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 The Death and Life of Great American Cities by Jane Jacobs was a riveting narrative that 

explored and critiqued urban planning and policy. Even though the book was originally 

published in 1961 many of the ideas still hold true today as many cities face the effects of urban 

renewal. Jacobs uses personal experience and observation, and outside research to create her 

accounts of the nature of cities and what they face in areas of decline and prosperity. Most of her 

accounts connect to her own neighborhood of Greenwich Village in New York, but she 

exemplifies similarities in other cities like Boston, Chicago, St. Louis, San Francisco, Los 

Angeles, and others.  

 The success of this narrative lies in the relatability of how one would experience a city 

and observe its true nature. Outlined in Part One are the elements that play integral roles in the 

success or decline of certain areas in a city, e.g. sidewalks, parks, and neighborhoods. Starting 

with these elements Jacobs uses them to gain an understanding of why cities are the way they 

are. Why certain areas are more dangerous than others, why certain parks are successful while 

others are not, why some neighborhoods are able to rise back up while others keep steering 

towards decline.  

 Diving deeper you will find what Jacobs sees as what makes a city successful. This idea 

is diversity. Diversity is what will bring life to a city and differ from what she calls “The Great 

Blight of Dullness.” In many cases throughout the book she refers to this “dullness” in several 

cities and neighborhood cases. It is here where she begins to point out what will bring diversity 

in a city: mixed uses, small blocks, aged buildings, and concentration. These ideas seem to have 

been oppressed by those in a government position that dealt with urban planning. Those seem to 

turn a blind eye to what is really needed in certain areas of a neighborhood. Instead the ideas that 



they hold, and still do today, are to demolish and rebuild over restoring what is already there and 

what is successful in its own way.  

 Jacobs does a wonderful job of keeping the points she makes intimate but factual. Her 

observations paint the perfect picture of what is happening in city neighborhoods all across the 

United States. As seen true today, some neighborhoods are dangerous and neglected, but can be 

uplifted by the ideas portrayed by Jacobs. The nature of people who live in affected areas are 

often misjudged by city officials. These officials think that giving people open space and a new 

building with playgrounds for the children will solve all of their problems. It goes much deeper 

than that and before this narrative was written, the voice of the people was lost.  

Today in our technological world we see these same issues, but it is slightly easier for 

voices to be heard via social media. In order to understand the issues that Jacobs writes about is 

to simply walk around and observe. It is not difficult to see the thriving areas of diversity versus 

the neighborhoods where crime and poverty are prominent.  
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