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GEH 101: Introduction to Geography 
Lehman College, CUNY 

Department of Earth, Environmental, and Geospatial Sciences 
 
 

Spring 2017 
Thursday, 11:00 am to 1:40 pm 
Gillet Hall, Room 311 
 
Instructor:  Benjamin Rubin 
Email:   brubin@gradcenter.cuny.edu    
Office Hours:  Thursday 1:45 – 2:45 (directly after class) and by appointment.  
  
 
Course Overview: 
 
Geography literally means “writing about the earth”; and is the study of all of the different spaces 
and places that can be found on the planet. It is a wide ranging multidisciplinary field that uses 
methods and theories from both the physical and social sciences to study why the world that we 
inhabit looks the way that it does.  
 
The thesis of this course is simple: all activities that people engage in shape and structure the spaces 
we inhabit and create new ones; and the spaces that we inhabit in turn shape and structure people’s 
lives. We will discuss topics such as: gentrification & urban planning, agricultural production, 
resource extraction, economics and globalization, climate change, and environmental quality. Each 
of these is an example of how humans, and the social structures that we live under, alter and create 
spaces (plantations, cities, waste sites, etc.), and the impact that these spaces have on people.   
 
This survey course will explore the main ideas and concepts in geography. While you will be 
expected to understand the basics of each of the topics we cover, the overarching emphasis will be 
placed on understanding the relationships between them, in support of the thesis for the course. As 
such, you will be expected to develop strong critical thinking skills, basic skills in reading different 
kinds of materials (textbook, news articles, academic articles), and to be able to write coherently 
about them all.  
 
 
Policies: 

• Maintain open communication with me ahead of time if you need to miss class. Accommodations 
can be made in special circumstances.  

• The classroom is a safe place to express ideas openly and respectfully. Students who are 
disrespectful towards fellow students or the instructor will be asked to leave the classroom.  

• Please silence all mobile and electronic devices. Texting, answering calls, and surfing the internet 
are prohibited. Students who are disruptive may be asked to leave the classroom.  

• Plagiarism is a major academic offense.  Plagiarism is copying the work of another person 
without giving proper credit for the source of the material.  All rules in regards to this issue 
stated in Lehman College student handbook will be observed and plagiarism is further defined in 
this area.  

 
 

 

mailto:mramos@gradcenter.cuny.edu


2 

Required Readings:  

All required readings are available on Blackboard. You are responsible for downloading, printing, 
and bringing hard copies of all required readings for that week to class discussion.  
 
 
Evaluation: 

Attendance and Class Participation (10%) 
You are expected to come to class on time and have completed the required readings and 
assignments. You are responsible for understanding key concepts in reading assignments, asking 
questions when necessary, and engaging in class discussions/activities. You must contact me in advance 
for missing class, being tardy, or leaving early from class.  
 
 
Weekly Reading Response (20%) 
Each week you will write a short essay [a minimum of 1 page and maximum of 2, double spaced] in 
which you attempt to summarize and explore one of the main arguments presented in the reading. 
These responses are due via Blackboard, and to be turned in on the Tuesday before class by 2 pm. 
 
 
Exam 1: March 2nd(20%) 
 
 
Research Paper (20%) 
 
 
Final Exam (30%) 
There will be two in-class exams; both will be a combination of multiple choice and open-ended 
questions. The final will be cumulative, although there will be a greater emphasis on material not 
covered on the midterm. Make-up exams will only be granted if approved by the instructor prior to 
exam date. 
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Class Schedule 
 
February 2: An Introduction to Geography  
What is geography? What will we do in this class? 
 
 
February 9: Weather and Climate 
 
What is the difference between weather and climate? What causes them? What changes them? 
Reading: James C. Scott, “Nature and Space”, from Seeing Like a State. 

    “Weather, Climate & Climate Change”, from Carl H. Dahlman, Indtroduction to  
           Geography: People, Places & Environment.  

 
 
February 16: Climate Change 
 
What is climate change? What will it do? How do we know it is happening (What is the evidence for 
it)? Why is it so controversial? 
Reading: Paul Edwards, “Signal and Noise: Consensus, Controversy, and Climate Change”, from A  

    Vast Machine. 
 
 
February 23: Resource Management 
 
How do we govern resources? What are the political consequences of resource management 
decisions? What are the key differences between privatization, nationalization, and other 
management strategies? 
Reading: William Finnegan, “Leasing the Rain,” The New Yorker, April 8, 2002. 
Possible Reading:  
Ryan Jacobs, “The Forest Mafia: How Scammers Steal Millions Through Carbon Markets,” The 
Atlantic, Oct 11, 2013.  
Michael Goldman, “Privatizing Water, Neoliberalizing Civil Society: The Power of Transnational  
Policy Networks”, from Imperial Nature 
 
 
March 2: FIRST EXAM 
Second Half of Class: From Land and Food Production to Resource Extraction 
 
Why is land such a key source of conflict? What is the relationship between land access, resource 
access, and wealth access?  
Reading: Saskia Sassen, “The New Global Market for Land”, from Explusions.  
Possible Reading: 
Vandana Shiva, “Soil Not Oil: Securing Our Food in Times of Climate Crisis”, from Soil Not Oil. 
 
 
March 9: From Resource Extraction to Decolonial Movements and Debt Control 
How were demands for political power and independence linked to material conditions, and to 
relationships based on material resources? What are the continuities – and discontinuities – between 
historical and present systems for controlling colonial and post-colonial spaces? 
Reading: Vijay Prashad, “Bandung: the 1955 Afro-Asiatic Conference”, from The Darker Nations.  

    Julia Ott, “Slaves: The Capital that Made Capitalism” 
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Possible Reading: 
Robin D.G. Kelley, “What Cedric Robinson Meant by Racial Capitalism” 
Laurent DuBois, from Haiti: The Aftershocks of History 
 
 
March 16: Globalization, Gendered Labor & The Spatial Fix 
 
What is globalization? How is it linked to other ideologies and trends (neoliberalism, privatization, 
financialization, feminization of labor, etc)? What are its causes and consequences, and how can we 
tell these apart?  
Reading: Altha Cravey, “The New Model: A Case Study of the Maquiladora Industry”, from  

     Women and Work in Mexico’s Maquiladoras. 
     Sallie Marston, “Globalization”, from Introduction to Human Geography 
Potential Additional Readings on:  
Article on Spatial Fix 
Globalization and the Growth of China 
 
 
March 23: Globalization, Gendered Labor, and Shifts in Social Reproduction 
 
How can we think about unpaid, but necessary, labor involved in keeping people and communities 
going and reproducing themselves? How is this part of paid labor, and systems that profit off of 
them? 
Reading: Cindi Katz: “New York Parallax; or, You Can’t Drive a Chevy Through a Post-Fordist  

    Landscape”, from Growing Up Global 
Additional Readings on: 
Introduction to Social Reproduction 
 
 
March 30: The Spatial Fix, Finance, and Understanding the Housing Crisis 
 
How does (abstract and unfixed) capital move around through (concrete and fixed) spaces, and how 
does it transform spaces as it touches down? How did the movement of finance capital lead to the 
housing crisis?  
Reading: David Harvey, “Introduction” to The Enigma of Capital.  
Additional Reading on: Specifics of Subprime Loans and the Financial Crisis of 2008.  
 
 
April 6: NO CLASS – Away at Conference 
 

(1) You will have two documentaries (available online) that you will be responsible for 
watching, and writing a short response to, due the Tuesday before the next class meeting on 
April 25. 

(2) An outline of your paper will be due this week; you will receive comments via email.  

 
April 13: NO CLASS – Spring Break 
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April 20: NO CLASS – Monday Schedule 
 
 The rough draft of your papers are due this week via Blackboard. You will receive comments  

written on printed copies in class the following week.  
 
 
April 27: Racial Space: Housing Segregation & Gentrification 
 
How are the concepts (ideologies) of race and space intertwined on a theoretical level? What does 
this mean in real people’s lives? How can we understand the racial and special structures of 
segregation and gentrification as linked?  
Reading: George Lipsitz, “The White Spatial Imaginary”, from How Racism Takes Place. 
Additional Readings:  
Orisanmi Burton, “To Protect and Serve Whiteness” 
General Gentrification 
Broken Windows Policing & Gentrification? 
 
 
May 4: Rural Space, Organized Abandonment, and Surplus Land, Population & Capital 
 
What happens when spaces become abandoned (by people, by capital, by industry)? How is this 
actually useful to certain people and institutions? How does this give us an alternative explanation 
for the prison explosion? How can we tie this to other uses of rural space?  
Reading: Ruth Wilson Gilmore, TBA 
     Jack Norton, “Why Are There So Many Jails in Scranton, PA?” 
Additional Readings: 
Other case studies of abandonment of rural or urban space 
Broken Windows Policing? 
 
May 11: Environmental Racism & Environmental Justice 
 
Why are communities of color disproportionately exposed to pollution and toxic harm? How can 
and do they struggle for justice? 
Reading: Laura Pulido, “Rethinking Environmental Racism” 

    Julie Sze, “Childhood Asthma in New York City: The Politics of Gender, Race, and  
    Recognition”, from Noxious New York.    

 
 
May 18: Why Trump, Why Trumpism, Why Now? A Geographical Perspective 
 
What is different about the state of American politics now? What is a result of much longer patterns? 
How can geography help us to understand this?  
Reading: TBA 
 
 
May 25: FINAL EXAM 
 


