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Course Description
This course is an introduction to the political causes and outcomes of urban inequality in 
the United States. This includes examination of governing structures, racial and 
socioeconomic segregation, and political participation in urban America. In addition, we 
will investigate the relationship between public policies, including housing, policing, and 
public education, and urban inequality. Finally, we will use the concepts and arguments 
learned in this course to analyze contemporary political events in cities in the United 
States. 

This course has three main objectives: 

1) To understand the different governing structures and systems of representation in 
American cities;

2) To understand and interrogate the role of public policy in urban inequality and the 
effect that urban inequality has on political and policy outcomes; and 

3) To successfully apply the concepts learned in this course to recent political 
events. 

Requirements
Class attendance and participation 25%
Short Paper 1 15%
Short Paper 2 20%
Final project 40%

Research questions and proposal outline (5%)
Participation in the final paper research workshop (5%)
Final paper (30%)

mailto:sweitz@fas.harvard.edu


Class Attendance and Participation
Students are expected to attend and participate in all sessions. This means students 
must complete the readings prior to class and come prepared to engage in discussion. 
Students must also arrive to each session on time. Cell phones are not permitted. 
Laptops are only permitted for access to the readings or for in-class activities. If laptops 
become distracting, I reserve the right to ban them from future sessions. 

Examples of successful class participation include responding to questions related to 
the readings, responding to other students’ comments thoughtfully and respectfully, and 
offering connections between readings. Examples of unsuccessful participation include 
being on your phone or laptop (rather than being engaged in discussion) and failing to 
indicate that you have completed the week’s readings. 

Each week, you must submit one or two discussion questions based on the 
week’s reading to Canvas. These questions should demonstrate that you have 
completed the readings. You may reference prior weeks’ material in the discussion 
questions as well. For example, during week 2, you may ask something like “How does 
Peterson’s theory of urban development contrast with Dahl’s theory?” Discussion 
questions are due by 5pm the day of class.  

The goal of the course is to have all students participate in class discussions. However, 
I understand that students have different levels of comfort with this type of participation. 
Although I will engage students in a variety of in-class activities to measure 
participation, please talk to me if you are less comfortable with in-class discussions, and 
we can find another form of participation for you to receive credit. 

Short Papers 
Students must complete two short papers during the semester. The first paper will be 
after Section 1, Theories of Urban Governance. The second paper will be after Section 
2, The Causes of Urban Inequality and Its Political Consequences. The prompts for the 
short papers will be posted to Canvas two weeks before the paper due date. 

The short papers must synthesize and analyze the relevant readings and should not 
just be a summary of the readings. In addition, the papers must have a thesis 
statement. The main purpose of these papers is to show your understanding of the 
readings and theories of urban politics and inequality. 

The short papers should be about 4-5 pages in length (double-spaced with 12-point 
font), and you must use readings from at least two different weeks in the papers. No 
outside research is necessary. The specific assignments and due dates for the short 
papers will be posted on Canvas. 



Final Research Proposal 
For your main assignment in this course, you will write a 12 to 15-page research 
proposal. The research proposal will outline how you plan to answer a research 
question about a political event, outcome, or trend that relates to the theories and 
subject matter of this course. For example, you can write a proposal that examines why 
a city has relatively high (or low) levels of inequality, or you could write a proposal that 
examines the relationship between inequality and policy outcomes in cities, such as 
education. These are just two examples among many options for this assignment, 
depending upon your interests. 

Your proposal needs to outline a plausible hypothesis (or hypotheses). To do this, you 
will include a literature review using literature discussed in this course and outside 
literature that relates to your particular research question. The paper also needs to 
include a research design, or methodology, section where you outline how you plan to 
answer your research question. This might include quantitative data you plan to collect 
and a description of how you will use these data, or it might include historical cases you 
plan to examine. We will discuss the expectations for the research proposal in more 
detail throughout the semester.

Research Questions: You are required to brainstorm at least three research questions 
for the research proposal, with a paragraph for each question explaining how the 
question relates to the course. This is to help ensure that you have ideas for the final 
paper. However, you do not have to use a research question from this assignment as 
the research question in your final proposal. The research questions are due by 7am on 
April 15th. 

Research Proposal Outline: You are required to submit a research proposal outline 
with the following: (1) your main research question; (2) a description of what sources 
you will use in your literature review; and (3) a description of your research design. The 
outline can be in bullet points. The research proposal should be about 2 pages and is 
due by 5pm on April 25th. 

Research Proposal Workshop: We will hold a research proposal workshop during our 
final class. During this workshop, students will pair up and read each other’s research 
proposal outlines. Students will offer feedback on the outlines. We will then discuss this 
feedback as a group, and students will have an opportunity to ask questions about the 
proposal. Participation is expected. If you have an emergency and cannot attend 
class, please let me know as soon as possible so alternative arrangements can 
be made. 

Late Assignments
All assignments are expected to be handed in on time. Assignments will be docked one-
third of a letter grade for each day they are late. In the case of family or medical 
emergency, students can turn in late assignments without penalty, but as you are able, 
please keep me updated on the status of your assignment. 



Collaboration Policy
Discussion and the exchange of ideas are essential to academic work. For assignments 
in this course, you are encouraged to consult with your classmates on the choice of 
paper topics and to share sources. You may find it useful to discuss your chosen topic 
with your peers or with the instructor, particularly if you are working on the same topic 
as a classmate. However, you should ensure that any written work you submit for 
evaluation is the result of your own research and writing and that it reflects your own 
approach to the topic. You must also adhere to standard citation practices in political 
science and properly cite any books, articles, websites, lectures, etc. that have helped 
you with your work. If you received any help with your writing (feedback on drafts, etc. 
from peers or the instructor), you must also acknowledge this assistance.

Course Outline and Reading List

Week 1 (January 24): Introduction and course overview

SECTION 1: THEORIES OF URBAN GOVERNANCE 

Week 2 (January 31): Systems of Government and Power in Cities
• Trounstine, Jessica. 2009. “All Politics is Local: The Reemergence of the Study 

of City Politics,” Perspectives, 7, 611-619.
• Judd, Dennis and Todd Swanstrom. City Politics, Chapters 2 and 3 (pages 

11-69). 
• Robert Dahl, Who Governs? Pages 63-103, 115-140. 
• Description of local government systems: https://icma.org/articles/article/brief-

description-local-government-systems-united-states
• Trounstine, Jessica and Melody E. Valdini. “The Context Matters: The Effects of 

Single-Member versus At-Large Districts on City Council Diversity,” American 
Journal of Political Science, 52(3), July 2008, pp. 554-569. https://
faculty.ucmerced.edu/jtrounstine/Troudini_AJPS.pdf

Week 3 (February 7): Economic Growth as a Driver of Urban Politics
• Peterson, City Limits. Pages 1-38, 39-65, 109-130, 167-183. 
• Glaser, Edward L., Matt Resseger, and Kristina Tobio. 2009. “Inequality in Cities,” 

Journal of Regional Science, 49(4), 617-646. https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/
resseger/files/glaeserressegertobiojrs.pdf. 

• Clark, Terry Nichols et al. 2002. “Amenities Drive Urban Growth,” Journal of 
Urban Affairs, 493-515. https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/
10.1111/1467-9906.00134

https://icma.org/articles/article/brief-description-local-government-systems-united-states
https://icma.org/articles/article/brief-description-local-government-systems-united-states
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https://faculty.ucmerced.edu/jtrounstine/Troudini_AJPS.pdf
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• Einstein, Katherine Levine and Vladimir Kogan. 2015. “Pushing the City Limits: 
Policy Responsiveness in Municipal Government,” Urban Affairs Review, 1-30. 

Week 4 (February 14): Regime Theory 
• Stone, Clarence. Regime Politics. Pages 3-21, 135-159, 179-218.
• Stone, Clarence. 1993. “Urban Regimes and the Capacity to Govern: A Political 

Economy Approach,” Journal of Urban Affairs, 15(1), 1-28. 
• Stone, Clarence. 2005. “Looking Back to Look Forward: Reflections on Urban 

Regime Analysis,” Urban Affairs Review, 40(3). 
• Kraus, Neil. “The Significance of Race in Urban Politics: The Limitations of 

Regime Theory,” Race and Society, vol. 7, issue 2, pages 95-111. https://
www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1090952405000239

Paper 1 due on February 21. Assignment will be posted to Canvas. 

SECTION 2: THE CAUSES OF URBAN INEQUALITY AND ITS POLITICAL 
CONSEQUENCES

Week 5 (February 21): Housing policy and its role in urban inequality 
• Rothstein, Richard. 2017 The Color of Law, Chapter 2: Public Housing, Black 

Ghettos. 
• Trounstine, Jessica. 2019. Segregation by Design, Chapter 4: How Local 

Governments Produce Segregation.
• Kruse, Kevin. 2007. White Flight: Atlanta and the Making of Modern 

Conservatism. Chapters 3 and 4.
• Coates, Ta-Nahisi. 2014. “The Case for Reparations.” The Atlantic. https://

www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/06/the-case-for-reparations/361631/
• Thomas, Jacqueline Rabe. “Separated by Design: How Some of America’s 

Richest Towns Fight Affordable Housing.” ProPublica. May 22, 2019. https://
www.propublica.org/article/how-some-of-americas-richest-towns-fight-affordable-
housing

• Inequality Today: https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w14419/
w14419.pdf

• The Texas Observer, “The House Always Wins.” https://www.texasobserver.org/
affordable-housing-house-wins/

Week 6 (February 28): Voting and political participation in urban America
• Cohen, Cathy and Michael Dawson. 1993. “Neighborhood Poverty and African 

American Politics.” American Political Science Review, 87(2), 286-302.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1090952405000239
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• Desmond, Matthew and Adam Travis. 2018. “Political Consequences of Survival 
Strategies among the Urban Poor.” American Sociological Review, 83(5), 
869-896.

• Hajnal, Zoltan, and Jessica Trounstine. 2005. “Why Turnout Does Matter: the 
consequences of uneven turnout in city politics,” Journal of Politics. 

• Hajnal, Zoltan L., Vladimir Kogan, and Agustin Makarian. 2021. “Who Votes: City 
Election Timing and Voter Composition,” American Political Science Review.

• Gay, Claudine. 2012. “Moving to opportunity: The political effects of a housing 
mobility experiment.” Urban Affairs Review, 48(2), 147-179.

• Thal, Adam. 2017. "Class isolation and affluent Americans’ perception of social 
conditions." Political Behavior, 39(2), 401-424.

Week 7 (March 7): The distribution of public goods and services in urban America
• Trounstine, Jessica. 2016. “Segregation and inequality in public 

goods.” American Journal of Political Science, 60(3), 709-725.
• Einstein, Katherine Levine, Maxwell Palmer, and David M. Glick. 2019. "Who 

participates in local government? Evidence from meeting minutes." Perspectives 
on Politics 17(1), 28-46.

• Sances, Michael W., and Hye Young You. 2017. "Who pays for government? 
Descriptive representation and exploitative revenue sources." The Journal of 
Politics, 79(2), 2017. 1090-1094.

• Soss, Joe and Vesla Weaver. 2017. “Police Are Our Government: Politics, 
Political Science, and the Policing of Race-Class Subjugated Communities.” 
Annual Review of Political Science, 20, 565-591.

Paper 2 due on March 28. Assignment posted to Canvas. 

SECTION 3: URBAN POLICY IN AN AGE OF INEQUALITY

Week 8 (March 21): The politics of urban schools
• Neckerman, Kathryn. Schools Betrayed: Roots of Failure in Inner-City 

Education.” Chapter 4: Racial Segregation and Inequality. 
• Hochschild Jennifer L. “Social Class in Public Schools.” Journal of Social Issues. 

2003;59 (4) :821-840. https://scholar.harvard.edu/jlhochschild/publications/social-
class-public-schools

• Levine, Jeremy and William Julius Wilson. “Poverty, Politics, and ‘A Circle of 
Promise’: Holistic Education Policy In Boston and the Challenge of Institutional 
Entrenchment,” Journal of Urban Affairs, 35(1), 7-24. 

• Abott, Carolyn, Vladimir Kogan, Stephane Lavertu, and Zachary Peskowitz 
(2020) “Government Privatization and Political Participation: the Case of Charter 
Schools,” Journal of Politics.

• Harvard Political Review, “Boston Schools: Equality Unfound,” March 17, 2022. 
https://harvardpolitics.com/boston-schools-equality-unfound/

https://scholar.harvard.edu/jlhochschild/publications/social-class-public-schools
https://scholar.harvard.edu/jlhochschild/publications/social-class-public-schools
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• The New York Times, “As New York City Schools Face A Crisis, Charter Schools 
Gain Students,” November 22, 2022. https://www.nytimes.com/2022/11/21/
nyregion/nyc-charter-schools.html. 

• Jones, Nikole-Hannah. 2016. “Choosing a School for My Daughter in a 
Segregated City.” The New York Times Magazine. https://www.nytimes.com/
2016/06/12/magazine/choosing-a-school-for-my-daughter-in-a-segregated-
city.html.

Week 9 (March 28): Climate change and environmental inequality
• Bullard, Robert D. 1990. Dumping in Dixie. Chapter 2: Race, Class, and the 

Politics of Place. 
• Sadler, Richard Casey, and Andrew R. Highsmith. 2016. "Rethinking Tiebout: the 

contribution of political fragmentation and racial/economic segregation to the Flint 
water crisis." Environmental Justice, 9(5), 143-151.

• Pulido, Laura. 2000. "Rethinking environmental racism: White privilege and urban 
development in Southern California." Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers, 90(1), 2000. 12-40.

• Anderson, Meg and Sean McMinn. September 3, 2019. “As Rising Heat Bakes 
U.S. Cities, The Poor Often Feel It Most.” NPR. https://www.npr.org/
2019/09/03/754044732/as-rising-heat-bakes-u-s-cities-the-poor-often-feel-it-
most.

Week 10 (April 4): Immigration
• Mollenkopf, John H. and Rachel Sonenshine. 2009. Chapter Six: The New 

Politics of Urban Integration. Bringing Outsiders In: Transatlantic Perspectives on 
Immigrant Political Incorporation. Pages 74-93. 

• Mollenkopf, John H. and Rachel Sonenshine. 2009. Chapter Seven: Political 
Institutions and Rainbow Coalitions. Bringing Outsiders In: Transatlantic 
Perspectives on Immigrant Political Incorporation. Pages 93-111.

• Tam Cho, Wendy K., James Gimpel, Joshua Dyck. 2006. “Residential 
Concentration, Political Socialization, and Voter Turnout.” The Journal of Politics, 
68(1), 156-167. 

• Levine, Jeremy R. and Carl Gershenson. 2014. “From Political to Material 
Inequality: Race, Immigration, and Requests for Public Goods.” Sociological 
Forum, 29(3), 607-627. 

• Alba, Richard, Glenn Deane, Nancy Denton, Ilir Disha, Brian McKenzie, and 
Jeffrey Napierala. 2014. “The Role of Immigrant Enclaves for Latino Residential 
Inequalities.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 40(1), 1-20.

Week 11 (April 11): Gentrification
• Hwang, Jackelyn and Jeffrey Lin. 2016. “What Have We Learned About the 

Causes of Recent Gentrification?” Cityscape, 18(3), 9-26.
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• Hwang, Jackelyn and Robert Sampson. 2014. “Divergent Pathways of 
Gentrification: Racial Inequality and Social Order of Renewal in Chicago 
Neighborhoods.” American Sociological Review, 79(4), 726-751.

• Betancur, John J. 2002. “The Politics of Gentrification: The Case of West Town in 
Chicago.” Urban Affairs Review, 37(6), 780-814.

• Hyra, Derek. 2014. “The back-to-the-city movement: Neighborhood 
redevelopment and processes of political and cultural displacement,” Urban 
Studies, 52(10), 1753-1773. 

• Badger, Emily, Quoctrung Bui, and Robert Gebeloff. April 27, 2019. “The 
Neighborhood is Mostly Black. Homebuyers are Mostly White.” The New York 
Times. https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/04/27/upshot/diversity-housing-
maps-raleigh-gentrification.html.

• Demsas, Jerusalem. September 5, 2021. “What we talk about when we talk 
about gentrification,” Vox. https://www.vox.com/22629826/gentrification-
definition-housing-racism-segregation-cities

• University of California Berkeley’s Urban Displacement Project.

Week 12 (April 18): The rise of (some) cities over others
• Hyra, Derek. 2012. “Conceptualizing the new urban renewal: Comparing the past 

to the present.” Urban Affairs Review, 48(4), 498-527.
• Florida, Richard. 2014. "The creative class and economic 

development." Economic Development Quarterly, 28(3), 196-205.
• Florida, Richard. 2017. The New Urban Crisis. Chapter 5: The Inequality of Cities 

and Chapter 6: The Big Sort. 
• https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0042098014539403
• Nunn, Ryan, Jana Parsons, and Jay Shambaugh. 2018. “The Geography of 

Prosperity,” Brookings Institution. 
• Austin, John C. 2017. “A tale of two Rust Belts: Divergent economic paths 

shaping community politics.” Brookings Institution. https://www.brookings.edu/
blog/the-avenue/2017/06/30/a-tale-of-two-rust-belts-diverging-economic-paths-
shaping-community-politics/

Week 13 (April 25): Final Paper workshop 
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