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Urban Theory and Contemporary Issues 

Urban Studies 330W, Section E6W2

Contemporary Urban Theory

Urban Studies 750, Section E6W2

Professor Jeff Maskovsky

Class Meetings, W6:30-8:30pm, PH 202

Spring 2007


COURSE DESCRIPTION 


Welcome. This course is designed to generate new ideas about cities and urban life by asking you to think theoretically about how cities work.  Grounded in contemporary writing on such topics as gentrification, corruption, poverty, grassroots activism, public space, and segregation, we will develop the theoretical tools for making sense of the urban world.  Close attention will be paid to the ideas, assumptions, and concepts that underpin urban economics, culture, policy and politics.

This course is a required for all undergraduate Urban Studies majors.  However, all students are welcome, and Urban Theory and Contemporary Issues has no prerequisites. This course is writing intensive.  It therefore counts as one of the writing intensive units required of all Queens College undergraduate students.


COURSE OBJECTIVES

Students will learn:

1. To appreciate the importance of theory for making sense of cities and urban life.

2. To gain familiarity with a broad range of contemporary theories and with the work of a variety of currently active theorists.

3. To identify, explain and defend different theoretical perspectives. 

4. To gain facility in presenting and discussing complex ideas in class and in written work.

COURSE REQUIREMENTS

1)
Class participation. This course is offered as a reading and writing seminar wherein we have the opportunity to read and discuss foundational texts slowly, carefully, and critically.  Each week we will read and discuss 50 to100 pages of text.  Please come to class prepared to discuss the assigned readings, to ask questions, and to listen and respond to others' questions and comments. In addition, you will make several in-class presentations and will take turns leading class discussion. Guidelines for in-class presentations and discussion facilitation are described below. You will also complete five or six short (<2 pages) in-class writing assignments.  

2) 
Paper # 1. Your first paper should be a theoretically informed explanation of one of the following concepts: 

Globalization


Postmodernity


Communities of desire


Urban design


Urban poverty


Urban social movements


Urban politics


Urban governance

Gentrification

Crime and the politics of fear

The attack on public space

Urban imaginaries
 

Community

Gender and the city

Urban Planning

Suburbanization

Segregation

Urban labor markets

Unionization

This paper should be based primarily on assigned reading materials, including recommended texts. You may also use additional sources, if necessary, but you must first obtain approval from me in advance.  This paper should be six to eight pages long.
3) 
Paper # 2.  Your second paper should explain what makes American cities unique.  How do they compare to the Australian cities discussed frequently in your text, Urban Social Theory. How do they compare to cities in Europe, Asia, Africa, or Latin America?  Drawing on evidence from assigned reading material and other sources, provide a theoretically informed discussion of the historical development of the American urban form. This paper should be six to eight pages long.  

Note: Your paper assignments are due at any point during the semester.  If you are not satisfied with the grade that you receive on a paper assignment, you may revise and resubmit it for a better grade.   Papers submitted after May 2nd cannot be revised and resubmitted.

Grading:
Class Participation, 40%



Paper #1, 30%



Paper #2, 30%

Please note: Incompletes will not be granted, except in extraordinary circumstances and with proper documentation.  After-the-fact requests for extensions and incompletes will not be considered.  I really mean this.


SEMINAR FORMAT

Each week, two students will be responsible for making an in-class presentation and for leading class discussion.  

Guidelines for In-Class Presentations:

The goal of each presentation is to show how theory informs scholarly work in the field of urban studies.  Presentations should highlight the main theoretical suppositions of the texts, raise questions, and stimulate discussion. They should 1) begin with an overview of the presentation itself; 2) continue with a brief description and, if applicable, comparison of the theoretical frameworks discussed in the assigned texts; and 3) end with critical comments and/or a set of questions for group discussion. Presentations should be no longer than 15 minutes. 

Presenters need to be as flexible as possible in leading discussion. Sometimes a text is relatively straightforward or uncontroversial.  It will be sufficient for the presenter to give a brief summary without the expectation of lengthy discussion. In other instances, however, texts can generate intense debate. Often debates are great fun and lead to new insights. In rare instances, class discussion can get off on a tangent.  If this happens, presenters may need to refocus the group to the text at hand. There is sometimes a tendency for presenters to let the discussion ramble too far a field for too long.  When you are leading discussion, do not be afraid to rein it in.  Presenters should feel free to interrupt discussion politely in order to 1) keep the conversation on track; and 2) synthesize different positions on the table so that we can move on.  I would like to meet with presenters in my office in advance of your in-class presentation. 

Guidelines for Participating in Seminar Discussion:

Active classroom participation will be extremely important for this seminar, and we will work together to create a supportive and lively learning environment. Obviously, all of us – not just discussion leaders for the day – are responsible for reading the texts before class. If you normally have lots to say in your classes, I encourage you to participate enthusiastically.  But be aware that others may want to talk, too.  If you don't normally talk in your classes, feel free to bring notes or brief written comments to inspire you. In order to insure a good balance of participation by all seminar members, I ask everyone to pay close attention to the general group dynamic.  For example, in the middle of a heated discussion it is important to make sure that everyone has a chance to talk.

Please note also that people come to this class with different kinds of academic expertise, different life experiences, and different styles (both personal and cultural).  These differences can, and hopefully will, contribute positively to the substance and quality of class discussion. However, because these differences are often related to social inequalities, they can also be a source of misunderstanding and frustration.  It is thus important to keep in mind that active, respectful class participation is as much about listening to and engaging the ideas of others as it is about speaking one's own mind.  

As your professor, I have established our learning objectives, and it is therefore my obligation to ensure to the best of my ability that we reach them. I will use a variety of classroom strategies to balance the sometimes-contradictory requirements of providing accurate summaries and commentary about the texts on the one hand and allowing as much free-flowing discussion on the other. At times I will guide class discussion.  At other times I will allow discussion to progress without much intervention. Occasionally, I will interrupt a presentation to make a point. I may add summary or framing comments at the start or end of class. 


REQUIRED READING 
There is one required textbook:

Bounds, Michael. 2004. Urban Social Theory: City, Self and Society.  Melbourne, AU: Oxford University Press.


This book is available at the College bookstore (less expensive, used copies may also be available online at www.bestbookbuys.com or at www.Amazon.com). 

A reading packet containing additional articles and book chapters will also be available for purchase at the beginning of the semester.  This material is required for MA students and strongly encouraged for undergraduates. 


OFFICE HOURS

My office is Room 250M in Powdermaker Hall.  My office phone number is 718-997-5129.  My e-mail address is Jeff.Maskovsky@qc.cuny.edu.  If you cannot make it during my office hours, please contact me by email or phone to schedule an appointment. 

Wednesdays, 12:00pm-1:30pm; 5pm-6pm; or by appointment



ACADEMIC DISHONESTY AND PLAGIARISM 

Queens College takes cheating and plagiarism very seriously; if caught you may fail the course and/or be suspended from the college.  Don’t plagiarize.  This means that you should not take the words or ideas of another person and submit them without acknowledging the original author. Examples of plagiarism include taking phrases, sentences, paragraphs, or statistical findings from a variety of sources and piecing them together, without citing them, into an essay.  Taking phrases, paragraphs or papers from the internet and representing them as your own falls under this category.  There are now sophisticated search engines that prove beyond a reasonable doubt when students have downloaded web-based material and submitted it as their own.  You must always indicate when you have used an idea from someone else’s work; anything else constitutes stealing from others and violates both the ethics of this class and established academic standards.


COURSE SCHEDULE 

Required readings are listed below and must be completed before class each week. This schedule may be adjusted. 

	Wk
	Date
	Readings/discussion topics



	1
	1/31


	Introduction to Urban Theory



	Part 1. The Foundations of Urban Theory



	2
	2/07
	Classical Theory: Marx, Durkheim and Weber

· Urban Social Theory, Pp. 1-16.



	3
	2/14


	Urbanism: Essential Perspectives

· Urban Social Theory, Pp. 16-30.

· Simmel, G. The metropolis and mental life. In Simmel on Culture, D. Frisby and M. Featherstone, eds.  Pp. 174-186. London: Sage, 1903 [1997].*

· Wirth, L. Urbanism as a Way of Life, American Journal of Sociology, XLIV, 1 (July 1938).*



	4
	2/21
	No class: Wednesday is Monday at Queens College



	5
	2/28
	Critical Social Theory 

· Urban Social Theory, Pp. 31-62.

· Saskia Sassen, “The Global City.” In Readings in Urban Theory, Fainstein and Campbell, eds. London: Blackwell.  Pp. 61-71.*

· Manual Castells, “The Informational Mode of Development and the Restructuring of Capitalism.” In Readings in Urban Theory, Fainstein and Campbell, eds. London: Blackwell.  Pp. 72-101.*

· Harvey, David. 2001. “Globalization and the ‘Spatial’ Fix,” Geographische Revue.  Vol. 3.  Issue 2: 23-30.*

· Edward Soja.  1989.  “Taking Los Angeles Apart: Towards a Postmodern Geography.” An excerpt from Soja, E.  1989. Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion of Space in Critical Social Theory.   New York: Verso.*  



	Part 2. Culture, Power, and Difference



	6
	3/07
	The Historical Development of Cities

· Urban Social Theory, Pp. 63-113.

· V. Gordon Childe.  1950.  “The Urban Revolution.”  In Town Planning Review 21: 317.*

· David M. Gordon.  1978. “Capitalist Development and the History of American Cities.”  In Marxism and the Metropolis: New Perspectives in Urban Political Economy.  William Tabb and Larry Sawers, eds. New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 25-63.* 



	7
	3/14
	Urban Imaginaries

· Urban Social Theory, Pp. 114-137

· Sharon Zukin. 1995. “Whose City?, Whose Culture?,” The Culture of Cities.  Oxford: Blackwell.*   



	Part 3.  Urban Policies and Politics 



	8
	3/21
	Poverty and Criminalization

· Urban Social Theory, 138-160.

· Mike Davis. 1990. “Fortress LA: The Militarization of Public Space.” In City of Quartz.  London: Verso.*

· Dorothy Roberts. 2004. “The Social and Moral Cost of Mass Incarceration in African American Communities.”  In Stanford Law Review Symposium: Punishment and its Purposes.  Stanford Law Review, Vol. 56.*   



	9
	3/28
	The Divided City

· Urban Social Theory, Pp. 161-192.
· Neil Smith.  1996. “Gentrification, the Frontier, and the Restructuring of Urban Space.”  In Readings in Urban Theory, Fainstein and Campbell, eds. London: Blackwell. Pp. 338-358.

· David Ley.  2003. “Artists, Aestheticisation and the Field of Gentrification,” Urban Studies, Volume 40, Number 12: 2527-2544.*



	Happy Spring Break

No Class: April 1- April 10, 2007



	10
	4/11
	Governing the City 

· Urban Social Theory, Pp. 193-218.
· Logan and Molotch.  1996. “The City as a Growth Machine.” In Readings in Urban Theory, Fainstein and Campbell, eds. London: Blackwell. Pp. 199-238.*



	11
	4/18


	Urban Politics 
·  Urban Social Theory, Pp. 219-241.
· Mollenkopf, John. 1992. “How to Study Urban Political Power.”  From the Rise and Fall of the Koch Coalition in New York City Politics.  Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.*


	Part 4.  Urban Planning and Design



	12
	4/25
	Planning, Expertise and Democratic Participation 

· Urban Social Theory, Pp. 242-278.

· Jane Jacobs.  “The Uses of Side-walks: Safety.” In The Death and Life of Great American Cities.  New York: Random House.*



	13
	5/02
	Engendering the City

· Urban Social Theory, 279-335.

· Hayden, Dolores.  1981.  “What Would a Non-Sexist City Be Like?”  In women and the American City, Stimpson et al., eds. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.*



	14
	5/09
	Social Justice and the City

· Iris Marion Young, 2003.  “City Life and Difference.”  In Readings in Planing Theory, Fainstein and Campbell, eds. London: Blackwell.  Pp. 336-355 (required).
· David Harvey.  1996.  “Social Justice, Postmodernism and the City.”  In Readings in Urban Theory, Fainstein and Campbell, eds. London: Blackwell.  Pp. 415-435 (required).


	15
	5/16
	Wrap Up



	*Recommended 


