The Importance of Death and Life of Great American
Cities (1961) by Jane Jacobs to the Profession of
Urban Planning

Matthias Wendt

New Visions for Public Affairs — Volume 1, Spring 2009
School of Urban Affairs and Public Policy — University of Delaware, Newark, DE
www.suapp.udel.edu/nvpa/home



Wendt, Matthias

he Death and Life of Great American Cities,

which will be hereafter referred to as Death

and Life, was the first and most influential
book by Jane Jacobs, a writer and city activist from
New York City. The book was first published in 1961
and it frontally attacked the principles and objectives of
modernist, orthodox city planning and rebuilding in the
post-war U.S.

Death and Life is a reaction to the devastating results of
post-war American urban renewal. Jacobs’ 1961
landmark critique directly attacks what she calls
“orthodox” city planning and rebuilding. She
documents the failures of modernist planning ideas and
argues that the various foundations of intellectual
planning history all suffer from a misconception of how
cities actually work. Jacobs’ notion that the best ideas
on liveable cities originate from close observation of
city life rather than deductive theories or master plans
was a radical new approach in the U.S. during the
1960s and changed the way planners and city dwellers

perceive cities today.

Even though Jacobs wrote Death and Life nearly 50
years ago, her ideas and conceptions of how to make
cities liveable are as relevant today as they ever were,
particularly in American cities where large-scale urban
redevelopment projects often lack diversity and vitality
just like the slum clearance and urban renewal projects

Jacobs witnessed five decades ago (Gratz, 2003).

This paper introduces the key ideas of Death and Life
against the backdrop of the profound changes that took

place in the post-war period and then analyses the
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impact of the book on the profession of urban planning.
In addition, Jane Jacobs’ influence on the New
Urbanism movement is explored, and her concepts are
finally applied to the Atlantic Yards Project, a large-
scale urban redevelopment project in Brooklyn, New
York.

I. Urban Planning and U.S. Cities in the Post-War

Period

Jane Jacobs evolved the ideas set forth in Death and
Life as a young mother living in New York’s
Greenwich Village during the postwar period, when the

big American cities were in a state of crisis.

Like in many countries of the Western hemisphere,
America experienced a time of unequalled prosperity in
the mid-1950s. With the increasing number of
automobiles and the thousands of miles of new,
federally subsidized motorways that were being
constructed after the passage of the Interstate Highway
Act in 1956, people were moving in large numbers out
of the cities and into the suburbs. For the cities, these
developments were a disaster. As the middle-class
continued to flee to the suburbs, the remaining
population was disproportionately impoverished and
ethnic minorities concentrated in central cities. The
“white flight” of middle-class Americans was
accompanied by another demographic factor: “the great
migration” of hundreds of thousands of African-
Americans who moved up North. A huge post-war

influx of Puerto Ricans fleeing the poverty of their
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motherland further swelled the minority population of

some cities such as New York City.

The benefits for Gls returning from World War 1l
included a mortgage subsidy program allowing them to
acquire homes at very liberal terms. In addition, the
Federal Housing Administration provided mortgage
insurance that minimized risks for home builders,
banks, savings and loan associations and insurance
companies. These federal programs restricting
mortgages to new, single-family detached houses
enticed both developers to construct single-family
homes on the fringes of the metropolitan areas and
young families to buy them. As a result, federal policy
accelerated the downward spiral of American cities
during the 1950s (Fox, 1986). In the central cities,
landlords had no stimulus to renovate their residential
properties, nor did private developers have motivation
to build new rental housing. While the land values in
the suburbs were booming, downtowns were decaying
more and more as former city dwellers began to shop in
the new enclosed malls that were developed in the
brand-new suburbs. Public transportation systems
continued to deteriorate as more people were driving
automobiles and federal funds had been cut since the

Depression.

Between 1950 and 1960, all the older American cities
lost inhabitants. The decrease in population hollowed
out the urban cores and led to what planners call the
“hole in the donut.” Boston, for example, lost 13
percent of its population while its suburbs grew by 17

percent. New York and Chicago lost less than 2
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percent, but their suburbs grew rapidly by over 70
percent. Simultaneously, the industrial base of the cities
shrunk. Between 1947 and 1967, the sixteen largest
central cities lost on average 34,000 manufacturing
jobs, while their suburbs gained an average of 87,000
jobs. Following the people and jobs, merchants
abandoned Main Streets for strip locations along
highways or large shopping centers. Suburbia also
became increasingly enticing for firms relocating their
office uses, since the suburban office parks reduced the
commuting time of their employees. In addition, the
most rapidly growing industries, such as electronics,
pharmaceuticals and aeronautics, were established in
the suburban hinterland, leaving declining sectors,
namely iron and steel manufacturing, textiles and
automobiles, to the old central cities (Ruchelman,
2004).

Government did not completely neglect the cities. In
keeping with the post-war propensity to think and act
big, Congress passed the Federal Housing Act, which
allotted great sums to build public housing for the urban
poor. The Housing Act ushered in an era of master
plans. All across the U.S., the “federal bulldozer” was
pulling down entire blocks in areas which planners
defined as “blighted” and were then rebuilt with huge
high-rises. At the same time, municipalities were
drawing up large-scale master plans to revitalize
decaying downtowns with new civic centers. City
officials and planners across the  country
enthusiastically celebrated public housing as the cure

for all of the cities’ social ills.
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New York City’s first housing projects, erected in the
1930s, were low-rises. During that time, high-rises were
built for luxury tenants, not for the urban poor. In 1941,
New York’s first high-rise public housing project was
built in East Harlem on the site of a just-cleared slum.
After this project was completed, officials realized that
housing people in towers was the most cost-efficient
way to accommodate them. From this project on, all
public housing projects were designed as high-rises,
modelled on the “tower in the park™ design of architect
Le Corbusier. Visiting New York in 1935, Le Corbusier
was fascinated by the skyscrapers and the “vertical
city” of Manhattan. However, he criticized that the
skyscrapers were not big enough. He proposed that the
city’s messy, short blocks be eliminated to be replaced
by huge mega-blocks spaced farther away in order to
provide better and healthier living conditions (Alexiou,
2006).

Housing people in high-rises was considered a vast leap
forward, both economically and aesthetically. Instead of
dark tenement houses, people were being housed in
new apartments that had light and ventilation. The new
projects were built in clusters, among patches of grass,
where children were supposed to play just like their
suburban counterparts. Politicians and planning
practitioners believed that in comparison to the slums
they were replacing, the new projects were heaven and
that the inhabitants of the new high-rises should be
grateful. These public housing projects seemed entirely
rational in the 1920s. Even in the 1950s, they still
seemed rational because housing people in high-rise

buildings was the only way to tackle the problem of
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increasing concentration of people in the cities.
Preeminent urban planner Robert Blake explained the
rationale behind this approach: “[BJecause these
concentrations of people should not be deprived of sun
and greenery, it seemed reasonable to house them in tall
buildings spaced far apart and interspersed with parks
and other outdoor amenities” (Alexiou, 2006, p.38).

While working as an associate editor for the
Architectural Forum in New York, Jane Jacobs wrote
on several urban renewal projects and observed the
fiasco of post-war urban renewal and all its
consequences. She found that the new projects that
were appreciated by planners and architects bore no
relation to what people actually needed. Based on her
own observations and conclusions and without any
formal training as an urban planner or architect, she
questioned the basic premises by which modern city
planning had functioned since the end of World War Il
and before (Kunstler, 2001).

Death and Life also challenged the prevailing idea of
decentralization that most physical planning ideologues
shared during the 1960s. Frank Lloyd Wright’s
Broadacre City (1932) was the most extreme
decentralization concept. Wright contended that the
megalopolis was much too crowded and Americans
wanted to live at radically lower densities. lan McHarg
in Design with Nature (1969) also argued that
decentralization was fine but was improperly located in
the ecosystem. Lewis Mumford’s City in History
attacked the metropolis as a cultural disaster and

advocated new towns in the countryside. Jacobs defied

New Visions for Public Affairs — Volume 1, Spring 2009
School of Urban Affairs and Public Policy — University of Delaware, Newark, DE
www.suapp.udel.edu/nvpa/home



Wendt, Matthias

all these authors with the argument that Americans
never should have left their big, diverse cities in the
first place (Hill, 1988).

Il. Objectives and Core Theses of Death and Life

“This book is an attack on current city
planning and rebuilding. It is also, and
mostly, an attempt to introduce new
principles of city planning and rebuilding

[...]”

With this sentence so famously outlining its purpose,
Death and Life begins. Jacobs charges on the methods,
objectives and results of modernist planning, which she
characterizes as conventional and orthodox in approach
and practice. She further tries to introduce new

principles into urban planning.

With numerous examples, Jacobs explains why
precisely the “wrong” areas in city after city, according
to orthodox planning theory, are decaying and why, in
many cities, the wrong areas are resisting the decay.
She blames modernist planning for the monotonous
projects that exacerbated the problems of their
inhabitants. These projects are characterized by
dullness and uniformity and sealed against any vitality
and buoyancy of city life. She criticizes standardized
commercial centers, promenades that pedestrians never
use and expressways that dissect great cities (Jacobs,
1961). Jacobs further condemns the practice of urban
renewal, which destroys liveable neighborhoods and
their social fabric by dispersing their residents across

the whole metropolitan area and by destroying small
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businesses and ruining their proprietors without

providing adequate compensation.

Jacobs (1961) finds similarities between the
pseudoscience of bloodletting at the beginning of the
nineteenth century, which could only heal by accident
or insofar as it broke its own rules, and the practice of
city planning, which has created numerous complicated
dogmas based “on a foundation of nonsense” (p.13).
She accuses the pseudoscience of city planning of
destroying a good deal of once liveable U.S. cities and

failing to probe the real city life.

She reproaches city planners with having used massive
financial incentives to achieve large-scale projects
characterized by a high “degree of monotony, sterility
and vulgarity” (Jacobs, 1961, p.7). According to Jacobs,
cities are enormous laboratories of trial and error,
failure and success in city building and city design.
Instead of learning from cities as well as forming and
testing their theories in this laboratory, planning
practitioners and teachers in the discipline have ignored
the study of success and failure in the real city life and
have been incurious about the reasons of unexpected

success in some neighborhoods.

In order to understand how cities work, Jacobs uses
inductive reasoning and closely observes city life. She
regards inductive thinking as an activity that can be
engaged in by ordinary, interested citizens. Ordinary
people relying on their observations even have an
advantage over urban planners, since they have been
educated to act according to deductive theories instead

of using their good judgement and experiences (Jacobs,
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1961). By working strictly empirically, Jacobs (2006)
demonstrates “how cities work in real life [...] and
what principles in planning and what practices in
rebuilding can promote social and economic vitality in
cities, and what practices and principles will deaden

these attributes” (p.4).

The way to get at what goes on in the
seemingly  mysterious and  perverse
behavior of cities is, | think, to look
closely, and with little previous
expectation as possible, at the most
ordinary scenes and events, and attempt to
see what they mean and whether any
threads of principle emerge among them
(Jacobs, 1961, p.13).

Jacobs is not primarily concerned with the
physiognomy of cities or how to create a pleasing
appearance of order. She is, rather, deeply interested in
showing how cities actually work. By comparing a
considerable number of American cities, such as
Boston, Philadelphia and, of course, New York, she
tries “to begin understanding the intricate social and
economic order under the seeming disorder of cities”
(Jacobs, 1961, p.15).

Jacobs focuses on the inner cities of big cities, since she
is of the opinion that these areas have most consistently
been neglected in planning theory and that the problems
occurring in these areas will remain highly relevant in
the time to come. But the inscription at the beginning of
the book (“to New York City”) proves that she is
especially writing about New York. Residing in
Greenwich Village, most of the examples she uses to

illustrate her ideas are New York-based.
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The key thesis of Death and Life, the principle of the
close-grained mix of uses, buildings and people, she

sets forth as follows:

This ubiquitous principle is the need of
cities for a most intricate and close-grained
diversity of uses that give each other
constant mutual support, both
economically  and socially. The
components of this diversity can differ
enormously, but they must supplement
each other in certain concrete ways
(Jacobs, 1961, p.14).

Jacobs considers unsuccessful city neighborhoods as
areas that lack this kind of mutual support and sees city
planning’s main task as catalyzing and nourishing these

close-grained working relationships.

I11. The Foundations of Orthodox City Planning
from Howard to Le Corbusier

Jacobs traces the roots of orthodox city planning,
contending that all modernist conceptions lacked a clear
understanding of how cities really work. The first
concept of wide influence was Ebenezer Howard’s
Garden City (1902), which introduced, according to
Jacobs, powerful city-destroying ideas into planning.
Howard observed the living conditions of the urban
poor in late nineteenth-century London and proposed to
halt the growth of the metropolis and repopulate the
countryside by building a new kind of town, the Garden
City. Jacobs especially dislikes Howard’s paternalistic
and authoritarian notion of planning that neglected the
rich city life. Howard intended to overcome the rapid

urban growth by sorting and sifting out certain uses and
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rearranging each of them in relative self-containment.
Jacobs also criticized Howard’s disinterest in the multi-
faceted metropolitan cultural life, and his lack of insight
in how great cities police themselves and how they
serve as places of innovation and creative hubs of the

economy (Jacobs, 1961).

Howard’s ideas were enthusiastically adopted in
America during the 1920s and refined by members of
the Regional Planning Association of America,
including Lewis Mumford, Clarence Stein, and Henry
Wright. Their main goal was to decentralize the big
cities, thin them out and disperse their businesses and
residents into smaller, self-contained cities and rural
towns. The “Decentrists” popularized anti-urban ideas
such as turning houses away from the street and toward
sheltered greens, since the street would be a bad
environment for humans. They further propagated the
super block instead of the street as the basic unit of city
design as well as the segregation of residences,
commerce and green spaces. The Decentrists’ notion
that the presence of many people in a neighborhood is
evil and that good city planning must aim for the
illusion of suburban privacy collided with Jacobs’ idea
of variously used streets and densely populated
neighborhoods. Jacobs particularly spoke against the
omniscient role of the planner controlling every
significant detail in the planning process (Jacobs,
1961).

Jacobs judges Le Corbusier’s Radiant City as the most
dramatic idea to apply anti-city planning to existing

cities, not only planning a completely new physical
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environment but also a social utopia. Le Corbusier’s
Radiant City was composed of huge skyscrapers in a
park-like setting. Jacobs detects great similarities
between Howard and Le Corbusier. By adapting
Howard’s ideas of the Garden City to a modernist
metropolis of highrises, Le Corbusier was able to
accommodate much higher densities of people. His
vertical Garden City was planned to house 1,200
inhabitants per acre. The skyscrapers of the core area
would cover only 5 percent of the ground, leaving 95
percent for open space and parks. Jacobs conceives
orthodox planning as a combination of the Garden City
and the Radiant City, since highway planners,
legislators, land use planners and parks and playground
planners constantly use these two powerful visions as

fixed points of reference (Jacobs, 1961).

Another ancestor to orthodox planning, according to
Jacobs, is the City Beautiful movement. Originating
from the great Columbian Exposition in Chicago in
1893, the movement was dominated by Daniel
Burnham, who became the leading City Beautiful
planner. It drew up large schemes of boulevards and
civic or cultural centers in a retrogressive imitation of
Renaissance style. All these monumental centers sorted
out certain cultural and public functions and separated
them from the rest of the city. Jacobs observes that the
surrounding  areas  deteriorated and  attracted

guestionable uses and decay.

Jacobs (1961) argues that these modernist conceptions
have harmoniously merged “into a sort of Radiant

Garden City Beautiful” as the foundation of orthodox
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city planning (p.25). She makes the point that Howard,
Burnham, Le Corbusier, and the Decentrists shared a
common uneasiness with existing cities, each of them
seeking to replace the complexity of real city life with a
planned ideal city. Observing current urban renewal,
Jacobs concludes that the failure of these schemes was
proof of the error of prevailing planning orthodoxies.

Jacobs also makes a passionate argument that
professional planners are ruining cities and should get
out of the way to let citizens -- that is, planning
amateurs -- make the rules. “Planners,” Jacobs (1961)
wrote, “frequently seem to be less equipped
intellectually  for respecting and understanding
particulars than ordinary people, untrained in expertise,
who are attached to a neighborhood, accustomed to
using it, and so are not accustomed to thinking in
generalized or abstract fashion” (p.441). She points out
that the more training someone receives in designing or
developing a city, the more likely he or she is to be
guided by theories and academic knowledge instead of
observations and experience. In other words, Jacobs
proclaims that planning is too important to be left
completely to planners and that citizens should engage
in the planning of their cities (Ehrenhalt, 2001).

IV. City Streets, Districts and the Mix of Uses

In the first part of Death and Life, titled “The Peculiar
Nature of Cities”, Jacobs sets forth the principle of
close-grained diversity of uses, buildings and people by

analyzing the uses of different urban elements, such as
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sidewalks, neighborhood parks, and city

neighborhoods.

For example, sidewalks serve many purposes besides
carrying pedestrians. Busy sidewalks ensure street
safety, foster contact by bringing people together, and

further assimilate children into society.

At the time Jacobs was writing Death and Life, crime,
and the fear of it, pervaded New York and other major
U.S. cities. In order to escape the dangers of the city
and to provide a safe environment for their children,
many young families moved to the suburbs. Thus,

crime was a big issue in many cities, as it is today.

Jacobs regards sidewalks’ primary task as ensuring
street safety, since the safety of a city as a whole
depends on the ability of its streets and sidewalks to
provide safety. A city district that fails to ensure street
safety makes people fear the streets. And as they fear
them, they use them less, so that streets become even
more unsafe. Jacobs argues that the public peace of
cities, and particularly its sidewalks, is not primarily
kept by the police, but by an intricate network of
voluntary controls and standards among people
themselves. This is seen prominently on busy city
streets where passers-by, street-level merchants and
residents keeping an eye on the street provide few

opportunities for street crime (Jacobs, 1961).

Problems of street safety arise in some city areas, such
as public housing projects and streets with high
population turnover that lack voluntary controls by

residents and merchants. An important condition for
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safe city streets is a clear demarcation between public
and private space. These spaces should not merge into
one another as they typically do in suburban settings. A
second quality of safe city streets is that “there must be
eyes upon the street, eyes belonging to those we might
call the natural proprietors of the street” (Jacobs, 1961,
p.35). So that residents can watch the street life,
buildings must be oriented to the street. Third,
sidewalks must have wusers fairly continuously.
Different users use the streets at different schedules and
thus add to the number of “street eyes” while inducing
people in the buildings along the street to watch the
sidewalks in sufficient numbers. Stores, bars, cafés and
restaurants are necessary to attract people at night. The
mixture of workplaces and residences generally assures
that there are always people around keeping the streets
safe with their presence. The “eyes on the street” is one
of the several phrases that Jacobs coined and entered

into the terminology of urban planning.

She demonstrates the vitality and benefits of busy
sidewalks on the basis of the street life at her doorstep
in Greenwich Village. Jacobs depicts how a marvelous
order for maintaining the safety of the streets is
working under the seeming disorder of the city. Her
description of the “sidewalk ballet” that takes place
everyday on Hudson Street is probably the most famous

passage of Death and Life.

The stretch of Hudson Street where 1 live is each day
the scene of an intricate sidewalk ballet. I make my
own first entrance into it a little after eight when | put

out the garbage can, surely a prosaic occupation, but |
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enjoy my part, my little clang, as the droves of junior
high-school students walk by the center of the stage
dropping candy wrappers. [...] When I get home after
work, the ballet is reaching crescendo. This is the time
of roller skates and stilts and tricycles [...] this is the
time when teenagers, all dressed up, are pausing to ask
if their slips show or their collars look right [...] this is
when anybody you know around Hudson Street will go
by (Jacobs, 1961, p.51).

The second major use of sidewalks is to foster contacts.
The busy street life on sidewalks, the occasional
contacts of people in bars and shops and the general
fact that people like to linger on the street was
dismissed by orthodox planners. This led to the error of
judgment that “if these people had decent homes and a
more private or bosky outdoor place, they wouldn’t be
on the street” (Jacobs, 1961, p. 55). Orthodox planners
misjudged the importance of spontaneous and random
contacts on the sidewalks of cities. Jacobs perceives
these contacts as trivial in a given case but in total as
non-trivial, since they create a feeling of public identity,
a web of public respect and trust, as well as a resource
in time of personal or neighborhood need or
emergency. Vital city districts allow spontaneous
contacts and public encounters on sidewalks and thus
enable a metropolitan life without obligation. By
contrast, impersonal city streets result in anonymous
people so that nobody feels responsible for occurrences
on the streets. This is the case in many public housing
projects, where it is common for residents to isolate
themselves, as these areas lack the natural and casual

public life (Jacobs, 1961). Contacts on sidewalks may
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seem irrelevant and casual at the first glance, but in
sum, Jacobs judges them as the basis for a flourishing

public life in cities.

The third use of sidewalks is to assimilate children.
Jacobs detects superstition among the proponents of
orthodox planning that city streets are generally bad
environments for children and parks and playgrounds
automatically are clean and happy places. In reality,
however, parks and playgrounds of the housing projects
of the 1950s and 1960s are often boring and unsafe for
children. Comparing several major American cities,
Jacobs’s finds that adolescent street gangs
predominately fight in parks and playgrounds and that
the members of these gangs turned out to be from
super-block projects. Everyday play was no longer in
the streets, after the streets themselves had largely been
removed. Jacobs is of the opinion that lively sidewalks
under the surveillance of adults have positive aspects
for children’s play since they are much safer and much
more interesting places for children than uncontrolled
playgrounds in parks. Lively sidewalks also offer
children, apart from safety and protection, other
amenities. As children in cities need a variety of places
to play and learn, sidewalks serve as a form of
unspecialized playground helping children to form their

notions of the world.

At the bottom line, Jacobs judges the idea of eradicating
city streets to downgrade and minimize their economic
and social part in city life as the most harmful and

destructive idea in orthodox city planning.

Death and Life by Jane Jacobs 9

Reflecting the uses of public neighborhood parks,
Jacobs opposes the common notion that parks or park-
like open spaces generally are blessings for the
deprived populations of cities. Instead, she detects an
inverse relationship: it’s the people using the parks who
make them successes or, if withholding use, doom
parks to failure and lack of life. Parks can be attractive
features of city districts and economic assets, but they
can be only as attractive as the neighborhoods in which
they are located. Jacobs indicates that neighborhood
parks are far from able to transform any essential
quality in their surroundings and to automatically uplift
their neighborhoods. Referring to her core thesis of the
diversity of uses, Jacobs states that parks themselves
are drastically affected by the diversity and users of the
surrounding neighborhood. Parks are always mirroring
their environment and are not, as Jacobs underscores
with examples from Philadelphia, stabilizing their

surrounding districts (Jacobs, 1961).

Unpopular parks are not only troubling because of their
missed opportunities, but also because of their negative
effects. These parks have the same problems as streets
lacking public street life. Successful parks, such as
Rittenhouse Square in Philadelphia, possess a diverse
neighborhood hinterland. The mixture of uses of
buildings produces a mixture of people using the park
at different times so that such a park is busy during the
whole day. Neighborhood parks that are located in a
monotonous surrounding, such as office districts, are
only used for a specific part of the day, creating a
vacuum of usage at other times of the day. The vacuum

often attracts certain people who are usually not
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welcome in public parks. According to Jacobs, the main
problem of neighborhood park planning relates to the
problem of the surrounding neighborhoods that are only
capable of supporting parks if they themselves are

livable and diversified.

With regard to planning city neighborhoods, Jacobs
judges the notion of a neighborhood as imitation of
town or suburban life as extremely harmful to city
planning. A successful neighborhood is a place that is
able to solve its problems independently so it is not
destroyed by them. She also opposes the “doctrine of
salvation by bricks” (Jacobs, 1961, p.113), according to
which improved housing conditions automatically lead
to improved social conditions  within  the

neighborhoods.  Empirical ~ studies  comparing
delinquency records in new housing projects show that
there is no direct relationship between good housing

and good behavior (Jacobs, 2006, p.113).

The core question concerning city neighborhoods,
according to Jacobs, is what city neighborhoods do and
how they do it that may be socially and economically
useful for the city as a whole. Therefore, it is essential
that neighborhoods apply a successful form of localized
self-government. Jacobs observes that successful street-
neighborhoods have no distinct beginnings and ends
separating them in individual units since different
people have different spheres of action. Isolated street
neighborhoods are typically associated with long blocks
and are not desirable, since they tend to be physically
self-isolating. Street neighborhoods are capable of self-

government if they are physical, social and economic
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continuities and have sufficient frequency of commerce
and general liveliness to cultivate public street life
(Jacobs, 1961).

Jacobs postulates that planning for effective
neighborhoods should aim at fostering interesting and
lively streets and connect these streets to a continuous
network throughout a city district. Neighborhood
planning should further plan parks, squares and public
buildings as part of the street fabric so that a multi-
faceted mix of uses and users emerges, and it should
also emphasize the functional identity of areas (Jacobs,
1961).

V. The Conditions for City Diversity

In the second part of Death and Life, Jacobs evolves
general conditions for city diversity on the basis of her
observations of different major American cities. These
conditions, according to Jacobs, have to be considered
in planning for diverse and vital city life; however, they
can never be exclusively achieved by plans of city
planners and designers. Great cities do not
automatically generate diversity just by existing. By
observing places in which diversity flourishes, such as
Boston’s North End, New York’s Upper East Side and
San Francisco’s Telegraph Hill, Jacobs (2006) develops
four conditions that she regards as indispensable to
generating exuberant diversity in a city’s streets and

districts.

1. The district, and indeed as many of its
internal parts as possible, must serve more
than one primary function; preferably
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more than two. These must insure the
presence of people who go outdoors on
different schedules and are in the place for
different purposes, but who are able to use
many facilities in common.

2. Most blocks must be short; that is,
streets and opportunities to turn corners
must be frequent.

3. The district must mingle buildings that
vary in age and condition, including a
good proportion of old ones so that they
vary in the economic yield they must
produce. This mingling must be fairly
close-grained.

4. There must be a sufficient dense
concentration of people, for whatever
purposes they may be there. This includes
dense concentration in the case of people
who are there because of residence.
(Jacobs, 2006, p.151)

Jacobs regards the necessity of these four conditions as
the most important point made in Death and Life. These
four conditions are no guarantee that all city districts
will produce an equivalent diversity. But given the
development of these four conditions, a city district
should be able to realize its best potential (Jacobs,
1961).

Primary uses are those uses which bring people to a
specific place. These are necessary to ensure safety in
streets and neighborhood parks and are also relevant
from an economic point of view. Just as neighborhood
parks need people who are in the immediate vicinity for
different purposes, most shops are dependent on people
passing by during the day. If consumers are missing,
businesses will disappear or never appear in the first
place. Neighborhood businesses are not only dependent

on the residents but also on the people working in the
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neighborhood who contribute with their demand to the
diversity of merchants and services. Jacobs underscores
the significance of time spread using the example of the
Wall Street district, which is suffering from extreme
time unbalance among its users. During working hours,
a considerable number of people visit the district mostly
on office or government business. On evenings and
weekends, however, office districts are dull and
deserted (Jacobs, 1961). Jacobs regards all efforts to
vitalize Lower Manhattan by attracting a residential
population as inadequate and instead favors attracting
tourists and visitors from the city using the district
during their leisure time on evenings, Saturdays and
Sundays when the district needs them most for time
balance. Primary uses, such as offices, manufacturing
plants, residences as well as leisure facilities should be
combined in a way that people are around throughout

the day.

Jacobs describes the insufficient primary mixture of
uses as the principal shortcoming of postwar U.S.
downtowns. In the past, most big-city downtowns
fulfilled all four of the necessary conditions for
generating diversity. By the time Jacobs wrote Death
and Life, downtowns had become predominantly
devoted to work so that they only fulfilled three of the
functions. This development has been taken into
account in planning, which no longer speaks of
“downtowns” but of “Central Business Districts”
(Jacabs, 1961, p.165).

Since the central areas of cities have direct effects on

other city districts, the primary mixture of uses
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downtown is of peculiar importance as “a city, without
a strong and inclusive heart, tends to become a
collection of interests isolated from one another”
(Jacobs, 1961, p.165). But unfortunately, Jacobs notes,
orthodox city planners employ their destructive
purposes of city planning to attractive and thriving
streets and districts and thus accelerate the downward
spiral of U.S. central cities.

The second condition for city diversity, the need for
short blocks, Jacobs describes by using the example of
Manhattan. Long blocks, such as the 800-foot blocks on
West Eighty-eighth Street in Manhattan, tend to
segregate regular users of one street from the users of
the next street, isolate street neighborhoods socially and
economically and impede the exchange of people
between the different streets. The situation of long
blocks would change profoundly if an extra street cut
across them, offering residents wvarious alternative
routes from which to choose (Jacobs,1961). Jacobs
opposes the notion of Garden City and Radiant City
proponents that plentiful streets are wasteful. On the
contrary, she argues that frequent streets and short
blocks are valuable as they permit a fabric of intricate
cross-use among the users of a city neighborhood. Like
the mixtures of primary uses, frequent streets and short
blocks are effective in helping to generate city diversity
and vitality (Jacobs, 1961).

The third condition of city diversity is the mixture of
buildings of different ages. Cities, as Jacobs notes, not
only need old buildings in a high state of rehabilitation

but also some run-down old buildings, since these
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buildings accommodate many ordinary enterprises
which are necessary to the public life of streets but
incapable of paying the high overhead of new
construction. Even enterprises that can afford new
construction need old construction in their vicinity,
since otherwise they are part of a uniform environment
that is neither lively nor interesting. Flourishing
diversity in cities requires a mixture of high- and low-
yield enterprises. On the other hand, a district that
solely consists of aged buildings reveals that its
enterprises and people are unable to support and attract

new construction.

Large areas of construction built at one time are,
according to Jacobs, inefficient for sheltering a wide
array of cultural, population and business diversity as
exemplified in many places, such as Stuyvesant Town
in New York. Homogenous neighborhoods change little
physically over the years and show a great inability to
enliven and reinvent themselves. This finding supports
the postulation of the diversity of old and new buildings
within a city district as a condition for liveliness and
vitality of street life (Jacobs, 1961).

City diversity can only emerge if a city district has a
sufficiently dense concentration of people. Opposing
orthodox planning and housing theory, Jacobs argues
for high dwelling densities as an important factor for a
district’s vitality and illustrates this assertion by
referring to attractive high-density residential districts
in several U.S. cities, such as Rittenhouse Square in
Philadelphia, Brooklyn Heights in New York and the

North End in Boston. The overcrowded slums of the
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planning literature are, according to Jacobs, rather
thriving areas with a high density of dwellings, whereas
the slums of real-life America are areas with a low-

density of dwellings (Jacobs, 1961).

High dwelling density alone is not sufficient to attain
city vitality if diversity is suppressed by other
insufficiencies, as is the case in regimented housing
projects. However, dense concentrations of people are
one of the necessary conditions for flourishing city
diversity, since the other factors will not have any
influence if there are not enough people in an area
(Jacobs, 1961). Dwelling densities are too high if they
begin to repress diversity. At some point, the
standardization of buildings sets in so that variety
among buildings and diversity in age and types of
buildings diminishes. Jacobs (2006) concludes that
people gathered in concentrations are not an evil of
cities but “the source of immense vitality, because they
do represent, in small geographic compass, a great and
exuberant richness of differences and possibilities”
(p.220).

Jacobs’ concept that physical diversity in cities
encourages neighbors to interact and discourages crime
was not fully embraced by planners and sociologists.
The notion that the lack of physical diversity has
undesirable effects on social behavior and can be
resolved by building in a more physically diverse
manner was rejected as too simplistic. Herbert Gans
pointed out that the majority of the American middle
class did not want the vitality of Boston’s North End

but rather the quiet privacy obtainable in low-density
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neighborhoods and high-rise apartment houses (Fowler,
1987).

VI. The Forces of Decline and Regeneration

Jacobs notes that American cities need all kinds of
mutually supportive diversity to further develop their
society and civilization. The main responsibility of city
planning should be to develop cities that are fertile
places for private initiatives, unofficial plans, ideas and
opportunities to flourish as well as the prosperity of
public enterprises, all of which determine if cities are
livable. Jacobs outlines several powerful forces that
compromise the growth of diversity and vitality in
cities. These negative factors are the tendency of very
successful districts to become victims of their own
success and destroy their own diversity, the penchant of
massive single elements to harm their surrounding area,
the danger of high population turnover rates to hinder
the growth of stable and diverse neighborhoods and the
propensity of both public and private money to support
development and change too much or let it starve
(Jacobs, 1961).

Jacobs makes clear that several elements within cities
form borders, and she analyses their physical and
functional effects on their immediate city surroundings.
Inner-city borders, such as railroad tracks and
waterfronts, as well as large areas serving a single use,
such as big-city university campuses, civic centers and
large hospital grounds, result in vacuums in the

immediate adjoining areas. Single-use territories tend to
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simplify the use that people give to the surrounding
neighborhood, as monotonous areas produce users with
fewer different purposes and destinations. Borders of all
kinds divide up cities in pieces. Trouble arises when
districts are bisected or fragmented by borders so that
the neighborhoods are weak fragments and unable to
exist functionally. However, many of the institutions
and facilities that chop up cities with borders are
important to cities. Every big city needs universities,
railroads and expressways. Jacobs calls for planners to
recognize that these facilities also have destructive
effects that should be countered. Referring to Kevin
Lynch’s Image of the City, Jacobs argues that borders
should become a seam rather than a barrier, a line of
exchange connecting different areas. Many borders can
become more like seams if they placed their uses
intended for the public, such as cafés and leisure
facilities, at strategic points on their perimeters (Jacobs,
1961).

Jacobs opposes the attempts of the urban renewal laws
to solve the problem of spreading slums by eradicating
slums and their populations and replacing them with
upscale projects intended to improve the city’s tax base.
This method usually completely fails, since at best, it
merely relocates slums to another area or, at worst,
destroys lively neighborhoods where improving
communities exist. Jacobs detects the high population
turnover and lack of identification of the residents with
their neighborhood as the key problems of slums.
Overcoming slums thus hinges on the retention of a
considerable number of residents and business people

pursuing their plans within the slum. Jacobs notes that
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an early symptom of unslumming is a drop in
population and a constant number of dwellings at the
same time. This is a sign of increasing attractiveness of
a neighborhood, as inhabitants have become
economically able to increase their living space. This
process of incumbent upgrading needs to be fostered by
planning instead of being destroyed by knocking down
whole neighborhoods (Jacobs, 1961).

VII. The Influence of Death and Life on Urban

Planning

Death and Life was deeply influenced, apart from the
profound changes U.S. cities were undergoing during
the post-war period, by Jacobs’ personal circumstances.
Her life as a young mother in Greenwich Village and
observations of the street life in her own neighborhood
directly influenced, as the cited passages show, her
empirical theories. Jacobs wanted to convince her
readers with real-life insights instead of academic

knowledge (Laurence, 2007).

When Death and Life was first published in 1961, the
reception was divided. It got a very good public
reception; a New York Times reviewer called it "the
most refreshing, provocative, stimulating, and exciting
study of this greatest of our problems of living which |
have seen" (Rodwin, 1961). In the planning field,
however, it was initially treated negatively by the
professionals, while architects were divided (Bromley,
2000). Death and Life also had a significant impact on

related disciplines, such as urban sociology; for
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decades, Death and Life was cited in every urban
sociology text (Choldin, 1978). Her method of
participant observation and her advocacy to look
closely at ordinary scenes and events are highly

relevant from a sociological point of view.

Critics mainly referred to her non-university
background and denoted her as a “Greenwich Village
housewife.” But her “amateur” writing about
professional and academic matters for which she had no
formal qualifications seems to have been an advantage
as she took a fresh look on orthodox city planning and
identified the absurdity in orthodox expert thinking. Her
inductive methods and distrust of expert thinking
constitute the strengths of Death and Life, which has
also been described as “a manifesto for critical lay

intelligence” (Taylor, 2006, p.1983).

But Death and Life also exhibits some weaknesses.
Planners and economists found antiquated arguments in
her work concerning idealized old neighborhoods and
romantic myths of eighteenth-century economies. In
addition, she made some oversimplifications about the
evils of modernist planning, had a penchant to
romanticize small neighborhood businesses and
completely neglected issues of race in urban renewal
(Campbell, 2003), although many studies explored that
redevelopment negatively affected racial justice.
African-Americans in  particular suffered from
clearance projects, so much so that urban renewal is
also often referred to as “negro removal” (Thomas,

1997, p.6).
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With respect to urban renewal and its consequences,
Death and Life was the first book of consequence that
attacked urban renewal schemes. Jacobs’ depiction of
urban renewal as the proof of the error of the prevailing
planning orthodoxies and her commitment to inner-city
neighborhoods and their diversity added energy to the
countermovement to urban renewal and supported
activist city dwellers. In The Urban Villagers (1962),
Herbert Gans, another critic of urban renewal,
examined in Boston’s West End, a close-knit Italian
community, in participant observation shortly before
the area was cleared to make way for high-rise luxury
apartment houses. Gans, like Jacobs, criticized
orthodox planners as they misjudged an area like the
West End as a slum by applying their middle-class
perspectives when it was, in fact, satisfying to its

inhabitants.

Apart from Death and Life, Martin Anderson’s The
Federal Bulldozer (1964) is regarded as the most
important critique of urban renewal. This book
represented the first major analysis of the urban renewal
program and judges the federal urban renewal program
as very costly, destructive of personal liberty and

incapable of achieving its goals.

In Defensible Space, Oscar Newman explores the
relationship of the design of residential areas to the
organization of public and semi-public spaces so that
these spaces can be defended against potential crime.
Like Jacobs, Newman argues that high rise blocks,
freely positioned in the landscape, are disconnect from

the street and, thus, foster street crime and vandalism.
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Instead, houses should be turned toward the street, as
street-facing windows and doorways extend the zone of
residents’ territorial commitments to the sidewalk and
the street. In describing the configuration of houses and
sidewalks, Newman directly refers to Jane Jacobs’
concept of casual surveillance by residents, passers-by
and local shop owners (Newman, 1972). This concept,
also known as “street eyes” became Jacobs’ best known
concept and tells planners that liveable streets with
small-scale commerce and a high density of residents
are the best means to ensure street safety, since the
informal surveillance by the street’s denizens and
merchants creates the sense of well-being and safety.
The inverse of street eyes, Jacobs called them “blind”

places, characterized many urban renewal projects.

The concept of crime prevention through environmental
design originated, like a lot of ideas that planners take
for granted today, with Jane Jacobs. Although Jacobs
did not use that term, Jacobs’ idea of street eyes,
together with her idea that streets need a clear
demarcation between public and private space and her
postulation that sidewalks need continuous use, set out
the basic concepts that others later refined (Meck,
2005). As this concept translated so neatly into
planning practice and architectural site design criteria, a
field of specialized practice grew out of Jacobs’ ideas.
At the end of the 1960s, Oscar Newman led a project,
with U.S. Department of Justice support, to salvage a
troubled public housing project in New York. His team
reconfigured the project to facilitate street eyes and

make outdoor spaces “defensible.” Newman reported
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on these and parallel cases in the monograph cited

above (Montgomery, 1998).

At the time Death and Life was published in 1961,
Jacobs was a singular voice challenging the dominant
theories of the entire planning establishment and found
her philosophy of city planning rejected by urban
planners as well as architects and scholars. But in the
long run, she created a paradigm shift in the profession
of urban planning. As new generations of planners
entered the profession, Jacobs’ concepts became the
new orthodoxy of the late twentieth century. Planners,
developers and architects increasingly respected the
urban context and recognized the merits of preserving
older structures and the existing street pattern. In 1974,
John Zucotti, chairman of the New York City Planning
Commission and successor of Robert Moses, the
almighty planning commissioner of New York for
decades, declared that “to a large extent we are neo-
Jacobeans” (Klemek, 2007, p.50). Nearly five decades
after Jacobs articulated her ideas, Zucotti’s statement is

still largely true of planners in the United States.

Her ideas mainly influenced urban renewal practice,
which she despised in her book. During the last years of
the federal urban renewal program, the funds allocated
for rehabilitation projects increased, and in the late
1970s, the new emphasis on preservation and repair
became even more evident. In the 1970s and 1980s, the
historic  preservation movement attracted many
supporters and the recycling of existing buildings
became the prevailing fashion. Old warehouses and

factories deemed as eyesores in the 1950s were
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transformed into shops, restaurants and attractive
apartment lofts, as young urban professionals were
looking for authentic and unique ways to live within the
central cities. As developers identified an increasing
demand for historic structures, they showed
considerable imagination in finding new uses for empty
post offices, railroad stations and city halls (Teaford,
2001).

Development strategies for city centers also reflect the
paradigm shift in planning. While entire neighborhoods
were bulldozed in the 1950s, late twentieth-century
revival schemes were more often small-scale and
selective, creating strategic sites, such as Faneuil Hall
Marketplace in Boston. Mixed-use centers replaced the
single-purpose apartment or office projects of the 1950s
and 1960s. Urban infill is now used as a method to
mend the tears in the urban fabric. Incorporating Jane
Jacobs’ ideas in their work, planners increasingly
respected the past and no longer sought to create a
whole new city and discard the old one (Frieden, 2000).

More importantly, the book has never been out of print
and has come into prominence again in Richard
Florida’s influential work on the creative class in cities.
A recent polemical essay (“Outgrowing Jane Jacobs™)
by New York Times’ major architecture critic Nicolai
Ouroussoff demonstrates that her ideas are still
vigorously debated. Even though Ouroussoff argues
that Jacobs failed to provide answers to some of the
problems of twentieth-century cities, such as suburban
sprawl and the nation’s dependence on automobiles, he

has to admit that today, the understanding of urban
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planning in the U.S. is substantially shaped by ideas
Jacobs set forth in Death and Life.

VIII. Jane Jacobs and the New Urbanism

Movement

The concepts and ideas Jacobs evolved in Death and
Life also influenced one of the most important
movements in current U.S. planning, the New
Urbanism movement. New Urbanism claims to find its
roots in Jane Jacobs’ works as she argues to maintain
the vibrant, fine-grained, mixed use neighborhoods of
the American cities. New Urbanists seek to restore this
aspect of cities in their developments (Grant, 2006).

New Urbanism refers to a design-oriented approach to
planned urban development, which was developed
primarily by architects and journalists and became very
popular not only in academic circles, but amongst
planning practitioners. It aims at using spatial relations
to create a close-knit social community that fosters
diversity and allows residents to interact in a variety of
ways. By calling for an urban design that includes a
variety of building types, mixed uses, intermingling of
housing for different income groups and a strong
privileging of the public realm, New Urbanists apply
many ideas Jane Jacobs set forth in Death and Life. The
basic unit of New Urbanist planning is the
neighborhood, which is limited in size, has a well-
defined edge between settlement area and open space
and a focused center, which is a walkable distance from

the residences (Fainstein, 2003).
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New Urbanists, who regard Death and Life as the most
important initial theoretical contribution to their
movement, not only rely on Jacobs’ concepts of city
density, walkable communities and “street eyes”, but
also on her belief in the mix of uses, buildings and
people. Jacobs warned against single-purpose zoning,
which rigidly categorizes and separates uses and
described mixed-use development as the foremost goal
in rebuilding a neighborhood. Jane Jacobs also advised
planners to let people work where they live. “Working

places and commerce,’

with residences” (Jacobs, 1961, p. 253). With her

she wrote, “must be mingled

concept of “zoning for diversity,” she opposes the
separation of uses by traditional zoning regulations and
anticipates, in today’s terminology, a sustainable form
of development, much appreciated by a range of
groups, including the New Urbanists. Nearly five
decades later, the futility of exclusionary zoning is not
only heavily anticipated by the New Urbanism
movement, but it also unites many activists in the
planning field. Mixed-use zoning is regarded as
common sense in planning, and Jacobs was the one who

popularized the concept first.

Although very successful with planning practitioners,
New Urbanism has been widely criticized for merely
calling for a different form of suburbia rather than
overcoming the issue of metropolitan social
segregation. And indeed, one of the most important
contributions of New Urbanism to planning is the effort
to overcome the environmentally destructive, wasteful
form of American suburban development. As New

Urbanists must rely on private developers to build and
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finance their visions, their developments often contain
greater physical diversity but do not differ markedly in
their social composition from the existing suburbs. By
concentrating on design features and assuming that
changing people’s environment will somehow take care
of social inequalities of life; New Urbanism tends to
commit the same errors as modernism. This concept,
also known as “the doctrine of salvation by bricks,” was
criticized by Jacobs as one of the inherent
misconceptions of modernist urban planning, but it re-
emerges in the New Urbanism movement, which boasts
itself to be the most progressive concept in current
urban planning (Fainstein, 2003).

The main problem in the application of Jacobs’ ideas to
New Urbanism revolves around the question of whether
diversity can be planned as theories in planning and
urban design postulate. While Jacobs observed dense,
walkable downtowns, mixed-use development and
varied building styles as organic elements of successful
cities, New Urbanists contort her beliefs as they try to
impose these concepts in a formulaic fashion on cities.
Thereby, Jacobs’ observations of what makes cities
work are transmuted into an authoritarian recipe for
policy intervention. By applying Jacobs’ hands-on
observations to their projects, New Urbanist planners
misinterpret the central lesson of Death and Life — that
cities are vibrant living systems, not a product of grand,

utopian schemes by overeager planners (Gilroy, 2006).

Her message to city planners is to do less and to operate
on a smaller scale that also allows the preservation of

existing structures. She tells planners to involve citizens
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in planning and to favor pedestrians over cars and
trucks. Her presumably most important advice is not to
build residential areas apart from shops, factories and
entertainment  facilities. Instead, planners should
enhance creativity, innovation and entrepreneurship
within cities, since the best cities and neighborhoods, as
Jacobs described, are as historically grown and diverse
as city life itself (Choldin, 1978).

IX. Jane Jacobs on the Ground: The Atlantic Yards

Project

The ideas set forth in Death and Life are finally applied
to one of New York’s currently largest urban
redevelopment project, the Atlantic Yards Project in
Brooklyn.

The Atlantic Yards Project comprises a 22-acre area,
which is located at the intersection of Brooklyn’s major
thoroughfares, Flatbush and Atlantic Avenue and is
surrounded by several lively neighborhoods. However,
it currently contains none of the land use patterns of the
adjacent neighborhoods. The greatest portion of the
project site is used by the open below-grade Vanderbilt
Rail Yard. Many of the once active industrial and
commercial uses on the site became auto-repair shops,
gas stations, parking lots and vacant lots. The loss of
uses on the site, together with the rail yard, created a
physical gap in the urban fabric of the area and a barrier
separating the neighborhoods surrounding the project
site. The project site is adjacent to the southern end of

the commercial center of Brooklyn. The large-scale
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urban redevelopment project will include 8 million
square feet of apartments, offices, stores and a
basketball arena for the New York Nets. Frank Gehry
designed the sprawling project, which will include
6,430 apartments, 2,000 of which will be
condominiums. Some of the residential units, both
rental and for sale are designated as affordable housing
units under state guidelines. The $4 billion project has
been developed by Forest City Ratner Companies,
who’s CEOQ, Bruce Ratner, bought the New Jersey Nets
of the NBA with the intention of moving it from New
Jersey to anchor the planned arena.

Applying Jacobs’ ideas to the Atlantic Yards Project,
the first thing to notice is that Jacobs does not generally
oppose new construction of architecture, as long as it is
well integrated into the existing urban fabric. She
praises the offices towers of Park Avenue, such as
Lever House and Seagram Building as “masterpieces of
modern design” (Jacobs, 1961, p.227). But as New
York Times’ critic Ouroussoff notes, acolytes of Jane
Jacobs will have problems with the enormous size of
the project, which will dominate the adjacent
neighborhoods of three- and four-story brownstones
(Ouroussoff, 2005).

It can be argued that the proposed mixture of
residential, office and ground-floor retail uses in the
Atlantic Yards Project is influenced by her ideas on
mixture of uses and street-level retail. The proposed
intermingling of different uses supports the presence of
different people at different times of the day and thus

serves to utilize Jacobs’ concept of “street eyes” for
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increased street safety. The proposed number of
affordable housing units adds to the project’s overall
heterogeneity and may create the kind of diversity
Jacobs intended (Jacobs, 1961). On the other hand,
Jacobs herself points out that “large swathes of
construction built at one time are inherently inefficient
for sheltering wide ranges of cultural, population and
business diversity” (Jacobs, 1961, p.191). Hence, she
would have certainly opposed Atlantic Yards being
built by one developer and one architect, being reserved
for upscale uses and retail and not providing space for

low-rent uses.

The key feature of Atlantic Yards is that it is
constructed atop the Vanderbilt Rail Yard that currently
bisects the neighborhoods of Fort Greene and Prospect
Heights. It remains questionable if Atlantic Yards will
be able to close the current border vacuum created by
the rail yard. The permeability of the project will be the
determining factor — whether the new development will
be able to knit together these two neighborhoods.
Furthermore, it will be critical to see whether the
proposed gardens on the inside of the project feel like a
smooth extension of the public realm or whether they
will be isolated from the street grid. As the project
provides ground-floor retail uses and cafés and
restaurants on its perimeters, it follows Jacobs’
recommendation to turn borders into seams that become
“a line of exchange along which two areas are sewn

together” (Jacobs, 1961, p.267).

Applying Jacobs’ conditions for diversity in cities (see

section V) to the Atlantic Yards, the project would meet
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the conditions of several primary functions and dense
concentration of people. However, Jacobs saw the
danger posed by densities higher than Boston’s North
End’s 275 dwellings per acre and drastic
standardization of building types (Jacobs, 1961). The
Atlantic Yards Project, with 292 dwellings per acre,
would be significantly denser, made possible through
higher buildings and high rates of standardization.
However, the remaining two Jacobsian qualities,
frequent streets and varied buildings, would be absent
from the Atlantic Yards plan. It would create two
superblocks — one for the basketball arena and another
for the second phase, bounded by Carlton and
Vanderbilt avenues and Pacific and Dean Streets.

The biggest drawback of the Atlantic Yards Project is
the involvement of eminent domain that Jacobs
criticized, as it can have drastic and often ruinous
consequences for commercial tenants and residents of
the condemned property (Jacobs, 1961). In 2007,
residents and business owners who had previously
refused to sell their properties to the development
corporation filed a suit because of the looming
condemnation of their businesses and homes. The
plaintiffs argued that the primary benefit of the project
would be private and would enrich the developer,
Forest City Ratner Companies. They further contended
that the project was initiated by the developer rather

than the city or state officials (Confessore, 2007).

In determining that the plaintiffs’ claims lacked merit,
the United States District Court in Brooklyn found that
the plaintiffs had not presented facts supporting the
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claim that the taking was unconstitutional and that there
were no indices that the condemnations would not
benefit the public. In so holding, the court referred to
the much-disputed Kelo v. City of New London United
States Supreme Court decision. In the Kelo case, Jacobs
filed an amicus brief in support of the petitioners,
arguing that economic development takings impose
enormous economic and social costs on property
owners and neighborhoods, sometimes destroying
entire neighborhoods. In her argumentation, Jacobs also
referred to her findings in Death and Life (Somin &
Getman 2004).

X. Conclusion

This paper documents that Jane Jacobs, in her first
book, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, has
stridently articulated a set of ideas that have travelled
well beyond that source. She created a paradigm shift in
planning as she brought the respect of existing city
diversity to planners’ knowledge and deeply changed
the way many city dwellers see cities today. Even
today, her ideas are highly relevant as they serve to
inform and inspire important planning movements, such
as New Urbanism, and are cited when discussing

contemporary developments in cities.

Death and Life provides powerful advice, particularly
for planning practitioners. Jacobs encourages planners
to work on the basis of their own observations to
understand the complexity of cities instead of imposing
unquestioned planning theories. Jacobs’ notions that

planning practitioners should promote diversity in cities
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and be self-critical in achieving planning goals are
highly relevant today. Death and Life is especially
cherished by planning students and active planners.
Jacobs provides hands-on examples and relates to
common sense and everyday city life by using vivid
language instead of writing in a code indecipherable by
the average planning practitioner.
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