Celebrating Over 50 Years of
Jane Jacob’s Urban Planning Classic
Two years before MAPC’s founding, Jane Jacobs published The
Death and Life of Great American Cities, arguably the most
influential planning book of the second-half of the twentieth
century. In the book, Jacobs proposed four indispensible
conditions for vital city streets and districts: a diversity of uses
close together, blocks with short sides, a variety
of building ages, and reasonably high population
density. Taken together, she argued neighborhoods
with these characteristics would sustain a widerange of uses throughout the day, support a variety
of economic activities at different scales, and
encourage walking and a vibrant street life.
MAPC created an index based on Jacobs’ four principles
that shows the most “Jacobs friendly” blocks in a given
city. Using Census and city assessor data, each block
is ranked according to 1) the number of different land
uses it contains, 2) the length of its sides, 3) the standard
deviation of its building ages, and 4) the population density
of the block group that it falls within. In Boston, the North
and South Ends, parts of East Boston, as well as Beacon Hill
and the Back Bay have a high Jacobs Index. The case of the
North End is not surprising, because in the introduction to
Death and Life, Jacobs pointed to the North End as an ideal
example of the type of dense, mixed-use urban form that
she would champion.
Even though Jacobs primarily studied larger
cities, the maps of Lynn and Lexington show
that her principles can be applied to midsize cities and suburbs as well. In Lynn,
residential blocks near downtown and
the T commuter rail station rank highly
on the index. In Lexington, it highlights the
town center along Massachusetts Avenue, as
expected, but also small, outlying blocks that
feature a mix of housing ages as well as proximity to
non-residential uses, such as agriculture or office parks.
Jacob’s book remains a rich source of ideas for communities
seeking to encourage diverse, lively, and economically vibrant
places. MAPC’s planning activities often focus on enhancing
these attributes, such as developing higher density mixed
use zoning in town centers, or economic strategies to achieve
the full potential of urban centers
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