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THE CITY AS A MECHANISM FOR SUSTAINING HUMAN CONTACT

Christopher Alexander

That’s what cities are:People come to cities for contact.

Yet the people who live in cities are often contact­meeting places.

less and alienated. A few of them are physically lonely: 

of them live in a state of endless inner loneliness. They have 

thousands of contacts, hut the contacts are empty and xinsatisfying.

What physical organization must an urban area have, to function 

as a mechanism for sustaining deeper contacts?

almost all

Before we can answer this question, we must first define exactly 

what we mean by "contact" and we must try to understand Just what it

is about existing cities that prevents the deepest contacts from

Once we have done that, we can define a set of characteris-

This
maturing.

tics which an urban area requires to sustain the contacts.

paper therefore has four parts:

In the first part I shall define the most basic, and most urgently 

needed kind of contact, intimate contact.

In the second part, I shall present a body of evidence which 

strongly suggests that the social pathologies associated with \irban

_ delinquency and mental disorder—follow inevitably from the

lack of intimate contact.

In the third part, I shall describe the interplay of phenomena 

which causes the lack of intimate contact in \irban areas today.

These phenomena are facets of a single complex syndrome:

/
areas

the autonomy-
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1 shall try to show that this syndrome is an 

inevitable by-product of urbanization, and that society can only re­

create intimate contacts among its members if they overcome this

withdrawal syndrome.

syndrome.

In the fourth part, I shall show that in order to overcome the 

autonomy-withdrawal syndrome a city’s housing must have twelve 

specific geometric characteristics, and I shall describe an arrange­

ment of houses which has these characteristics.

k .n
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I. INTIMATE COIiTACT

Modern urban society has more contact and communication in it

People who would never havethan any other society in human history.

been in contact in a pre-industrial society, are in contact today.

There are more contacts per person, and there are more kinds of

Individuals are in touch with a larger world than they evercontact.

were before. As metropolitan areas grow, society will become even 

more differentiated, and the number and variety of contacts will 

increase even more. This is something that has never happened before.

Durkheimin the whole of human history, and it is very beautiful: 

said so long ago, in the Division of Labor in Society.^ Melvin Webber

and Marshall McLuhan and Richard Meier are saying it eloquently 

today. ^

But as the individual’s world expands, the nxmiber of contacts 

increases, and the quality of contact goes down. A person only has 

twenty-four hoxars in his day. As the total nmber of his contacts

increases, his contacts with any one given person become shorter,

In the end, from a human point of 

It is not surprising that in

and less frequent, and less deep.

view, they become altogether trivial, 

just those urban centers where the greatest expansion of human contacts

has taken place, men have begun to feel their alienation and aloneness 

more sharply than in any pre-industrial society. People who live in 

cities may think that they have lots of friends; but the word friend 

has changed its meaning. Compared with friendships of the past, most 

of these new friendships are trivial.
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IntimateIntimate contact in the deepest sense, is very rare, 

contact is that close contact between two individuals in which they

It is areveal themselves in all their weakness, without fear.

relationship in which the barriers which normally surround the self, 

are down. It is the relationship which characterises the best marri-

We often call it love. It is hardages, and all true friendships, 

to give an operational definition of this kind of intimate contact; 

but we can make it reasonably concrete, by naming two essential pre­

conditions without which it can’t mature.

These conditions are:

1. The people concerned must see each other very often, almost 

day, though not necessarily for very long at a time.

2. They must see each other under informal conditions, without 

the special overlay of role or situation which they usually 

wear in public.

In more detail:

1. If people don’t meet almost every day—even if they meet 

once a week, say—they never get around to showing them­

selves; there are too many other things to talk about: 

latest news, the war, the taxes, what mutual acquaintances

These things can easily fill an 

Unless people meet more often, they 

never have a chance to peel the outer layers of the self 

away, and shovj- what lies inside.

2. Many people meet every day at work, 

role relationship provides clear rules about the kinds of

every

the

have been doing lately.

evening once a week.

But here the specific
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things they talk about, and also defines the bounds of the 

relationship—again there is little chance that the people 

penetrate each other, or reveal themselves, 

is true if they meet under "social" circumstances, where 

the rules of what is proper make deep contact impossible.

These two conditions are not sufficient--they do not guarantee

If these conditions are

The same thing

intimate contact—but they are necessary.
3

not met, intimate contact can't mature.

It may help to keep in mind an even more concrete criterion of

intimacy. If two people are in intimate contact, then we can be sure 

that they sometimes talk about the ultimate meaning of one another's 

lives; and if two people do sometimes talk about the ultimate meaning 

of their lives, then we are fairly safe in calling their contact an 

intimate contact. If they do not talk about these things, then they 

not really reaching each other, and their contact is superficial. 

By this definition, it is clear that most so-called "friendly" 

contacts are not intimate. Indeed, it is obvious that the most 

common "friendly" occasions, provide no opportunity for this kind of 

contact to mature. Friends who come round to dinner once a month 

("Honey, why don’t we have them round to dinner sometime"), or the 

acquaintances who meet for an occasional drink together, clearly do 

not satisfy the two conditions which I have defined. At these occa­

sions, people neither reach each other, nor do they reveal themselves. 

Let us therefore, begin by asking what social mechanism is required

are

to make contacts intimate.

In pre-industrial society, intimate contacts were sustained by 

"A primary group is a small group of people charac-primary groups.
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terised by intiinate face to face association and cooperation".

The three most universal primary groups are the family, the neigh-

These threeborhood group of elders, and the childrens play-group, 

primary groups have existed in virtually every human society, and they

have been primary in forming the social nature and ideals of the

It is clear that the contacts which these primary groupsindividual.

The members of acreated do meet the two conditions I have named.

primary group meet often—almost daily; and they meet under unspecial­

ised conditions, where behavior is not prescribed by role, so that

It is therefore clear that inthey meet as individuals, man to man.

a society where primary groups exist, the primary groups do serve

as mechanisms which sustain intimate contact.

Because intimacy is so important, and because primary groups

have, so far, always been the vehicles for intimate contact, many 

anthropologists and sociologists have taken the view that man cannot 

live without the primary groups,^

First Homans, writing in 1950:Here are two typical statements:

"In the old society, man was linked to man; in the new agglomer­

ation—it cannot be called a society—he is alone.

All the evidence of psychiatry shows that membership in a• • •

group sustains a man, enables him to maintain his equilibrium

under the ordinary shocks of life, and helps him to bring up

children who will in turn be happy and resilient. If his

group is shattered around him, if he leaves a group in which he

was a valued member, and if, above all, he finds no new group

to which he can relate himself, he will, under stress, develop
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disorders of thought, feeling, and hehavior. His thinking will 

be obsessive, elaborated without sufficient reference to reality; 

he will be ansious or angry, destructive to himself or to others; 

his behavior will be compiilsive, not controlled; and, if the 

process of education that makes a man easily able to relate him­

self to others is itself social, he will, as a lonely man, 

bring up children who have a lowered social capacity. The cycle 

is vicious; loss of group membership in one generation may make 

men less capable of group membership in the next. The civiliza­

tion that, by its very process of growth, shatters small group
„6life will leave men and women lonely and unhappy.'

Second - Linton; "Although the disintegration of local groups 

in our society may progress even further than it has, the author 

is inclined to regard it as a transitory phenomenon. The sudden 

rise of the machine and of applied science has shattered Western 

civilization and reduced Western society to something approaching

chaos. However, unless all past experience is at fault, the 

society will once more reduce itself to order. What the new 

order will be no one can forecast, but the potentialities of 

the local group, both for the control of individuals and for the 

satisfaction of their psychological needs are so great that it
7seems unlikely that this unit will be dispensed with."

Linton wrote those words in 1936. In the years since then, many 

architects and planners have tried to recreate the local primary group 

artificially, by means of the neighborhood idea. They have hoped 

that if people would only live in small physical groups, round modern 

village greens, the social groups wotild follow the same pattern; and 

that these artificial groups would then once more provide the intimate
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8 Butcontact which is in such short supply in urban areas today.

this idea of recreating primary groups by artificial means is unrea-

it fails to recogiaize the truth about thelistic and reactionary;

open society. The open society is no longer centered around place- 

based groups; and the very slight acquaintances that do form round 

an artificial neighborhood are once again trivial; they are not
9based on genuine desire. Though these pseudo-groups may serve 

certain ancillary purposes—(neighbors may look after one anothers 

houses while they are away)—there is no possible hope that they 

could sustain truly intimate contact, as I have defined it.

The only vestige of the primary groups which still remains is 

the nuclear family. The family still functions as a mechanism for

But where the extended family of pre­sustaining intimate contact.

industrial society contained many adults, and gave them many oppor­

tunities for intimate contact, the modern nuclear family contains

This means that each of these adults has at mostonly two adults.

(Although the contact be­

tween parent and child is, in a colloquial sense, an intimate one.

one intimate contact within his family.

it isit is not the kind of contact which I am discussing here;

essentially one-sided; there can be no mutual revealing of the self 

between adults and children.) Fvirthermore, one third of all house­

holds in urban areas, contain only one adult (either unmarried, 

widowed or divorced^^). These adults have no intimate contacts at

all, at home.

As ways of providing intimate contact, it seems that primary

groups are doomed. Modern urban social structure is chiefly based 

on secondary contacts—contacts in which people are related by a
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bi;iyer and seller, disc-jockey and fan, 

not sTorprisingly, the people who find themselves

Urban Americans

single role relationship:

lawyer and client, 

in this dismal condition, try madly to make friends.

They are able toare world famous as an outgoing, friendly people.

and they join associations more than almostmake friends very fast;

It is not hard to see that this is an inevitableany other people.

of urbanization and mobility, and will ultimately happen

In a society

consequence

everywhere, as urban society spreads around the world, 

where people move about a lot, the individuals who are moving must

learn to strike up acquaintances quickly--it is essential for them, 

since they very often find themselves in situations where they don't 

By the same token, since deep-seated, old, associa­

tions are uncommon, people rush to join new associations and affili­

ations, to fill the gap they feel. Instant friendship is well 

adapted to the circurastances which the average American urban dvjeller 

faces. But the very life stuff of social organization—true parti­

cipation among people who learn to penetrate each other—is missing. 

Outward friendliness adds nothing to the need for deeper contact; 

it trivializes contact.

know anybody.

People may not be ready to admit that most of their contacts 

trivial; but they admit it by implication, in their widespread

^Jhat is it that

are

nostalgia for college days, and for army days, 

makes the college reunions so powerful? Why do grown men and women 

at reunions pretend to be boys and girls again? Because at college.

they had an experience which many of thcan never have again;' they had 

many intimate friends; intimate contact was commonplace.

However grizzly war may be, it is a fact that

The same

is true of army days.
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They rememberthe vast majority of men never forget their army days, 

the close comradeship, the feelings of mutual dependence, and they

regret that later life never quite recreates this wonderful exper­

ience again.

All the recent studies of dissatisfaction when slum dwellers

So far these studiesare forced to move, say essentially the same, 

have been used to demonstrate the poor quality of new towns and urban

No one has been bold enoughrenewal; but this is really Incidental.

These people are moving from a traditional 

place-based society into the larger urban society where place-based

When they make the move they lose their 

This is not because the places they go to are 

badly designed in some obvious sense which could be easily improved. 

Nor is it because they are temporarily uprooted, and have only to wait

The awful fact is that

to face the larger fact.

community means nothing.

intimate contacts.

for the roots of community to grow again, 

modern urban society as a whole, has found no way of sustaining

intimate contacts.

Some people believe that this view is nothing but nostalgia

and that what looks like alienation is reallyfor an imaginary past: 

just the pain of parting from traditional society, and the birth pang
13of a new society.

I believe that intimate contacts areI do not believe it.

and indeed, that each person requires 

not one, but several intimate contacts at any given time, 

that the primary groups which sustained intimate contact were an 

essential functional part of traditional social systems:

essential for human survival:

I believe

and that
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since they are now obsolete, it is essential that we invent new 

social mechanisms, consistent with the direction that society is 

taking, and yet able to sustain the intimate contacts which we 

need.

Expressed in formal terms, this belief becomes a fundamental 

hypothesis about man and society:

An individual can only be healthy and happy when his life con-

A society can only be atains three or four intimate contacts.

healthy one, if each of its individual members has three or fo\ir
14intimate contacts at every stage of his existence.

Every society known to man, except our own, has provided condi­

tions which allow people to sustain three or four intimate contacts. 

Western industrial society is the first society in human history

If the hypothesis 

Let us

where man is being forced to live without them, 

is correct, the very roots of our society are threatened.

therefore examine the evidence for the hypothesis.
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II. EVIDENCE

Unfortvinately, the only available evidence is very indirect. 

Individual health is hard to define; social health is even harder.

we have no in-We have no indices for low grade misery or sickness:

In the same >ray, the relativedices for fading social vitality.

intimacy of different contacts is hard to define and has never ex-

The evidence we really need, showing a corre-plicitly been studied, 

lation between the intimacy of peopled contacts, and the general 

health and happiness of their individual and social lives, does not

exist.

In a strictly scientific sense, it is therefore only possible 

to examine a very extreme version of the hypothesis: namely, that 

extreme lack of contact causes extreme and well-defined social patho-

Several large scalelogies like schizophrenia and delinquency, 

studies do support this extreme form of the hypothesis.

Faris and Dunham studied the distribution of mental disorders

They found that paranoid and hebephrenicin Chicago in the 1930*s.

schizophrenias have their highest rates of incidence among hotel 

residents and lodgers, and among the people who live in the rooming

They are highest, in other words, amonghouse districts of the city.
15those people who are most alone.

Faris and Dunham also found that the incidence of schizophrenia

among whites was highest among those whites living in predominantly 

negro areas, and that the incidence for negroes was highest among

Here again.those negroes living in predominantly non-negro 

the incidence is highest among those who are isolated.

areas.
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Alexander Leighton and his collaborators have spent ten years

in Stirling County, Nova Scotia, studying the effect of social disin-
17 To stress the fact that people integration on mental disorders.

a disintegrated society exist as isolated individuals, without any

kind of emotional bonds between them, he calls the disintegrated

In a collection there are nxambers of individualssociety a collection.

occupying the same geographical area, having non-patterned encounters

They have no personal contacts of any sort; theywith each other.

have no voluntary associations with one another—let alone any kind
18 They are suspicious aboutof intimate contact between households.

making friends, and try to keep clear of all involvements with
19people.

These people have substantially higher rates of psychophysio- 

logical, psychoneurotic, and sociopathic disorders, than people who
20live in a closely knit traditional community.

Langner and Michael, studying the incidence of mental disorders 

in Manhattan, find that people who report less than four friends have- 

a substantially higher chance of mental disorder than those who
21 What is more, their findings suggestreport more than four friends.

that this effect may even be partly responsible for the well known

correlation between low socioeconomic status and high rates of men-
22 Langner and Michael find that peopletal disorder and delinquency.

in the lowest socioeconomic groups tend to have fewer friends than

Thus in the lowestthe people in the highest socioeconomic groups.

group, 12,7 percent report no friends; in the highest group, only
231.8 percent report no friends. This may seem surprising to those

readers who have an image of the lower socioeconomic groups as urban
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villagers, with widespread webs of friendship and kinship. Although 

the people who live in depressed areas of cities do occasionally 

still have such a traditional society, and many friends, most of 

them live in conditions of extreme social disorganization.

and it is very possible that this lack of

They do

lack intimate friends:

intimate friends plays a substantial part in the correlation between

Langner eind Michael show, finally.poverty and mental disorder, 

that membership in formal organizations and clubs, and contact 

with neighbours, have relatively slight effect on mental health— 

thus supporting the idea that the contacts must be intimate before
24they do much good.

Many minor studies support the same conclusion, 

among them, are the widely known correlations between age and mental 

health, and between marital status and mental health, 

studies have shovm that the highest incidence of mental disorders.

Most important

Various

for males and females, occur above age 65, and indeed, that, the

Other studies have shown that thehighest of all occior above 75. 

incidence rates for single, separated, widowed and divorced persons

Rates per thousand.are higher than the rates for married persons, 

for single persons, are about one and a half times as high as the 

rates for married persons, while rates for divorced and widowed per-
26sons are between two and three times as high.

Of course the disorders among old people may be partly organic: 

but there is no getting away from the fact that old people are almost 

always more lonely than the yoxmg; and that it is usually hard for 

them to sustain substantial contacts with other people. In the same
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way, although the disorders among divorced and single people could 

actually he the sources of their isolation, not caused by it, the 

fact that the rate is equally high for widovrers and widows makes this 

In both cases we are dealing with populations of

The simplest

very \inlikely.

individuals who are exceptionally prone to isolation, 

possible explanation, once again, is that the loss of intimate con­

tact causes the disorders.

It isSo far we have discussed only cases of adult isolation.

very likely that the effects of social isolation on children are 

acute; but here the published evidence is thinner.

The most dramatic available results come from Harlow’s work

Harlow has shown that monlteys isolated from other infant

even more

on monkeys.

monkeys during the first six months of life, are incapable of nor­

mal social, sexual or play relations with other monkeys in their

later lives;

"They exhibit abnormalities of behavior rarely seen in animals 

born in the wild. They sit in their cages and stare fixedly into space, 

circle their cages in a repetitively stereotyped manner, and clasp 

their heads in their hands or arms and rock for long periods of

the animal may chew and tear at its body until it bleeds 

similar symptoms of emotional pathology are observed in deprived 

children in orphanages and in withdrawn adolescents and adults in 

mental hospitals.

It is well known that infant monkeys—like infant humans—have 

these defects if brought up without a mother or a mother surrogate.

It is not well known that the effects of separation from other infant 

monkeys are even stronger than the effects of maternal deprivation.

time • • •• • •

,,27
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Indeed, Harlow showed that although monlceys can be raised successfully 

without a mother, provided that they have other infant monkeys to 

play with, they cannot be raised successfully by a mother alone, 

without other infant monkeys, even if the mother is entirely normal.

He concludes;

"It seems possible that the infant-mother affectional system is 

dispensible, whereas the infant-infant system is a sine-qua-non for 

later adjustment in all spheres of monkey life.

In Harlow’s experiments, the first six months of life were critical. 

The first six months of a rhesus monkey's life correspond to the

Although there is no formal

.,28

first three years of a child's life, 

evidence to show that lack of contact during these first three years

damages hianan children—and as far as I know, it has never been 

studied—there is very strong evidence for the effect of isolation

There is also an informal accountbetween the ages of four to ten. 

by Anna Freud, which shows how powerful the effect of contact among 

tiny children can be on the emotional development of the children. 

Anna Freud describes five young German children who lost their

parents during infancy in a concentration camp, and then looked after

at which point

She describes the beautiful social 

Reading the account.

one another inside the camp until the war ended;

they were brought to England.

and emotional maturity of these tiny children.

feels that these children, at the age of 3, were more aware of 

each other and more sensitive to each others needs, than many people

one

ever are.
30 Lantz ques-The most telling study is that by Herman Lantz. 

tioned a random sample of 1000 men in the United States Army, who
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had been referred to a mental hygiene clinic because of emotional

Army psychiatrists classified each of the men as nor­

mal, suffering from mild psychoneurosis, severe psychoneurosis, or 

psychosis.

difficulties.

thoseLantz then put each man into one of three categories: 

who reported having five friends or more at any typical moment when 

they were between 4 and 10 years old, those who reported an average 

of about two friends, and those who reported having no friends at 

that time. The following table shows the relative percentages in

The results areeach of the three friendship categories separately.

astounding:

IIoAbout 2 
friends

5 or more 
friends friends

0.07.239.5Normal

l6.4 5.022.0Mild Psychoneurosis

47.554.627.0Severe Psychoneurosis

0.8 37.53.1Psychosis

18.7 10.010.7Other
100.0100.0100.0

five friends or more, 6l.5 percent have mild

Anaong children with no
Among children who have

cases, while 27.8 percent have severe cases, 

friends, only 5 percent have mild cases, and 85 percent have severe

cases.

It is almost certain then, that lack of contact, when it is 

extreme, has extreme effects on people, 

of literat\ire beyond that which I have quoted.

We cannot be sure that the effect is causal:

There is a considerable body
Q1 Even so, the evidence

and we haveis sparse.
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found evidence only for those relatively extreme cases which can be

From a strictly scientific point of view, itunambiguously counted, 

is clearly necessary to undertake a special, extensive study, to test 

the hypothesis in the exact form that I have stated it.

However, just because the scientific literature doesn't happen 

to contain the relevant evidence, that doesn't mean that we don't

From our own lives vreknow whether the hypothesis is true or not. 

know that intimate contact is essential to life; and that the whole 

meaning of life shows itself only in the process of our intimate 

contacts.^^ The loss of intimate contacts touches each one of us—

The evidence I have quotedeach one of you who reads this paper.

happens to concern only people who are suffering from some form of

But the loss of intimate contacts is not 

It applies equally to the man who is

extreme social isolation.

restricted to these people, 

happily married, a father of four children and a member of numerous 

This man may seem to have many contacts--indeed he 

does —but the way that our society works today, he is still most 

likely lacking intimate contact as I have defined it, and therefore, if 

my hypothesis is right, even this lucky man is still suffering 

from disorders which are only different in degree from the extreme

The way of life we lead today makes it 

impossible for us to be as close to our friends as we really want 

The feeling of alienation, and the modern sense of the 

"meaninglessness" of life, are direct expressions of the loss of

local groups.

disorders I have mentioned.

to be.

intimate contact.
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III. THE AUTONOIvg-WITHDRA.W.AL SYrDROME

As far as we can judge then, people need three or four intimate

Ifcontacts at every moment of their lives, in order to survive.

they don’t have these contacts they ;mdergo progressive deteriora-

It is therefore clear that every humantion, and disintegration, 

society must provide social mechanisms which sustain these intimate

Yet as we know, the his-contacts, in order to survive as a society.

toric mechanisms which once performed this function for our own

society, are breaking down.

I shall now try to show that we are not merely faced with the

collapse of one or two social mechanisms, but rather, with a massive

syndrome, a huge net of cause and effect in which the breakdown 

of primary groups, the breakdown of intimacy itself, the growth of 

individualism, and the withdrawal from the stress of urbanised society,

I shall call this syndrome the autonomy-withdrawalare all interwoven.

syndrome.

To study the syndrome, let us begin with the most obvious

mechanical reasons for the breakdown of intimate contacts. I have

In pre-industrial societies the two institutionsalready named them.

which sustained intimate contacts betvreen adults were the extended

fainily and the local neighborhood community. These two primary

groups have almost entirely disappeared. The family has shrunk;

friends have scattered.

The modern metropolis is therefore a collection of many scattered

In the future, individual householdshouseholds, each one small.

will probably be even smaller, and the average size of urban areas
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Under these circumstances the three or four inthnateeven larger.

contacts which each individual needs are no longer available in his

immediate physical surroundings; not in his shrunken family, nor in 

his neighborhood. We must therefore ask how, in a society of scat­

tered, mobile individuals, these individuals can maintain intimate

contact with one another.

Let us go back to the two conditions which intimate contact 

requires: (l) The people concerned must see each other very often, 

almost daily; and (2) they must see each other under informal con­

ditions, not controlled by single role relationships, or social 

rules. How can a society of scattered, mobile Individuals meet

these tvro conditions?

Since friend-The first answer vrhich comes to mind is this;

ships in modem society are mostly based on some community of inter­

est, we should expect the institutions which create such friendships— 

workplace, golfclub, ski resort, precinct headquarters—to provide 

the necessary meeting ground. It sounds good; but it doesn't work. 

Though people do meet each other in such groups, the meetings are 

too infrequent; aiid the situation too clearly prescribed. People 

achieve neither the frequency, nor the informality, which intimacy 

requires. Further, people can only reach the true intimacy and mu­

tual trust required for self-revelation when they are in private.

Frequent, private, almost daily meeting between individuals.

under conditions of extreme informality, unencumbered by role pre­

scriptions or social rules, will only take place if the people visit

It is true that occasional meetingsone another in their own homes.

but the regular, constant,in public places may also be very intimate:
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meetings which are required to build up the possibility of intimacy

In a society of scattered mobile indi-cannot happen in public places, 

viduals people will therefore only be able to maintain intimate

if they are in the habit of constantcontacts with one another

informal visiting or "dropping-in".

In modern American society dropping-in is thought of as a pecu­

liar Eviropean custom. Yet in fact, dropping-in is a normal part of

In part it has to be, becauselife in every pre-industrial society.

there are no telephones in pre-industrial society. But dropping-in 

is not merely the pre-industrial version of what we do by phone.

The very notion of friendship demands that people be almost totally 

exposed to one another. To be friends, they must have nothing to 

hide; and for this reason, informal dropping-in is a natural, and 

essential, part of friendship, 

may even treat it as a definition of true friendship. If two people 

feel free to drop in on each other knowing that they will be welcome, 

no matter what is happening, we can be sxire that they are intimate 

friends; if two people feel inhibited about dropping in on each 

other, we can be sure they are not truly intimate. Why is dropping-

This is so fundamental that we

in so rare in mobile \arban society?

The first reason, of coxxrse, is still mechanical. Two people 

will not sustain a pattern of daily dropping-in unless they live within 

a few minutes of each other, ten minutes at the most. Although the 

car has enormously enlarged the number of people within ten minutes 

distance of any given household, most of the people in the metropo­

lis are still outside this distance. If we remember that we are 

concerned with the half dozen individuals who are potentially closest
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to any given individual, we must face the fact that in a metropolis 

these individuals are very likely to live as much as half an hour or 

an hour apart. At this distance, intimate contact can't develop.

They see each other very rarely--at most once or twice a month for 

dinner—and when they do meet, it is after careful invitation, worked 

These kinds of evening contact have neither the 

frequency, nor the informality, which intimacy requires.

However, distance alone, though it is a serious obstacle, does 

not fully explain the loss of intimacy. There is another reason for 

it, far more devastating, and far more profovind: When they get home, 

they want to get away from all th-e stress outside. People feel 

more private than they used to feel. They treasure their quiet 

moments. A visitor who drops in unasked, at such a moment, even if 

he is a friend, is an intruder. People do not want to be perpetually 

exposed: They often want to be withdrawn.

People reach a point where they are permanently withdravm, 

they lose the habit of showing themselves to others as they really 

are, and become unable and unvrilling to let other people into their 

own world.

out in advance.f

But withdrawal soon becomes

a habit • *

At this stage people don't like others dropping in on them, 

because they don't want to be caught when they aren't ready: 

housewife who doesn't like anyone coming around, except when she has

the family who don't like to

the

carefully straightened out her house:

mix their friends, and have their friends to visit one couple at a 

time in case the couples shouldn't get along. Truly intmate contact

They live behind a social facade.is not possible to such people.

Afraid of showing themselves as they really are, they never reach a

truly intimate degree of contact with others.
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The man who lives inThis fear is partly caused by stress, 

modern urban society is exposed to innumerable stresses; 

noise, too many strangers, too much information, and above all, the 

need to make decisions about the complexities of personal life with-

danger,

These stresses are often tooout the help of traditional mores.

so he withdraws from them. He draws a cloak ofmuch to bear:

Impenetrability around him, to ward off the too many strangers he 

meets in the street; he locks his door; he lives buried beneath a 

system of elaborated social and behavioural defenses against unwel-

The houses of a centurycome and unbidden intrusions from outside, 

ago were outward looking; the porch had people on it; the front

Today only the slum-dwellers—who sit on the 

stoop because it is too grim inside--face towards the city. Everyone 

else has t\irned away. Even when they are in public, people behave 

as though the other people who surround them are not there, 

walks down the street with a glazed look, not looking at peoples 

eyes, but focussed determinedly on nothing. A woman cheerfully wears 

curlers in the street because, although she is curling her hair for 

people who are real to her, the people who surroxmd her don’t exist: 

she has shut them out.

In its extreme form, this withdrawal tiirns into schizophrenia: 

that total withdrawal into the self, which takes place when the out-

garden was occupied.

A man

side world is so confusing, or so hard to deal with, that the organism

In the process of with-34finally cannot cope vrith it and tiirns away.

drawing into the self, the schizophrenic loses sight, entirely, of

Schizophrenics are completely indi-his dependence on other people.

the world they live in is their own world; they do notvidualistic;
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perceive themselves as dependent on the outside world in any way, 

nor do they perceive any interaction between themselves and the out- 

Nor indeed, do they enter into any interaction withside world.
35the world outside.

The stress of urban life has not yet had this extreme and cata­

strophic effect on many people. Nevertheless, what is nowadays 

considered "normal" urban behavior is strikingly like schizophrenia; 

it is also marked by extreme withdrawal from stress, and this with­

drawal has also led to unrealistic belief in individualism and the

self-sufficiency of individuals.

Any objective observer comparing urban life with rural or pre­

industrial life must be struck by the extreme individualism of the

This individualism has reached itspeople who live in cities.

most extreme form in the urban areas of the United States. Though

it has often been criticised by non-Americans as a peculiarity of

Individualism ofAmerican culture, I believe this view mistaken.

an extreme kind is an inevitable by product of urbanisation—it

occurs as part of the withdrawal from stress. This individualism 

is very different from healthy democratic respect for the individual's 

rights. It is a pathological over-belief in the self sufficiency 

and independence of the individual and the individual family, and a

refusal to permit dependences of any emotional weight to form. 

Where contact with others reaches very high proportions—beyond

the capacity of the individual organism—the organism is forced to

shut these contacts out, and therefore to maintain an unreal belief
37in his own powers of self sufficiency.
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An obvious expression of individualism is the huge amount of 

space which people need around them in the United States.

Hall has shown that each person carries an inviolable "bubble" of 

personal space around with him and that the size of the bubble varies 

according to the intimacy of the situation which the person is invol- 

He has also shown that the size of bubble required varies 

from culture to culture. It is remarkable that people need a larger 

bubble in the United States, for any given situation, than in any other 

country; this is clearly associated with the fear of bodily contact, and 

with the fact that people view themselves as isolated atoms, separate 

from everybody else.

This isolation of the individual is also expressed clearly by 

the love of private property in the United States, and the wealth of 

laws and institutions which keep people’s private property inviolate.

Another recent, and extreme form of this worship of the indivi­

dual exists in certain communities on the west coast of the United 

States, like Canyon, east of Oakland. The people in Canyon have a cult 

of honesty—about their individual wants—which leads to total dis­

regard for others. Each one of them eats when he chooses to—in order 

to be "honest"—which means that groups no longer eat communally around 

a table. They are highly unresponsive to one another; when they 

meet, insteadicf moving physically towards each other as normal people 

do, they merely incline their heads, or nod with their eyelids. Each 

individual comes and goes as he pleases; there is no mutuality, no

Edward

ved in.

interplay of reaction and response.

Another form of extreme individualism, which threatens the develop­

ment of intimate contacts, is the exaggerated accent on the nuclear
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In modern urban society it is assumed that the needs for 

intimate contact which any one individual has, can be completely met 

This concentration of all our emotional eggs in one

family.

in marriage.

basket has gone so far, that true intimacy between any friends except

man and wife is regarded with extreme suspicion. As Camus says: In 

Greece a man and his friend walk down the street holding hands—in

Paris people would snigger at the sight.

Perhaps the most vivid of all expressions of individualism is 

the song People who need people are the luckiest people in the world.

top of the U.S, hit parade in 1964.

Where has this exaggerated arrogant view of the individual’s 

It is true that it is a withdrawal fromstrength come from? 

stress. But it could never have happened, if it weren’t for the fact

The extreme differen-that urbanisation makes individuals autonomous, 

tiation of society in an urban area means that literally any service

In material terms, any individual is able 

Women can make a living on their own; teenagers

can be bought, by anyone.

to survive alone.

no longer need their families; old people can fend for themselves; 

are able to get meals from the local automat, or from the

Insurance is not provided by the extended

men

freezer in the supermarket.

Autonomous trailer housesfamily, but by the insurance companies, 

can exist in the wilderness without comrnunity facilities.

Of course these isolated, apparently autonomous individuals, 

in fact highly dependent on society—but only through the medium 

A man in a less differentiated rural economy is constantly

are

of money.

reminded of his dependence on society, and of the fact that his 

very being is totally intertwined with the being of the social
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The individual who is techni-order, and the being of his fellows, 

cally autonomous, whose dependencies are all expressed in money 

terms, can easily Diake the mistake of thinking that he, or he and

his family, are self-sufficient.

Now, nat\irally, people who believe that they are self-sufficient, 

create a world which reinforces individualism and withdrawal. In 

central cities, this is reflected in the concept of apartments.

Though collected together at high densities, these apartments are in 

fact, like the people themselves, totally turned inward. High density 

makes it necessary to insulate each apartment from the world outside; 

the actual dwelling is remote from the street; it is virtually 

impossible to drop in on someone who lives in an apartment block.

Not surprisingly, recent studies report that people who live in

apartments feel more isolated than people who live in any other kinds 

39of dwellings.

But autonomy and -vathdrawal, and the pathological belief in 

individual families as self-sufficient xmits, can be seen most 

vividly in the physical pattern of suburban tract development, 

is Durkheim*s dust-heap in the flesh. The houses stand alone: a 

collection of isolated, disconnected islands. There is no communal 

land, and no sign of any functional connection between different 

houses.

This

If it seems far-fetched to call this aspect of the suburb 

pathological, let us examine the results of a study undertaken in 

Vienna in 1956. The city planning department gave a questionnaire 

to a random sample of 4,000 Viennese, to find out what their housing 

preferences were. Most of them, when asked whether they would rather
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live in apartments or in single family houses, said that they preferred 

apartments, because they wanted to be near the center where every-
4othing was happening.

A Viennese psychiatrist then gave the same questionnaire to

He found that a much higher100 neurotic patients in his clinic, 

majority of these patients wanted to live in one-family houses, 

that they wanted larger houses relative to the size of their families, that 

they wanted more space per person, and that more of them wanted

In other words, theytheir houses to be situated in woods and trees.

"The nevirotic patients arewanted the suburban dream. As he says;
„4lmarked by a strong desire to shun reality and to isolate themselves. 

Most people vrho move to suburbs are not sick in any literal 

However, there can be no question that their move is a with- 

The four main reasons which people give for moving to the

sense.

drawal.

subiirbs are;

Open space for children, because children can*t play safely1.
42in central urban areas.

Wanting more space inside the house than they can afford in2.
43the central city.

44 Ownership protectsWanting to own a house of their own.3.
the owner from the uncertainties of tenancy, from the reli-

Itance on others, and from the dangers of the future.

creates the illusion that the owner and his family have

a world of their own, where nobody can touch them.
454. Wanting more grass and trees.

The withdrawal isEach of these is a withdrawal from stress.

understandable; but the suburb formed by this withdrawal undermines
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It virtuallythe formation of intimate contacts in a devastating way.

destroys the childrens playgroup.

As we saw earlier, the intimate contacts in pre-industrial

the extendedsociety were maintained by three primary groups: 

family, the neighborhood group, and the childrens playgroup, 

first two, those which maintain intimate contacts between adults.

But the third primary group-- 

Little children.

The

are obsolete—and need to be replaced, 

the childrens playgroup—is not obsolete at all.

unlike adults, do choose their friends from the children next door. 

It is perfectly possible for childrens playgroups to exist in modern

and indeed, it is essential.society, just as they always have;

The childrens playgroup sets the whole style of life for later years. 

Children brought up in extensive playgroups will be emotionally 

prepared for intimate contacts in later life; children brought up 

without playgroups will be prone to individualism and witndrawal.

On the fact of it, the suburb ought to be a very good place

People move to suburbs specifically for 

It has open space, and safety, and good 

. Yet, paradoxically, this childrens paradise is not a para-

Children begin to seek other children at 

^ Remembering that Harlows monkeys required play 

with other monkeys during the first six months of life in order to 

be normal, and that these first six months correspond to the first 

three years in the life of a human child, let us ask: "How well does 

a suburban subdivision cater for the playgroups of the one and two 

and three-year olds?"

for childrens playgroups.

the sake of their children.

schools

dise at all for little children.

about 10 months.
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If you drive through a subdivision, watching children play, you 

will see that children who are old enough to have school friends, do

(Even these groups are sparse; inhave local playgroups of a sort.

of the children have to be sent off to suramer camp.) Butsummer many

if you look carefully, youwhat happens to the smallest children:

them squatting forlornly outside their houses—occasionallysee

and occasionally inplaying with an elder brother or sister: 

groups of two or three, but most often alone, 

the situation in a primitive village, or with a crowded urban slum:

Compare this with

there the little children are out on the street fending for themselves, 

as soon as they can walk: heaps of children are playing and falling

and rolling over one another.

The need for preschool playgroups is so desperate and urgent, 

that many mothers try to get their children into nursery school.

For a child

47

But even nursery school lasts only 15 hours a week, 

the week is 100 waking hovirs long. The 15 hours of nvirsery school 

do little to relieve the damage of the other 85 hours.

Why are suburban playgroups small? There are several different 

First of all, suburban density is low and little children 

can’t walk very far. Even if every house has children in it, the

reasons.

number of two and three year-olds that a given two year-old can

Secondly, even though the suburb is saferreach, is very small.

than the central city, the streets still aren’t entirely safe, 

keep their two and three year-olds off the street, inside the indivi-

Mothers

This cuts the childrensdual yards, where they can keep an eye on them.

Further, many suburbs have no conmionfreedom to meet other children.

There isn’t any natviralland at all in them, not even sidewalks.
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they have to go and lookplace where children go to find each other; 

for each other in one anothers houses.

formidable enterprise than simply running out to see who's on 

the street. It also makes the children hard to find, and keeps the

For a child this is a much

more

size of playgroups down, especially since many parents won't allow

And finally, when childrenlarge groups of children in the house, 

play in one anothers yards, parents can control the playmates they

"Johnny isn't nice, you mustn't play with him."consider suitable;

One young mother told me that her son, four years old, had to be 

driven to the nearest child he was allowed to play with, and had to

come home by taxi.

It is small wonder that children who grow up in these conditions 

learn to be self-reliant in the pathological sense I have described.

As they become adults they are even less able to live lives with 

intimate contacts, than their parents; they seek even more exag-

As adults who suffergerated forms of individualism and withdrawal, 

from withdrawal they create a world which creates children who are

to suffer from withdrawal, and more prone to create 

such worlds. This closes the cycle of the syndrome, and makes it

even more prone

self-perpetuating.

We may summarise the syndrome briefly, 

withdraw into themselves; autonomy allows them to. 

pulled by autonomy, people have withdrawn into a private world 

where they believe that they are self-sufficient, 

way of life, and an environment, which reflects this belief; and 

this way of life, and this environment, then propagate the same

Stress forces people to

Pushed by stress.

They create a
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illusion. It creates more people who believe in self-sufficiency as 

an ideal, it makes intimate contact seem less necessary, and it makes 

it more and more difficult to achieve in practice.

The autonomy-withdrawal syndrome is not a unique American pheno- 

It is true that it is, so far, more acute in the United States 

than in any other country; but this is xaerely because urbanisation 

is more advanced in the United States than anj'where else.

menon.

As mass­

ive urbanisation spreads, the syndrome will spread with it. I 

believe this syndrome is the greatest threat to social human nature 

which we face in this centxxry. We have already seen that it can

But in the long run its effects are far 

An individual human organism becomes a self only

create misery, and madness, 

more devastating.

in the process of intimate contacts with other selves.

the syndrome, the loss of intimate contacts may break down

Unless we

overcome

human nature altogether.
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IV. SOLUTION

How can cities help to overcome the syndrome? If the city is 

to be a mechanism for sustaining intimate human contact, what geo­

metric pattern does the mechanism need?

Of course, no amount of geometric pattern in the environment 

can overcome the syndrome on its own. The syndrome is a social and 

psychological problem of massive dimensions: it will only be solved 

when people decide to change their way of life. But the physical 

environment needs changing too. People can only change their way

of life, if the environment supports their efforts.

There are two fundamentally different approaches to the 

On the one hand, we may decide that intimate contactproblem.

can only be sustained properly by primary groups, as it always has

been in the past: we shall then try to create new kinds of primary

On the other hand, we maygroup which might work in our society, 

decide that adult primary groups are gone for ever, and that it is

unrealistic to try to recreate them in any form whatever in modern 

in this case we must try a more radical approach, and 

create a social mechanism which is able to sustain informal, daily

society:

contact between people without the support of a primary group.

It may be that the first of these approaches is the more hope­

ful one. This is what T-groups try to do, it is the idea behind 

the groups of families vrhich Aldous Huxley describes in Island,

group work. If workand above all, it is the idea behind * 

can be re-organised, so that people band together in small work 

groups of about a dozen, and each group is directed towards a single
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concentrated socially valuable objective, then the dedication and 

effort which develops in the group is capable of creating great inti­

macy, which goes far beyond the working day.

However, so far none of these methods has met with any great

So far the forces which are brealcing primary groups apart, 

have been stronger than the efforts to build artificial primary

In this paper I shall therefore assume that more radical 

steps will have to be taken; that althoixgh childrens playgroups can 

be saved, adult primary groups are doomed, and that adiilts will have 

to sustain their intimate contacts in a new way, by frequent 

casual visiting. I shall now describe the re-organizaticn of the

success.

groups.

housing pattern which is required by this approach.

have two main kinds of housing open toAt present, people

either they live in apartments, or they live in single familythem;

houses. Neither helps them overcome the autonomy-withdrawal syn-

I shall now try to show that, in order for them to overcome 

the syndrome, the houses in a city must have twelve specific geometric

and that these twelve characteristics, when taken

drome.

characteristics;

together, define a housing pattern different from any of those which

The detailed reasons for the twelve characteris- 

The characteristics themselves are

are available today.

tics are described in the notes.

these;

1. Every dwelling must be immediately next to a vehicular

If there are any multi-storey buildings withthrough street.

dwellings in them—like apartments--then there must be vehi­

cular through streets at every level where there are entrances
48to dwellings.
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Each dwelling must contain a transparent commmal room with 

the following properties; on one side the room is directly 

adjacent to the street, on the opposite side the room is 

directly adjacent to a private open air court or garden.

Since the room is transparent its interior, seen against 

the garden, and the garden itself, are both visible ffom the 

street.

This transparent communal room is surrounded by free-standing, 

self-contained enclosed pavilions, each functioning as a bed­

living unit, so arranged that each person in the family, 

or any number of people who wish to be undisturbed, can 

retire to one of these pavilions and be totally private.

The street immediately outside the dwelling must be no more 

than about 1000 feet long, and connected to a major traffic

2.

49

3.

50

4.

51artery at each end.

There must be a continuous piece of common land, accessible5.
52and visible from every dwelling.

This common land must be separated from the streets by 

houses, so that a child on the conmion land has to go through 

a house to get to the street.

The common land, though continuous, must be broken into many 

small "places", not much larger than outdoor "rooms", each 

surfaced with a wide variety of ground svirfaces, especially

6.

7.

54"soft" sxirfaces like earth, mud, sand, grass, bushes.

Each house must be within 100 yards walk of 27 other houses. 568.
Overall residential densities throughout the metropolitan9.

55area, must be as high as possible.
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The entire exterior s\irface of the residential area is an10.

undulating hillside, covered with grass and flowers and 

trees; the houses are set immediately under the surface
57of this hillside.

Each house is on an individual load-tearing pad, which11.

doesn’t touch any other pad, and may be clearly visualised

The pad has its own openas a piece of private property, 

space, and allows the owner to build and modify his house
58as he wishes.

12. The hills vary in height and slope according to their

location in the urban region. They are highest and steepest

near commercial centers, and low and flat near the
59periphery.

It now remains to find a single concrete configuration of dwell­

ings, in which all of these twelve relations are simultaneously 

The drawings and photographs which follow, show such apresent.

configuration.

The residential area of the city is a continuous series of roll­

ing linear hills. The hills are about 700 feet long, connected at 

each end to major traffic arteries. They change in height and slope 

according to their distance from the major urban centers. The outer 

surface of these hills is publicly-owaeti ccaaaca land, covered by

Each house is built on agrass and trees and bushes and flowers.

The outer half ofpad, immediately under the surface of the hill, 

this pad is a private, fenced garden, which connects directly with

Daylight for the house comes from thethe outer surface of the hill.
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garden. The part of the hill, which siorrounds the privatecommon

gardens, is broken down to form a series of small places, connected

by slopes and stairs. Each house is served by a street inside the

hill, at its own level. The house is immediately next to its

street. Each house has two basic components; a communal room.

and a number of private pavilions. The communal room which is

next to the street, between the street and the garden, is open to the

street, and transparent, so that the garden is visible through it.

and so that people inside this room are visible against the light.

The private pavilions are arranged around this communal room, \inder

the roof provided by the hillside above.

This configuration contains all twelve relations specified.

Although it can be varied in many details without damaging any of

the twelve relations, I do not believe that it is possible to find

a configuration which differs fundamentally from the one I have des­

cribed, and still contains all of the twelve. Hovrever, I should not

like this configuration to be thought of as a building. Many problems

still need to be worked out, before it can be built. The configura­

tion must be thought of simply as a partial specification of what a

city has to be, to function as a mechanism for sustaining human contact.

Let me once more repeat the central argument. It is inevitable

that urban concentrations create stress. People in cities are

exposed to stress more than people in small towns and villages. Our

first reaction to this urban stress is to move away from it; to turn

our backs on it; to try and escape it. This is very natural. Yet

the remedy is worse than the disease. The ills of urban life which

are commonly attributed to density and stress, are in fact not produced
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by the original stress itself, but by our ovra actions in turning 

away from that stress. The stress is making us turn inward. If 

urban society is to survive, we must overcome this over-reaction. 

There is only one way to overcome it. We must take our lives in our 

hands, we must overcome the temptation to turn away; we must make 

ourselves vulnerable. Each individual in society raust once more

expose himself to those dangers, which, in his eagerness to escape

If people do not exposefrom stress, he has shut out altogether, 

themselves, if they do not dare to make themselves vulnerable, life 

will become more and more intolerable, and we shall see more and 

more of the signs of dissociation which are already far too evident. 

The pattern of twelve relations which I have presented has only this 

It brings people out of hiding, and lets them exposeone objective.

themselves to the larger fabric of the city and to society, and to

In such a city there is some chance of breakingtheir friends.

In our own cities there isdown the autonomy-withdrawal syndrome.

no chance at all.
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47. A few of the mothers who try to get their children into nursery 
school are, of course, trying to get greater freedom for themselves. 
However, at least one survey has shown that the majority of mothers do 
so, not because they want more freedom for themselves, but because they 
want their children to have more contact with other children. Cambridge 
Association for Advancement of State Education, Report on Nursery 
Schools (Cambridge, England: I966).

48. In the modern city, many houses, and almost all apartments, are 
some distance off the street. Yet people live so far apart that they 
have to move around by car or motor-bike. Informal dropping-in will 
only work properly if all dwellings are directly on the street, so that 
people in the dwelling can be seen directly from a passing car.

It may be said that this is unnecessary since people who want to 
visit one another informally can telephone ahead, and ring the doorbell 
when they get there. This argument is superficial. People will only 
make a regular habit of informal visiting if they can be certain that 
they are really wanted when they get there. A phone call in advance, 
though useful for less subtle kinds of communication, does not convey 
enough information to make this possible. If you call someone, you can­
not be svire from what he says on the phone, whether it is really a good 
time to go aroiind or not. This will be true even with TV-telephones.
To be sure, you need to see him: you need to know who else is there, 
what they are doing, what kind of mood everyone is in, what the children 
have been doing, whether they are tired or not, whether the whole family 
would rather be alone. You can only find these things out by seeing 
for yourself.

But if you go and knock on someone’s door, and it turns out to be 
a bad moment, your visit is already too far advanced for you to with­
draw, gracefully. Once you are on the doorstep, the hosts feel obliged 
to invite you in.

It is therefore essential to see the people you intend to visit 
inside their house, from your car. You wave to them; you sovind the 
horn; you shout a few words. By then you have had a chance to assess 
the situation, and they have had a chance to react. If it is the right 
moment for a visit, they will invite you in. If it is not, you talk 
for a few moments, without leaving your car—and you can then drive on, 
without embarrassment to either side. It is therefore essential that 
the house be directly on a through street, and that some part of the 
house is transparent and directly visible from passing cars.

49. The part of the house which is visible must be indoors—so that
it can be used year round: and since it is indoors it must have windows 
both on the street side, and on the far side, so that people inside can 
be seen from the street. It must therefore be a transparent room. The 
room must be designed in such a way that people will go there whenevei"
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Butthey axe feeling sociable, and likely to welcome a casual visitor, 
if the room is merely facing the street, people won't want to sit 
there; the street is far less pleasant than it used to be. 
why the porch is obsolete. Nowadays people tend to build their living 
rooms facing away from the street, to;-rards some kind of view or garden. 
The transparent room, thoxigh visible from the street, must therefore be 
oriented towards a private court or garden, with a view beyond. Under 
these circumstances it will be a natural place for people to go for 
family meals, when they want to read the paper, have a drink, or gossip. 
In warm seasons they may also sit in the court beyond, where they will 
still be visible from the street.

That is

50. If the communal room of the house is visible from the street, and 
open to passing friends, then the private rooms of the house must be 
far more private than they are today, so that their privacy is not 
infected by the openness of the communal room. Each of these private 
rooms must be a more or less self-contained pavilion, where people can 
be entirely undisturbed--either alone, or two, or as a group, 
who live in such a house must learn to distinguish deliberately, between 
being accessible and being inaccessible. When they want to be accessible, 
they go to the communal room; when they vrant to be inaccessible, they 
go to one of the private pavilions.

51. The house must be so placed, that people can drive past it easily, 
without having to go too far out of their way. This means that the house 
must be on a street which is reasonably short, and connected at each 
end to a traffic artery that plays a major part in the overall traffic 
system.

52. Suburban yards are far too private. They only allow small groups 
to form, they make it hard for children to find each other, and they^ 
allov^ parents to regulate the other yards their own children may visit.
In order to overcome these difficulties, and to give children the 
chance to meet freely in groups, there must be common land where they 
can ahfays go to find each other.

In some
such common land.
narroir sidewalks, or no sidewalks at all;
parents consider even the sidewalk dangerous, or rule it out on the 
grounds that "well brought up children don't play in the street, 
important of all, even in the sub\irbs, parents still feel very protec­
tive about the smallest children. They will only allow these children 
to play freely on common land, if they are convinced that the children 
will be completely safe while they are playing there.

People

of the older and denser subvirbs, the wide sidewalks provide 
However, most suburban tract developments have very

and anyway most middle-class

Most

This means, first of all, that the access to the common land must
it must not be necessary to cross streets 

Secondly, the common land 
so that the parents can, if they

be direct from every house; 
or other public thoroughfares to get there, 
must be visible from the house itself:
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want to, watch their children playing there. Third, the common land 
must be so placed that a child cannot get to any vehicular street without 
going through a house. Finally, the common land must be disassociated 
from the street, and clearly meant for play, so that it has no connota­
tion of "playing in the street." If all of these conditions are met, 
parents will allow the little children—even toddlers—to roam freely on 
and off the common land; and the playgroups have a good chance of
forming.

53. See previous note.

54. One condition must be met, to make sure that the children really 
like the common land, and don't end up preferring their own yards, or 
other places. Little children do not enjoy playing in great big open

. They seek small corners, and opportvinities for secrecy; and 
they seek plastic materials—water, earth, and mud. {L, E. White,
"The Outdoor Play of Children Living in Flats," Living in Tovnis, ed.
Leo Kuper (London: 1953), pp. 235-264.] The common land then, must 
be broken up into many tiny places, which have natural earth and mud 
and plants in them.

Let us assume that there are two children per household in the 
areas where children live (the modal figure for suburban households), 
and that these children are evenly distributed, in age, from 0 to I8. 
Roughly speaking, a given pre-school child who is x years old, vfill 
play with children who are x-1 or x or x+1 years old. In order to 
have a reasonable amoiKit of contact, and in order for playgroups to 
form, each child must be able to reach at least five children in this 
age range. Statistical analysis shows that in order for each child to 
have a chance of reaching five such potential playmates, each child 
must be in reach of 27 households.

areas

55.

In an infinite population(The problem may be stated as follows: 
of children, one-sixth are the right age and five-sixths; .are the.

The probability.age. A group of r children is chosen at random.
P that these r children contain exactly k right age children is given 
by’the hypergeometric distribution. T]je probability that r has 5 oi*
more right age children in ^

2 P- 
0

If \je now ask what is^r,k*
.95, r txu'ns out to be 54,the least r which makes 1 -

requiring 27 households.)

If we assume that preschool children are not able, or allowed, to 
go more than about 100 yards in search of playmates, this means ^ that 
each house must be within 100 yards of 27 other houses. To achieve 
this density in a conventional suburban layout, house lots would have 
to be less than 40 feet wide, about half the width and twice the den­
sity, they are today.
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56. There is a second reason why residential densities must he higher 
than today. Informal daily dropping-in will not take place between two 
households that are more than about 10 ml.nutes apart. Since average 
door-to-door speeds in ujrban areas are about 15 mph, 10 minutes is about 
2^ miles, thus putting each person in reach of about 20 square miles, or 
about 100,000 people at current metropolitan densities. This is a tiny 
fraction of the population of a metropolitan area—a twentieth of a^ 
small one, a hundredth of a large one. Since we have started out with 
the axiom that a person's best friends may live anywhere in the metro­
politan area, this means that people are within dropping-in distance of 
no more than a twentieth of their potentially closest friends.

V

But it seemsObviously vehicle speeds and streets can be improved, 
unlikely that average door-to-door speeds will more than double in this 
century. This means that people in the largest metropolitan areas, will 
still be within informal distance of less than one-twentieth of the 
population. While transportation must clearly be improved, it is clear 
that overall mean densities must also be raised as far as they can be.

This isMany planners believe that high density is bad for man. 
based on the fact that high density is often correlated with the inci­
dence of crime, delinquency, ill health and insanity. If this belief 
were justified, any attempt to increase the density of population would 
obviously be ill-advised. However, though the belief has a long history, 
the evidence available today does not support it.

First of all, there seemsLet us try to disentangle the evidence, 
little doubt that overcrowding—too little living space per person 
does cause damage. Calhoun has shown this dramatically for rats.
[ J. B. Calhoun, "Population Density and Social Pathology, Scientific 
American, 206 (February, I962), pp. 139~l-^6*] Loring, Chombard 
de Lauwe, Lander, have shown that it is true for humans.^ [Willi^ C. 
Loring, "Housing Characteristics and Social Disorganization,^ Social 
Problems.(January, 1956): Chombard de Lauwe, Famille et Habitation 

Editions du Centre National de la Kescherche Scientifique,(Paris;
IQSQ'): B. Lander, Towards an Understanding of Juvenile Delinquency

This finding makes it clear that(New York:
people who are now . .
more income, or need ways of reducing the square foot costs of living 
space. But it does not imply that the density of population per square 
mile should be reduced. Even dx^ellings which are individually very 
large, can still be arranged at very high population densities without 
overcrowding.

Columbia UP, 1954).]
forced to live in crowded conditions either need

VJhat evidence is there that high population density itself causes 
ill effects. It is true that there is often a positive correlation 
between high population density, and various indices of social disorder, 
like crime, delinquency, ill-health and insanity rates, [Robert C. 
Schmitt, "Delinquency and Crime in Honolulu," Sociology and Social 
Research, 4l (March-April, 1957), PP- 274-276, and^ Population Densi­
ties and Mental Disorders in Honolulu," Hawaii Medical Journal, 16
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(I^'&rch-April, 1957), PP. 396-397.] H^'^ever, it seems almost certain 
that these effects are caused by intervening variables, and are not 
directly caused by density There are places—Boston's Worth-end and 
Hong Kong, for instance---which have exc-- ;tionally high densities, and 
exceptionally low indices ..>f social dis-.. ?der. [Jane Jacobs, The Death 
and Life of Great American hbies (New York: I96IP5 Pp. ^10 and 206:^ 
Robert C. SchmitTT^'jiplications of Densa-y in Hong Kcng," AIp Journal, 
29 .1963), pp. 210-217.] Unless we assume that Italian-Ainerleans and 
Chinese are organically different from other people, this means that 
density, as such, cannot be the source of trouble in the cases where a 
correlation does exist.

The following hypothesis fully explains all the observed correla- 
Those so;-.ial disorders apparently caused by density, are intions:

fact caused by lew income - education, and by sociax isolation, 
known that people who are poor, and badly educated, i^.nd to live in 
high density areas. It is also kne^m that people who are socially 
isolated tend to live in high density areas. Both variables are asso­
ciated with high indices of social disorder. Although some published 
studies of density have controlled for one or the other of these 
variables, no study has controlled them both. Lander has shcr.m that 
the correlation between overcrowding and delinquency, when controlled 
for these two variables, vanishes altogether. (^. cit., p. 46.)
Schmitt has published a table showing that the correlations persist, 
when income - education is controlled: but also showing a strong nega­
tive correlation between household size and social disorder (large 
households are less prone to social disorders), which s\iggests strongly 
that social isolation may be responsible for the persistent correction. 
[ Robert C. Schmitt, "Density, Health and Social Disorganization,
AIP Journal, 32 (January, I966), pp. 38-40.] The fact that there are 
very few social disorders in Boston's North End, and in Hong Kong, is 
clearly due to the existence of close knit extended families: the lack 
of social isolation. I predict that the partial correlation b^ween 
density and social disorder, when controlled for income-education aujd 
for social isolation, will disappear altogether.

It is

This hypothesis explains all the available data. Although it is 
untested, there is no published evidence which contradicts it. As far 
as we can tell, the high density characteristics called for by the 
need for contact, are perfectly safe.r

We cannot expect people to live at high density, 4ust because it 
has certain social benefits. The low dens ity of suburban tracts is not 
due to chance; it has been created by a number of insatiable demands, 
far more important to consumers than the point of view I have presented. 
These demands are so basic, and play such a basic role in the operation 
of the urban land market, that low residential density is a loniversal 
feature of emerging metropolitan areas throughout the world. Unless 
these demands can be satisfied equally well at higher densities, there 
is not the slightest hope that overall densities will ever be increased.

57.
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. ... .K"& There are five main demands:i:-: S’.S • I People seek more open space for their children than they can 

find in central ^^rban areas.
People want to live in a house which is their very own property. 
People seek more space per person them they can afford in 
central areas.
People want a house which is different from the next man’s— 
not simply one of hundreds of identical apartments.
People seek grass and trees as symbols of stability and peace .

1.■s, ^ '
p-‘ ■j'

* 2.
3.

-.... 4.iiil ill j

5.

All of these demands lead to the same basic tendency: the desire 
for land. The pattern of density in an urban region is created by the 
conflict between this one basic tendency, and another eqxially basic 
tendency: the desire for easy access to central areas. For a given 
income, each person can choose less land at the center,or more land 
further from the center. When a population of individuals try to re­
solve this conflict for themselves, a characteristic pattern of density 
ccanes into being: density declines exponentially with distance from

'Ir*-

■' I
the center accordinr to the equation: dy <= d [Brian J. L.
Berry, Janes W. Siratt-. ic-; a" I Robert J. Teuaant, "urinn Popxilation Den­
sities: Structure a;.a Clia.jge," Geographical Review. "-3 (1963), pp. 389-405: 
John Q. Stexfart and William Wamtz, "p^e :cs of Popu.Ution Distribution," 
Journal of Regicmal Science,. Vol. I (1958), pp. 99-123.] This rela­
tion holds for citici.: alJL c-'-er the world. [Colin Clark, "Urban Popula­
tion Densities," Jov-r.^l of the Royal St-.tjatical Society, Series A, 
ll4 (1951), Part Berry, o^. cit.]
surprising, the relation is almost entirely fixed by absolute popula­
tion, md by the age of the city. This ttjans that in a free market, 
neither the overall 7a.»Si.n xty of a ci y, nor the densities at 
different distances fiimi t>i center, can be controllf. by planning 
action.

'14
r.:

What is even more
I

'0

"1They can, however, be controlled indirectly. IHie density pattern 
comes into being as a result of millions of peoples' efforts to.resolve 
the conflict between their desire for access, and their desire for land. 
If ve can make land more useful, so that a person can get a given level 
of satisfaction from a smaller piece of land than he needs to get that 
satisfaction now, then the desire for access will balance differently 
against the desire for land, and densities will increase.

Lshd is valuable for two basic reasons. First of all, it is the 
prime building surface. Secondly, it provides open space. The first 
is replaceable. The second is not. It is easy to create artificial 
building surfaces at many levels. But the area of open space cannot 
be Increased beyond the area of the land. This is a basic natural re­
source. Yet this resource is almost entirely wasted and destroyed in 
urban areas today. Fifty percent is wasted on roads and parking lots, 
which really don't require it: twenty-five percent is wasted on roofs, 
which get no benefit from it at all. The twenty-five percent of open 
space left over are chopped v® and useless.

44^feV-'

I-
> -I

feiill

1
,-v

:> ,
#'•: 4' . • 4^

-i'


