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Defensible Space Theory
Defensible space theory asserts that the design of physical space influences the way that both residents of an area and outsiders interact with that space, especially in urban areas. A space within or outside of a building is considered defensible space when the residents or occupants of the building are able to extend their personal control into that space. Such control may include both resident appropriation and surveillance of the space. According to defensible space theory, urban areas that are designed with defensible spaces promote positive social dynamics while also deterring negative ones such as personal and property crime. 

An early forerunner to defensible space theory was Jane Jacobs’ conceptualization of “eyes on the street,” a phrase she used in her 1961 treatise, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, to describe to describe a built environment in which public spaces were always visible. Jacobs criticized modernist urban planning principles that left residents disconnected socially from one another and physically from their surroundings. Among the changes she advocated were increases in density and reorientation of structures toward the street. Jacobs argued that isolated, dark, closed-off spaces fostered street crime, while visibility acted as a deterrent. Her ideas proved influential on both practitioners and theorists who further elaborated on environmental design as a means of preventing this sort of crime.  
Oscar Newman expanded on the work of Jacobs and other theorists by introducing defensible space theory in 1972 following years of involvement with various housing projects and initiatives. A notable catalyst for Newman’s theory of defensible space was his observation of the highly publicized rapid decline and ultimate demolition of Pruitt-Igoe, a high-rise housing complex in St. Louis designed by a prominent architect using state-of-the-art design principles that had been overcome by litter, vandalism, and physical danger before its demise. While Pruitt-Igoe failed, Carr Square Village, a row-house community across the street, continued to thrive with very low incidence of crime despite having a similar demographic composition to Pruitt-Igoe. Newman analyzed the physical differences between these two housing projects as well as several others across the country and found that successful housing communities shared several characteristics.  His understanding of these commonalities led to the formation of defensible space theory.
In the context of housing, defensible space refers to the physical space outside of a house that the residents of that house understand as their own private space, which they may occupy and interact with accordingly.  Newman argued that a housing community’s physical design is a primary determinant in whether outdoor private spaces are defensible spaces.  Among Newman’s critiques of Pruitt-Igoe was that residents understood the spaces outside of the individual housing units as public spaces, not privately-controlled spaces. Thus, residents did not exert personal influence over these spaces, which quickly became hotbeds for delinquent and criminal activity. On the other hand, the successful housing project at Carr Square Village consisted of row-house buildings that were conducive to residents claiming and occupying the spaces outside of their homes. Newman argued that these privately-controlled spaces fostered better social environments than public spaces, which were often unoccupied and lacked clearly-defined social norms.

In addition to this large-scale understanding of defensible space, small-scale physical features in a community are important parts of defensible space theory as well. Features such as lighting, benches, and green spaces promote the occupation of exterior spaces by residents and the reduction of crime. On the other hand, the presence of barriers or other objects may create potential hiding spaces and deter residents from expanding their influence into the spaces outside of their homes. Moreover, the presence of these potential hiding spaces makes surveillance more difficult, creating an environment more conducive to criminal activity. This builds on Broken Windows Theory by emphasizing the importance of occupying spaces, not just the mere presence of certain environmental features.  Furthermore, Broken Windows emphasizes physical “incivilities” and other negative symbols signifying social disorder which by extension merely point to the need for reactive property maintenance whereas defensible space and territorial markers emphasize positive and proactive design and personalizing improvements to prevent even the initial signs of disorder from occurring.

Like other physical design safety features, defensible spaces are thought to deter street crime and reduce fear mainly through their impact on various social dynamics in urban residential or business settings. Defensible space encourages greater territorial behavior, such as personalizing and beautifying property, on the part of occupants. In residential areas, it increases informal social control (people’s willingness to monitor suspicious behavior and intervene or simply ask strangers if they need help) and use of outdoor space and encourages those users to get to know their neighbors, which can lead to greater social capital (or neighboring, sense of community, citizen participation, empowerment and networking). In more public spaces, it improves visibility and a sense of security throughout the space, so that workers, shoppers, and pedestrians feel a greater sense of control and so act accordingly. Regardless of these social dynamics, the public space design elements of defensible space theory may deter street crime as potential offenders may respond consciously or unconsciously to these elements and seek targets in spaces that are less defensible. 

Defensible space is just one set among many kinds of built environment elements related to street crime prevention. While there is debate about the nature of the relationship between the built environment and social factors, there is little doubt that defensible space theory at the very least provides a useful lens for analyzing and understanding physical spaces.
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