” and are willing to make
substantial sacrifices to have one. Because of its high cost, however,
home ownership has declined from 66 percent of the population in
1980 to 64 percent in 1990, which means that an increasing number
of people are unable to secure something that is very important to
them.

As “rugged individualists” distrustful of communal living, Amer-
icans have traditionally refused to regard an apartment as a “real
home,” implicating it in everything from the transmission of disease
to impaired development. Even the first rich people to brave life in
a Fifth Avenue triplex had to be wooed by the “maisonette,” or town
house built into a high-rise structure. Along with this antiapartment
bias, residents of big tower developments, often set back off the street
in nondescript grounds that discourage use, have to struggle harder
to bond with hundreds of anonymous neighbors, keep watch, m_.a
€ven supervise their children. Not surprisingly, o..nn%mng om_oiﬁhm;_n
apartment buildings based on the personalized amrroa.o B_ nm

SRR | more territorial an
Brouped around smaller, semipublic yards, fee
Neighborly than those who live in towers. TP
Although planners can identify a number o

Standards of yp,
the Project was 5
Calhoun’s behavio
be dynamited

TOHO up the -
m—m =
: nadir of




196 ® THE POWER OF PLACE

that make for a vital neighborhood, rich or poor, the serendipity
involved can elude programming, and the disadvantaged haye i
been the only guinea pigs for failed communal experiments. [ the
1960s and 1970s, large tracts of rural land were turned into Utopian
“new towns” whose 15,000 to 100,000 middle-class residents were
eager to sidestep urban hassles and suburban isolation. To reduce
traffic congestion and pollution while affording convenience, the
designers of Columbia, Maryland, planned things so that resideng
could shop within a five-minute walk or bike ride from their homes,
It turned out, however, that many preferred to drive to larger, less
expensive stores, which meant plenty of cars on the road and the
bankruptcy of the smaller shops. In a similar burst of well-meaning
but doomed hyperdesign, the planners decided to promote socializing
by clumping an entire block’s mailboxes in one spot. The citizenry
complained, protesting that they couldn’t run out to get the mail in
their bathrobes. Although new towns do provide better facilities,
people weren't any happier there, and by the early 1980s, many of
the sixteen federally funded projects had been sold to private
developers.

A major factor in the fallibility of utopian schemes is the gap
between what we say we want from our surroundings and what actually
fosters our health and contentment. Although the new towns were
built on the assumption that tasteful buildings, attractive landscap-
ing, and fine facilities lead to the good life, the reality seems to have
as much to do with the familiar turf and rich network of slowly
fostered relationships typical of a more venerable behavior setting.
Although it might surprise the uninitiated, ghetto residents often
have fond feelings about their neighborhoods. After razing miles of

dilapidated cityscape, bureaucrats have discovered that appearances
can be deceiving, and some very good things can be destroyed in the
name of urban renewal—particularly cheap housing and complex
webs of social support. Within what outsiders perceive as an unre-
lieved slum, convenient shops and services and the frequent crossing
of residents’ paths help shrink an impersonal city down to size, lower
stress, promote socializing, and provide a forum for attacking prob-
lems too big for individuals to handle. Whether they’re rich or poot
some neighbors can usually be counted on to watch out for the kids
and the elderly, give practical advice, pull a group together, and last

THE CRimg qf THE opp
but not least, smile on their dail IES
study that compared the positive mM
and wealthy city dwellers and suby
that although slum residents hag
roundings than the other two gro
of va:mm,w ovmnwﬁzo:m. Their reaction helps expla
in “bad” housing may resist being qm_oﬂ,.mn&xv mE why people stuck
velopments, and why, if forced o g0, they anﬂvnnmonm_ new de-
grieve: no fewer

than P percent of a group of displaced Bostonians
were still depressed by the move 5 year later Eam:m in one survey
after that. y 25 percent a year

If outsiders find it hard to believe that
a ghetto might want to stay there,
derstand why waves of newcomers st
really a psychological phenomenon—
despite what they look mw@ v_mnmmom&oN%Mmﬂwwmrou&”:nmmlmﬁ
hope,” says Alaskan anthropologist Kerry mm_aawsnmw_ m=mm c.zwr
pines, I studied ‘squatter settlements’ to see what psmcohnmmnr i
to leave the inner-city slums for those farther aaoéalnrn . .vowq
urbs.’ After interviewing three thousand people, 1 found ﬁrwﬂﬁwc :
with the higher incomes moved. Now, we're talking about mwammﬂ
who make fifty dollars a month, but that's different from thirt
dollars. The little country villages these people had migrated »oh
may look more picturesque to Americans, but to them, a squatter
site isn’t a slum, it’s a step up. You ask, ‘Why are you here? and they
say, ‘For a job and a better education and life for my children.’ That's
pretty much what urbanization is about worldwide. If they can make
enough money to climb to the next rung on the ladder, people are
willing to live in a place filled with disease and crime.” .

| ] m O .N
-.OC:&m. M,ﬁ
well

rban

- 9mwmwwmcwcmcm:< clever
o, amr:mm of poor
i, noS, e archerg discovered
N Plaints about thejr sur-

' they made the Same number

A tesidents of what seems like
they find it evep harder to un-
ruggle to join them, * Slum’ is

If urban squatter and wealthy landlord, public-housing tenant and
brownstone renovator are united by any response to the city, it is the
dread of crime. Back in the fifteenth century, the Muslim Ibn Khal-
dun wrote that in contrast to the high-minded types bred in the
open desert, the congested capitals of the West whelped depraved
criminals. His bias persists, although, as Taylor points out, :wowﬁ.n
do plenty of bad things in the country, but Channel 10 news isn't
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T e
there to record them.” Of all the reasons people give for disliking
big cities, crime tops the list, not without reason: compared wiy,
rural areas, urban rates of violence and murder are respectively eight
and three times higher. The reasons for the discrepancy range from
more poverty and bad role models, to more victims and goods ¢,
prey upon, to the decreased likelihood nrwﬁ the criminal wil| be
caught and punished. But the physical setting plays an important,
often overlooked role in the incidence of crime as well.

Crime rates are lower in places where the setting’s regulars share
and display a strong proprietary sense of territoriality. In certain
urban, socially homogeneous working- and middle-class neighbor.
hoods, for example, there may be little of the historical-society
splendor found in more affluent districts that attract tourists, yet
the atmosphere of communal involvement and concern is similar.
Instead of bronze door knockers and marble facades, these humbler
communities use neat houses, clean, well-populated streets, and
planted borders to repel troublemakers. Even a birdbath or a statue
of St. Francis helps send a strong message to potential miscreants
that, as Taylor puts it, “if they try to climb in a window, they’ll
meet somebody charging through from the other side. If only one
person on the block hangs a window box, nothing much will happen.
But if many people do, and they also take action against trouble-
makers, then you're talking. It’s not the fixtures—the lights, the
shrines, or the flowers—that prevent crime, but the social dynamics
that drive and are driven by these environmental features. The phe-
nomenon works in the opposite direction, too. As crime increases,
the territorial markers that discourage it decrease, making things

”

worse.
In posh suburbs, where just about everything is privately owned,

markers abound and crime rates are lower. Poor communities, on the
other hand, are often dominated by publicly owned developments
and big stretches of no-man’s-land where surveillance is minimal.
Because most criminals come from such neighborhoods and usually
venture less than two miles from home to do their dirty work, they
particularly prey on these poorly marked and unguarded parts of their
own backyards. Yet even in high-crime neighborhoods, pockets that
encourage and display more territorial concern contend with less
trouble: one housing project deliberately designed to encourage res”

areas
visited on another just across the street. the crime

Crime is bad, but the majority of Am
For them, the fear it inspires is worse,
about being mugged or robbed Vary in proporei
crimes committed in the places where we _MM_.:S to the number of
there’s much more fear than crime,” 255 T mJ_n Work, but in fact,
is far more widespread than the crime EM or .,::m modern worry
poor, black, female, and aged. I limits oE. %H:n.:_m% among the
stress. Among people who already fee| begey ﬁnso_' and generates
causes higher levels of anxiety and depressi o:_ ,:M. mwﬁ@ of crime
a social problem, but also a mental-health EmZn:__m w o ony

Our settings play such a crucial role i our mE:. . |
that its level can usually be predicted by the ph o ot crime

] ) physical deterioration
of a neighborhood—really the residents’ perceptions of deterinrari
because different groups read those signs very different] Q.M.MBM\_AOF
Line looks great to newcomers,” says Taylor, “but nmow._n er rw,_\”
lived there all their lives see the changes wrought by urbanization,
such as nwo_nm mvman.nwm:nw. fewer private homes, more people of various
sorts, and less social cohesio i .
perspective, inner-city nmov_m. Mﬁ”an_wﬂnn”oc&. Toa. " o

- ' Y the young, might interpret
graffiti, litter, and loitering as legitimate social responses to unfair
treatment, just as a riot can be viewed as a political statement rather
than a rampage. But to middle- and upper-class people, the mere
trappings of incivility—spray paint that isn’t removed or a window
that isn’t fixed the next day—spell risk. To them, these physical cues
symbolize moral collapse, poor police service, and the regulars’ lack
of control over local behavior. A high-rent area such as Manhattan’s
Upper East Side can have plenty of robberies, but if there aren’t any
physical signs of deterioration, people don’t move away, as they might
in a less attractive area with the same crime rate.”

Despite the deterioration of the urban setting, Taylor and others
who study our interactions with it insist the future isn't hopeless.
More than thirty years of their research have shown that modern
urban environments can reinforce good behavior as well as bad; even
in the much disparaged and potentially troubled milieu of public
ro:,a:w. for example, simple measures such as landscaping, the use
of color, and the orientation of buildings to the street can help

ericans i its vi
g ill not be its victims,
Ssume that oyr anxieties
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increase the community’s control a'nd decrease; c;:me. Todenviron.
mentally minded behavioral scientists, part O the tragedy of the
cities isn’t that no one knows what to do at:out: them, but that we
know some things that could help yet haven’t done tfhem,

As more and more Americans flee the troubled setting of the citjes
for the suburbs, they are pushing back the perimeters of the coun-
tryside. At the end of a long discussion of the influences of urban.
ization on behavior, Taylor adds another concern. “Although it’s not
as visible as overt urban decay, since the 1980s the conversion of
rural land into suburbs has accelerated to a degree that affects not
just our well-being but that of all species. Even if only ten or fifteen
acres out of a hundred are perturbed, that can mean a radical dis-
ruption of a habitat, because breaking into a core area of some species
can make a whole territory dysfunctional. In South and Central
America, a species that only existed in a particular valley can be
wiped out. Nature is a human need, and we're wiping it out.”




