


Jane Jacobs’s Battles
Jane Jacobs’s activism took many forms—including 
reacting to others’ proposals, proactive planning, and 
coalition building.
	 In 1958, she learned of plans to expand the roadway 
that bisected Washington Square Park. Certain that this 
would destroy the park’s character, she joined with oth-
er residents to make the radical proposal to discontinue 
all traffic through the park. And in 1961, just as Jacobs’s 
ideas were being disseminated in The Death and Life 
of Great American Cities, her own street was targeted 
for urban renewal. She soon adopted many of the basic 
tools of organization that activists use today: meetings, 
petitions, letter writing, and press outreach.  
	 Once Jacobs and her neighbors defeated the urban-
renewal plan, they refocused and developed proactive 
plans to keep housing affordable—and the community 
diverse—in the face of inevitable development.
	 When the city was threatening to build an express-
way through lower Manhattan in the early 1960s, Jane 
Jacobs became the chair of a broad coalition fighting it. 
The group asserted, “Downtown is for people, not cars!” 
Jacobs was arrested for her actions in this role, but the 
coalition eventually prevailed.

Jane Jacobs’s Principles
Jacobs observed four key qualities of healthy, vibrant  
cities: mixed uses, frequent streets, varied buildings, and 
concentration. 
	 For a street to thrive, Jacobs argued, there must  
be a mix of uses. “Intricate minglings of different uses  
in cities are not a form of chaos,” she wrote. “On 
the contrary, they represent a complex and highly 
developed form of order.” When offices exist alongside 
residences, shops, and restaurants, a neighborhood 
is active throughout the day and night. This ongoing 
activity cre-ates safer streets, offers opportunities for 
businesses to take hold, and provides residents with 
necessary services. 
	 “The advantages of short blocks are simple,” Jacobs 
noted. Walkers in such neighborhoods frequently 
encounter corners, each offering an opportunity to fol-
low an alternate path. These options create more places 
for commerce and for encountering neighbors, and 
thus contribute to the social and economic life of a 
neighborhood.  
	 Jacobs articulated her observation that varied 
buildings could foster diversity in a simple aphorism: 
“New ideas often need old buildings.” Older buildings, 
she maintained, made it possible for neighborhoods to 
support a variety of uses. A mix of old and new buildings 
allowed small businesses to coexist with larger one and 
populated a neighborhood with people of different 
incomes.
	 Jacobs also argued that concentrations of people 
make neighborhoods safer and allow them to support 
a greater range of services and uses. “The presence of 
great numbers of people gathered together in cities 
should not only be frankly accepted as a physical fact. It 
follows that they should also be enjoyed as an asset and 
their presence celebrated.”

Ballet of the Sidewalks
“Something is always going on, the ballet is never at  
a halt.”
	 A woman takes out her trash. Shopkeepers unlock 
doors and pull carts onto the sidewalk. A man hails a 
taxi as students pass on their way to the subway. In such 
simple actions, Jane Jacobs saw a “ballet of the side-
walks,” an unrehearsed choreography of urban dwellers 
that, in her view, created the vitality of city life.
	 With the support of the Rockefeller Foundation, 
Jacobs described this ballet in The Death and Life of 
Great American Cities. Though raised in a small town 
and lacking the credentials of a trained planner, Jacobs 
quickly became one of the century’s most influential 
writers on urban planning.  
	 Jacobs’s observations—and her willingness to act on 
them—remain critical to New York today, as it is being 
reshaped by a private-development boom and, soon 
enough, by the goals outlined in the city’s current plan 
for the future, PlaNYC 2030. It is within each of us, she 
exhorted, to affect the future of cities. That power be-
gins with observation. “Please look closely at real cities,” 
she wrote. “While you are looking, you might as well 
also listen, linger and think about what you see.” Today, 
what is more important than Jacobs’s observations are 
your observations—and your actions.
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Contemporary Activism
Today, Jane Jacobs’s example inspires new generations 
of activists to use a variety of tools to fight for social 
and political transformation. These groups of “every-
day heroes” bring community pressure to bear, often 
through long, incremental struggles. 
	 Formed in 1992 by residents of Melrose Commons 
to combat an urban-redevelopment plan that threat-
ened to replace them and their high-density, mixed-
use South Bronx neighborhood with a sprawling, low-
density suburban-style district, Nos Quedamos/We 
Stay drafted an alternate plan. The city accepted the 
community-based plan, and Nos Quedamos has since 
formed a community-development corporation to build 
what it envisioned.
	 Members of the Greenpoint and Williamsburg com-
munity in Brooklyn organized NAG to combat the envi-
ronmental degradation and public-health impacts caused 
by solid-waste transfer stations. Through negotiating with 
officials, garnering community support, organizing post-
card campaigns, and retaining legal counsel, the group 
helped shut down a large transfer station in 1998.
	 In Sunset Park, UPROSE—Brooklyn’s oldest Latino 
community-based organization—consolidates disparate 
resources to fight for social-service and social-justice 
equality. In 1996 it shifted its focus to train the next 
generation of organizers through community education, 
intergenerational indigenous leadership, advocacy, and 
community-based planning.
	 Activists often come to recognize a commonality  
of purpose that bridges neighborhoods. Many work 
outside their immediate districts and beyond their initial 
concerns, forming powerful coalitions. In 1996, when it 
was announced that the enormous Fresh Kills garbage 
facility on Staten Island would close, waterfront com-
munity groups formed the Organization of Waterfront 
Neighborhoods (OWN), which included Nos Quedamos, 
UPROSE, and NAG.. When the city adopted a compre-
hensive solid-waste-management plan in 2006, OWN 
had accomplished something unprecedented: For the 
first time, the city had adopted a large-scale plan gener-
ated by neighborhood groups. 
	 “Cities have the capability of providing something 
for everybody, only because, and only when, they are 
created by everybody,” Jacobs wrote. Every step along 
the way contributes to the creation of a city’s vitality, as 
your eyes join others, to create safety, and your presence 
joins others to enliven diversity. By taking more direct 
action—opposing that which erodes your community, 
and supporting that which strengthens it—you affect the 
future of New York. 
	 These matters, as Jane Jacobs argued, are too  
important to leave to experts.
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