
	 	 	 1	
	

 
 

The City: 
Approaches to Urban Studies 

(SOCI-209) 
 

 
 
 

Instructor: Brian J. McCabe 
Office: Car Barn 209-04 

Email: mccabeb@georgetown.edu 
Course Meeting: Tuesday and Thursday from 12:30 – 1:45 

Office Hours: Tuesday and Thursday from 11:00 – 12:00 @ MUG (ICC) 
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I. Course Description: This course provides an interdisciplinary introduction to the study of cities and 
urban life. Cities are socially and politically contested spaces, and observers of urban life have sought for 
more than a century to understand the process of urbanization and the consequences of living in cities. 
Some argue that cities represent the crowning achievement of modernity; others suggest that cities are 
isolating and alienating, fostering anomie, rather than social cohesion. The course integrates work by 
urban planners, architects, political scientists, geographers and sociologists to provide a comprehensive 
set of tools to understand and analyze modern urban life. 

 
The course is divided into four sections. The first section on the rise of the modern city begins with an 
analysis of the dynamics of capitalist urbanization and examines socio-spatial changes in the urban 
landscape during the early twentieth century. In the second section, which focuses on the decline of the 
American city and the growth of the suburbs, the course investigates the process of economic 
restructuring that led to the transformation of cities. It considers the massive expansion of post-War 
suburbs and the corresponding concentration of poverty in the city. The third section, which references 
the city rediscovered, investigates processes of gentrification and contested public spaces in the city. It 
examines social interactions and conflict in contemporary cities. In the final section, the course 
investigates the impact of globalization on cities, especially in the Global South. This analysis includes 
the growth of slums and the emergence of new mega-cities on a scale unprecedented in urban history. The 
course concludes by asking about the potential for creating more just, equitable and sustainable cities. 
 
II. Learning Goals: The goal of this course is to assist students in developing the tools to critically 
understand, evaluate and analyze twenty-first century cities. By the end of the semester, students 
should be able to: 
 

• Explain the importance of cities to the growth of a capitalist economy and evaluate the process of 
urbanization under capitalism; 

 
• Evaluate the promise of cities to strengthen community life and the way that cities contribute to 

processes of social atomization; 
 

• Consider the city as both a social and a spatial process, including ways that social processes are 
manifested in the physical spaces of the city; 
 

• Identify the impact of globalization on twenty-first century cities, including new patterns of 
inequality and mobility across and within cities; 
 

• Point to key ideas, thinkers and concepts in the interdisciplinary study of cities and suburban life. 
 
III. Course Readings:  The following books are available from the Georgetown University Bookstore. 
 

• Zukin, Sharon. Naked Cities: The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places. 
 

• Weinstein, Liza. The Durable Slum: Dharavi and the Right to Stay Put in Globalizing Mumbai. 
 

• Hall, Peter. Cities of Tomorrow: An Intellectual History of Urban Planning and Design Since 
1880.  
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Readings not in one of the three course books will be available on the course Canvas page.   
 
In addition to the required readings, students are encouraged to regularly read about cities, urbanization 
and urban life in magazines, newspapers and on-line.  You might consider reading Atlantic Cities, Next 
City and the Washington City Paper to get started. 
 
Course Requirements:  Students are required to attend every class and participate regularly in classroom 
discussions.  Students will complete two short written assignments applying course concepts to their 
everyday lives. There is a midterm and final exam. 

• Attendance and Participation: Students are required to attend every lecture and participate 
actively during classroom discussions.  Students who arrive after attendance has been taken will 
be marked as absent. Students are expected to participate actively during class by volunteering to 
answer questions, engaging regularly in classroom discussions and demonstrating engagement 
with course material.  We will use a Socratic method to encourage critical thinking and active 
participation throughout the semester.  Students will lose one point for every class they miss 
during the semester.  Attendance and active participation are worth 25 points. 
 

• Essays:  Each student is required to complete two short essays applying course themes to articles 
they find in popular media.  For each essay, students should select a piece of long-form 
journalism – typically, a magazine article (e.g., American Prospect, the Atlantic, New Republic, 
New Yorker, Harpers, etc.) – and write a two-page analysis using their urbanist toolkit.  These 
essays are an opportunity for students to apply concepts and ideas developed in the course to their 
everyday lives.  There are no due dates for these essays.  They can be handed in any time 
between October 1 and November 29.  However, you cannot hand in two essays on the same days 
(i.e., you cannot hand in both of your essays on November 29).  Further instructions will be 
provided before October 1. Each paper is worth 10 points for a total of 20 points. 

 
• Midterm and Final Exam:  The midterm exam is worth 25 points.  The final exam, which is 

cumulative, is worth 30 points.  The final exam will take place on the date assigned by the 
Registrar.  Except with the written permission of your Dean, there will be no changes to the date 
of the final exam.  

 
Plagiarism: Students are required to adhere to the Academic Honor Code, and should review the 
Undergraduate Honor Council statement on plagiarism.  Any student caught plagiarizing will 
automatically receive a failing grade for the course.  
 
Canvas: I will use the course Canvas page to post articles, link the syllabus, and provide the Adobe Slate 
presentations from class.  Your grades will be posted to Canvas within a week of each assignment or 
exam being submitted.  Additional information, including the essay rubrics, will be made available 
through Canvas.  

Electronic Devices: We will not be using laptops during the semester. Cell phones and other electronic 
devices are also prohibited.  Students using cell phones during class will be asked to leave for the day. 
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Plagiarism: Students are required to adhere to the Academic Honor Code, and should review the 
Undergraduate Honor Council statement on plagiarism.  Any student caught plagiarizing will 
automatically receive a failing grade for the course.  

How to Read for this Course: This courses uses three books and a handful of articles to teach about 
urban studies.  Because these readings are often dense, they will require you to be constantly on the 
lookout for concepts and ideas.  As a result, I will encourage you to develop a reading strategy that 
enables you to read and think without distraction.  Pick out two blocks of time – two or three hours each 
should be sufficient – devoted exclusively to reading for this course.  Use the rest of that time to 
summarize the readings and draw out themes relevant to the course.  

Office Hours: Office hours are an opportunity for me to meet you, and for you to meet me.  Students 
often think they need a reason to come to office hours – a problem with the course, a question about the 
reading, etc.  In this course (and in your college career more generally), I want you to think differently 
about office hours.  Come tell me about what you’re interested in studying.  Ask me about my research.  
Share your experiences of Georgetown, or tell me ways that you’ve been engaging with course material.  
And, of course, if you have questions about the course, or you want to clarify the lectures or readings, 
then you’re welcome to come to office hours.  To pass the course, I will expect every student to come by 
my office hours at least once during the semester.  
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Course Outline:  Students are expected to read the course readings before class.  Students should come 
to class prepared to engage with ideas from the readings and participate actively in classroom discussions.  
 
Introducing the Urban Question 

 
• August 30 – The City as Place and Process 

 
Part I: Industrialization and The Rise of the Capitalist City 

 
• September 4 – Capitalism and Industrial Urbanization 

 
Read: Gordon, David M. “Capitalist Development and the History of American Cities.” 

 
Read: Hall, Peter. “City of Dreadful Night: Reactions to the Nineteenth-Century Slum 
City: London, Paris, Berlin, New York, 1880-1900.” 

 
• September 6 – The Psychology of the Modern City 

 
Read: Simmel, Georg. “The Metropolis and Mental Life.” 

 
• September 11 – Social Inquiry and the Chicago School 

 
Read: Wirth, Louis. “Urbanism as a Way of Life.” 

 
Read: Burgess, Ernest. “The Growth of the City.” 

 
• September 13  – Imagining a Deconcentrated Utopia 

 
Read: Hall, Peter. “The City in the Garden: The Garden City Solution: London, Paris, 
Berlin, New York, 1900-1940.” 

 
Read: Wright, Frank Lloyd. “Broadacre City: A New Community Plan.” 

 
• September 18 – Imagining a Reconcentrated Utopia 

 
Read: Hall, Peter. “The City of Towers: The Corbusian Radiant City: Paris, Chandigarh, 
Brasilia, London, St. Louis, 1920-1970.”  
 
Read: Le Corbusier. “The City of Tomorrow and Its Planning”  

 
Part II: The City of Exchange and Renewal 

 
• September 20 – Uneven Development and the Growth Machine 

 
Read: Logan, John R. and Harvey L. Molotch.  “Urban Fortunes: The Political Economy 
of Place.” 
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• September 25  – No Class – Professor McCabe will be at the National Recreation and Park  
Association (NRPA) Conference in Indianapolis 

 
• September 27  – Economic Restructuring and Deindustrialization 

 
Read: Harvey, David. “The Urban Process Under Capitalism: A Framework for 
Analysis.” 
 
Read: Sugrue, Thomas. The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar 
Detroit. Chapter 5.  

 
• October 2  – Urban Renewal and the Creation of the Urban Ghetto 

 
Read: Wilson, William Julius. “Cycles of Deprivation in the Ghetto Underclass Debate,” 
in The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City, the Underclass and Public Policy.   

 
Read: Massey, Doug and Nancy Denton.  “The Missing Link” and “The Continuing 
Causes of Segregation,” in American Apartheid: Segregation and the Making of the 
Underclass.  

 
• October 4  – Segregation in the Modern City 

 
Read: Goffman, Alice. “On the Run: Wanted Men in a Philadelphia Ghetto.” 
 
Read: Desmond, Matt. “Eviction and the Reproduction of Urban Poverty.”   

  
• October 9 – Building the American Suburb  

 
Read: Hall, Peter. “The City on the Highway: The Automobile Suburb: Long Island, 
Wisconsin, Los Angeles, Paris, 1920-1987.” 

 
• October 11 – Beyond the Suburbs: New Metropolitan Geographies  

 
Read: Duany, Andrew, Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk and Jeff Speck. Suburban Nation: The 
Rise of Sprawl and the Decline of the American Dream.   Chapters 1-3. 

 
• October 16 – Midterm Exam 

 
Part III: The City Rediscovered 
 

• October 18 – The Political Economy of Gentrification 
 

Read: Smith, Neil. “Gentrification, the Frontier and the Restructuring of Urban Space.” 
 

Read: Smith, Neil. “Class Struggle on Avenue B: The Lower East Side as the Wild Wild 
West.”  
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• October 23 – Artists and Authenticity  

 
Read: Zukin, Sharon. Naked City: The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places.  
Introduction, Chapters 1 – 3.  

 
• October 25 – Negotiating Community on Streets and Public Spaces  

 
Read: Jacobs, Jane.  The Death and Life of Great American Cities. Chapters 1 & 2.  

 
• October 30 – Conflicting Visions of Public Life 

 
Read: Davis, Mike. “Fortress Los Angeles: The Militarization of Urban Space.”  

 
Read: Mitchell, Don. “The End of Public Space?  People’s Park, Definitions of the 
Public, and Democracy.” 

 
• November 1 – Historic Preservation and Environmental Sustainability 

 
Read: Glaeser, Ed. “Is There Anything Greener Than Blacktop?” in Triumph of the City: 
How Our Greatest Invention Makes Us Richer, Smarter, Greener, Healthier and 
Happier.  

 
• November 6 – Portrait of a City: Public Life in New York City  

 
Read: Zukin, Sharon. Naked City: The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places.  
Chapters 4 and 5.  

 
Part IV: Inequality in the Global City 

 
• November 8 – Global Nodes and Networks 

 
Read: Sassen, Saskia. Cities in a World Economy. Chapters 1-3. 

 
• November 13 – Globalizing Inequalities 

 
Read: Weinstein, Liza.  The Durable Slum: Dharavi and the Right to Stay Put.  
Introduction, Chapters 1 & 2. 

 
• November 15 – Informality, Slum and Megacities in the Global South 

 
Read: Davis, Mike. “Planet of Slums: Urban Involution and the Informal Proletariat.”  
 
Read: Weinstein, Liza.  The Durable Slum: Dharavi and the Right to Stay Put. Chapters 
3 & 4. 
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• November 20 –  Rethinking the Right to the City 
 

Read: Weinstein, Liza.  The Durable Slum: Dharavi and the Right to Stay Put.  
Chapter 5. 

 
Read: Harvey, David. “The Right to the City.”  

  
• November 22 – No Class – Thanksgiving 

 
• November 27 – Portrait of a City: What Can We Learn from Lagos? 

 
Read: Gandy, Matthew. “Learning from Lagos.” 

 
• November 29  – Visions for the Future of the City 
 

Read: Next City. The Just City Essays: 26 Visions for Urban Equity, Inclusivity and 
Opportunity.   

 
• December 4 – Finding Urban Theory and Concepts in Everyday Life 

 
Note: While there are no readings for the final week, I will ask you to come to class 
prepared to share the two articles that you read during the semester.  You should be ready 
to tell your classmates about the articles, including the course concepts that you used to 
analyze them.  I will ask you how your training as an urbanist helped you to understand, 
interpret and evaluate these forms of popular media 

• December 6 – Course Review 
 

 


