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wrestling with moses how jane jacobs took on new yorks master builder and
transformed the american city anthony flint is a compelling exploration of
the dramatic confrontation between two pivotal figures in urban development:
Jane Jacobs and Robert Moses. This narrative, chronicled by Anthony Flint,
delves into how Jacobs, a community activist and writer, challenged Moses,
New York City's influential urban planner, whose vision shaped much of the
city's mid-20th-century infrastructure. The book offers a detailed account of
their ideological clash over urban renewal, community preservation, and the
future of American cities. It highlights Jacobs' advocacy for vibrant, mixed-
use neighborhoods and her resistance against Moses' large-scale, automobile-
centric projects. This article will provide a comprehensive overview of the
key themes, historical context, and lasting impact of "Wrestling with Moses,"
emphasizing how Jacobs' efforts transformed urban planning in New York City
and beyond. The discussion will include an examination of the main figures,
urban planning philosophies, the specific conflicts that defined their
rivalry, and the broader implications for American cities.
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Background and Key Figures
The story of wrestling with moses how jane jacobs took on new yorks master
builder and transformed the american city anthony flint centers on two
influential personalities in New York City’s urban history: Robert Moses and
Jane Jacobs. Robert Moses, often dubbed the "master builder," was an
unelected official whose vision and projects reshaped New York’s
infrastructure extensively from the 1930s through the 1960s. His developments



included bridges, highways, parks, and housing projects that profoundly
influenced urban life. Jane Jacobs, in contrast, was a writer and activist
without formal training in urban planning, who emerged as a vocal critic of
Moses’ top-down approach. Jacobs advocated for community-based planning,
emphasizing the organic, human-scale aspects of cities.

The book by Anthony Flint provides a meticulous historical account of these
figures, their contrasting ideologies, and their battle over the physical and
social fabric of New York City. Understanding their backgrounds is essential
to appreciate the broader urban transformation captured in this narrative.

The Urban Vision of Robert Moses
Robert Moses’ vision for New York City was characterized by large-scale
infrastructure projects intended to modernize and accommodate the growing
population and automobile use. His approach was rooted in the belief that
urban renewal required sweeping changes, often involving the demolition of
old neighborhoods to make way for highways, public housing, and cultural
institutions.

Major Projects and Achievements
Moses was responsible for an extensive portfolio of projects, including:

Construction of expressways such as the Cross-Bronx Expressway

Development of numerous parks and recreational facilities

Creation of public housing developments

Building bridges and tunnels to improve regional connectivity

His projects were often funded and executed with little public input,
reflecting his technocratic approach. While Moses’ work facilitated urban
growth and mobility, it also led to widespread displacement and destruction
of established communities.

Philosophy of Urban Renewal
Moses believed that progress necessitated the clearing of "blighted" areas to
make way for modern developments. Prioritizing efficiency and automobile
access, he envisioned a city shaped by highways and large-scale public works.
This approach, although transformative, often marginalized the needs and
voices of local residents.



Jane Jacobs’ Philosophy and Activism
Jane Jacobs emerged as a formidable critic of the prevailing urban renewal
strategies championed by Robert Moses. Her philosophy emphasized the
importance of vibrant, diverse, and walkable neighborhoods that fostered
social interaction and economic vitality.

Key Principles of Jacobs’ Urban Theory
Jacobs articulated several core ideas that challenged traditional urban
planning:

Diversity: Mixed uses and varied building types create dynamic
neighborhoods.

Community Participation: Local residents should have a voice in
development decisions.

Human Scale: Cities should be designed for pedestrians, not just
automobiles.

Preservation of Existing Urban Fabric: Maintaining older neighborhoods
to support social networks.

Her landmark book, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, published in
1961, became a foundational text for community-based urbanism and has
influenced planners worldwide.

Activism Against Urban Renewal Projects
Jacobs became actively involved in grassroots movements opposing specific
Moses projects, such as the Lower Manhattan Expressway. Her activism combined
rigorous observation with community organizing, demonstrating the power of
citizen engagement in urban planning processes.

The Clash: Moses vs. Jacobs
The conflict between Robert Moses and Jane Jacobs represents a fundamental
struggle over the direction of urban development in mid-20th-century America.
Their confrontation was not just personal but ideological, highlighting
contrasting visions of what a city should be.



Key Battles and Controversies
The most notable conflict was over the proposed Lower Manhattan Expressway, a
highway project that Moses championed which would have cut through
established neighborhoods like SoHo and Little Italy. Jacobs led opposition
efforts, arguing that the expressway would destroy the social and economic
fabric of these communities.

Other contentious projects included Moses’ plans for large-scale public
housing and urban renewal schemes that Jacobs and her allies viewed as
disruptive and dehumanizing. The battles often involved public hearings,
protests, and political lobbying, illustrating the growing influence of
citizen activism.

Outcomes of the Confrontation
Jacobs’ persistent opposition contributed to the eventual cancellation of
several Moses projects, marking a significant shift in urban planning
priorities. This tussle underscored the need for more inclusive, community-
focused approaches to city development and challenged the dominance of
centralized planning authorities.

Impact on New York City and American Urban
Planning
The struggle detailed in wrestling with moses how jane jacobs took on new
yorks master builder and transformed the american city anthony flint had
profound implications for New York City and urban planning across the United
States. It marked a transition from top-down, infrastructure-driven
development to a more balanced approach that recognized the complexity of
urban life.

Changes in Urban Policy and Practice
Following the battles between Jacobs and Moses, urban planning began to
incorporate principles of community engagement, preservation, and human-scale
development. These changes manifested in:

Greater public participation in planning decisions

Shift away from highway construction in dense urban neighborhoods

Increased focus on mixed-use development and pedestrian-friendly design

Recognition of the social and cultural value of existing communities



These shifts influenced policies not only in New York but also in cities
nationwide, prompting planners to reconsider the impacts of their projects on
everyday urban life.

Revitalization of Neighborhoods
Jacobs’ ideas helped spur the revitalization of neighborhoods that had been
threatened by urban renewal. Her emphasis on local economies, street life,
and diverse housing contributed to the resurgence of many urban areas, making
them more livable and sustainable.

Legacy of Wrestling with Moses
Anthony Flint’s wrestling with moses how jane jacobs took on new yorks master
builder and transformed the american city serves as a vital historical record
of one of the most significant urban battles in American history. The legacy
of this confrontation continues to shape urban planning discourse and
practice today.

Enduring Influence on Urban Thought
The story of Jacobs and Moses remains a touchstone for debates about city
planning, community involvement, and the balance between development and
preservation. Their conflict illustrates the complexities of shaping cities
that are both functional and humane.

Inspiration for Contemporary Urban Movements
The principles championed by Jacobs continue to inspire contemporary
movements advocating for smart growth, sustainable design, and inclusive
planning. The lessons from this historic wrestling match encourage ongoing
vigilance to ensure that urban development serves the public interest
equitably.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of 'Wrestling with Moses' by
Anthony Flint?
The book explores the conflict between Jane Jacobs and Robert Moses,
highlighting how Jacobs challenged Moses' vision for New York City and helped
transform urban planning in America.



Who are the central figures discussed in 'Wrestling
with Moses'?
The central figures are Jane Jacobs, an urban activist and writer, and Robert
Moses, a powerful urban planner and master builder of New York City.

How did Jane Jacobs influence urban development
according to 'Wrestling with Moses'?
Jane Jacobs advocated for community-centered urban planning, opposing large-
scale projects that displaced neighborhoods, and promoting walkable, diverse,
and vibrant city environments.

What role did Robert Moses play in shaping New York
City?
Robert Moses was responsible for numerous large infrastructure projects in
New York, including highways, bridges, and parks, often prioritizing
automobile traffic over community needs.

Why is the conflict between Jane Jacobs and Robert
Moses significant?
Their conflict symbolizes the clash between top-down urban renewal projects
and grassroots community activism, shaping modern urban planning
philosophies.

How did 'Wrestling with Moses' contribute to the
understanding of American urban history?
The book provides detailed insights into the political and social battles
behind New York City's development and highlights the impact of individual
activism on urban policy.

What challenges did Jane Jacobs face in opposing
Robert Moses?
Jacobs faced political opposition, public skepticism, and the immense power
and influence Moses wielded in city planning decisions.

In what ways did 'Wrestling with Moses' highlight
the transformation of American cities?
It shows how Jacobs' ideas promoted more humane, community-focused urban
environments, influencing city planning beyond New York and transforming
American urban landscapes.



Is 'Wrestling with Moses' suitable for readers
interested in urban planning and history?
Yes, it is a well-researched narrative that combines biography, urban
history, and political drama, making it valuable for those interested in the
evolution of city planning.

Additional Resources
1. Wrestling with Moses: How Jane Jacobs Took on New York’s Master Builder
and Transformed the American City by Anthony Flint
This book chronicles the fierce battle between urban activist Jane Jacobs and
the powerful city planner Robert Moses. Flint explores how Jacobs’ grassroots
efforts reshaped urban development and challenged the top-down approach of
city planning. The narrative highlights the broader implications for urban
communities and the evolution of American cities.

2. The Death and Life of Great American Cities by Jane Jacobs
A seminal work in urban studies, this book critiques the modernist planning
policies of the mid-20th century. Jacobs advocates for vibrant, diverse
neighborhoods and organic urban growth. Her insights have influenced city
planning and community activism worldwide.

3. Robert Moses and the Modern City: The Transformation of New York by Hilary
Ballon and Kenneth T. Jackson
This comprehensive biography examines the complex legacy of Robert Moses, New
York’s master builder. The authors detail Moses’ ambitious projects that
reshaped the city’s infrastructure and urban landscape. It also addresses the
controversies and social costs of his vision.

4. City on a Hill: Urban Idealism in America from Jane Jacobs to the Present
by Alex Krieger
Krieger explores the evolution of urban planning ideals in America, tracing
the influence of figures like Jane Jacobs. The book discusses the tension
between top-down planning and community-led development. It offers a nuanced
view of the successes and challenges in creating livable cities.

5. The Power Broker: Robert Moses and the Fall of New York by Robert A. Caro
An exhaustive and Pulitzer Prize-winning biography of Robert Moses, detailing
his rise to power and impact on New York City. Caro reveals the complex
interplay of politics, power, and urban development. The book underscores
Moses’ controversial legacy and the consequences of unchecked authority.

6. Urban Fortunes: The Political Economy of Place by John R. Logan and Harvey
L. Molotch
This influential text analyzes the economic and political forces shaping
urban development. The authors introduce the concept of the “growth machine”
to explain how coalitions of interests drive city growth. It provides a
critical framework for understanding urban change and conflict.



7. Sidewalk by Mitchell Duneier
Duneier offers an ethnographic study of the social life on New York City
sidewalks, highlighting the interactions among diverse urban populations. The
book challenges stereotypes about street life and emphasizes the importance
of informal urban networks. It complements discussions on urban vitality and
community.

8. Palaces for the People: How Social Infrastructure Can Help Fight
Inequality, Polarization, and the Decline of Civic Life by Eric Klinenberg
Klinenberg argues for the importance of social infrastructure—libraries,
parks, and community centers—in fostering social cohesion. The book connects
urban planning with broader social issues, advocating for spaces that bring
people together. It aligns with themes in Jacobs’ work about community-driven
urbanism.

9. The Great Society Subway: A History of the Washington Metro by Zachary M.
Schrag
This book tells the story of the Washington Metro’s development, reflecting
broader trends in urban transit planning. Schrag examines the political,
social, and technical challenges of building a modern subway system. The
narrative provides insights into the complexities of urban infrastructure
projects.
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