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Abstract
Past geographical research and Whiteness impact the current course content and demographics of the discipline in the United States. In fact, there is still a disconnect
between how “black matters are spatial matters” (McKittrick, 2006). In this paper, I
will analyze the current state of geography programs in the United States. I begin with
a literature review on the intersection and removal of Blackness in geography. I use the
AAG’s Guide to Geography Programs to examine geography programs in New York that
have course content on Blackness. I also analyze the 107 historically Black colleges and
universities (HBCUs) using the same process and synthesize a map using QGIS. While
HBCUs overwhelmingly have limited geography programs, I also expect to find that NY
geography programs lack the desired course content. The significance of this research is
beyond “adding Black subjects to geography syllabi” for diversity (Hawthorne, 2019).
My research will continue to open up alternative ways that academics and organizers can
create knowledge that realizes that Black experiences are spatial experiences.

G

Introduction

eography as an academic discipline is rooted deeply in colonialism and imperialism. Organizations like the Royal Geographical Society in London functioned as
extensions of colonial reign and position. This impact translates into the earliest
geographical paradigms, ideologies, and theorems that build the geography discipline.
One paradigm in question is environmental determinism (ED), a paradigm that asserts that physical geographic features influence socio-cultural and political development
(Meyer, 2020). This paradigm influenced leaders of the earliest geographical associations
in the U.S. like the American Association of Geographer’s (AAG) first female president,
Ellen Semple. Additionally, other geography scholars of the 19th century wrote extensively racist and even racially essentialist pieces connected back to geography. Ellsworth
Huntington wrote how the climate had stagnated Black people, leaving them in a primitive state with the expectation that such people [Black people] should not “rise very high
on the scale of civilization” (Cresswell, 2018, p. 50). This theory of inferiority, laziness,
and racial superiority served in the interest of colonialism. This long trend of racism
impacts geography by otherizing Blackness as separate from geographical and spatial
matters.
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Blackness is separated from spatial matters because of colonialism. Nikole Hannah-Jones,
the founder of the 1619 Project, remarks on the continued uprising of Black communities in 2020. She says:
It should devastate us all that in 2020 it took a cellphone video broadcast
across the globe of a black man dying from the oldest and most terrifying
tool in the white-supremacist arsenal to make a vast majority of white Americans decide that, well, this might be enough. (Hannah-Jones, 2020)
In terms of Spatiality (virtually and physically), it took much of the entire world to motivate the vast majority of Americans (again) that Black Lives Matter. However, and to a
lesser extent, geography as a discipline otherizes and despatializes lives that are “necessarily geographic” (McKittrick, 2006, p. xiii). McKittrick is a vital Black geographer with
her ability to discuss how Black lives are necessarily geographic to the foundation of the
United States and the West’s infrastructure.
Black lives are necessarily geographic because of the sociopolitical context that formed
the United States. McKittrick (2006) says that Black lives are “produced in conjunction
with race, racism, captivity, and economic profit” (p. 9). Places of domination like slave
ships, plantations, minstrel shows, and other physical spaces were created to meet material needs of countries like the U.S. and the U.K., while dehumanizing and subsequently despatializing Blackness (Hartman, 1994). This trend is because of the geographical
work that denied Blackness humanity in favor of spatializing and upholding Whiteness
(Harley, 2015). Unfortunately, the ramifications for anti-Blackness are not singular and
are still present.
In fact, Blackness’ “‘twoness” of being both undesirable and despatialized while “necessarily geographic” (McKittrick, 2006, p. xiii) motivates this research. The research attempts to understand the separation of how “Black matters are [not] spatial matters”
(McKittrick, 2006, p. xii). This research studies the spatial relationship between geographic course content in NY State and historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs), and whether there is existing course content related to Blackness and/or topics
of anti-racism within geography programs. In fact, the project shows how Black studies
in geography needs to be improved extensively, and that starts by analyzing geography
programs in New York and HBCUs.

Methodology

This study examines Black Geographic coursework in 22 NY State colleges and within
the 107 HBCUs in the United States (Figure 1). The research is preliminary and includes
only schools listed within AAG’s Guide to Geography Programs in the Americas 20202021, and the thirteen SUNY Comprehensive Colleges. What constituted a program
was more than simply a bachelor’s degree. This included certificates, concentrations, or
associate degrees at the HBCUs. Ultimately, this study is based on a categorical collection and the categories are:
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1. Existing Geography Department at the university.
a. Example Question: “Does this university have a geography department? Yes,
or no?”
i. If yes, it would be labeled blue while red indicated the university did not
have a geography program (Figure 2).
2. Existing Bachelor’s, Master’s, and/or PhD Programs
a. Example Question: Does SUNY Geneseo have a Geography Bachelor’s Program? Master’s Program? PhD Program? Yes, or no? (Figure 3 and Figure 4).
i. If yes, then the symbol would indicate a blue book to show which universities had existing programs. If not, then the symbology would be a red book to
indicate no existing programs for that level of education.
3. Existing “Black Geographic” Course Content
a. Here I examined what classified as Black geographic course content. That included using specialized keywords and terms to see which programs had courses,
degrees, or content that had a focus on geography and Blackness. I divided this
portion between specific keywords and general keywords (Figure 5).
i. Specific keywords included:
1. “Racial Geography”
2. “Racism and Geography”
3. “Racialized Geographies”
4. “Geography and Anti-Racism”
ii. General Keywords included:
1. “Race”
2. “Racism”
3. “Blackness”
The biggest constraint was separating what was relevant course content and what was not
relevant. For instance, general education requirement courses like human geography or
urban geography would not be included. This even included regional geography courses
like “Geographies of Sub-Saharan Africa,” or the “Geographies of Cuba.” The courses are
generalized courses that do not focus on the specific experiences of Blackness that this
research needed for results. Whereas, Syracuse University’s course, “Race and Space,”
would meet the criteria. Ultimately, using these categories I inputted this data into QGIS
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(an open-source application that can view and edit geospatial data), where it was overlaid
onto maps.

Results and Discussion

Overall, the data collected showed that Black Geographic course content was severely
limited. At all levels of education, there was a severe lack of Black geographic course
content. NY state has a plentiful number of bachelor’s programs, and subsequently fewer
master’s and PhD programs. However, of the 22 New York state colleges, only four colleges had Black geographic coursework. Those colleges are:
•

Binghamton University

•

Albany University

•

Syracuse University

•

CUNY Graduate Center

Each of these universities had specific courses focusing on race and geography. For instance, Binghamton University has coursework like “GEOG 336. Environmental Health:
Race and Place,” and “GEOG 233. Urban Geography: Race and Place.” This applied
with similar universities at the graduate level like the CUNY Graduate Center. Ultimately, my data and figures showed four universities with markers that aligned with Figure 5.
As for HBCUs, most do not have geography programs. There are over 107 HBCUs in
the U.S. and its territories, with the vast majority of them being in southern states and
the northeast. Out of 107, there are only nine programs, and specifically, six bachelor’s
programs. Finally, when looking for master’s programs, there was only one master’s program in Geography. The university that had this program is Chicago State University,
with an MA in Geography.
This research shows that Blackness in geography academia needs extensive improvement.
Despite the lackluster results, Blackness has always been spatial. If Blackness were not,
then the question of who and what created the West would not exist. It is a contradiction
that has taken up too much space. This change must mean more than “adding Black
subjects to geography syllabi” (Hawthorne, 2019). To care about Black lives means improving the material and virtuous conditions of our space.
That means that every geographer has their place in contributing to Black lives. If we
recognize that Black Lives Matter, then Black and Spatial Matters must be a part of our
study if we want to continue correcting our wrongs and build new spaces. I think that
an excellent starting point means including more authors from the Black diaspora into
geography. For instance, much of the current geography scholarship is from high income
countries, while research from low-income countries is underrepresented (Skopec et al.,
2020). That means that a significant portion of the world (which is largely Black, Latinx, and Asian) is opted out by a combination of bias and a lack of resources. Thus, this
research is a starting point to redirect our attention to creating space within the field of
geography.
https://knightscholar.geneseo.edu/proceedings-of-great-day/vol2021/iss1/16
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Figures

Figure 1: American Association of Geographers and SUNY Comprehensive Schools Map

Figure 2: Existing Geography Bachelor’s Programs in NY State
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Figure 3: Existing Geography Master’s Programs in NY State

Figure 4: Existing Geography PhD Programs
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Figure 5: Existing Universities with Geography Coursework containing Black Studies

Figure 6: HBCUs with Geography Programs
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Figure 7: HBCUs with Undergraduate Programs

Figure 8: HBCUs with Graduate Programs
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