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SOC-222: Gentrification, Justice and  
the Future of Cities 

 

 
 

Instructor: Brian J. McCabe 
Email: mccabeb@georgetown.edu 

Facebook: www.facebook.com/ProfessorMcCabe 
Office: Car Barn, 209-09 

Office Hours: By appointment via Google Calendar 
Course Meeting: Monday, 3:30 – 6:00 
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Course Description:  In Rebel Cities, David Harvey poses the central question of 
twenty-first century cities as a question of the right to the city, echoing the influential 
theorist, Henri Lefebvre.  “The question of what kind of city we want cannot be divorced 
from the question of what kind of people we want to be, what kinds of social relations we 
seek, what relations to nature we cherish, what style of life we desire, what aesthetic 
values we hold,” Harvey writes. “The freedom to make and remake ourselves and our 
cities is one of the most precious yet most neglected of our human rights.  How best to 
exercise that right?”  Drawing on a range of theoretical perspectives, this seminar 
investigates the question at the heart of David Harvey’s Rebel Cities – namely, how best 
to understand, evaluate and exercise the right to the city.  The seminar engages debates 
over the right to the city through a critical analysis of the contested process of 
gentrification.   
 
Over the last couple decades, the sweep of gentrification has remade many urban 
neighborhoods.  In doing so, it has raised new questions about the rights of long-term 
citizens to shape their own communities.  At the same time, it has brought attention to the 
unequal distribution of benefits that result when neighborhoods change.  This process 
highlights how the ghettoization of poverty and a legacy of racial segregation continue to 
pose unique challenges to the creation of more equitable, just cities. These challenges, 
many of which are heightened by the process of gentrification, push issues of social 
justice to the forefront of our conversations about contemporary cities.  They raise new 
questions about inequality, equity and the twenty-first century urban condition. 
 
Through an exploration of the process of gentrification in American cities, this 
interdisciplinary seminar investigates the ways that we, as urban citizens, can contribute 
to the creation of more just cities.  As David Harvey suggests in Rebel Cities, the ways 
that cities are shaped, patterned and contested tells us something deeply meaningful about 
contemporary social relations, power dynamics and political rights.  By studying 
gentrification, this course engages arguments about the right to the city – who has the 
right to occupy and shape urban spaces, and how conflicts over those rights play out in 
American neighborhoods – in the quest for a more equitable, just city.    
 
Course Readings: There are four books available in the Georgetown University 
Bookstore.   
 

• Lees, Loretta, Tom Slater and Elvin Wyly.  2008. Gentrification. 
 

• Brenner, Neil, Peter Marcuse and Margit Mayer.  2011.  Cities for People, Not for 
Profit: Critical Urban Theory and the Right to the City.   

 
• Thabit, Walter.  2005.  How East New York Became A Ghetto.  

 
• Freeman, Lance.  2006.  There Goes the ‘Hood: Views of Gentrification from the 

Ground Up. 
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Additional readings listed on the syllabus will be available on Canvas. 
 
Assignments & Grading: Advanced seminars rely on the active, engaged participation 
of students in the course.  Students are expected to attend every course meeting, actively 
participate in classroom discussions, and complete all assignments.  Final grades will be 
based on the following assignments.  
  

• Attendance, Participation and Reading Roles: Students are responsible for 
attending every course meeting and actively participating in course discussions. 
Students who arrive after class has begun, or who miss class entirely, will be 
penalized on their final grade.  For each class meeting, two or three students will 
be assigned the roles of Reviewer and Critic.  Reviewers will be responsible for 
presenting key ideas and arguments from the readings.  Critics will be responsible 
for raising 4-5 points for discussion in class.  Both reviewers and critics are 
expected to arrive to class with a one-page document to distribute to their 
classmates. (30 points.) 
 

• Neighborhood Presentations: Working in two- or three-person teams, students 
will be required to tell a story about a gentrifying neighborhood using an on-line 
presentation tool, like Adobe Slate.  The presentations, which will be ~ 8 minutes, 
are designed to introduce students to a gentrifying neighborhood in a community 
outside of Washington, DC.  These presentations will be scored by your peers.  
(10 points) 
 

• Blog Post: Students are required to write an 800-word blog post about a topic 
relating to gentrification in Washington, DC.  These should be styled like blog 
posts on Greater Greater Washington or a similar blog.  Students are required to 
submit four copies of their post to be scored by your peers. (10 points) 

 
• Short Essay:  Students are required to complete one short (5-6 pages, double-

spaced) essay during the course.  Students will choose between two essay 
prompts.  The prompts and a grading rubric will be distributed two weeks before 
the essay is due. (20 points) 

 
• Group Project: Students will complete a final group project for the course. This 

project is designed to encourage creativity and flexibility as students deepen their 
understanding of gentrification and urban life. There are many types of projects 
that would fulfill the requirements for this project.  Projects may include short 
videos, websites, written reports, case studies, policy analyses and equitable 
development plans.  Students can focus on gentrification in Washington, DC or 
they can look at broader issues of social justice and the city.  For example, you 
may choose to make a short video or documentary exploring one aspect of 
gentrification in Washington, DC.  You might compile a handbook for 



	  
	  
	  

4 

neighborhood residents facing displacement, or you might examine 
representations of gentrification (from a movie, book, etc.) using the analytical 
tools from the course.  Students can develop websites, create a series of maps, or 
conduct oral histories to understand the process of gentrification and 
neighborhood change.  Under specific circumstances (and with the permission of 
the instructor), students who prefer to write a traditional final paper will be 
permitted to do so independently. 

 
A thirty-minute collective brainstorming session will take place on Monday, 
October 24th.  Students should come to class with ideas for the brainstorming 
session.  On Monday, October 31st, students will finalize their projects and 
groups. There will be an in-class ‘check-in’ on the status of your final project on 
November 21st.  On December 5th, each group will give a ~ 15 minute 
presentation on their projects. These projects will be scored by your peers. (30 
points) 

 
Urban Studies Studio: Georgetown is currently finalizing plans to develop a six-credit 
urban studies studio through the Red House / Designing the Futures Initiative.  Students 
interested in urban studies may consider opportunities to build their final project into a 
studio-based project. 
 
Late Coursework: Late assignments (and assignment submitted via email) will not be 
accepted under any circumstance.  
 
Electronic Devices: We will not be using laptops during the semester.  Please turn off all 
cell phones and other electronic devices during class.  
 
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.  
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Course Outline: 
 
August 31st – Introduction: Gentrification, Justice and the Right to the City 
 

• Harvey, David. 2003. “The Right to the City.” International Journal of 
Urban and Regional Research. 

 
September 7th – No Class: Labor Day 
 
September 12th – Disinvestment & the Rise of the Urban Ghetto 
 
 Readings:  

• Von Hoffman, Alexander. 2003.  House by House, Block by Block: The 
Rebirth of America’s Urban Neighborhoods, Chapter 1.  

• Thabit, Walter. 2005.  How East New York Became a Ghetto, Chapters 1-5 
and Chapter 9.  

• Rice, Andrew.  2015.  The Red-Hot Rubble of East New York.  New York 
Magazine. 

 
September 19th – What is (or isn’t) Gentrification?  Defining the “G” word.   
 
 Readings:  

• Lees, Loretta, Tom Slater and Elvin Wyly. 2008.  Gentrification, Chapter 
1. 

• Smith, Neil. 1996. “Is Gentrification a Dirty Word?” The New Urban 
Frontier: Gentrification and the Revanchist City. 

• Lees, Loretta. 2003. “Super-gentrification: The Case of Brooklyn Heights, 
New York City.” Urban Studies.  

• Ruth Glass. 1964. “Introduction: Aspects of Change.”  
 

Movie: We will watch the movie, My Brooklyn, during class. 
 
Due:  Look through popular accounts of gentrification (e.g., newspapers,  

magazine articles, blogs, etc.).  How do these writers define gentrification?  
Bring examples to class of definitions from popular media.  

  
September 26th – Why do neighborhoods gentrify?  Capital, culture and the process of 
neighborhood change. 
 

Readings:  
• Lees, Loretta, Tom Slater and Elvin Wyly. 2008.  Gentrification, Chapters 

2 & 3. 
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• Smith, Neil. 1979. “Toward a Theory of Gentrification: A Back to the City 
Movement by Capital, Not People.” Journal of the American Planning 
Association. 

• Hamnett, Chris. 1991. “The Blind Man and the Elephant: The Explanation 
of Gentrification.” Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers.  

 
Due:   Neighborhood Presentations (~ 8 minute presentations).   

 
October 3rd – The dynamics of a gentrifying city: Racial changes and socioeconomic 
shifts in Washington, DC.  
 

Readings:  
• Sturtevant, Lisa. 2014. “The New District of Columbia: What Population 

Growth and Demographic Change Mean for the City.” Journal of Urban 
Affairs.  

• Gilette, Howard. 2015. “Introduction: For a City in Transition, Questions 
of Social Justice and Economic Viability Remain.”  In Derek Hyra and 
Sabiyha Price (eds.) Capital Dilemma: Growth and Inequality in 
Washington, DC.  

• Asch, Chris Myers and George Derek Musgrove. 2015. “We are Headed 
for Some Bad Trouble: Gentrification and Displacement in Washington, 
DC, 1920-2014.” In Derek Hyra and Sabiyha Price (eds.) Capital 
Dilemma: Growth and Inequality in Washington, DC. 

• Ross, Dax-Devlon. 2013. “Separate and Unequal in DC: A Story of Race, 
Class & Washington Politics.” Next City.  

 
Movie: We will watch the short film, There Goes the Neighborhood, during class. 

 
Additional Readings: For students interested in further exploring issues of 
gentrification and neighborhood change in Washington, DC, there are a number 
of other book-length manuscripts. 
 

• Williams, Brett. 1988.  Upscaling Downtown: Stalled Gentrification in 
Washington, DC. 

• Jaffe, Harry and Tom Sherwood. 1994. Dream City: Race, Power and the 
Decline of Washington, DC. 

• Gillette, Howard.  2006. Between Justice and Beauty: Race, Planning and 
the Failure of Urban Policy in Washington, DC.  

• Jackson, Jonathan. 2014. “The Consequences of Gentrification for Racial 
Change in Washington, DC.” Housing Policy Debate.  

• Derek Hyra and Sabiyha Prince. 2015. Capital Dilemma: Growth and 
Inequality in Washington, DC.  
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• Sabiya Prince. 2014. African-Americans and Gentrification in 
Washington, DC: Race, Class and Social Justice in the Nation’s Capital.   

 
October 9th – No Class: Columbus Day 
 
October 17th – Field Trip: Shaw  
 
 Readings:  

• McCoy, Terrence. 2016. “As the nation’s capital booms, poor tenants face 
eviction over as little as $25.” The Washington Post.   

• Hilton, Shanti. 2011. “Confessions of a Black Gentrifier,” Washington 
City Paper.  

• Washington City Paper’s “Handbook for the Responsible Gentrifier.”  
 

Due:   Blog Post (four copies).  
 
October 24th – Who Wins?  Who Loses?  Segregation and Social Interactions 
 
 Readings: 

• Freeman, Lance. 2006.  There Goes the ‘Hood: Views of Gentrification 
from the Ground Up, Chapters 1 – 5. [Skim Chapter 2.] 

• Chaskin, Robert J. and Mark L. Joseph. 2012. “‘Positive’ Gentrification, 
Social Control and the ‘Right to the City’ in Mixed-Income Communities: 
Uses and Expectations of Space and Place.” International Journal of 
Urban and Regional Research. 

• Adams, Michael Henry. 2016. “The End of Black Harlem.” The New York 
Times. 

 
Note: We will have a brainstorming session for final projects.  

 
October 31st – Cultural, Political and Residential Displacement  
 
 Readings:  

• Hartman, Chester.  1979. Displacement: A not so new problem.” Social 
Policy. 

• Hyra, Derek. 2015. “The back-to-the-city movement: Neighborhood 
redevelopment and processes of political and cultural displacement.” 
Urban Studies.  

• Marcuse, Peter. 2011. “Whose right(s) to what city?” In Cities for People, 
Not for Profit 

• Mayer, Margit. 2011. “The ‘right’ to the city in urban social movements,” 
In Cities for People, Not for Profit.  
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• Slater, Thomas.  2011. “Missing Marcuse: on gentrification and 
displacement,” In Cities for People, Not for Profit.  

 
Note: We will finalize project topics and groups. 

 
November 7th – Field Trip: Capitol Riverfront or Anacostia 
 

Due: Short Essay (~ 6 pages)  
 
November 14th – The State of Gentrification: What role do governments play in 
gentrification? 
 
 Readings: 

• Lees, Loretta, Tom Slater and Elvin Wyly. 2008. Gentrification, Chapter 
5. 

• Hackworth, Jason and Neil Smith. 2001. “The Changing State of 
Gentrification.”  

• Newman, Kathe and Philip Ashton. 2004. “Neoliberal Urban Policy and 
New Paths of Neighborhood Change in the American Inner City.” 
Environment and Planning.  

• Smith, Neil.  2002. “New Globalism, New Urbanism: Gentrification as 
Global Urban Strategy.”  Antipode. 

 
November 21st – Planning for an Equitable City: Can we create more just cities?  
 
 Readings:  

• Bates, Lisa K. 2012. “Gentrification and Displacement Study: 
Implementing an equitable and inclusive development strategy in the 
context of gentrification.”  (Also known as “The Portland Plan.”)  

• Lees, Loretta, Tom Slater and Elvin Wyly. 2008. Gentrification, 
Chapter 6. 

• Fainstein, Susan. 2005. “Cities and Diversity: Should We Want It? 
Can We Plan For It?” Urban Affairs Review 

• Fainstein, Susan. 2009. “Planning and the Just City,” in Searching for 
the Justice City: Debates in Theory and Practice.  

 
Note: We will have a check-in on the group projects. 

 
November 28th – Critical Perspectives on Gentrification and the Right to the City  
 
 Readings:  

• Brenner, Neil. 2011. “What is critical urban theory?” In Cities for 
People, Not for Profit.  
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• Liss, Jon. 2011. “The right to the city: from theory to grassroots 
alliance.” In Cities for People, Not for Profit.  

• Adler, David. 2014. “Do We Have a Right to the City?” Jacobin.  
• Harvey, David. 2003. “The Right to the City.” International Journal of 

Urban and Regional Research. 
• Slater, Tom. 2006. “The Eviction of Critical Perspectives from 

Gentrification Research.”  International Journal of Urban and 
Regional Research. 

 
December 5th – Class Presentations 
 

Readings: 
• Marcuse, Peter. 2015. “Gentrification, Social Justice and Personal 

Ethics.” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research.  
 

Due:  Final Projects 
 
 


