how the other half lives jacob riis

how the other half lives jacob riis revolutionized photojournalism and societal awareness by
bringing the stark realities of urban poverty to light in late 19th-century New York City. Jacob Riis, a
Danish immigrant and journalist, used his powerful photography and compelling prose to expose the
deplorable living conditions in the tenements of the Lower East Side. His seminal work, How the
Other Half Lives: Studies Among the Tenements of New York, published in 1890, served as a catalyst
for reform, directly influencing public opinion and leading to significant legislative changes. This
article delves into the life and work of Jacob Riis, the impact of his book, the specific issues he
documented, and the lasting legacy of How the Other Half Lives on social reform and documentary
photography.

Jacob Riis: The Man Behind the Lens

Early Life and Immigration

Jacob Riis arrived in America in 1870, a penniless immigrant seeking opportunity. His early years in
New York were marked by hardship, mirroring the struggles of many he would later document. This
personal experience fueled his empathy and determination to expose the plight of the poor and
disenfranchised.

Journalism and Advocacy

Riis began his career in journalism, working for various newspapers before landing a position at the
New York Tribune. It was in this role that he first encountered the grim realities of tenement life.
His innate sense of justice and his growing skill with photography led him to focus his journalistic
efforts on the social ills plaguing the city's poorest neighborhoods.

The Birth of Photojournalism

Riis is widely recognized as a pioneer of documentary photography and photojournalism. He
understood the power of visual evidence to shock and persuade. By venturing into the dark and
dangerous spaces of the tenements, often at night, he captured unflinching images that spoke
volumes about the human cost of poverty and neglect.

Understanding "How the Other Half Lives"

The Genesis of the Book

Inspired by the lack of public understanding regarding the conditions in the slums, Riis decided to



compile his photographic evidence and journalistic accounts into a book. He aimed to create a vivid
and visceral portrayal that would shock the conscience of the middle and upper classes, compelling
them to demand change. The book's title itself, How the Other Half Lives, directly addressed the
chasm of understanding between the privileged and the impoverished.

Content and Impact of the Book

The book is a powerful exposé, filled with graphic descriptions and poignant photographs of
overcrowded tenements, unsanitary conditions, child labor, and rampant disease. Riis meticulously
detailed the daily lives of immigrants and the working poor, revealing how a lack of basic necessities
like clean water, fresh air, and adequate housing contributed to their suffering. The book's
publication was a watershed moment, generating widespread public outcry and forcing politicians to
confront the issue of poverty.

Key Themes Explored by Riis

Jacob Riis's work in How the Other Half Lives illuminated several critical issues of the era:

e Tenement overcrowding and its health consequences

e Inadequate sanitation and lack of clean water

e The prevalence of child labor and its impact on development

e The struggles of immigrant communities in adapting to urban life

e The cycle of poverty and its societal ramifications

The Tenements: Riis's Photographic Subjects

The Dangers of Overcrowding

Riis vividly documented the extreme overcrowding within tenement buildings. Families were
crammed into tiny, ill-ventilated rooms, often sharing spaces with multiple other families. This
density fostered the rapid spread of infectious diseases like tuberculosis and cholera, making life
precarious for residents.

Sanitation and Public Health Nightmares

The lack of basic sanitation was a recurring theme in Riis's work. Many tenements had no indoor
plumbing, forcing residents to use communal outhouses that were often filthy and overflowing. The
absence of proper waste disposal and access to clean drinking water created a breeding ground for



disease, significantly impacting public health in the surrounding areas.

Childhood in the Slums

Perhaps the most heartbreaking aspect of Riis's documentation was his portrayal of children. He
captured images of young boys and girls working in dangerous conditions, often from a very young
age, to help their families survive. These children were deprived of education and healthy
childhoods, their futures already compromised by their circumstances.

Immigrant Life and Discrimination

The tenements were primarily inhabited by recent immigrants, many from Europe, who faced
discrimination and exploitation. Riis's photographs and writings provided a human face to these
communities, challenging the stereotypes and prejudices prevalent at the time and highlighting their
resilience in the face of adversity.

The Reformist Legacy of Jacob Riis

Influence on Theodore Roosevelt

One of the most significant immediate impacts of How the Other Half Lives was its influence on
Theodore Roosevelt, then a young politician and police commissioner of New York City. Roosevelt
was so moved by Riis's work that he sought him out, and they formed a lasting friendship and
alliance for reform. Roosevelt acknowledged Riis as a key figure in his efforts to improve living
conditions in the city.

Legislative Reforms and Social Change

Riis's book played a direct role in advocating for and achieving important legislative reforms. The
public pressure generated by his exposé contributed to the passage of improved housing laws,
sanitation regulations, and child labor restrictions. These changes, while not eliminating poverty,
marked a crucial step towards a more humane and equitable urban environment.

Jacob Riis's Lasting Impact on Photography and Journalism

Beyond his direct impact on social reform, Jacob Riis left an indelible mark on the fields of
photography and journalism. He demonstrated the power of photography as a tool for social
commentary and advocacy, paving the way for future generations of documentary photographers
and investigative journalists. His unflinching commitment to truth and his ability to connect with his
subjects set a new standard for the profession.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is Jacob Riis best known for in relation to 'how the other
half lives'?

Jacob Riis is best known for his groundbreaking book, 'How the Other Half Lives: Studies Among the
Tenements of New York' (1890), which used powerful photography and vivid descriptions to expose
the appalling living conditions of the urban poor and immigrants in New York City's tenements.

What impact did Riis's work have on social reform?

Riis's work acted as a catalyst for significant social reform. It shocked the public conscience, leading
to pressure on politicians to enact housing laws, sanitation improvements, and better living
conditions for the urban poor.

What were the primary subjects of Riis's photography and
writing?
Riis primarily focused on the overcrowded, unsanitary, and often dangerous living conditions within

the tenement buildings of New York City's Lower East Side, highlighting the struggles of
immigrants, factory workers, and impoverished families.

How did Riis's use of photography differentiate his work?

Riis was a pioneer in using photography as a tool for social reform. His candid, often stark images
provided undeniable evidence of the dire poverty and squalor, making the plight of the poor more
relatable and urgent for a middle-class audience.

What specific reforms were influenced by 'How the Other Half
Lives'?
The book directly influenced the passage of the New York Tenement House Act of 1901, which

mandated improved ventilation, sanitation, and fire escapes in tenement buildings, and spurred
broader efforts in urban planning and public health.

Who was Theodore Roosevelt's connection to Jacob Riis and
his work?

Theodore Roosevelt, as Police Commissioner of New York City at the time, was a staunch admirer of
Riis's work. He formed a close friendship with Riis and was deeply influenced by 'How the Other
Half Lives,' championing many of the reforms Riis advocated for.

What does Riis mean by ‘'the other half' in his book's title?

‘The other half' refers to the impoverished working class and immigrant populations who lived in the
city's slums, often unseen and unacknowledged by the more affluent segments of society.



What is the legacy of Jacob Riis's 'How the Other Half Lives'
today?

The legacy of 'How the Other Half Lives' endures as a foundational text in social documentary
photography and urban sociology. It continues to be studied for its powerful advocacy, its impact on
policy, and its stark reminder of the ongoing need to address urban poverty and inequality.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the spirit and impact of Jacob Riis's work, focusing on social
conditions, photography, and urban poverty:

1. How the Other Half Lives: Studies Among the Tenements of New York

This seminal work by Jacob Riis itself is a groundbreaking piece of photojournalism. Riis uses stark,
unflinching photographs and vivid prose to expose the deplorable living conditions of the poor in
New York City's tenements. His aim was to shock the conscience of the public and advocate for
social reform, ultimately leading to significant changes in housing laws.

2. Plunkitt of Tammany Hall: A Series of Very Direct Conversations with Daniel F. Hoan

While not a direct counterpart to Riis's exposé, this book offers a parallel perspective on urban life in
the same era. It details the pragmatic, often corrupt, workings of political machines like Tammany
Hall, which held considerable sway over the lives of the urban poor Riis documented. The book
reveals the complex social and political machinery that shaped the lives of ordinary New Yorkers.

3. The Jungle by Upton Sinclair

Sinclair's novel, published a decade after Riis's work, similarly uses visceral descriptions to expose
the harsh realities faced by immigrant workers. It focuses on the brutal conditions in the
meatpacking industry but shares Riis's commitment to revealing the hidden struggles of
marginalized communities. Both works aimed to ignite public outcry and drive legislative reform.

4. In Darkest London: Into the Slums with the Salvation Army by George R. Sims

Sims's work is a Victorian-era exploration of London's impoverished districts, mirroring Riis's focus

on urban squalor. He employs vivid, often dramatic, language to depict the lives of the destitute and
the efforts of charitable organizations to help them. The book shares Riis's intent to bring the plight
of the unseen to the attention of a wider audience.

5. A Tree Grows in Brooklyn by Betty Smith

This novel, set in the early 20th century, offers a fictional yet deeply resonant portrayal of poverty
and resilience in a Brooklyn neighborhood. It captures the everyday struggles, hopes, and dreams of
families living in cramped conditions, much like those Riis photographed. The book emphasizes the
human spirit's capacity to endure and find beauty amidst hardship.

6. The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck

While focused on the Dust Bowl migration, Steinbeck's novel shares Riis's powerful indictment of
social and economic injustice. It vividly depicts the desperation and suffering of displaced families
forced into destitution. The book, like Riis's work, highlights the systemic failures that create and
perpetuate poverty.

7. An American Imperative: Middle-Class Response to Poverty by Frances Fox Piven and Richard A.



Cloward

This academic work analyzes the historical and ongoing relationship between the middle class and
the poor in America, offering a critical lens on the societal responses to poverty. It indirectly
addresses the kind of social activism that Riis's photography inspired. The book examines how social
movements and policies have been shaped by class dynamics.

8. Photography and the American Scene: On the Culture of the Lens from the Daguerreotype to the
Snapshot by Robert Taft

This comprehensive history of American photography provides context for Riis's groundbreaking use
of the medium. It discusses the evolution of photographic technology and its application in
documenting social issues. The book helps understand the technical and cultural landscape in which
Riis produced his impactful images.

9. Witness: Hungarian Photography of the 20th Century edited by Katalin M. Torma

While geographically different, this collection showcases the power of photography to bear witness
to social realities and human experiences, akin to Riis's purpose. It highlights how photographers in
various contexts have used their lenses to document hardship, resilience, and societal change. The
book underscores the universal impact of visual storytelling in advocating for understanding and
progress.
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