
Jacob Riis, Excerpt from How the Other Half Lives (1890) 

This excerpt is from a book called How the Other Half Lives, by photographer and journalist 
Jacob Riis. The book was a probing and at times voyeuristic journey into the ethnic tenements 
and waste-strewn alleys of New York's poorest neighborhoods. At the end of his study, Riis 
identified the single greatest source of suffering as the unsanitary, overcrowded, and cheaply 
constructed tenements that had been built to house millions of new immigrants and their 
families. He criticized the massive governmental program of slum clearance and public housing, 
and proposed rebuilding tenements under the careful direction of private enterprise and housing 
design. 

 

WHAT, then, are the bald facts with which we have to deal in New York?  
 
I. That we have a tremendous, ever swelling crowd of wage-earners which it is our business to 
house decently.  
 
II. That it is not housed decently.  
 
III. That it must be so housed here for the present, and for a long time to come, all schemes of 
suburban relief being as yet utopian, impracticable.  
 
IV. That it pays high enough rents to entitle it to be so housed, as a right.  
 
V. That nothing but our own slothfulness is in the way of so housing it, since "the condition of 
the tenants is in advance of the condition of the houses which they occupy" (Report of 
Tenement-house Commission).  
 
VI. That the security of the one no less than of the other half demands, on sanitary, moral, and 
economic grounds, that it be decently housed.  
 
VII. That it will pay to do it. As an investment, I mean, and in hard cash. This I shall 
immediately proceed to prove.  
 
VIII. That the tenement has come to stay, and must itself be the solution of the problem with 
which it confronts us.  
 
This is the fact from which we cannot get away, however we may deplore it. Doubtless the best 
would be to get rid of it altogether; but as we cannot, all argument on that score may at this time 
be dismissed as idle. The practical question is what to do with the tenement. I watched a Mott 
Street landlord, the owner of a row of barracks that have made no end of trouble for the health 
authorities for twenty years, solve that question for himself the other day. His way was to give 
the wretched pile a coat of paint, and put a gorgeous tin cornice on with the year 1890 in letters a 
yard long. From where I stood watching the operation, I looked down upon the same dirty 
crowds camping on the roof, foremost among them an Italian mother with two stark-naked 



children who had apparently never made the acquaintance of a wash-tub. That was a landlord's 
way, and will not get us out of the mire.  
 
...  
 
There are three effective ways of dealing with the tenements in New York:  
 
I. By law.  
 
II. By remodelling and making the most out of the old houses.  
 
III. By building new, model tenements.  
 
Private enterprise--conscience, to put it in the category of duties, where it belongs--must do the 
lion's share under these last two heads. ... Prizes were offered in public competition, some years 
ago, for the best plans of modern tenement-houses. It may be that we shall see the day when the 
building of model tenements will be encouraged by subsidies in the way of a rebate of taxes. 
Meanwhile the arrest and summary punishment of landlords, or their agents, who persistently 
violate law and decency, will have a salutary effect. If a few of the wealthy absentee landlords, 
who are the worst offenders, could be got within the jurisdiction of the city, and by arrest be 
compelled to employ proper overseers, it would be a proud day for New York. To remedy the 
overcrowding, with which the night inspections of the sanitary police cannot keep step, 
tenements may eventually have to he licensed, as now the lodging-houses, to hold so many 
tenants, and no more; or the State may have to bring down the rents that cause the crowding, by 
assuming the right to regulate them as it regulates the fares on the elevated roads. I throw out the 
suggestion, knowing quite well that it is open to attack. It emanated originally from one of the 
brightest minds that have had to struggle officially with this tenement-house question in the last 
ten years. In any event, to succeed, reform by law must aim at making it unprofitable to own a 
bad tenement. At best, it is apt to travel at a snail's pace, while the enemy it pursues is putting the 
best foot foremost.  
 
In this matter of profit the law ought to have its strongest ally in the landlord himself, though the 
reverse is the case. This condition of things I believe to rest on a monstrous error. It cannot be 
that tenement property that is worth preserving at all can continue to yield larger returns, if 
allowed to run down, than if properly cared for and kept in good repair. The point must be 
reached, and soon, where the cost of repairs, necessary with a house full of the lowest, most 
ignorant tenants, must overbalance the saving of the first few years of neglect; for this class is 
everywhere the most destructive, as well as the poorest paying. I have the experience of owners, 
who have found this out to their cost, to back me up in the assertion, even if it were not the 
statement of a plain business fact that proves itself. ...  
 
There is abundant evidence, on the other hand, that it can be made to pay to improve and make 
the most of the worst tenement property, even in the most wretched locality. The example set by 
Miss Ellen Collins in her Water Street houses will always stand as a decisive answer to all 
doubts on this point. It is quite ten years since she bought three old tenements at the corner of 
Water and Roosevelt Streets, then as now one of the lowest localities in the city. Since then she 



has leased three more adjoining her purchase, and so much of Water Street has at all events been 
purified. Her first effort was to let in the light in the hallways, and with the darkness disappeared, 
as if by magic, the heaps of refuse that used to be piled up beside the sinks. A few of the most 
refractory tenants disappeared with them, but a very considerable proportion stayed, conforming 
readily to the new rules, and are there yet. It should here be stated that Miss Collins's tenants are 
distinctly of the poorest. Her purpose was to experiment with this class, and her experiment has 
been more than satisfactory. Her plan was, as she puts it herself, fair play between tenant and 
landlord. To this end the rents were put as low as consistent with the idea of a business 
investment that must return a reasonable interest to be successful. The houses were thoroughly 
refitted with proper plumbing. A competent janitor was put in charge to see that the rules were 
observed by the tenants, when Miss Collins herself was not there. Of late years she has had to 
give very little time to personal superintendence, and the care-taker told me only the other day 
that very little was needed. The houses seemed to run themselves in the groove once laid down. 
Once the reputed haunt of thieves, they have become the most orderly in the neighborhood. 
Clothes are left hanging on the lines all night with impunity, and the pretty flower-beds in the 
yard where the children not only from the six houses, but of the whole block, play, skip, and 
swing, are undisturbed. The tenants, by the way, provide the flowers themselves in the spring, 
and take all the more pride in them because they are their own. The six houses contain forty-five 
families, and there "has never been any need of putting up a bill." As to the income from the 
property, Miss Collins said to me last August: "I have had six and even six and three-quarters per 
cent on the capital invested; on the whole, you may safely say five and a half per cent. This I 
regard as entirely satisfactory." It should be added that she has persistently refused to let the 
corner-store, now occupied by a butcher, as a saloon; or her income from it might have been 
considerably increased.  
 
...  
 
And so this task, too, has come to an end. Whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap. I 
have aimed to tell the truth as I saw it. If this book shall have borne ever so feeble a hand in 
garnering a harvest of justice, it has served its purpose. While I was writing these lines I went 
down to the sea, where thousands from the city were enjoying their summer rest. The ocean 
slumbered under a cloudless sky. Gentle waves washed lazily over the white sand, where 
children fled before them with screams of laughter. Standing there and watching their play, I was 
told that during the fierce storms of winter it happened that this sea, now so calm, rose in rage 
and beat down, broke over the bluff, sweeping all before it. No barrier built by human hands had 
power to stay it then. The sea of a mighty population, held in galling fetters, heaves uneasily in 
the tenements. Once already our city, to which have come the duties and responsibilities of 
metropolitan greatness before it was able to fairly measure its task, has felt the swell of its 
resistless flood. If it rise once more, no human power may avail to check it. The gap between the 
classes in which it surges, unseen, unsuspected by the thoughtless, is widening day by day. No 
tardy enactment of law, no political expedient, can close it. Against all other dangers our system 
of government may offer defence and shelter; against this not. I know of but one bridge that will 
carry us over safe, a bridge founded upon justice and built of human hearts.  
 
I believe that the danger of such conditions as are fast growing up around us is greater for the 
very freedom which they mock. The words of the poet, with whose lines I prefaced this book, are 



truer to-day, have far deeper meaning to us, than when they were penned forty years ago:  
 
"--Think ye that building shall endure  
Which shelters the noble and crushes the poor?" 

 


