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                          Is New York City Overrated? 

 
   Those who come to New York in the hope of finding El Dorado may be setting themselves 

up for disappointment. Most newcomers, whatever their age, will be faced with the same hard 

knocks and challenges of any big city. 

 

    This has been the experience of two writers, Joan Didion and Eula Biss, who moved to New 

York City in their early twenties with high expectations. Joan Didion, who later became a 

successful author, spent 8 challenging years in NYC during the '50s, and wound up depressed. 

In Didion's book "Slouching Towards Bethlehem", she confessed that "I cried in elevators and 

in taxis and in Chinese laundries, and when I went to the doctor, he said only that I seemed to 

be depressed, and that I should see a "specialist". (237). She was finally taken away from the 

city by her compassionate husband: “one morning in April…he called me and told me that he 

wanted to get out of New York for a while, that he would take a six-month leave of absence, 

that we would go somewhere" (237). They went back to sunny California, and Didion was 

finally able to escape her downward spiral. 

 

   In her book's chapter called “Goodbye to All That”, Didion makes references to potentially 

exciting parties, or to the lure of Wall Street and the glamour of Fifth Avenue. She described 

the city as “the mysterious nexus of all love and money and power, the shining and perishable 

dream itself” (231). Clearly she perceived New York City as a unique place where all great and 

exciting things come together, and where the confluence of exceptional factors can produce the 

stuff of dreams. Yet she also indicated that these dreams may be ephemeral, indeed 
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"perishable", admitting to herself that they are not really achievable; they are just pipe dreams, 

to be aspired to but never reached. This may be a clue to her ultimate depression and 

disillusion. How happy can one be when one's dreams are never fulfilled? 

 

   Eula Biss, on the other hand, was more realistic in her expectations of what New York City 

had to offer when she moved there in 2005. In her similarly-titled essay "Goodbye to All 

That", she says: "I arrived in New York City at twenty-one…I was only going to stay six 

months. I stayed three years, and never stopped thinking about leaving" (3). Biss admits that 

"If I had entertained more illusions, I might have been able to stay in New York longer" (5), 

indicating that she was under no illusion about New York being tough. 

 

   Upon arrival in the Puerto Rican neighborhood where she had rented an apartment, Biss was 

immediately confronted with the realities of racial prejudice. Describing her few possessions to 

Sal, the decorator, he said "You gotta get a better lock on that door”. When she pointed out that 

she didn't own anything except a bed, he responded “Yeah, well these Puerto Ricans will steal 

that bed right out from under you” (1). Compared with her home town in the Hudson Valley 

where Biss grew up, this must have been demoralizing. 

 

   Throughout her essay, Biss proceeds to explode many if the myths surrounding NYC.  

For example, she demolishes the idea that there is something attractive and positively 

challenging about the city's "grittiness". She writes: "I suppose that watching a bum with no 

legs being dragged out of his stinking pile of blankets by four policemen is gritty, but it lacks 

any of the dirty romance implied by the word." (5). Biss reminds the reader that New York has 

a harsh reality far removed from the glitz of tourist brochures and flashy tall buildings, and it is 

this harsh reality that can make one feel lonely. “New York did not make me feel more 

legitimate or real. Actually, it made me feel as if I barely existed.” (6). Biss points out that she 
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felt anonymous in such a large city and the hyped-up phoniness of certain aspects of the city 

made her feel less real: "As I wandered through the surprisingly solid streets of that mostly 

fictitious city, people often bumped into me very hard, as if I were invisible". Biss is telling us 

that there is an aspect to the reality of New York that is not soft and welcoming. On the 

contrary, its image of endless possibilities for newcomers is just a fiction, and the individual is 

not even noticed by his fellow citizens.  

 

   Biss emphasized the phoniness of yet another facet of New York City when she says: "Still I 

feel jarred by the "I Love NY" bumper stickers and repulsed by the "I Love NY" T-shirts….I 

don't want the New York I loved to be confused with the New York the T-shirts love" (5). She 

explains that what she cherished about her experience in New York was the uniqueness of her 

experience there, and not the stereotyped experiences described in the New Yorker magazine 

or on T-shirts. The people she bonded with most were the ones who hated New York, because 

she felt they shared the same disenchanted vision of the city, and could be trusted. Biss fondly 

described a number of ordinary people in her essay - the Eastern European shopkeeper, the 

“guys in the bodega” (7), babies in strollers, kids on bikes, singing police officers. This is very 

different from the New York of sky-scrapers and Fashion Avenue! 

 

 

   The question remains whether the “City That Never Sleeps” will ever be seen for what it 

really is: a large, sprawling metropolis with the same challenges and rewards as any other large 

city. As Biss puts it: “I knew that success and failure are silly terms in which to speak of living 

a life” (5). With this in mind, The Big Apple can be seen as an ordinary city, just maybe a little 

larger and faster than most. 
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