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During the Winter 2021 term, thirteen graduate students at the Department of Ge-
ography, McGill University, organized and participated in an informal reading
group to explore topics related to race, racism, and racialization from a critical ge-
ographies perspective. This initiative was the outcome of a lack in graduate level
courses exploring race, social issues, oppression, and resistance offered by the De-
partment of Geography, and from a growing demand for such courses from gradu-
ate students who are increasingly aware of the need, importance, and urgency of
exploring such themes. The Geography Graduate Society Equity Working Group
responded to this by launching the ‘Racial Geographies sub-committee’. This read-
ing group is the outcome of this sub-committee’s work. For a timeline of this project,
please see Appendix 1.

Members of this reading group met on a bi-weekly basis, on Thursdays from 10am
to noon. In total, reading group members met over 16 contact hours. Each session
was organized based on the preferences of the ‘session lead’. This person was in
charge of selecting the readings (2-5 articles or book chapters), introducing the
session topic, and facilitating session engagements. Sometimes the session lead re-
lied on audiovisual material, sometimes not.

In total, 13 graduate students (3 PhD; 10 Master) at the Department of Geography,
McGill University, participated in the Critical Geographies of Race reading group.
According to our post-reading group survey (N=8; 61.5% total participants), 71.4%
of participants were human geographers and 28.6% worked within thematic areas
of physical geography. Our survey shows that 75% of respondents participated in at
least half of the sessions, with 50% attending between 6-7 sessions. When asked for
the main reason for not attending all eight sessions, 57.1% identified “scheduling
conflicts” and 42.9% indicated “needed to do other work.” For participant testimo-
nials collected through a post-reading group survey, see Appendix 2.















Postmoritem

In the post-reading group survey, we asked reading group participants to share their perspectives
on aspects of the course that worked well and those that should be refined or restructured. Here, we
summarize the feedback provided.

Strengths

Shortcomings




Next Steps

This reading group responded to a gap in structured teaching and learning on issues of race, ra-
cialization, and racism from a geographic perspective. Reflecting on participants’ feedback, we
propose that a formal course be established at the Department of Geography. Based on the feed-
back provided, we suggest this new course also take a seminar-style and student-led approach.
Here, the appointed professor would act primarily as a moderator and guide, actively oversee-
ing the discussion and developing clearer guidelines, expectations, and deliverables for the
course. While we believe that the format whereby students selected the course topics allowed
for a student-centred learning experience tailored to specific interests, a professor leading this
course could help shore up the gap between topical issues, critical theory, and broader geo-
graphic epistemologies.

Providing a formal course of this nature would produce connected benefits. First, it would
demonstrate that the Department is working towards making a firm commitment to the issues of
race, racialization, and racism. Second, it would facilitate the invitation of experts to speak about
their experiences, research, and work around these topics.

We envision that this course be established as part of the ‘Black Urban Geography’ hiring line
that is forthcoming at the Department of Geography, McGill University. While graduate students
know very little about this new position, they are excited by its prospects and glad to see the De-

partment took advantage of McGill’s new EDI initiative to support the forging of these new posi-
tions across the university. That said, graduate students who participated in this reading group
feel that they should be included in how this new position takes shape. This final report is a testa-
ment to our commitment to seriously engage with the topics of race, racism, and racialization.

We urge the Department to embrace the momentum created through this reading group and
draw upon it through a consultation process.

Below is a list of other topics that could be explored within a formal reading course, as ex-
pressed by participants in the post-survey:

Indigenous geographies; Decolonial geographies; Traditional ecological knowledge in research; Environmental
racism; Education and race; Research ethics when working with marginalized and racialized persons and groups;
Technology and race; Cultural appropriation and resistance; Nonbinary and trans identities in gendered and racial-
ized spaces; Mixed race identities; Religion-race nexus and political power; Case studies from the Global South




PROJECT TIMELINE

2020 - Planning

October Racial Geographies sub-committee founded
Ist meeting

November Meeting with Prof. Benjamin Forest (possible GEOG 625)
Call for participant interest

December 1st meeting with interested persons
Availabilities poll sent out to participants

2021 - Reading Group

January lst reading group session

May Last reading group session
Post-reading group survey sent to participants

June Survey data analysis

July Final report published

Future & Hope

Summer 2021 Report sharing and follow up with Department
Fall 2021 Planning of new Critical Geographies of Race course

Winter 2022 Credit-based course begins
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PARTICIPANT TESTIMONIALS

“There are currently no classes at McGill Geography, at graduate OR undergraduate level, that fo-
cuses on geographies of race and racism and critical race theory. If such a course had existed when
I completed my course work I would have definitely taken it. Instead, I was forced to take courses in
numerous other departments because there was nothing relevant to my research within the Geogra-
phy Department. This is a huge gap in the program and means that students who graduate from the
department are inadequately prepared and educated on a dimension relevant to all areas of geo-
graphic research. McGill Geography cannot claim to be one of the leading departments in Canada
without offering such a course. While graduate students have tried to fill this gap through this read-
ing group, it is essential that graduate and undergraduate students have access to an institutional-
ized course on geographies of race using critical race theory.”

- Participant, CGR reading group

“Unfortunately, I wasn't able to attend the early sessions because of research obligations, so I can
only provide my brief glimpse into the group. From my perspective, the Critical Geographies of
Race reading group provided the kind of learning I was expecting and craving from my studies at
McGill. As a graduate student, I expect to be challenged with difficult subjects and pushed to ques-
tion my own beliefs. The CGR reading group provided the opportunity to explore complex topics
and learn from each other's knowledge and experience. I think this is exactly what the Geography
Department is missing!”

- Participant, CGR reading group

“I really enjoyed participating in this reading group. Everyone who participated was open and
transparent about their bias, and a shared ethics of care created a safe space where we could speak
with curiosity and without judgement. The readings were carefully selected and informative, and |
got the sense that most of us were really invested in this group and its aims. To think over a dozen of
us self-organized to set this up shows how much we value learning about the topics explored in this
reading group. This reading group showed me how badly we need a course on this at the Depart-
ment of Geography; While we explored many different topics around racial geographies, it was
clear that we didn't share a common way of talking about these issues and I think this is an im-
portant way forward given the scale of racism and racialization across human societies.”

- Participant, CGR reading group
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PARTICIPANT TESTIMONIALS (continued)

“It is essential that the Department open up opportunities for learning about racial geographies.
Critical Geographies of Race should be a foundational and required courses for undergraduate and
graduate students, with options for group-directed readings. Our department needs to be account-
able to the white supremacy that enables McGill and the success of most of the professors in our de-
partment, offering students the chance to learn the roots and impacts of these systems, learn from
their own experiences and the experiences of their peers, and learn critical geographies of race
that help students to identify the inequalities we are living in and contributing to, as well as discuss
alternative futures in the Department and society at large.”

- Participant, CGR reading group

“I really enjoyed this reading group! I learned so much from the readings, my peers, and our dis-
cussions. I went into this experience without much background on critical race theory and critical
geography. I was initially really worried that I didn’t have the language, background, and
knowledge to contribute meaningfully to the discussions, and I definitely struggled with some of the
readings since they went in-depth on concepts and terms that I was only just being introduced to.
However, at no point did I feel like I didn’t belong in the group. On the contrary, from the very start,
the established objective was made very clear: to learn and grow together. The course has helped
me become a sharper geographer, and I feel more confident in my understanding of and ability to
articulate the ways in which the marginalization of BIPOC and other marginalized communities is
built into the arrangement and structure of physical spaces, from neighborhoods to prisons, and the
institutions with power over these spaces such as the criminal justice system and housing authori-
ties. I knew all of this on a relatively superficial level prior to the reading course, but after having
taken the course, I now have a more profound understanding of the connections to geography and
how the discipline provides us a lens to analyze race and space. On a more personal level, the
course has simply made me a better informed person and has provided me with a clear perspective
that I have been using to try to be a better ally and a better person overall. If we continue the read-
ing group next fall, I will definitely participate and hope to learn about the tools, mechanisms, and
strategies of resistance that we can use to combat the oppression of BIPOC communities and other
marginalized peoples.”

- Participant, CGR reading group
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