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Abstract

This review analyzes the recent documentary film “Raise the Roof:
Building Tenant Power in Syracuse” (dir. Gretchen Purser), which
follows the work of the nascent tenants union in Syracuse, New York.
U.S. carceral state. Her forthcoming Through interviews with tenants, gnion organizers, and policy experts,
book is Policing the Project (University of ~ the film capably narrates the housing challenges faced by Syracuse
Chicago Press, 2027). renters and effectively showcases the means by which the union is
Contact: mhamlin@colgate.edu  fighting back. As such, it makes a powerful tool for public education
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Madeleine Hamlin is Assistant
Professor of Geography at Colgate
University. Her research examines the
intersections of housing policy and the

Keywords

Tenants union, Syracuse, documentary film, good cause evictions,
landlords

“The tenants! United! Will never be defeated!” A group of protestors march through
downtown Syracuse, NY, holding signs and chanting a familiar rallying cry. This is the
opening scene of Raise the Roof: Building Tenant Power in Syracuse, a 2025 documentary directed
by Gretchen Purser and produced by Franklin Thompson. In many ways, the film’s power
derives from the very ubiquity of this scene as of its larger narrative. The themes explored in
the film include derelict landlords, evictions, and more than anything, the power of organized
tenants—all of which resonate with housing trends in diverse urban contexts.

At the same time, the film tells a specifically Syracuse story. In Syracuse, a mid-size city
in deindustrialized Upstate New York, the prescient housing issues du jour are summed up
pithily by tenant organizer Palmer Harvey. Harvey tells the audience that, “The number one
problem is the housing conditions.” But beyond documenting poor housing conditions
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(which the film does in heartbreaking and occasionally shocking detail), Raise the Roof capably
profiles an organization seeking—and achieving—real change for renters: the Syracuse
Tenants Union. The Syracuse Tenants Union is a nascent, diverse activist group that has
already achieved important gains even in its infancy. Overall, the film offers an accessible,
powerful case for organized tenant power that will be of interest to educators and activists
alike.

In showing the value of the tenants union, Raise the Roof draws on four forms of
evidence: documentary footage of local rallies and organizing meetings; interviews with
union organizers, Syracuse tenants, and Cornell University scholar Dr. Jamila Michener;
newspaper clippings; and written quotes from local tenants. In a straightforward, no-frills
narrative, the film begins by documenting the main housing issues facing tenants in Syracuse.
Here, the problem is not primarily corporate landlordism (although tenants do reference the
need for more transparency and accountability around property ownership) nor even
affordability (though rents are on the rise and the availability of high-end housing belies the
depth of poverty in the city). Instead, the most pressing problem in Syracuse is the prevalence
of slumlords who allow rental properties to fall into perpetual disrepair, endangering their

tenants in the process.

In Syracuse, 60% of city residents are renters, many of whom face what tenant organizer
Jocelyn Richards sums up as “horrific” housing conditions including lead poisoning, mold
exposure, collapsed ceilings and floors, sewage backups, and infestations. In a city that often
earns the dubious accolade of ‘snowiest in the U.S.,” some rental properties lack consistent
access to heat or hot water. Further, tenants also face abuse from landlords and what
Richards describes as “gaslighting” from organizations that don’t take tenant concerns
seriously. Most renters in the highly impoverished city can’t afford the (limited number) of
higher-end apartments that are available, while the documentary shows that even the housing
court judge recognizes the difficulties of finding decent, affordable places to rent.

The film then offers a case study to illustrate the unacceptable housing conditions in
the city, taking us to the home of renter Mauresha Donelson. Inside, Donelson describes in
a resigned tone the extensive, illness-inducing codes violations at the property, as well as the
many ways that existing policies and public systems have failed her (for example: the
difficulty of getting inspectors to come to the property and who overlook obvious problems
when they do). Donelson’s experience is juxtaposed with meta-narration from organizers,
who provide context for the hardships she is facing. According to organizer Mary Traynor,
Syracuse tenants, many of whom are single parents, have long been ignored and lack political
power. Other tenants have similar experiences to Donelson, making her story all the more

emotionally resonant.

After documenting the conditions facing Syracuse renters, the film aims to explain how
things have become this dire and why the city has not intervened. The film largely points to
a dearth of state-led solutions, as well as the inefficacy of the few public mechanisms that do
exist to help tenants. As one renter points out in an organizing meeting, while restaurants
receive publicized health grades to warn potential diners, there is no system to score and
advertise building conditions to potential renters. Meanwhile, code enforcement in the city

RADICALHOUSINGJOURNAL




Hamlin 157

has been largely ineffective. For landlords and property managers, it is often easier to pay a
fine for a code violation than it is to fix up a property, particularly given Syracuse’s aging
housing stock. As a result, property owners have little incentive to maintain a property, even
if the rent they are collecting is relatively low. There is virtually no way to hold derelict
landlords accountable.

So, what is the answer? The film handily offers us one: If tenants can’t rely on landlords
to do the right thing (they can’t) and if official policy mechanisms have failed (they have),
then tenants must advocate for themselves. The best way to do that is to find power in
numbers, which is exactly what the Syracuse Tenants Union offers them. The union
organizes Syracuse tenants, bringing them together to learn about housing issues facing
renters in the city and to educate local renters about their rights. As one tenant describes,
some of the city’s slumlords own as many as 400 properties. Kept divided, those tenants are
relatively powerless. United, they are strong.

But building tenant power is easier said than done, of course, and the film handles this
nuance capably and compassionately. As Harvey and her comrades explain, Syracuse tenants
are fearful—and rightly so. Landlords intimidate, landlords retaliate, and the stakes are high:
eviction and homelessness are real possibilities for many seeking better housing conditions.
And yet, as one tenant passionately expounds in a meeting: “Why are we afraid? We have
nothing left to lose.” Harvey laments the low turnout at union meetings, but notes that even
small groups can be effective at legislative advocacy.

Indeed, still in its infancy, the small but mighty Syracuse Tenants Union has already
demonstrated proof of concept. By collaborating with two statewide coalitions—Housing
Justice For All and the Right to Counsel Campaign—the union successfully helped pass a
statewide law enabling tenants to sue their landlords. They also helped campaign for good-
cause evictions policies, which help prevent arbitrary evictions and high rent hikes, and the
right of tenants to receive free legal aid when facing eviction. Dr. Jamila Michener, a
researcher who studies tenant organizing, emphasizes the importance of organizing at
multiple scales, which can connect local struggles to statewide, national, and even global

ones.

For those in the trenches fighting housing injustice, the message of Raise the Roof is
refreshingly hopeful, if not totally novel. Straightforward organizing still matters, there is
power in numbers, and “tenant” is an identity around which people can unite (across age,
race, and other differences). Perhaps tenant organizing even has something to teach us about
social transformation more generally: as Michener states, ““That power that’s being built on
the ground—that is where the seeds of real transformation in our society come from.” A
powerful teaching tool, Raise the Roof offers us an accessible case study from a humble city
that speaks to struggles beyond its borders and more closely approximates the average urban
experience—at least in the U.S.—than the large metropolises that are often the focus of
housing justice scholarship and organizing. The film’s most powerful intervention, however,
lies in how form mirrors content. The film’s central message is that tenants need a voice. By
putting tenants at the heart of the film, that is exactly what Raise #he Roof—just like the tenants
union it depicts—gives them.
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