Inaugural Design Trust Council Event
Gothamitis: Malcolm Gladwell and Adam Gopnik in conversation about how current
development trends are affecting the soul of New York City.
May 2, 2007 in the Founders Room at the Museum of Modern Art
Introduction: Deborah Berke, Design Trust trustee and Deborah Marton, Design Trust
executive director
DEBORAH MARTON: Good evening everyone. Thank you so much for coming. Welcome to
the inaugural Design Trust council event. I'm Deborah Marton, the executive director of the
Design Trust for Public Space, and this is the inaugural event of our new group, the Design
Trust Council. I want to begin by thanking MoMA, who we are so grateful to for allowing us
to be in their inner sanctum. This is the Founder's room, and we're very grateful to MoMA
and to Glenn Lowry.
I also want to thank Andrea Woodner, Design Trust founder and Board Chair, for having the
vision to inspire us to begin this group, which has been in the works for several years now.
I also want to thank our Council co-chairs, Deborah Burke, who will speak to you in a
moment, and Zack McKown, who couldn't be with us unfortunately tonight. To tell you
briefly about the Design Trust Council - just the way that the Design Trust for Public Space
creates projects by bringing together unconventional project teams to do the work of city
agencies and community groups who don't have the resources to do the work themselves,
we hope and we've begun, certainly, this evening, that the Design Trust Council will bring
unconventional perspectives to civic life in the city that we all love.
So Deborah Berke, the co-chair of the Design Trust Council, who is Principal and Founder
of Deborah Berke and Partners, Architects, will be speaking to you briefly, and then I'll
return to introduce tonight's speakers. Deborah?
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DEBORAH BERKE: Thank you, Deborah. I rarely get to say that. And thank you all very,
very much for coming tonight. As one of the founding trustees of the Design Trust, along
with many other lovely people in this room and along with Zack McKown, have started to
Chair the Design Trust Council. And thank you, all among you, who have joined us. We
appreciate it.
I'm assuming you all know something about the Design Trust, and I feel that we have two
such extraordinary and exceptional thinkers here tonight that I'm not going to waste your
time telling you about what we do. If you're interested you can, as they say nowadays,
check the web site or grab some of the materials that are out on the counter outside.
Suffice it to say that the Design Trust is committed to improving the design, the
understanding, the utility of public spaces in the City of New York through creative if not
downright unexpected partnerships, and we have fun doing it. My real purpose is to thank
those of you who have joined the Council, both for your financial support which we really
appreciate, and we also look forward to, in addition to ongoing contributions, intellectual
contributions, because you are a select group and we appreciate what you have to say and
what you think.

I think, I guess what we all share is a love for cities, I assume a particular love for our
exceptional city and a naïve faith that good design could make the City yet better still for
more of us, all New Yorkers. And I think if you have that sort of optimistic profile, if that
describes you, then you're a good fit for the Design Trust. So thank you very much.
DEBORAH MARTON: Okay, as Deborah mentioned our speakers hardly need introduction.
They are both New Yorker staff writers. Adam Gopnik is the author of Paris To The Moon
and more recently Through the Children's Gate, which is a beautiful book about raising
children in New York City that I recommend to all of you.
Malcolm Gladwell is the author most recently of Blink, and also The Tipping Point, the
book that caused a revolution in the way that we think about the dynamics of change at a
societal level. Our speakers share the great gift of being able to identify with lucid prose
and make clear to us fundamental social and intellectual patterns that most of us haven't
even begun to recognize yet. So we've invited them here tonight to do just that.
For those of us who were here in the sad days following 9/11, I think it's fair to say that we
didn't imagine New York City would be where it is today, in 2007. This year the New York
City Department of Buildings issued a record number of building permits, and New York
Magazine described the impact of this activity like this: "A city larger than San Francisco is
now being built on top of the city that we know." So the long-term effect of all this activity
remains unclear. We know it will be profound, but we really don't know what it will be,
exactly.
Adam Gopnik has written an essay called "Gothamitis" – which we borrowed the title from
for this event - and I'm going to quote from that article here:
"The City's recovery has come at the cost of a part of its identity, that New York is
safer and richer, but less like itself, an old lover who has gone for a
face lift and
come out looking like no one in particular."
So, I leave it to Adam and Malcolm now to tell us if they think Gothamitis will kill us or
make us stronger.

Adam Gopnik and Malcolm Gladwell
ADAM GOPNIK: Malcolm could tell you whether or not the right hand chair or the left hand
chair is the power chair. Point of discussion. I'm always fairly reluctant to debate or even
discuss anything with Malcolm because he has a terrible tendency of citing facts, and that
totally unmans me when we're arguing about things because I know no facts and all I can
do is invoke values, and the more sentimental usually the better.
So between interior values and actual facts, I hope we'll make some headway today. What I
think we wanted to talk about is the kind of things that I was writing about in that piece, in
"Gothamitis," and that is, I think, a shared recognition that's common to everyone who lives
in New York and is particularly acute, I think, amongst those of us who were at one time in
our lives pilgrims to New York, passionate pilgrims who came to New York in search of a

particular kind of experience, not simply to make money, not simply to better ourselves but
because we wanted to be in New York.
And what I think worries and distresses and alarms so many of us is the sense that that
particular kind of experience is increasingly not available and will be less and less available
as time goes on.
What kind of experience am I talking about? We all agree that the transformation of New
York in the last 25 years is remarkable and almost entirely for the good. If you had said to
anybody in 1979, when my wife Martha and I arrived here on a bus from Montreal,
Canada, a bus that said "New York City" on the front like something out of a bad musical of
the 1940s ... if you had said to anybody in that year, you know, I think you're making a
good choice to come to New York -- unlike what all of our parents were saying back in
Canada when we left -- because there's nothing quixotic about it, there's nothing selfdefeating about it. By the time you're ready to have children and raise children, New York
will be safer than anything except a few gated communities in Florida, New York will be the
city where the major addiction will be to caffeine infused with milk, and where the major
social risk on many streets will be a collision of oversized strollers. If anyone had said that
at the time, that Central Park will never look so beautiful, that the City will never have been
safer in its history, you would not have thought of them as an optimist, you would have
thought of them as crazy. You would simply have thought of them as demented, because
that did not seem to be a possibility for the City. And we all have a certain amnesia, I
think, or many of us do, about just how aggravated the plight of cities generally and of New
York in particular seemed at that time.
One of the first books I read when I got here was Robert Caro's classic The Power Broker:
Robert Moses and the Fall of New York. And that was simply taken for granted. Cities of
this kind were seen to be finished. So I am the last person in the world to discount or
deprecate the size of the accomplishment and the value of the accomplishment that's
taken place in the last quarter century. Those things that we have seen happen, the decline
in crime with its very complicated sources which Malcolm has written about so brilliantly,
the transformation in the tone of the City, all of those things, the lessening, I think, on the
whole of racial tension in the City, particularly in the last five or six years, and the amazing
infusion of the energy of new immigrants and new immigration to the City, all of these
things locked together so that it was the coming of the eyes on the corner in every Korean
grocery throughout Manhattan that played, I think, a small but crucial role in the
diminishment of crime and all of the other good things that came with it.
So all of those things are terrific, and neither of us, I think, will have any time for a kind of
fake nostalgia for the New York that we knew then, for the Taxi Driver New York where hell
wafted up through the manhole covers and addiction and deprivation were the order of the
day. I remember in that year when Martha and I arrived in New York, Martha was working
as a film editor at Ninth Avenue and 45th Street at the Film Center. And the first day at
work they found a dead body in the dumpster and took it out, and I would escort her to
work every day and then pick her up at the end of the day because it simply wasn't safe for
a single woman to walk by herself. And even a bodyguard like myself was better than no
one at all.
Those are all good things. We have no time for nostalgia for that era. And yet, as I wrote, as
I believe, you have to be anaesthetized not to sense that something has been lost.
Inevitably, as happens with every social transformation, gains are enormous but the loss is
real as well. And what's that loss? Well, it doesn't seem to be the loss that some people
bemoan of enough desperation. I don't think those things are social goods at all. Anybody
who's spent time in contemporary Harlem as opposed to the Harlem of 25 years ago has
seen how much that transformation benefits the poorest among us. It's not simply a benefit
that's limited to the wealthy and the privileged.

And yet what brought us here to New York in the first place? What got all of us in this room
on that bus from Canada, Malcolm and I, together? It was the possibility of living in a city
of enormous density and equally enormous variety. And that has been, since, at least, the
Civil War, the birth of modern New York, that combination of density and variety has been,
I think, the thing that has given us a sense of what New York is. It's a city where we live on
top of one another in the most intimate kind of ways with all of the conflicts over noise and
space that that kind of density provides. And yet at the same time it's the most
kaleidoscopically varied city perhaps that there's ever been.
I remember so clearly when we arrived in New York, and at the time I was an art historian,
being in Soho and then in Tribeca, even as late as '79. Tribeca was just coming into
existence. And I remember seeing, being able to watch Donald Judd and Richard Serra
walk those streets scowling, as was the manner of the minimalists of that period, and
think, there are truly giants walking these streets. And Judd would be walking to his house
on Prince Street and Serra to his loft, and you were conscious not just of an art community
but of a whole art world, of a whole world that was centered around 420 West Broadway,
where there was a world of argument and declaration and competition and achievement of
a kind that was as real and potent as any since Renaissance Florence. And that was one
tiny world within New York.
My wife is a filmmaker, and she always tells the story of how one of her friends came down
from Canada, not a terrible place for filmmaking, came down from the National Film Board
of Canada, and stood bemused and amazed one day on 46th Street because he said to
Martha, you know, they throw away more film here in a day than we edit in a year in
Canada. That sense that every world, the world of film- making, the world of art, the world
of writing and of magazines, the world of theater, of dance, of music and of jazz, that these
things were kept alive not by constant infusions of social capital coming from above, not by
the life alone of Lincoln Center and Carnegie Hall and the Museum of Modern Art. But that
these things were kept alive by social capital constantly being renewed from the bottom up,
that these things were being kept alive by pilgrims arriving like ourselves, finding space,
tiny space, cockroach-ridden and rat-infested space, to do our work, and yet to be able to
feel that we were in the presence of giants, that the level of competition that we had to rise
to was the highest.
I used to walk 50 blocks once a week with a piece to slip under the door at The New
Yorker, "A Letter from a Friend." And I would slip it under the door and I would get it back
by the mail in the stamped, self-addressed envelope the next week. And yet that was part
of the rhythm of why we came and why we arrived.
And what do we see now 26 years later? What we see is an enormous, increasingly
enormous mono-cultural desert of sameness, with a Duane Reade on every block and a
bank on every corner. When I walked out of my loft on Broome Street in 1983, I could
have guaranteed with any direction I walked, I would find some new world. I would go into
the Lower East Side and I would find an ethnic world, I would go towards the Village and I
would find an older world of Bohemia. I went South and I would be in the new Bohemia of
Tribeca. Everywhere I walked within 20 or 25 minutes, I could stumble on another world.
And what happens if I step outside that same block now? What I find is more and more of
the same. I find a Soho where that old art world has been entirely eradicated. And what I
find on the street is indistinguishable from what I would find in a mall in Cherry Hill, New
Jersey. I walk east, I find more of the same. If I walk west, I find more of the same. I find
myself in a world in which I can only tell that each New York neighborhood is a New York
neighborhood because I look at the street signs, which have been terribly prostituted to
hang above my head instead of being discretely at my side. A minor complaint.

I find that sameness, that the density of New York remains but the variety of New York is
vanishing. And I don't think that we can simply say that that variety is as it always has
been in New York, changed, because I don't see it changing. I simply see it disappearing.
We can cite Brooklyn -- and let's discuss Brooklyn, later on. I'm one of those Manhattanites
who thinks of Brooklyn as exile, but I'm willing to hear the case made for Brooklyn. I think
it's different. I think it's profoundly different. I think, in short, that 40 years ago we all
experienced the destruction of Penn Station, or we experienced it, those of us who were too
young to experience it firsthand have heard the legends of it second hand. And we all
learned from the destruction of Penn Station that you simply couldn't tolerate in the name
of progress, in the name of the renewal of the City, the destruction of the City.
Well, the experience of the destruction of Penn Station led to all of the things that has
saved Grand Central Station, that has saved the landmarks of New York, and yet what we're
seeing around us every day is in a sense the destruction of 1,000 tiny Penn Stations, of
the small bookstores, of the neighborhood restaurants, of each thing that keeps the soul of
New York alive. And we need to find the kinds of resources to save those thousand Penn
Stations that are disappearing, as vigorously as the generation 40 years ago was able to
save the monuments of New York.
MALCOLM GLADWELL: I have many, many, many, many things to pick up on. But let's
just start with this: I was struck by this idea about walking, taking a walk through
Manhattan. And let's be clear that everything you were talking about was a reference to
Manhattan below 96th Street, just so we know. And let me just for the sake of this
argument point out to you that there is more to New York than Manhattan below 96th
Street.
But let's take a walk, this similar kind of walk through New York, in 1920, 1925, through
the fifties. Let's start at Broadway and 40th Street and let's walk all the way down
Broadway to Chambers. Now what do we see when we walk down Broadway from 40th
Street to Chambers. Well, we have the lofts, right? Great loft buildings on either side of us,
through the thirties and through the twenties, and then we have a little bit of a break
around Union Square, and then they start up again down through what is now Soho and
Tribeca.
What's in those lofts? Well, overwhelmingly, the garment industry, right? They're all built
principally for the garment industry, which was the major industry of New York, the major
employer, the principal engine of the New York economy. In one of these garment
buildings after another, the exact same thing was going on. There were long rows of largely
women with sewing machines, and there were people carrying around big bales of cloth,
right? This is what you saw over and over and over again as you walked the length of your
Manhattan.
So there's a point in time, 50, 60 years ago, where your impression of New York would not
have been one of overwhelming variety. In fact, what would have impressed you, had you
made that walk through Manhattan, was the homogeneity of the City in a certain sense.
And furthermore, who was working in those garment factories? Well, at that point, in this
period that I'm talking about, overwhelmingly Eastern European, Jewish immigrants who
had come to the City between 1880 and 1900.
So I guess the point I'd like to make is one's perception of the diversity of the City or the
homogeneity of the City varies markedly from year to year. It's not a continuum. We have
moments of great homogeneity that give way to moments of great heterogeneity. That
monolithic garment industry controlled by a single ethnic group coming from a single part
of the world gave way to enormous change and diversity, as the garment industry declined
and began.

And today if you make that walk, I don't think you could even count the number of diverse
uses those buildings have been put to. In the place of one industry, there are now
thousands occupying those buildings. You can find everything under the sun. And that kind
of heterogeneity that now exists in that part of Manhattan is of a different order. It may be
people who are similar looking, or who have similar salaries, but they're doing profoundly
different things. You can find everything from the remnants of the garment industry to
some of the most innovative software companies, for example, are now in those old ... and
we can go on and on and on with all the uses they've been put to.
In what way is that not precisely the kind of diversity that you think New York City is
losing?
ADAM GOPNIK: Well, in your walk you've carefully engineered it, 50 years ago, our steps,
that we would stay very much East along a corridor that led us along this way. We didn't go
into Greenwich Village on the walk you just took us through, we didn't go north to
Columbia. And by the way, I don't think this is true simply of south of 96th Street, because
the period, in fact, when the norternh part of the island was accessible to the imaginary
walker that we're talking about is a long period, too.
The question of Manhattan versus the rest of New York is a more complicated question,
and one we should address. But let's defer it for a moment, because in the imagination of
New York, to be perfectly blunt, when we were sitting in Montreal dreaming of escape, or
when you were sitting in Toronto dreaming of escape, it wasn't that you were thinking of
moving to Queens. That was not the thing that was resonating in your mind. I mean no
disrespect to Queens, but the image of New York that draws us in, the magnet, was the
magnet of Manhattan.
MALCOLM GLADWELL: We didn't eagerly read books about Flushing.
ADAM GOPNIK: No, exactly not. We did read A Tree Grows in Brooklyn in fact, which is a
beautiful book of another kind, which is in many ways about getting to New York, about
getting to Manhattan.
MALCOLM GLADWELL: Although one of the ... just parenthetically, one of the great
cultural moments of my youth was my English father in the middle of Mennonite Southern
Ontario, reading to us at bedtime from the works of Chaim Potok. The Chosen and many of
that series, which is a moment of cultural dislocation that I have yet to recover from.
Anyway, go ahead.
ADAM GOPNIK: Well, one of the things that has gotten even stronger since Chaim Potok
wrote, which you would not have anticipated at that time was the growth of Hasidic Jewish
communities in Manhattan. When my son Luke was born at Mt. Sinai Hospital, he was the
only child born that night who was not a Lubavitcher. And every one of the Lubavitcher
children -- this is one of my favorite New York images -- had a tiny photograph of the Rabbi
Schneerson in the little isolette with him. So the first thing the baby would see when its
eyes opened was the great beard and the smiling eyes of the Reb.
MALCOLM GLADWELL: Who was in Luke's crib?
ADAM GOPNIK: I had a little picture of Sam Pollack, the great general manager of the
Montreal Canadians. And then another one of Red Auerbach, the great Jewish general
manager of the Boston Celtics. So his eyes would alight on a keen Jewish sports maestro.
That walk, I don't want to imply any ... and I think for instance in work of, say, so
estimable in the story of New York is Mike Wallace, for instance, the other Mike Wallace. It
seems to me that you can fairly criticize it and say listen, there's a certain nostalgia here

for paper box industries and for the garment industry, as though there was some inherent
virtue or value in those kinds of industries as opposed to the software and brainware and
intellectual industries that fill those blocks now. I don't feel that at all.
I'm perfectly prepared to believe ... and we don't even need to cite in this company the
inequity and injustice that we visited on all of those women in the garment industry, and
we don't even have to talk about how stunned we still are to walk by the place where the
shirtwaist fire took place and realize it was right there on Washington Square, not buried
some place on the Lower East Side. I don't know why, but that always stuns me when I
realized it was right in the center, right to one side of Henry James' New York was the other
New York or exploitation and oppression. We're warned about that.
The question, as it seems to me, is about what's going on at ground level, in effect. What
happens, we accept that the industrial, the commercial energy of New York will change
from generation to generation as the demands of the world change. The question is, how
does that change the texture of urban life in New York? How does that affect the texture of
urban life?
And one of the things that's always been true in the past, even in the years you're talking
about, is two things were true. One is that you always had a Bohemian frontier. You had a
place where young people could go and try to make art and have sex in new and varied
ways, whether that was the Village of the twenties and beyond, whether it was the East
Village of the sixties, Soho in the seventies, Tribeca later on, then the East Village, again,
in the eighties, there was always some haven within Manhattan for the making of new and
weird things.
And so much of the energy of the City, so much of what everybody else drew on, came from
that little kind of nuclear reactor of avant garde-ism someplace in the City. And you would
have found it at any time, in any one of the walks that we're talking about. You can't find it
now. You go across the river to Williamsburg or Red Hook, and you find it there. And yet -and I recognize that, and that's true -- and yet it seems to me that that's something that
remains fundamentally different, or at the very least that that implies a different model of
what the City is from the one that we're used to.
It's a much more London-like model. London works that way, that is to say, it's a city of
villages, and different villages have over time, whether it's Hampstead Heath or Chelsea, it
had different identities. And they're a long way from each other. When you go to London,
half your time is spent driving or taking a tube from one village to the next. That's never
been our idea of New York. That's never been our model of New York, is that central New
York should be an entirely homogenous core and then that there would be villages of
creativity or art or enterprise or youth outlying.
That's never been the way New York worked. New York always worked and always got its
energy out of the extraordinary density of bumping into, that you could find fundamentally
different kinds of people sharing one central public space. That's why Central Park for so
many of us is an almost sacred space because it represents, and always has represented,
and was intended to represent that set of possibilities. It seems to me that it's not just a
difference in use or function, that's a fundamentally different idea of what a city is.
MALCOLM GLADWELL: Well now let me answer your question another way. So there is a
little coffee shop I go to near my house in the West Village, and if you go there on a
Tuesday afternoon, you will see 25 people, of whom 22 have a laptop in front of them, and
they're working away. That is actually a modern situation that is precisely analogous to the
old New York that you are invoking, because every one of those people is doing something
different and probably something highly creative on their laptop.

So from the outside it appears like we have homogeneity, but we actually don't. Some
people are writing novels, some people are writing magazine articles, some people are
actually creating art, some are doing something with music that I don't understand. That is
a room full of young people engaged in highly creative pursuit.
It's just that the form such pursuits take today all looks the same from the outside. We
don't have ... it's not that some of us are clutching big bundles of things that will go into
shirts and others are making belts out of leather and all those things are colliding in the
street because we're all carrying these things physically. No, the collision now is taking
place on a much more cerebral level.
I think that we need to separate your nostalgia for a lost New York from your nostalgia for a
lost economy. What you're really saying is that the way in which creativity is expressed has
changed. It's no longer as physically visible, and it may just be that to the outsider looking
at a room full of people working on their laptops is no longer as visually engaged and
exciting as the coffee shop of the sixties.
ADAM GOPNIK: Well, several things. First of all, about half of those kids seem to be
running blogs about you and me, saying Gopnik and Gladwell, how did they ever get regular
work? Creative work, I'm not sure. Secondly, writing has always been of that kind, right?
MALCOLM GLADWELL: I'm not going to let you get away with that. A central part of your
vanished nostalgic New York is people goofing off.
ADAM GOPNIK: No no, I believe in goofing off.
MALCOLM GLADWELL: Goofing off, if anything, the New York that you love so much is the
New York of people who were doing almost nothing productive in the sense that we're
talking about. They were getting drunk and smoking pot and arguing in coffee shops on
Bleecker Street. I mean, that's no different, that is the 1965 equivalent of writing a blog,
right? It's the same thing.
ADAM GOPNIK: This is true. I would add as a codicil to that point, though, that by the
seventies and eighties the avant garde culture of Soho and Tribeca, which is the one I grew
up with, was a highly industrious one. One of the values of that was work, and it was a very
work-oriented environment. But put that to one side.
First of all, I think that that's always been true of writers. Writers always work, they used to
work with big yellow pads and pens, right? So if you walked into the tavern where Melville
was working while the ghosts of Washington Irving looked at him, it would have had that
look. That's what writing is like, it's symbol manipulation, different than painting or the
theater or the visual arts or photography, which require another kind of space and another
kind of energy.
Secondly, let me right now diffuse, disarm, like a bomb, this word "nostalgia." What is
nostalgia, after all? We can simply dismiss any kind of desire for a different social
arrangement by saying that it's nostalgic, right? The moment when we start re-enslaving
people, we'd say, oh, you have this nostalgia for the period when people were free. Or, you
could say, we could tear down every garden in New York and say, oh, you have this odd
nostalgia for greenery. Nostalgia is simply the vernacular form of memory. It's the way we
remember how we were, and how we desire to be again. Nostalgia is simply the common
coin of value.
And so the question isn't do we have nostalgia for another New York, but what kind of New
York do we want to have in the future. Those are the questions that I think present
themselves to us. How do we make the New York that we want to live in, rather than in

New York that seems to us sterile, empty of the very urban values that brought us here in
the first place.
I love going by those coffee shops in the West Village and seeing those kids on their
computers, or any Starbucks. And I think you could even say, I'll concede you something
before you even demand the concession, Malcolm, and that is that if you go into any
Starbucks on every corner of New York now, and they sprout up and it's actually an
astonishing thing, however one feels about whether they burned the coffee at Starbucks or
not.
Nonetheless, that clearly has filled a need for a café life. It's always been present in New
York and has never been entirely fulfilled. And I always feel whenever I walk into the
Starbucks on the corner of 87th and Lexington, let's say, and I see that it's simply mobbed
with kids waiting for a chance to get a space to do their WiFi work, I think there's a terrific
social energy. I have no ... not only no quarrel with it, I think it's been one of the great and
still insufficiently appreciated things. If anybody wants to make a case for the benefits of
free enterprise in the free market, boy, point to Starbucks, because that's the one where
nobody saw it coming, nobody planned it, and yet it filled a very profound social need. So
I'll concede you that in a second.
Nonetheless, it seems to me that that kind of activity isn't in itself sufficient. It's not what
we mean by a varied community. I didn't get to say the second thing I was going to say a
moment ago, which was not only has one of the defining things of New York in the past
always been, or Manhattan, if you prefer, having a thriving frontier community, a thriving
avant garde, the other thing was that we had neighborhoods that had specific characters,
that even as recently as 1980 I can remember living in a basement room on 87th between
First and Second Avenue, and 86th Street still had a distinct German/Austrian/Hungarian
character.
When I got my first job on a blizzard day in 1982 as the fashion copy editor of GQ
magazine, first regular job I had in New York, my wife and I went out and celebrated at a
wonderful restaurant called Kleine, a little German restaurant where you could get a good
three-course meal for $15.95. And we could not afford it regularly, but we could ...
MALCOLM GLADWELL: You can't possibly be arguing that in terms of food and restaurants
New York is less different now than it was 25 years ago.
ADAM GOPNIK: I'm arguing that in terms of what those things are emblems of, that is, the
variety of neighborhoods, yes, it is less diverse than it was then. That is to say, now, 27
years later, not only has that presence, that historical presence of German/Austrian Jews,
Hungarians diminished, it's evaporated. There's not a sign left anywhere on 86th Street
that Yorkville ever existed. Is the food better in New York? It's better for those of us who
have the shared palate of our generation, absolutely. Is it on the whole becoming
increasingly less varied? Yeah, I think it is.
MALCOLM GLADWELL: But you're simply bemoaning ... what's interesting to me is that, if
we go back to that time, when I did my little walk down Broadway in the thirties and forties
and fifties, if I go to the very base, to Wall Street, in that time, and I go into the
investment banks and the law firms, I see absolute homogeneity, I see white, WASPy men
from Ivy League colleges as far as the eye can see, with little tiny pockets of difference
that are themselves very tightly circumscribed: one Catholic law firm, Shea and Gould, a
handful of very, very small Jewish law firms. Today when I go there I could find more
ethnic diversity and cultural diversity and economic diversity in the hallways of Goldman
Sachs than I could have found in all of downtown 30 and 40 years ago.

You're bemoaning the loss -- and I think legitimately -- the loss of a kind of physical
diversity. But we have in its place a much, I think, much greater and much more profound
and much more meaningful human diversity. The people, it may be that 86th Street now
no longer has its distinctive German flavor, but the people living on 86th Street today
represent, I'm quite sure, a much more ...
ADAM GOPNIK: Heavier ethnic mix?
MALCOLM GLADWELL: Broader ... not just ... to use the word "ethnic" is to kind of debase
this with the kind of language of eighties zero liberalism. It's not just that it's a beautiful
cultural ...
ADAM GOPNIK: Heaven forbid we should ...
MALCOLM GLADWELL: ... it is legitimately people from all over the place who have come
to New York for the very same reason we came to New York. But we came from Toronto and
Montreal, places that are ... the cultural distance between New York and Toronto/Montreal
is about six feet, right? Now New York is full of people who came from places where the
cultural distance was thousands and thousands of miles. That's an extraordinary
accomplishment.
ADAM GOPNIK: We have greater, certainly greater, however you want to define it, ethnic is
not a word that offends my eighties liberal conscience, but racial, however you want to say
it. But we have more different kinds of people doing exactly the same kind of thing. And I
think that's what concerns, that is, that it's certainly true that we have a more egalitarian
society in 2007 than we did in 1947 or 1907, and yet we have an egalitarianism of exactly
the kind that capitalism produces, that is, where you have many different kinds of people
who, if they can pass through the gates of merit that our society provides, are equipped to
do a particular kind of symbolic analysis or gambling, or high, mighty gambling of the kind
that goes on in contemporary markets, whatever it might be. But they are doing remarkably
similar kinds of things.
Now, are they better off than they would be if they were making paper boxes and ladies'
brassieres as their grandfathers and grandmothers did? Yes, certainly they are. But it
seems to me that we're talking about two different things here. One is about the economic
engines that run cities, and the other is about the kinds of cities that those economic
engines make.
The economy of New York has changed from generation to generation and from period to
period from the time of its founding. New York has always been the great mercantile city, a
city ... perhaps only Venice, I suppose, in history has ever been so much built around the
merchant classes and what the merchant classes do. And yet as each generation of the
merchant classes finds something else to do, as they change in their character from Dutch
to Protestant to Jewish and to Asian and beyond, nonetheless the urban fabric that they
produce is, or has been always before remarkably varied, remarkably varied and remarkably
interesting, whether it was the great merchants of the end of the 19th Century producing
those urban cathedrals of the department stores, open to all and yet larger than any one of
us, or it was the entertainment world of Times Square and of the vast motion picture
palaces ... whatever it is, in each moment in its history that particular kind of mercantile
fabric, however much it changes in terms of the ways it makes money, has been able to
express that money forward in terms of common space and common places where you
could have a kind of experience that is distinctly urban and it's the experience of the city.
And now, though I like your image of the kids in the café pounding away on their
computers, the simple, tugging, painful truth about that is, they don't need to be in a city
to do that. They can be elsewhere. And increasingly, as cities become more and more

expensive, harder and harder to find an entry-level home in, they will be elsewhere. And
the thing that we love, the things that those of us in this room love, which is the particular
kind of experience that we associate with the city, the experience that we call urbanity, will
begin to vanish or it will only be sustainable as a museum piece, as is increasingly
happening in my second city of Paris, which has solved many of the problems of the
changing urban fabric simply by congealing things in place, by forcing novelty to the
fringe ...
MALCOLM GLADWELL: Well that's one thing, as we just heard about the number of
building permits issued, we're certainly not doing.
ADAM GOPNIK: No, we're not doing at all here.
MALCOLM GLADWELL: Why are you so certain that the things those kids are doing in the
cafes can be done anywhere. I would argue the opposite, that the reason, there is a very
particular reason why they are doing that in those cafes in New York, and that is that what
we're seeing there is the end product of a process of creativity, which is only possible in
New York. That is to say, I write my screenplay or my novel or my magazine article in the
café, and before I go to the café to write it, I do things that require the city to make that
work of art, if you like, possible. And it's only in New York where ...
ADAM GOPNIK: Complete this sketch, my friend. Give me a picture so that it's ...
MALCOLM GLADWELL: Let's use me as an example. I end up in that café to write my little
chapter of my book, but before I get to the café I spend three or four weeks or so, or
whatever, days, running around, talking to people, putting together the material that I then
turn into the book, to the chapter in the café. But that process, what you're seeing in the
café is the end process of a whole sequence of creative actions that really are particular to
New York. You really can, if you're writing a play, you write the play in the coffee shop
because you can put on the play in New York. Why? Because the theater scene in the City
is greater, better off today than it has ever been, probably, in its history, because there is a
whole assembly of like-minded people who will go to the theater, who will be your actors,
who will do all those kinds of things.
These things are absolutely integral to the life of the City. In fact, if anything, why is New
York becoming, for example, so much more expensive? It's because the benefits of being
here are greater than they were in the past. In the past you could be a legitimate playwright
and live somewhere in the woods of Maine. Now I sort of feel like you can't. You kind of
have to be here if you want to make it as a legitimate ....
And that's why the bar has been raised economically for entering the cultural life of New
York, because it matters more than it used to.
ADAM GOPNIK: Do we really believe that, Malcolm? Or is it that we have such an
enormous influx of money into the city, and of people who are doing very particular kinds
of work that involve the manipulation of money, that they've outpriced everybody else? All
those young playwrights have been outpriced right out of the City?
Your picture, though, of the New York that you seem to desire puts me in mind of a lovely
line in an uncollected Salinger story where he says, "not wasteland but an inverted forest
with all the foliage underneath." That is, that we can live in a mono-cultural city, a city
where the wonderful variety of retailing, the wonderful variety of stores, has been reduced
to a Duane Reade and a Washington Mutual on every corner, where Starbucks, whether we
approve of it or not, is what's there. But that's okay because there are other people like us
sharing the city with us, and eventually we will bump into them. Is that really the most we

can hope for from the city of the next century? Doesn't that sacrifice exactly the kind of
variety, the change?
When we think about the City, when we think about Alfred Kazin's city in a wonderful book
like Walker in the City, he's not talking about bumping into other people like Alfred Kazin,
he's talking about bumping into other people fundamentally unlike Alfred Kazin. Isn't that
what we want from cities? Isn't that one of the things that cities teach us? Isn't that one of
the reasons why cities have not just economic utility but an extraordinary moral force,
because they suggest that it is possible for people from fundamentally different
backgrounds and fundamentally unalike, to paraphrase the words of Olmstead, to live side
by side, to live together.
Isn't that why cities matter to us? Not just as arrangements of economic matter, but as
fundamental vessels of value?
MALCOLM GLADWELL: But to go back to my example of the garment industry, in that
model if you worked in the garment industry in New York in 1915 you never bumped into
anyone different from yourself. Your world was entirely inhabited by fellow Eastern
European Jewish immigrants who were all in the same business as you, right? The garment
industry.
ADAM GOPNIK: That may have been true of your father's world. It certainly wasn't true of
your world if you were Julius Marx or Leonard Marx, or if you were Isidore Berlin or any of
the other people who came along and who found fundamentally different experiences
exactly because they were bumping into other young songwriters or other young comedians
or other people who came from very, very different backgrounds.
That's why we have the wonderful ... that's why the biggest hit in the first half of the 20th
Century on Broadway was Abie's Irish Rose. It's because people from fundamentally
different backgrounds were not merely bumping into but penetrating each other in the
most heartful and soulful ways possible. That was what created the great urban fabric of
New York. It wasn't a merely ghettoized existence. It was genuinely and deeply
cosmopolitan. And it seems to me that the cosmopolitan future of New York is what's at
stake as we think about New York as it's changing.
DEBORAH MARTON: That may be a good moment to ...
ADAM GOPNIK: Open up?
DEBORAH MARTON: I'm sure that many of you here have much to say to these two
gentlemen. I could listen to them for hours. Unfortunately we don't have hours. So we will
have a discussion now and take some questions, or ideally have a discussion. And I just
ask you to wait till the microphone can reach you, as we are recording this and we would
like to produce a transcription. So I thank you. That was very enlightening, and I welcome
any questions that any of you may have. Kitty?
KITTY HAWKS: There is a very distinct difference, it seems to me, in what the two of you
were discussing in terms of the social homogeneity, or not, versus the physical. The
physical, for those of us who care about that in the City, is disturbing. It's not just that
there's a Starbucks on every block but that everyone looks the same. It's not just that
there's a Chase bank on every block, but everyone looks the same, that there is a paucity of
imagination.
I remember when I was a child, going to a bank was a thrill because the banks were
remarkable. They were big, institutional sort of churches to money. And the Chase branch
didn't look the same as the branch that was 10 blocks away. But I'm curious as to why you

think that homogeneity has arisen. And it's all over the world. It's not just in New York. We
have those sort of comfort stops when we go to London, when we go to Paris, when we go
to Rome. Architects are building all over the world, so you'll have a Gehry building in every
city and you'll have a Koolhaas building in every city. And it seems to me that that also
contributes to the physical homogeneity in the absence of sort of vernacular architecture,
whether it's city-wide or neighborhood-wide. And I'm curious as to why you think that has
evolved.
ADAM GOPNIK: Well, I would sort of dispute the claim that there's sort of a physical
homogeneity and, if you like, the sort of moral homogeneity of the city aren't connected. I
think it's one of the things that the late Jane Jacobs taught us all, was that those two
things are intricately and deeply connected. That is, that the ways that we use the City
affects the way that the City looks and the way that the City gets built.
I think that if you go to Europe, while there is certainly homogeneity, it's certainly the case
that in my other, my second adopted city of Paris you find these problems in reverse. That
is to say, Paris does a very good job of protecting the fabric of Parisian street life. It's why
so many Americans go to Paris and treat it as a kind of upper class Disney world. It's
because you can guarantee yourself the kinds of urban experience in Paris that are
increasingly hard to find here.
And yet, we recognize that that comes with a certain cost. It comes with the cost of simply
turning the city inside out... if you want to shop at Ikea in Paris you have to get into a bus
and go outside the city limits, outside the periphery. So I don't want to imply that these
things are easily solved, but it does seem to me that the problem of building ... and let me
give you a simple instance. If we simply made a zoning rule and said you can't put a bank
on a street corner, it would change the character of the block, and then the character of
the block would change the character of the people coming in.
I think those of us who think, whether in Ruskinian or in Jacobite terms about the
interrelation of architecture and experience, are inclined to think that if we start changing
the way the block feels and looks, we'll start changing the way our hearts beat and thrum.
MALCOLM GLADWELL: I'm not convinced that the homogeneity of which you speak is a
permanent condition in a city. I think of it as a phase. And I also don't think of it as being
something that is particular to New York or will remain a problem in New York.
To me the most interesting thing, for example, architecturally about New York is how in
terms of residential architecture in the last couple of years, the developers have realized
that putting up something that is different from the normal red brick box is an event. It
allows you to charge more for them, gets people excited. That kind of idea -- now whether
or not you like these new creations or not, they have begun to understand that there is
value, economic value, in providing something that differentiates from.
And that idea, I see that idea more and more on every level in New York. If I had to guess
what our streets would look like 10 years from now, I would say that this very process of
increasing wealth, increasing social diversity, is going to drive a change in increased street
level diversity, because to serve that kind of highly sophisticated heterogeneous population
you need to do more than have a Washington Mutual that looks like every other one.
ADAM GOPNIK: You know, Malcolm, I think this genuinely divides us, that you have sort of
still a deep faith in free market solutions to many problems. And one of the things that
strikes me is that we're seeing just the reverse. You're absolutely right, a classic free
market model, you think, well, if people are attracted to cities because of their diversity
then it will become economically more viable to make them more diverse, right? That's
what brought people here in the first place.

And yet we see that just the opposite tends to happen, that is, that even though if you
could take a vote about the kind of city you'd want it would include diverse blocks with lots
of small retailers on them, that isn't the kind of thing that we get, that the forces of large
capitalism, the forces of speculation, the forces of the real estate industry writ large, don't
necessarily provide us what we want, and that the history of New York in large part has
been a history of semi-socialist interventions ranging from the grid plan to Central Park
itself, to the zoning system, to the landmarking laws, that enable us to get the city we
want, not through a system of pricing, not through the free market, but by intervening in
the free market very radically.
DEBORAH MARTON: Do we have another question?
ADAM GOPNIK: Or statement. Please ...
DEBORAH MARTON: Or statement, yeah.
WOMAN IN AUDIENCE: One comment. I don't live in New York so I'm kind of an outside
influence, I guess. But it seems to me that my perspective on New York has always been a
filter. You know, it's the trial and error of the country. This is where things get tried out,
this is where things begin and this is where things fail. And if you had talked to my parents
in Toledo, Ohio about going to an Ethiopian restaurant 25 years ago, you would have been
crazy. I mean, they wouldn't probably even know where Ethiopia was. And now they're
talking about Ethiopian food and Thai food, and amazing art exhibits that are coming to
this small town, the wonderful things that they're doing and all these things that they're
getting this influence from. And you know that trickle through is from New York. Where the
trickle through in New York originally was Ellis Island, because that's where my grandfather
came through. That was our biggest cultural influence, from Holland. That was the only
thing that was anything that we identified with.
And I think when you talk about this German district what you might be missing is the fact
that you've been there so long, you don't see that no longer is it homogeneity in one
culture, but you're seeing a Korean restaurant and somebody who's from Thailand trying to
make a difference and trying to become their influence, and things that have now become
commonplace. I mean, how often did you have sushi 30 years ago? Where now you find it
at the local supermarket. They have a fish counter.
So I think in context what you're seeing is not homogeneity but this amazing enrichment
that New York has brought to the rest of the country as an enabler to say, look, you don't
have to be iceberg lettuce and Thousand Island dressing. Roquefort was way too expensive.
But you know, you don't see that this influence comes and it trickles down.
If you went to Missouri you might find something that was unusual and different and
people are interested in trying it. I remember going to Wyoming and people talking, I went
to New York last ... and I had this restaurant, I tried this new recipe and I came back and I
had it. The reason they came to New York was to try things and see things that were
different. And I think if you discount that influence on the entire country, this is where
everything is tried out. We are the tastemakers. I don't know how else to say it.
ADAM GOPNIK: No listen, I think that's true. New York traditionally played the role, it's a
place where you came to try different things, from gay sex to Szechuan food. And now
that's become much more widespread. Now you can do those things in Altoona or Portland
or Seattle, and so I think that's true, that part of what we're bemoaning is that the country
as a whole has become more cosmopolitan. Nonetheless, I think New York still has a
unique quality. I would say when my seven year old daughter went north, back home to

Canada, and we were going to order in food and said what would you like, she said, "Do
they have kosher Thai?" And they don't, because it's not New York.
And it seems to me that we still love New York because of that variety, and the question is,
can we continue to protect it?
KENT BARWICK: This has been really a terrific discussion and I hope we can go on for
many, many hours. I think this is a kind of an accidental application that the increased
diversity which we see ... incidentally, I see it in the street world of Manhattan where I live.
It hasn't become less diverse there, at least. But the homogeneity and the loss of character
in the physical environment, that they're somehow related.
And I don't think anybody up there stated that, but I think somehow accidentally that
seemed to be coming up. And it seems to me absolutely true if we look at our own history
that we can intervene successfully, and we have down the street, a few years ago, the City
discovered on Fifth Avenue it was getting all airline offices and banks. And it zoned it out.
It made it impossible to do that. It didn't interfere with free market economics so the
banks and airlines continued to put the character in Fifth Avenue.
When Madison Avenue was going to be regulated as an historic district, you would have
driven all the shopkeeper nuts. So they said you can do anything you want on Madison
Avenue as long as you don't change the basic dimension, the 25 foot shop front. So I think
you could have our cake and eat it too here, and it would be ... the missing element in all
this is how do ... not that developers are insensitive or misreading the market, but when a
developer goes ... and I was looking around, Charles Gwathmey is here, somebody who
actually knows something about these subjects. But I believe that when a developer goes to
finance a building and he said, well, he's going to put in a Gopnik's Home Pizza Shop and
Gladwell's Craft Shop, he can't finance those leases. So he's got to go to a CVS or a Duane
Reade.
So we can change that. It's within our power to change that without creating an adult
Disneyland, without destroying the diversity, just by paying attention. I think that we live in
a city at the moment that's so obsessed with its potential to become a world class city that
it is losing the thing that is genuinely, what I think is genuinely in peril is the ability for
people to come here and get jobs if they're other than writers at The New Yorker or
playwrights, those jobs that used to be the sort of get started jobs.
And it's not peculiar, incidentally, that the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory was right down the
street from Henry James. That's the nature of New York, is to have those juxtapositions.
And the economy at the moment, encouraged by the City government, is driving that sort
of, the industrial base, the service base, out in the City. And so where will the Lower East
Side immigrants come and work, it seems to me, is the real peril.
I think that's a statement.
ADAM GOPNIK: Just two things, I think. One is Malcolm and I agreed before we sat down
tonight that we would not try and talk about, we would blissfully not talk too much about
specificities because we don't present ourselves as urbanists to an audience of people who
actually know something about the subject, but as New Yorkers who are experiencing this
through their pores and their eyes rather than with any kind of specialized knowledge.
Having said that, I'll say that it seems to me that of course it's absolutely right. One of my
favorite instances of it, which I wrote about once, was the Luxe unit in Times Square,
which codified and regimented and made a legal necessity to have a certain kind of
radiance on every sign in Times Square. That wasn't something that was simply a
vernacular tradition. That is now a legally enforced rule. And that's why Times Square now,

still, however much it's changed, looks like Times Square. It's an example of how very
specific the kind of intervention that free marketers scoff at and regard as, oh my God, how
can you micro-manage a city in that way? How can you micro-manage a market? Well, we
did and it was successful, and now the executives at Clear Channel can walk home safely
in a recognizable Times Square.
So I don't think ... there's limits, but the limits of that kind of management, that kind of
zoning, that kind of planning, are much larger, I think, as you say, than people generally
give them credit for being.
In preparing for tonight, I've tried to read a little bit about the problem of maintaining a
manufacturing base in New York and how one would go about doing it, how one would zone
for it and so on. It's clearly -- and people here know far more about it than I do -- I would
agree with Malcolm that it doesn't so much matter what it is, in other words it doesn't have
to be paper box and ladies' brassieres, as I said before, that you're making, so long as
people are making various kinds of things, the draw in. People at entry levels and people at
mid levels, and it doesn't simply become a city devoted to a tiny, upper crust of symbolic
manipulators like us.
MALCOLM GLADWELL: I don't want to be ... I seem to be, sort of feel like I'm being
pushed in the corner of being Mr. Free Market, which I'm not by any stretch of the
imagination. I guess I would just say that I'm just a little less pessimistic about the
direction that this sort of physical homogeneity that we're concerned with, is going. And I
don't think of it as, I don't feel like we're on this kind of road to banality. On the contrary, I
just think that we have overstated the extent to which the old New York was this wondrous,
diverse place, and it just may be that the form in which diversity takes in the future is
different, and it just requires us to adjust our notion of the kind of joy we find in
difference. That's all.
John Updike once said -- and it's one of my favorite quotes -- that at any moment in history
an old world is collapsing and a new world is coming into being. We have sharper eyes for
the old world than the new because the old one is the one we knew. We have sharper eyes
for the collapse than the immersion.
ADAM GOPNIK: That's true, Malcolm, and I recognize that. At the same time, we're not
totally blind to the nature of the emergence, and we see it, and we see it on every street
corner and we could compare the texture of our lives 20 years ago in the City to the texture
of our lives now, compare the texture of a block, the texture of the architecture, the texture
of urbanism around us.
DEBORAH MARTON: I think we have time for one statement or.... Claire?
CLAIRE WEISZ: Just a quick question for both of you. What's your favorite new building in
New York, if you even have one? And why?
MALCOLM GLADWELL: Well at the risk of further pushing myself in the Philistinian
direction, I may be the only person I know who is quite thrilled with what's going on in
Williamsburg. I love this ... Williamsburg has gone from being ... the addition of, some
quite ugly modern buildings into Williamsburg, some quite tall, some out of context, has
actually to my mind given Williamsburg an even greater kind of jumbled, manic, patchwork
air, which is precisely what it represents.
In a certain way it makes Williamsburg more Williamsburgian to have these kind of
monstrosities go up on the waterfront... and it's impossible. It can't ever turn into Sixth
Avenue clearly, so I think what you're going to end up with is this quite pleasing

juxtaposition of bodegas and hipster high rises, which I find kind of hilarious and sort of
the best of New York's kind of craziness.
ADAM GOPNIK: No, I like that too. I like that part of Williamsburg. The other thing, I have
a great weakness, as a gawking kid from Canada, for very tall buildings with funny tops.
That for me is one of the things that defines New York and makes it good, and I think one
of the encouraging signs is, that we have good, new skyscrapers going up, good new tall
buildings with funny tops. And around our part of the world and where we work, in Times
Square, to Norman Foster's Hearst Building and so on. I think that's a very positive thing.
The great unknown quantity will be what happens at Ground Zero. And there they seem to
be having very ugly tall buildings with very uniform tops. But let's hope that it's not too late
to save that, because I think that part of the character of New York radiates from very tall
buildings with very funny tops. Thank you.
DEBORAH MARTON: I want to thank you both. I find your good cop/bad cop thing a little
disingenuous, because what I see is a really profound love of the City expressed in two
different ways, and I appreciate that very much. Thank you.
Thank you all for coming, and thank you for supporting the Design Trust, for joining us
tonight, for supporting the Design Trust Council, and good evening.
[END]

