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GEH 101: Introduction to Geography 
Lehman College, CUNY 

Department of Earth, Environmental, and Geospatial Sciences 
 
 

Spring 2018 
Tuesday, 6:00 pm to 8:40 pm 
Gillet Hall, Room 311 
 
Instructor:  Benjamin Rubin 
Email:   brubin@gradcenter.cuny.edu   

(please use my gradcenter email address, not my Lehman College address!)  
Office Hours:  Wednesday 3 PM (I will not be available at this time each week, please make an  

appointment). I will also be available after class, and can also make appointments for other  
times.  

   
 
 
 
Course Overview: 
 
Geography literally means “writing (about) the earth”. It is the study of different spaces around the world, 
their history, and their effects on people. 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. It seeks to answer questions, such as, why do we live where we live? What makes different 
cities or neighborhoods develop differently? What determines the weather, and how is it changing 
globally?  
 
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 gentrification & urban planning, agricultural production, resource extraction, economics and 
globalization, racial segregation, feminism, 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, the domestic home, 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.  
 
The course is divided into three units. Unit 1 is the study of the political / social construction of the global 
order covering: colonialism, de-colonial movements, development, and globalization. Unit 2 is the study 
of physical geography: global atmosphere, winds and water circulation and the solar energy that drives 
them, climate change, and physical geology (this unit will balance the scientific facts and principles of 
physical geography with a study of the human impacts of each topic). Unit 3 is the study of how race is 
constructed in the United States, with a focus on cities after world war 2.  
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Required Readings:  

The course will use a mix of selections from geography textbooks, academic writing, and news articles. All 
readings not from the main textbook will be available on blackboard. Blackboard will be used throughout 
the course to post readings, and the email address associated with your blackboard account will be used for 
course announcements.  Students are responsible for checking both regularly. You are expected to be able to 
refer to the readings during class- each week I will identify which readings we will discuss the following week, and you 
should print those out and have them available for discussion.  
 
 
 
Assessment: 
 

Attendance and Class Participation (15%) 
You are expected to come to class on time, to stay focused during class, to turn off electronic devices (if 
you wish to use them for note taking, discuss with me first). You are also expected to have completed the 
required readings and assignments. Class participation includes engagement in discussions, answering of 
questions during lecture, and participation in small group activities. Lateness and absence will count 
against this grade. You must contact me in advance for missing class or leaving early from class.  
 
 
Written Assignments (30%) 
The majority of the work for this course lies in the reading: using the easier readings to gain a framework, 
and using the harder readings as a chance to struggle through the important task of applying that 
framework. Each week you will be given an assignment sheet which will go over the main argument of the 
week’s readings, define key terms, and give you some questions to think about while you read. You will 
also be given a selection writing response prompts to choose from. These responses are due via Blackboard, 
and to be turned in before class by 12 pm.  
You will also be asked to complete one lengthier assignment for each unit. Each of the longer assignments 
will be distributed at the beginning of the unit, and may be turned in at any time before the corresponding 
exam. Do not leave the writing assignment until the end, and face the task of writing and studying at the same time!! 
 
 
Short Exams (2): (30%) 
Each short exam will be between 30 and 60 minutes, and happen after the end of each unit. They will 
primarily be short answer, definition, and matching, with 1-2 essay questions. The short exams are 
designed to assess your knowledge of the specific terms, ideas, and theoretical frameworks we have 
studied. If you will be absent the day of the exam, you must make arrangements with me ahead of time- 
there will be no makeups for missed exams.  
 
 
Final Exam (25%) 
The final exam will in effect be a combination of a short exam for the third unit with cumulative questions. 
The cumulative exam will not include the same more direct questions as the short exams. Instead it will 
ask you to think about themes that range across the different weeks and different units.   
You will be given a practice exam and additional study materials several weeks before.   
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Class Policies: 

• Lateness and Absences: Lateness or absence will count against your class participation grade unless there 
is an emergency or it is cleared with the professor in a timely fashion before class. If you miss a session, 
it is your responsibility to check with your classmates for notes and other course materials.  
 

• Incompletes: A grade of incomplete will only be considered if you are clearly making a good  
faith effort to complete the course (i.e., attending regularly, participating in discussions) and have a 
good reason for not completing the work (e.g. medical or family emergency). Incompletes must be 
arranged with the instructor IN ADVANCE of the end of the term.  
 

• Respectful Classroom Behavior: 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.  
 

• Electronic Devices: 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. If 
you wish to use electronic devices to take notes, you must check with me beforehand, and I will ask you to 
send me a copy of your notes as verification.  
 

• Academic Dishonesty: Academic dishonesty will not be tolerated. Academic dishonesty includes, but is 
not limited to, cheating, plagiarizing (including “cutting and pasting” or paraphrasing information 
from the internet or assigned readings without proper citation), fabricating information or citations, 
facilitating acts of academic dishonesty by others, submitting work of another person or papers written 
for other courses, or tampering with the academic work of other students. For further clarification, 
please read CUNY's policy on academic integrity at: 
http://www.lehman.edu/provost/documents/academic-integrity.pdf. Violators will be  
reported to the head of the Department and to the Dean of Student Affairs. 

 
 
Accommodating Disabilities: 
 
Lehman College is committed to providing access to all programs and curricula to all students. Students 
with disabilities who may need classroom accommodations are encouraged to register with the Office of 
Student Disability Services. For more information, please contact the Office of Student Disability Services, 
Shuster Hall, Room 238, phone number, 718-960-8441.  
 

 

The Academic Center for Excellence (ACE) and the Science Learning Center (SLC):  

Lehman College has two tutoring centers on campus. The ACE provides appointment-based and drop-in 
tutoring in the humanities, social sciences and writing, as well as general writing skills. The SLC provides 
drop-in tutoring for natural and computer science courses. To obtain more information about the ACE and 
SLC, please visit their website at http://www.lehman.edu/issp, or please call the ACE at 718-960-8175, 
and the SLC at 718-960-7707.  

Because this class requires reading and writing which is unusual for a science course, many students who are expecting 
an intro science class struggle. If you feel like this is happening, visit the ACE as soon as possible!  
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Class Schedule 
 
 
Week 1. An Introduction to Geography  
January 30 
 
What is geography? We will briefly discuss the history of the discipline, look at some examples of things 
that geographers are doing and writing today, and go over the syllabus for the semester.  
 
 

UNIT 1: FROM GLOBAL EXPLORATION TO GLOBALIZATION 
 

 
Week 2. Shaping the Globe / Drawing the Map: Colonialism and Global Trade  
February 6 
 
How did today’s countries get formed by colonial powers? What did movements of goods and capital have 
to do with political boundaries? This week we will discuss the global expansion of capitalism through 
imperial rule, with a focus on the colonization of Africa.  
 
Reading: Walter Rodney, selections from How Europe Underdeveloped Africa.   

    Selections from Human Geography textbook.  
 
 
Week 3: The Globe Speaks Back: Decolonial Struggles and the Development Project 
February 13                 Feb 16- last day to drop with a WD  
 
How did the histories of colonial power and anti-colonial struggle shape political institutions? What do we 
mean by development? How has this shifted over time? By focusing on anti-colonial struggles which led to 
decolonization, this week will help us look at the development project and the cold war as responses to the 
problem of how to deal with the colonies.  
 
Reading: Vijay Prashad, selections from The Darker Nations. 
     Martin Luther King, Jr., ‘Why I Oppose the War in Vietnam’ speech.  
      Selections from Human Geography. 
 
 
February 20 NO CLASS – Monday Schedule 
 
Week 4: Globalization and Neoliberalism 
February 27 
 
What is globalization? How are the movements of people, information, goods, and capital all changed by 
it? How does globalization change the lives of people who don’t move around? This week we will introduce 
the idea of neoliberalism; and treat the changes in structures of capitalism and global governance as a 
distinctly neoliberal kind of globalization.  
 
Reading: Human Geography, chapter 8, “Geographies of Economic Development”.  

   David Harvey, “Neoliberalism is a Political Project”, interview in Jacobin Magazine 
    [vox article on neoliberalism] 

 
Film: “Life and Debt” 
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Week 5: Gendered Globalization 
March 6               SHORT EXAM – end of Unit 1 
 
How do processes of globalization rely on existing divisions of gender? How do they produce new ways of 
understanding it? By looking at gendered labor, gendered roles in care and social reproduction, and 
gendered space, this class will offer different feminist perspectives on globalization.  
 
Reading: Altha Cravey, article on maquiladoras TBD 
     Melissa Wright, on “third world woman” 
Film: documentary on Maquiladoras, sections.  
 
 
 

UNIT 2: PHYSICAL GEOGRAPHY AND ITS IMPACT 
 
 
Week 6: Climate and Disasters 
March 13 
 
What causes weather, and what causes it to change? How does physical geography shape climate? This 
week we will start with an in-depth lecture on the atmosphere, solar energy, and the circulation of wind 
and water. We will conclude with a discussion about one of the more extreme climate events, hurricanes,   
 
Reading: textbook selections on climate & weather, TBD 
    Articles on Hurricane Harvey and its impact on Texas vs Puerto Rico, TBD  
Film: news footage on hurricanes, TBD.  
 
 
Week 7: Climate & Climate Change 
March 20 
 
What factors regulate and control the climate? Why are they changing? Where is the proof? Why is there a 
controversy? This class will explain the mechanisms by which greenhouse gases are changing the global 
atmosphere, an overview of the scientific data which provides the evidence that it is happening, and a 
discussion of the politics of governing it.  
 
Reading: TBD 
Film: Merchants of Doubt, sections.  
 What Lies Upstream, sections.  
 
 
 
Week 8: Geology, Landforms, and a Geographic Perspective on Nature 
March 27 
 
How did the earth form? How is the history of the earth connected to the placement of metal ores, 
volcanos, and other geologic features? This class will go over the theory of plate tectonics, and the 
formation some other important physical features (mountains, islands, etc). We will also discuss different 
ideas about nature, and the social impact of using natural resources.  
 
Reading: Selection from physical geography textbook, TBD.  
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April 3 – NO CLASS: Spring Break 
 
 
April 10 – NO CLASS              April 16: Last day to withdraw with a grade of W 
 
 
 
 

UNIT 3: RACE & URBAN SPACE IN THE U.S. 
 
 
Week 9: Race and Making the U.S.  
April 17                    SHORT EXAM – End of Unit 2 
 
How was making race a key part of making the United States? Lecture will range over a series of cases 
throughout US history, while the reading and discussion focus on the case of the racialization of Chinese 
laborers as a necessary part of controlling them in the process of transforming the West (through mining 
and construction of the railroads).  
   
Reading: David Roediger and Elizabeth Esch, selections from The Production of Difference: Race and the  

    Management of Labor in U.S. History 
 
 
Week 10: Race & Space: Housing Segregation in the City 
April 24 
 
How were systems of racial and spatial segregation created and enforced in different areas of the U.S.? 
How have they changed historically?  
Reading: selections from The Color of Law, or other reading TBD.  
     Huey Newton, speech on ‘Ghettos as Internal Colonies’ 

    Ta-Nahesi Coates, “The Case for Reparations” 
Film: “The Pruitt-Igoe Myth” 
 
 
 
Week 11: Making the City: From Urban Renewal and White Flight to Gentrification Today 
May 1 
 
What forces are responsible for making the built environment? What is old, and what is new about the way 
cities develop? Who profits from development? What drives gentrification? This class will continue with 
the same postwar era studied in the previous week, moving to the programs of urban renewal which 
triggered crises in cities across the country, and created the conditions for gentrification to follow.  
 
Reading:  

    Selections from Zoned Out! Race, Displacement, and City Planning in New York City 
    Additional readings on urban processes and gentrification TBA.  

Film: “My Brooklyn”, sections  
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Week 12: Housing Crisis, and Crises of Capitalism 
May 8 
 
What caused the housing crisis? Why do economic / financial crises keep occurring? How do the attempts 
to resolve these crises lead to a wide variety of very different responses (from new financial rules, to new 
labor conditions, to policing and prison expansion)?  
 
Reading: George Lipsitz, selections from How Racism Takes Place.  
Readings on housing crisis TBA 
Film: sections from Inside Job 
Podcast: This American Life, “The Giant Pool of Money”, full.  
 
 
Week 13: Environmental Justice 
May 15 
 
What determines where toxic materials are dumped, where high emissions industries are placed, and who 
is exposed to harm? How do affected communities struggle for justice? How are these environmental 
struggles connected to mainstream environmentalism more focused on “untouched” nature? 
 
Reading: Laura Pulido, “Rethinking Environmental Racism” 
Selections from What Lies Beneath: Katrina, Race, and the State of the Nation 
Film: “When the Levees Broke”, sections.  
 
 
 
 
FINAL EXAM 
Finals Period is May 17-24. Our exam time TBA. 
 
 


