
 

 

Understanding the Unfamiliar: A Commentary on City Walking 

 

Be content still with surfaces only. 

− Virginia Woolf 

 

Cities are often referred to as the cultural “melting pots” of the world. They provide 

spaces where people of different ethnicities, religions, political beliefs, and classes can blend 

together to create vibrant cultural spaces. Just by walking through them, it is possible to get a 

taste of the diversity that the city fosters. Yet even with all this diversity, the city fosters an 

atmosphere of isolation. A morning walk down New York City’s Lexington Avenue will find 

people hustling with almost trance-like purpose to offices and their jobs, as if they are fearful of 

any interaction with another human being. Ultimately, the city is a space composed of different 

groups of people that choose to remain separate from one another. Cities’ diversity inherently 

provides opportunities for broadening our understanding of people who are different from 

ourselves. Yet taking the step to understand differences in culture and belief can often be 

uncomfortable and even frightening. Failing to broaden our perspectives leads us towards the 

safety of what is familiar, which only serves to solidify the separation of different cultures rather 

than melt them together.  

At its heart, a democracy is a government “of the people.” A democratic society relies not 

on a single person with a single set of values, but instead relies on many people with many sets 

of different values in order to function properly. Cities provide the space for diverse strangers to 

congregate publicly and simply walking through public city spaces is a constant reminder that 

democratic life depends on people being different from one another. The seeming simple act of 

walking and observing others, if only at a surface level, while also being observed, can help us 

better respect others’ differences and understand the unfamiliar. In turn, this experience can help 



 

 

2 

secluded individuals participate in relatively familiar modes of recognition, creating a sense of 

safety and helping to alleviate their isolation. 

Fundamentally, a democracy is composed of strangers. Cities are made up of many 

thousands or even millions of people, so it is impossible to know everyone in a society on a 

personal or intimate level that we often desire. This level of intimacy establishes not only a sense 

of belonging and familiarity, but also a sense of safety. As all three writers identify, one of the 

values of city walking is that through observing other citizens we can establish familiarity that 

we desire in a democratic society. For our purposes, let us define familiarity not in the traditional 

sense of an intimate understanding, but instead as a surface level understanding of the basic facts 

about a person through observations (i.e. gender, race, age, etc.), which allow us to interact with 

other citizens as people who are not complete strangers. In her work, Virginia Woolf is obsessed 

the idea of “the eye” (2). For Woolf, “the eye”, or the art of observation, is the beauty of city 

walking. For most people sight is the primary sense used for navigation. People not only use 

their eyes to navigate but they also use them to gather information about their surroundings. 

Woolf emphasizes that, “the eye is not a miner, not a diver, not a seeker after buried treasure” 

(2). With sight, people only see what other people project out for them to see, nothing else. Even 

still, the mind “catches a word in passing and from a chance phrase fabricates a lifetime” (8). As 

Woolf points to here, we are only able to obtain so much from observing with our eyes, we often 

create stories or ideas of who people are, which we would like to be true, based on surface level 

observations. For example, imagine you are walking down a city street and you see a homeless 

person with a cardboard sign asking for change outside a subway stop. If you acted completely 

objectively based on your observations of the homeless person, you might decide that he or she 

is in need and give the person a few dollars or instead decide to walk on by simply because you 
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feel uncomfortable. But if you were not objective, you might fabricate a story of how the 

homeless person would probably just use the money to buy drugs, as a way to justify your 

decision to not give the homeless person money. It is having repeated experiences like these, that 

come with city walking, that can allow a person to find a balance between simply observing and 

over fabricating a story that might not even be true.  As Rebecca Solnit comments, her 

experience of walking and observing the city around her “offered a thousand glimpses of lives 

like and utterly unlike mine” (1). It is impossible to know intimate details about every person 

walking in the city, yet city walking affords a type of urban knowledge, which allows people to 

understand others by grouping similar people together, as opposed to differentiating every 

individual. Democracy is built on diversity and it is these glimpses, not a complete 

understanding, that can help people to better understand others who are different from 

themselves on a broader basis.  

Vivian Gornick has similar experiences to that of Woolf and Solnit in observing the city 

around her, but also goes further as she challenges a social norm of the city: people should keep 

to themselves. Unlike Woolf and Solnit who learn from only observing their surroundings, 

Gornick learns and understands by interacting with her surroundings, challenging the 

aforementioned dictum. One example of this is when Gornick is standing in line at the library. 

She observes an old woman grasping the edge of the checkout desk. Instead of just internalizing 

the understanding that the woman might need help, she asks the woman if she needs help even 

though the woman eventually rebukes her for asking if she was alright in the first place (7). It is 

possible to infer that Gornick learned more about the woman simply through interacting with 

her. Typically, we think of human interaction as learning more personal details about an 

individual, but here, simply having concern for another human’s wellbeing counts as an 
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“interaction” in the city. The city forces us to understand democracy with only partial knowledge 

of other people and their differences. City walking can provide us with a glimpse of who people 

might be, allowing us to classify other people into different groups, which in turn can provide us 

with a comforting sense of familiarity.  

By establishing a sense of familiarity through observation, it is possible to value one of 

the most central democratic value that city walking fosters, respect. Democracy at its core is a 

government built on difference, as citizens’ different values and experiences create a system that 

keeps itself in check. But this form of government is only able to function at its fullest potential 

when citizens are able to respect other citizens who have values different from their own. 

Though those business men hustling down Lexington Avenue are not necessarily conducting 

very observant city walking, at their core, simply by keeping to themselves and not bothering 

other people, they are respecting others.  

But not all classifications and categories are useful in fostering democratic awareness. 

City walking is, after all, what you make of it. Woolf, unlike Gornick and Solnit, assumes the 

role of a flâneuse, someone who wonders and takes leisure time to observe others. In her 

observations, Woolf is quite critical and judgmental, taking a very undemocratic disposition 

towards other people and her approach to city walking. In her writing, she chooses to criticize, 

stereotype, and use others as a way to entertain herself. In one instance she critiques a small 

woman shopping for shoes as being a dwarf and having a deformity, with the woman having to 

rely on her taller “normal” friends to get assistance (3). Though Woolf’s earlier comments about 

the value of observation hold importance, her observations themselves reflect the very persona 

that degrades a democratic society.  
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On the other hand, Gornick comes to see respect as a process of understanding that comes 

from observation and takes time to develop. In one of her interactions in the city, Gornick 

recounts observing a man and a boy on the subway. The boy, she recounts, was quite deformed 

and what she describes as almost grotesque and repulsive, as well as being deaf. She continues to 

observe the man and the boy as they begin and continue to communicate using sign language. 

The animation that the two carry while signing draws Gornick’s curiosity and what was once 

disgust and repulse turns to wonder and awe (6). Not only does she come to respect the bond that 

the man and the boy have, but she also comes to see their relationship as a thing of beauty. Being 

able to cultivate an attitude of respect towards others, even if they are complete strangers, allows 

citizens to communicate effectively and is a key value in a democratic society.  

As a resident of New York City, city walking is in my blood. It is something that I have 

done almost every day, whether it is walking to school, the local bagel shop, or Central Park. But 

were I to be honest, I too, just like those businessmen, would be guilty of isolating myself. The 

times I have found myself branching out into the city, beyond the comforts of my familiar 

neighborhood, are few and far between. However, I can say that some of the most memorable 

moments in the city have been when I have gone to unfamiliar places such as China Town or 

Little Italy. Walking in a city like New York can be one of the most thrilling adventures, but it 

can be difficult to draw how this experience has any concrete significance in a democratic 

setting. Take voting as an example, the democratic process where we choose people to represent 

us and our beliefs based on what appears to be. Just as I can only make observations about 

people in the street based on what I see, similarly citizens vote for political candidates based on 

their appearances and what they say that they will do. Granted we often have much more 

information on politicians than we do strangers in the street. Yet even still, for most citizens 
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politicians are strangers, people we will never get to meet, yet we pick them to conduct some of 

the most influential work for our country. Embracing what is different and unfamiliar can be 

difficult, but through simply walking through a city, observing, and acting with respect, we can 

create a more inclusive and understanding democratic society. So, just how well do we really 

know other citizens? 

 

 

 


