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Geography 70AC 

The Urban Experience: Race, Class and the American City 
Instructor: John Stehlin 

 
Location: 145 McCone Hall 

University of California, Berkeley 
 

Time: Tues, Weds, Thurs: 9 AM – 11:30 AM 
May 26 - July 2, 2014 – Summer Session A 

 

Course overview 
American cities have always been peculiar kinds of cities. Not formed as seats of 

landowner or royal power like many of their European and Asian counterparts, American 
cities were firstly economic entities, founded in and through the development of the 
continent’s racial capitalism itself. Yet they became something more. Cities in the US are 
places of cultural encounter made through endless waves of migration, economic power 
amid constant systemic transformation, and political might enduring profound ideological 
change. They are places where deep social divisions along race, class, gender and ethnicity 
persist while new connections are forged, where fortunes are made and hardships are 
endured virtually side by side, and where flows of money, people, commodities and 
information make and remake the landscape with astonishing speed. Age in American 
cities is measured in decades, not centuries, and “all that is solid melts into air.” 

 
In this course we will explore not just the reasons for this but some of the ways in 

which ordinary people experience the city. Because it is an American Cultures course, we 
will focus on the multiple ethnic, racial and linguistic communities that overlap and 
interact specifically in US cities. We will pay special attention to African-, European-, 
Latin American- and Asian-American migration, settlement and community-making, while 
keeping in mind the instability and historical novelty of these categories themselves. We 
will see that things like ethno-racial, gender, cultural and class oppression are organized 
and challenged through urban space itself in very specific ways in the United States. 
California, for obvious reasons, looms large in the course, because it is such a powerful 
showcase of so many essential historical and current issues: debates over migration and 
immigration, new industrial growth and change, gentrification and urban development, 
racism and uneven access to jobs/services/housing, and stark income inequality within and 
across regions (to name a few). But we will focus on processes and dynamics that can be 
found far beyond the borders of California and the United States more generally, and 
indeed often come from elsewhere.  

 
We will look at the city from as many angles as we can over the short few weeks of 

the course. The reading load will be intensive but rewarding. I have tried to strike a 
necessary balance between the historical context essential to understanding today’s 
conditions and new dynamics not yet well understood. My goal in this course is to pursue 
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ways to think critically about what the cities we inhabit are, what they might be becoming, 
and what they mean to us. 

 
Access:  
Office: 193 McCone 
Office hours: Wednesdays, 12-2, or by appointment. 
Email: johnstehlin@berkeley.edu (note: emails MUST include “GEOG70” in the subject 
line). I check course-related email once per day around 7 PM. 
 
Course Requirements & Policies 

• Attendance: Regular attendance is mandatory.  
• Laptops & Other Digital Devices: Laptops tend to be a distraction, and there is now 

evidence that people taking notes by hand learn more 
(http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/a-learning-secret-don-t-take-notes-with-
a-laptop/). Apart from special circumstances, do not use your laptop during lecture. 
During group work or discussion of readings, you may use laptops. 

• Cell Phones / Smart Phones / Etc: Please turn them off, not silent or vibrate, but off. 
Using your phone under your desk may feel surreptitious but it is very obvious and 
annoying. Also, I am aware that many of you use tablets to read and take notes, but 
please put them away during lecture. 

• Students with Disabilities or Special Needs: Please bring these to my attention 
through the Disabled Student Program if possible, and I will accommodate you. 

• Web Site: The course has a web site at bcourses.berkeley.edu/courses/1343783. 
Additions or changes to the syllabus will be announced through bCourses, so please 
make sure you have access, and please check the bCourses page – and your email – 
regularly for course updates and announcements. 

 
Required Readings & Films 
Readings are an essential complement to lectures.  Films should also be treated as texts for 
the course; they are required, and will be included on the exams. Required readings are 
marked with a “*”. 
 
Readings  
All readings will be posted to bCourses. Should there be enough interest to warrant it, there 
will be a course reader to purchase, available at Vick Copy on the corner of Hearst and 
Euclid (a 2-minute walk from McCone). 
 
Films  
Film clips will be screened in class and will also be available in the Moffitt Library on 
two-hour reserve.  

Grading and Assignments 
Note: All five parts of the class elaborated here must be completed for a passing grade. 
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Attendance and participation (15%):  
We will regularly have in-class exercises, group assignments, discussions, or quizzes 
on readings and lectures. Please come prepared to ask and answer questions, and ready 
to collaborate with your fellow students. 

 
Reading responses (15%):  

These will take two forms – free-writing and a writing assignment.  
 
1. In-Class Free-Writing: Many days in class we will free-write for 5-10 minutes 
between lecture and discussion. Use this time to briefly react to the lecture and its 
relation to the readings before we discuss them. Writing engages a different part of 
your brain than thinking and talking—you might not know what you think until you 
write it. Topics raised in free-writing will guide our discussion. 
 
2. Writing assignment: Please write a brief reaction to 5 of the assigned readings. 
These should be approximately 300-500 words.   
 
This allows you to chose which ones you are most interested in. Responses should 
not be a summary. Instead, use this as a place to note connections to the week’s 
theme or to a recent lecture in the class, comment on interesting aspects of the 
reading, and/or list any questions that emerge from the text.  
 
Reading responses are due – posted to bCourses – at 11:59 PM the night before the 
class for which they are assigned (ie: a reading assigned for Wednesday should be 
read before class, and the response is due before 11:59 PM the night before). 
 

Midterm (take home) (20%):  
You will be given exam questions on the third Thursday of the course, typed 
answers will be due at the beginning of class the following Tuesday. More details 
will be given in class. 
 

Final Project (25%):  
 
Option 1: Compose a photo essay of 12 images on a key theme of the course. Photos must 

be your own. The set should be informed by a critical understanding of their 
historical and geographical context, with an accompanying map (it need not be 
fancy) and no fewer than 250 words devoted to each. Before you do this project, 
please familiarize yourself with the National Press Photographers Association 
code of ethics here. 

 
Option 2: In a group of 2 or 3, ride the following AC Transit bus lines: 1R from 

Downtown Berkeley to San Leandro BART; NL from Eastmont Transit Center to 
Downtown San Francisco; and 18 from Downtown Berkeley to Montclair. Each of 
you will turn in a separate 2500-word essay on what you see both inside the bus 
and outside, accompanied by photographs subject to the NPPA code of ethics 
linked above. 
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Option 3: Write 2500-3500-word critical review of a fictional novel relating to the urban 
experience in the United States, connecting it to specific readings and themes from 
the course. Details to be given in class. 

 
 
 
Sample list (open to suggestions): 
• Michael Chabon, Telegraph Avenue (2012) 
• Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (1952) 
• James Baldwin, Another Country (1962) 
• Ann Petry, The Street (1940) 
• Julia Alvarez, How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents (1992) 
• Gary Shteyngart, Super Sad True Love Story (2012) 
• Ishmael Reed, Blues City (2003) 
• Susan Straight, Blacker than a Thousand Midnights (1996) 

  
Presentations: Regardless of which option you choose, you will be required to give a 10 

minute presentation of your final project during one of the last two sessions of the 
class. 

 
Final (25%) 
There will be an in-class written final exam on the last day of class. 
 

Lecture & Reading Schedule 
Readings are assigned to be read by the date under which they are listed. So, for example, 
readings for Tuesday should be read before Tuesday. 
 
The star * indicates reading assignments.  
 
 
Week 1 
The City 
This week introduces students to writing on cities, particularly the concept that urban life is 
constructed through daily rhythms that intersect with larger processes operating at various 
scales. The Jacobs and Massey readings combine to show a way of thinking about urban 
space that focuses on the dialectic of the construction of place through practice and the 
construction of identity through place. This theme continues throughout the course.  
 
5/26: 
Introduction to the class and its inhabitants 
In-class writing exercise  
Lecture: On experiencing the city. Thinking about history and space and the processes that 

make histories and spaces. Are American cities something new? 
In-class film: Baraka (1992) (excerpt) 
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5/27: 
Lecture: Everyday urban life. What is the everyday? What is specifically urban about the 

kinds of human experiences that go on in cities? 
* Jane Jacobs. The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961) (selections). 
 
5/28: 
Lecture: The local and the global. How is the neighborhood related to the globe? At what 
scales do we feel a sense of place? What kinds of everyday practices in urban space make 
these scales something we can feel? 
* Doreen Massey. “A Global Sense of Place.” in Space, Place and Gender (1994) 
 
 
Week 2 
Cities & Capitalism 
This week outlines the ways that American cities are shaped by their roles in a complex 
local, regional, and continental economic structure. This segment turns from the role of 
real estate interests in making and profiting from urban space to the ways that industrial 
production changes make and remake cities and regions. A key theme raised this week is 
how economic change has led to and been shaped by regional and national flows of 
workers, particularly African-Americans from the plantation South to the industrial North 
and Latino and Asian immigrants to commercial agriculture and railroad construction in 
the American West. These examples show how different cities perform different but 
related economic functions, and how the settlement of the labor forces corresponding to 
these various functions shapes the identity of urban space.  
 
6/2: 
Lecture: The business of the city. Who owns the city? How does it get built? Who benefits? 
What stakes do different groups have in shaping the direction that growth takes? Who 
suffers if there is no growth at all? 
* John Logan & Harvey Molotch. “The City as Growth Machine.” in Urban Fortunes 
(1987) 
 
6/3: 
Lecture: Industry and the city. Who works the city? Where did they come from? What 
experiences do they bring? How do they make space their own? 
* Thomas Sugrue. “The Damning Mark of False Prosperities.” in Origins of the Urban 
Crisis (2005) 
Steven Gregory. “The Black Metropolis.” in The Southern Diaspora (2005) 
Film clip: Detropia (2012) 
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6/4: 
Lecture: The sunbelt and the Pacific Rim. Where did the stunning variety of people that 
make California cities so distinctive come from? How has their labor shaped urban 
California? How has this labor changed with changing economic structures? 
* Laura Pulido. “Differential Racialization in Southern California.” in Black, Brown, 
Yellow and Left (2006) 
Ruth Wilson Gilmore. “The California Political Economy.” in Golden Gulag (2007) 
 

---------Final Project Proposals Due---------------- 
Week 3 
Ethnopolis: Race, Difference and Urban Cultural Life 
This week covers the way that urban cultural life is made through interaction and 
encounter across difference, always in conditions of unequal power relations and fraught 
racial, ethnic, gender and class histories. In particular, it emphasizes how identities and 
cultural forms take place, and how the making of distinctive urban places is fundamental to 
both cultural change and continuity. We pay particular attention to how difference is 
organized in space, how differences and identities are manifested culturally, and how 
cultural identities are often multiple and contradictory. 
 
6/9:  
Lecture: Making urban spaces of identity. Through what cultural performances and 
practices do different groups make space their own? What norms do they subvert in the 
process? What norms do they reinforce? 
* George Lipsitz. “Mardi Gras Indians.” Cultural Critique (1988) 
* James Rojas. “The Enacted Environment.” in Everyday America (2003) 
Film clip: Cadillac Records (2007) 
 
6/10: 
Lecture: Gendering the city. What role does the structure of urban space play in the social 
patterning of gender? What role does gender play in the structure of the city? How does 
gender interact with other forms of difference? 
* Dolores Hayden. “What Would a Non-Sexist City Be Like?” Signs (1980) 
* Gretchen Lemke-Santangelo. “Introduction” and “To Make the Two Worlds One.” in 
Abiding Courage: African-American Migrant Women and the East Bay Community (1996)  
 
6/11: 
Lecture: Subcultural urbanism. How do social practices of rebellion shape the city? What 
effects do practices like punk, hip-hop, skateboarding, graffiti, and so on have on our 
experience of the city? 
* Mark Greif. What was the Hipster? A Sociological Investigation (selections) (2010) 
* South El Monte Arts Posse. “‘The Sky is Black and the Asphalt Blue’: Placing South El 
Monte in the Early LA Punk Scene.” Tropics of Meta blog (2014) 
Erick Lyle. “On the Lower Frequencies.” in The Political Edge (2004) 
Film: Style Wars (1983) 
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---Midterm Review and Take Home Exams distributed--- 
 
 
Week 4 
The Long Mid-Century 
This week examines the “long mid-century,” meaning the ways that urban segregation and 
official racism in housing markets, put in place by federal policy in the late 1930s, 
continue to shape American cities. How different social groups have experienced the city 
depends in large part on their position within the urban-suburban divide that was shaped by 
policies that invisibly allocated resources to mostly white homeowners in suburban cities 
while withdrawing them from increasingly African-American central cities. These 
divisions form a crucial part of how people understand their place in American society, 
wherein the terms “suburban” and “inner city” have mapped in public discourse onto 
“white” and “black,” respectively. As we see with the rise of multi-ethnic and multi-racial 
suburbs, these spatial identities are not fixed but constantly being shifting and 
reconfiguring with racial and ethnic migrations, economic changes and political 
transformations.  
   
6/16: 
Lecture: Urban renewal and segregation. How did American cities become so 
systematically segregated? Why was the U.S. unique among nations in having poor central 
cities and wealthy suburbs? 
* Kenneth Jackson. “Federal Subsidy and the Suburban Dream.” in Crabgrass Frontier 
(1985) 
Robert Self. “Redistribution.” in American Babylon (2003) 
Film: The Pruitt-Igoe Myth (2011) 
 

---Midterm Due, at the beginning of class--- 
 
6/17: 
Lecture: The city and the highway. Where did the deep scars that cut through most U.S. 
cities come from? Who were highways built to serve? What were their long-term effects? 
* Eric Avila. “The Master’s Plan.” In The Folklore of the Freeway (2014) 
Peter Hall. “The City on the Highway.” In Cities of Tomorrow (1996) 
 
6/18: 
Lecture: Another view of suburban America. Have suburban cities ever been as 
homogeneous as people claim they are? What new spaces of difference did 
suburbanization create? How are these spaces related to more homogeneous suburbs and to 
central cities? 
* Wendy Cheng. The Changs Next Door to the Díazes: Remapping Race in Suburban 
California (2014) (selections) 
 
 
Week 5 
What Now?: New and Old Urban Trajectories of the Current Moment 
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This week explores current issues of gentrification, the tech economy and the foreclosure 
crises, placing them in the context of the “long mid-century.” The racialized disinvestment 
of urban inner cities created landscapes accessible to recent immigrants with few resources 
or credit access, and where vast profits could be made by the gentrification of these areas 
provided that wealthier residents could be attracted to them. The rise of professional and 
technical employment in cities, dominated by highly educated white and Asian workers, 
has made some areas more “diverse,” while black and Latino homeowners saw their 
savings destroyed by foreclosure in some of the same places previously cut off from 
investment. These interrelated topics connect race/ethnicity, economy, history and space in 
the current moment. 
 
6/23: 
Lecture: The (re)discovery of the city? How did central cities suddenly become exciting 
and desirable in today’s popular imagination? What are the consequences for groups who 
were relegated to central cities for many years? Who wants in and who wants out, and 
why? 
* Neil Smith. “Class Struggle on Avenue B.” in The New Urban Frontier (1996) 
Sharon Zukin. “Gentrification: Culture and Capital in the Urban Core.” Annual Review of 
Sociology (1987) 
 
6/24: 
Lecture: Gentrification and the “New Economy.” Cities are again hubs of new forms of 
labor, but how and why? What are the results? How are cities’ economic structures 
shifting? 
* Kim-Mai Cutler. “How Burrowing Owls Lead To Vomiting Anarchists (Or SF’s 
Housing Crisis Explained).” TechCrunch (2014)  
* Rebecca Solnit & Susan Schwartzenberg. “San Francisco, Capital of the 21st Century.” 
In Hollow City (2002) 
Richard Florida. “Cities and the Creative Class.” City & Community (2003)  
Film: Her (2013) 
 
6/25: 
Lecture: Ferguson and the new urban crisis. What forces led to the explosive rebellion in 
Ferguson after the killing of Michael Brown by Darren Wilson? Where did the 
“suburbanization of poverty” come from? What is to be done about poor suburbs? 
* Phil Neel. “New Ghettos Burning.” Ultra (2014) 
* Alex Schafran. “Origins of an Urban Crisis: The Restructuring of the San Francisco Bay 
Area and the Geography of Foreclosure.” International Journal of Urban and Regional 
Research (2013) 
Katharyne Mitchell. “Ungoverned Space: Global Security and the Geopolitics of Broken 
Windows.” Political Geography (2010) 
 

------FINAL PROJECTS DUE BY 11:59PM------- 
 
 
Week 6 
Theme: Experience and Process 
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This week wraps up the themes introduced in the class—place and social rhythms, 
difference and power, economy and space—with a focus on the effect that urban processes 
have on how the city is experienced. These processes overlap and interact at scales beyond 
the individual and the city, making each place both unique and related to other distinct 
places. Constant dynamics of urban change mean that any places to which residents 
develop deep attachments have no guarantee of continued existence in the face of larger 
forces that destabilize them. These historical attachments and experiences, however, drive 
residents to attempt to preserve their senses of place and belonging in the face of change.  
 
6/30: 
Lecture: What and who are cities for? Why are cities so interesting, so contested, and so 
dynamic? Who can claim a right to urban space?  
* Review readings and come up with questions for the Final Exam Review Session –  
* Assignment: post two questions on bCourses by 11:59 PM on Monday night 
 
7/1: 
Wrap-up lecture/ Review/ Questions 
* Presentations of projects 
 
7/2: 
Final Exam: In class written exam 


