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ABSTRACT 
 

 

In this dissertation, I study black geographic visions, experiences, and practices of the 

Marching 100 (M100) band at Florida A&M University (FAMU) and show how the black place-

making practices of the Marching 100 (re)produce the black geographies of FAMU, Tallahassee, 

and M100 rehearsal spaces. This dissertation both draws from and makes conceptual and 

empirical contributions to the sub-discipline of black geographies. I show throughout this 

dissertation the usefulness of taking a place-making approach in studying black geographies and 

focus on how black place-making can be deployed as part of an affirmative celebration of black 

life. Conceptually, I draw on black feminist scholars to offer scholars interested in affirmative 

black geographies places of respite as an analytic and ontological object that is produced by (and 

productive of) visions and practices of black life. These places, I argue, provide relief from the 

burdens of oppressive articulations of society and space, and their existence amounts to a critique 

of these oppressive articulations. These places also offer opportunities to resist and heal harms of 

oppression. I also analyze the use of celebration as an affirmative, transgressive claiming of 

place within the city. Such celebrations, I argue, are transgressive place-making practices that 

can transform places and extend, temporarily, the sense of belonging places of respite provide. I 

also show, however, the precarity of black place-making claims. Together these chapters show 

the socio-spatial power of black joy/celebration and highlight the importance of black life in the 

production of black geographies. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
This dissertation looks at the black geographic visions, experiences, and practices of 

black members (students, staff, and alumni) of the Marching 100 (M100) at Florida A&M 

University (FAMU). Contributing to the burgeoning literature of black geographies, I argue that 

black geographies (and blackness) is ontologically plural and resonant with a place-making 

approach that allows scholars a better analytical approach to study the multi-modal production of 

plural black geographies (Ch. 2). I then seek to empirically show that black place-making is an 

important survival/resistance strategy through the concept of places of respite (Ch. 3) and an 

analysis of the FAMU homecoming parade as a practice of black place-making (Ch. 4). Together 

these individual pieces demonstrate that black joy/celebration is a powerful socio-spatial mode of 

producing alternative articulations of society and space but one that is precariously practiced 

within many power-laden relations. In the rest of this introduction, I provide a brief historical 

description of my research sites and the M100. This is followed by extensive engagements with 

how various positionalities of both M100 members and myself influenced this dissertation and 

with my methodological approach to this research process. I end with an overview of the 

individual chapters of the dissertation. 

 

M100 Research Site(s): FAMU, Band Room, and the Patch in Tallahassee 

Tallahassee, with a population of approximately 190,000, is the capital of Florida and 

home to two prominent universities, FAMU, an historically black college/university (HBCU) 

and Florida State University (FSU), a predominantly white institution (PWI). The city’s 

population is approximately 57% white and 35% black, and Tallahassee has the dubious 

distinction of being labeled as one of “America’s most economically segregated cities” (Florida, 

2015). Tallahassee is also racially segregated. The South Side community, located just south of a 

set of railroad tracks that divide the city, is predominantly black and is the home of FAMU while 

the communities north of the tracks are predominantly white and are the home of FSU and the 

capitol, the historically black neighborhood of Frenchtown being a prominent exception.  

FAMU was established within Tallahassee in 1887 as a land grant university and the only 

public HBCU in Florida. Over the years, FAMU has grown to over 10,000 students (approx. 
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84% of which are black) and has established itself as one of the most prominent educational 

institutions for black graduates. Situated less than two miles from downtown Tallahassee, the 

capitol buildings, and FSU, FAMU is centrally located within the city (see Fig. 1). FAMU is 

also, however, both literally and proverbially situated across the railroad tracks that divide the 

predominantly black South Side community from the predominantly white northern side of the 

city. This location also divides FAMU geographically from the prominent historically black 

neighborhood of Frenchtown. Though FAMU and Frenchtown historically has had a strong 

connection, the two locations are divided geographically by FSU and FSU developments 

recently started and are currently ongoing just north of FAMU’s campus.  

FAMU’s socio-spatial situation in Tallahassee is complicated by the contentious 

historical relationship between FSU/Tallahassee and FAMU (Haughney & Deslatte, 2011; 

Neyland & Riley, 1987). As FAMU developed into a site for organizing during the Civil Rights 

Era, the state of Florida and Tallahassee retaliated by cutting funding and shifting important 

resources FAMU provided to the black community to white control. In the late 1960s, for 

example, the Florida legislature defunded the FAMU law school and reallocated those funds to a 

new law school on the campus of FSU. In 1971 the FAMU hospital, the only hospital that had 

historically served black residents during segregation, was forced to close and resources were 

shifted to Tallahassee Memorial Hospital. Later, FAMU’s President Gore waged a fight to keep 

FAMU from being merged with FSU, a move that would have most likely resulted in a dramatic 

reduction in black students and black faculty. Most recently, FAMU has fended off attempts to 

end the joining of FAMU-FSU engineering program relationship, a move that, like the law 

school and FAMU hospital, would most likely result in a shift of funds/resources to FSU and 

eliminate FAMU’s program (Neyland & Riley, 1987; Rabby, 1999).    

At FAMU, the M100 are the largest and most recognized organization on campus. Dr. 

William P. Foster created the ‘Incomparable’ Marching 100 in 1946. Starting with only sixteen 

members, the M100 was an aspirational title. Quickly growing to well over 100 members, Dr. 

Foster and the M100 would go on to originate numerous innovative techniques and stylistic 

performance practices that have come to define the HBCU marching band style. Under Dr. 

Foster’s baton, the FAMU M100 became one of the premier bands in the world, eventually 

growing to nearly four hundred members and being the most imitated band in America.  
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Figure 1: Geographical Positioning of FAMU within Tallahassee, Florida 
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Dr. Foster’s demands for excellence and the M100’s unique, engaging performance style 

has earned the M100 numerous accolades across the country and numerous prestigious public 

performances, including Super Bowls, presidential inaugurations, and France’s Bicentennial 

Bastille Day Parade as the lone representative of the United States. Following Dr. Foster’s 

tenure, Dr. Julian E. White took over, continuing the legacy that Dr. Foster had built. Like all of 

the staff for the M100, Dr. White, a FAMU M100 alumnus, was a purposeful choice by Dr. 

Foster that helped keep the M100 unique and maintained the famous FAMU Sound.  

Both of these legendary directors’ portraits adorn the walls of the FAMU band room. 

This large room acts as a ‘home away from home’ for M100 members (see Ch. 3), and students 

are frequently found killing time, hanging out with band friends, or practicing in the band room 

before, between, or after classes. The band room is structured so that the portraits hang behind 

the seated band in line of sight of the conductor at the podium. This orientation serves as a ever-

present reminder for anyone leading the band of the legacy they must uphold and offers a 

frequently used opportunity to invoke these legendary figures (usually along with the phrase 

“this is FAMU”) as a way to inspire and assert the standard of (black) excellence expected. Just 

down a back street is the Patch, the M100 outdoor practice field. Though the Patch has moved 

location three times due to construction and space requirements, the Patch exists as a hallowed, 

legacy-filled space that evokes many emotions within M100 members. These two M100 

rehearsal sites are multi-scalar, embodied places. When talking about these places, M100 

members show many emotional reactions and discuss passionately their role/connection to all the 

local, national, and international performances that have been created in these places.  

The Patch and band room serve as important rehearsal spaces to prepare members of the 

M100 for their many performances. Though all of the M100 performances are viewed as an 

opportunity and responsibility to represent the university (and HBCUs or black bands broadly) 

positively, two annual performances are more sacred than others: the Florida Classic and the 

homecoming parade. The Florida Classic, while important for M100 members, is not referenced 

in this dissertation due to its location in Orlando, Florida, although future work could engage 

with this event as an extension of FAMU outside Tallahassee. The homecoming parade (Ch. 3), 

however, is an important site of research and analysis for this dissertation.  

FAMU’s homecoming draws alumni and fans from all over the country and is an 

important event not only for its cultural significance but also for its financial significance as it is 
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a time during which alumni organizations typically donate money to the university. Though there 

are many events throughout homecoming week, the homecoming parade (along with the halftime 

show during the game) is the premiere event for the M100 (and for many alumni/students of 

FAMU). Traditionally starting in the historically black neighborhood of Frenchtown and winding 

its way through downtown and past the capitol (see Fig. 3), in 2015 the parade was moved to 

campus (see Fig. 2). The new, campus parade route was limited to marching around the campus 

(see Fig. 4), starting at FAMU-DRS (a FAMU-affiliated K-12 school) traveling past the 

prominent Al Lawson Center and Bragg Football Stadium before ending at the Set (a space 

around the student union used for campus culture events).       

After decades of success in building a national brand of excellence and innovation 

through these places, a 2011 hazing incident, that resulted in the death of a M100 drum major, 

led to the band being suspended for 22 months. During this time the president of FAMU, 

President Ammons, was pressured to resign as was famed director Dr. Julian White. Nearly the 

entire M100 staff were also removed and the incident kept negative stories about FAMU and the 

M100 in the local, state, and national media. Making its return in 2013, the M100 had to fight 

and deploy its vocal alumni network to make sure the M100 remained led by a M100 alumnus. 

While this was accomplished, FAMU instituted strict policies on the band that included limited 

scholarships, limited travel, changes to administrative structure in the music department, and 

close institutional oversight. In addition, the aforementioned move of the homecoming parade in 

2015 was part of the fallout in the wake of the upheaval from the hazing incident. Under these 

conditions, the M100 has spent the past five years re-branding itself and re-building the standard 

of excellence they became famous for over the past seven decades. Recently, the M100 returned 

to the national stage, performing in the nationally televised Tournament of Rose Parade in 

Pasadena, California.  

 

Methodological Approach 

 Inspired by the call within black geographies literature for studies that focus on black life 

rather than simply black suffering/struggle (McKittrick, 2011; Woods, 2002; Wright, 2017), the 

aim of this study was to explore affirmative black geographic visions, experiences, and practices. 

Specifically, three broad research questions framed this dissertation:   
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Figure 2: FAMU Homecoming Parade Routes 
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Figure 3: Frenchtown/Downtown Homecoming Parade Routes (1993-Green and 2007-Orange) 
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Figure 4: FAMU Campus Parade Route beginning in 2015 
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1) What do black geographies that are not directly produced in contra to whiteness and not 

explicitly focused on black suffering encompass? 2) What do affirmative black places look like 

and how do they support/affirm black lives? 3) (How) Does place-making, as an analytic, help 

scholars understand and make legible black geographic visions, experiences, and practices 

(particularly affirmative black geographies)? Throughout this dissertation, I demonstrate that 

place-making is useful in understanding black geographic visions, experiences, and practices 

because place-making focuses on how communities selectively craft and enact a selective socio-

spatial narrative about and for themselves. I also show that black celebrations, while 

transgressive of and tacitly critical of (white) hegemonic norms within the city, offer an 

opportunity to study affirmative black place-making that is fundamentally about black life (see 

Ch. 4). In addition, I offer places of respite as an ontological and epistemological example of 

affirmative black places produced to support and affirm black lives (see Ch. 3).  

 In this study I used qualitative methods, primarily in-depth interviews and observation, to 

explore the research questions above through an empirical study of the geographic visions, 

experiences, and practices of M100 members at FAMU. This entailed in-depth interviews and 

multiple unscripted discussions during observations focused on M100 members sense of place at 

FAMU and within Tallahassee. These interviews and discussions were framed by my 

observations at M100 practices on the Patch, performances in various locations on and off of 

campus, and leisure time in the band room. Using a responsive approach, I used responses and 

insights from members early in the process to narrow the focus of my inquiries to the impact of 

FAMU’s homecoming event each Fall and M100 members’ sense of place in ‘their spaces’ 

(FAMU, the Patch, and the band room).  

More specifically, this dissertation is the product of over 750 hours of observation from 

July 2017-February 2018 and 33 in-depth interviews. I began these observations during FAMU’s 

Summer Band Camp, spending one week shadowing and talking with student leaders and staff 

during what were routinely 14-hour days. During these observations I was able to interact and 

build relationships with many student leaders that became fruitful later as they helped translate 

my presence to much of the rest of the band. This observation was followed by two weeks of 

Pre-Drill, a period of drilling marching fundamentals and internalizing key music in preparation 

for the first portion of marching season. These days also routinely consisted of fourteen to 

sixteen-hour days, much of it outside in the Tallahassee heat of August. Showing up every day to 
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these events were invaluable to building relationships with the students, staff, and alumni. Many 

M100 members expressed that they were surprised at how much time I was spending with the 

band and presciently predicted that this time would prove useful in understanding the culture of 

the M100. Pre-Drill led straight into marching season and the fall semester.  

Throughout the fall I attended M100 practices held during weekday afternoons for 

approximately 2-3 hours. Almost all of these observations occurred in the band room or at the 

Patch on the campus of FAMU, although some of these observations occurred off-campus at 

performances. During these observations, I often engaged in informal conversations not directly 

relevant to my research questions. These conversations, however, were useful in building 

relationships and gaining insights into the cultural dynamics of the band, FAMU, the band room, 

and the Patch. I also routinely visited the band room during off hours, largely outside of class or 

rehearsal times to interact with students and observe how the band room is used as a home away 

from home during school hours. During this observational period, over 50 hours were 

specifically centered on homecoming as an event during the marching season. This observation 

of homecoming included many conversations with alumni at practices that I did not have access 

to throughout the rest of my research and did not have a chance to interview formally. However, 

these informal conversations helped frame the importance of homecoming as a socio-cultural 

event and allowed me to gain insights into the importance of particular locations as places with 

deep historical meaning for alumni in their annual pilgrimage back to FAMU for homecoming. 

These specific observations and informal conversations are especially notable for Chapter 4, 

considering the focus on homecoming as a particular event of study. Throughout these 

observations I took rigorous notes and routinely re-read through these notes in preparation for 

interviews.  

  During my research I conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with M100 

members to engage with their experiences and senses of place. I conducted 33 interviews with 28 

different participants. These interviews lasted an average of approximately 80 minutes and were 

largely conducted on FAMU’s campus in sites controlled by the music department: practice 

rooms, staff offices, empty classrooms, and the band room’s upstairs office. Three of these 

interviews were conducted as mobile interviews with previous interviewees that grew up in 

Tallahassee to gain more historical insight into the homecoming parade before the move in 2015, 

and two more were completed as follow-up interviews to engage more deeply with insights that 
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emerged after my initial interviews. Interviewees were all Junior and Senior students in the 

M100, M100 staff, or M100 alumni. It should also be noted, however, that M100 staff are all 

alumni of the M100 as well and their interviews engaged with their experiences as students as 

well as their experiences as staff members.  

 Of those interviewed, 21 were students at the time of the interview, four were M100 staff 

(who are also alumni as well), and three were recent alumni of the M100. Interviewees were 

recruited during my observations in the band room and at the Patch. Alumni were more difficult 

to get in touch with, but considering the alumni status of the staff members, I was able to engage 

with seven total alumni about their experiences as students for comparison with current students. 

Of the 28 participants, 21 were men and seven were women. Though the M100 has more men 

members, this breakdown is not representative of the gender breakdown within the organization. 

This disparity does point to deeper gender issues within the organization that are beyond the 

scope of this study, as many of the leaders and all of the staff are men within the organization. 

 Questions for these interviews were derived from my interactions and observations with 

the M100 from July-October of 2017. Though guided by a theoretical and empirical interest in 

black experiences and senses of place, my questions were used as a way of more deeply 

engaging with themes raised by members themselves in conversations and observations. In 

addition, questions were modified to include common follow-up questions I routinely used in my 

initial interviews. In addition, I conducted nine interviews with residents of Frenchtown for 

Chapter 4. In the course of my research it became apparent that insights from the Frenchtown 

community were needed to more fully understand the FAMU homecoming parade’s impact 

within Tallahassee. Nine prominent members of the Frenchtown community with knowledge of 

the homecoming parade before the move in 2015 were interviewed, focusing on their 

experiences and memories of the FAMU homecoming parade.1 

Following Kvale (2007) my analysis was built into the entire research process, including 

design, execution, and post-interview. Kvale (2007) argues that in advance of interviewing 

questions should be honed and organized to allow for substantive answer and easier analysis. 

Design of the interview was even more engaged with analysis in my case, having derived 

research questions from preliminary analysis of my observations. Kvale (2007) also encourages 

                                                 
1 To protect the anonymity of these participants I have chosen not to divulge anymore information about their role in 

the process. 
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verification and analysis within the interviews, clarifying meaning and using follow-up questions 

to verify interpretations during the interview. I incorporated this into my interviews and 

continued this verification process during subsequent observations after reviewing interviews. 

Analysis of these interviews were conducted by coding transcripts by hand as I transcribed the 

interviews myself. I routinely used my interview notes and multiple listening sessions to identify 

key themes and insights to engage further during my observations.  

Through multiple rounds of refining themes throughout the research process using both 

my empirical data and theoretical insights from black feminist thinkers, I condensed the themes 

for Chapter 3 into broad categories of relief, recuperation, and resonance. Analysis for Chapter 4 

centered on homecoming, an event that emerged from members in discussing experiences within 

Tallahassee, and were divided between pre- and post-2015 move of the parade, a key moment 

identified by interviewees. These sections were analyzed for common experiences and, while not 

all members agreed on interpretation (a discrepancy engaged with in Chapter 4), a vast majority 

of members expressed similar experiences and feelings about the impact of the FAMU 

homecoming parade.  

During the span of my research, I frequently engaged in less-structured conversations 

about research interviews and analysis of my observational notes. These frequent ‘check-ins’ 

were important for me in attempting to make sure I faithfully represented the voices of M100 

members. On more than one occasion, my own misinterpretation or misattribution of meaning 

was able to be identified, discussed, and engaged with more deeply. Furthermore, analysis that is 

presented in the following chapters were able to be supported by M100 members. Thus, while I 

conducted 33 in-depth interviews with 28 participants, key themes and analytical insights were 

supported more broadly through less-structured ‘check-ins’. Using Kvale’s (2007) distinction 

between self-understanding and critical commonsense understandings (which I use here as a 

distinction between a unique experiential understanding by oneself vs a collective assessment of 

the experience of a larger group), these check-ins help structure validation so that I received 

validation of more collective assertions from the broader band members as well as validating 

individual assertions with interviewees themselves.  

In addition, interviewee responses included information that was able to be supported by 

documents outside of the interview. For example, members noted that media coverage of FSU 

and FAMU is dominated by FSU except for homecoming, an observation I was able to verify 
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through a brief review of newspaper articles in the archive. They also recounted what they called 

‘white flight’, a phenomenon that described white FSU students/Tallahasseans leaving the city or 

staying home during FAMU’s homecoming. This phenomenon was one I was familiar with as a 

PhD candidate at FSU overhearing my own students express such sentiments and was viewed 

through a review of limited Twitter data that shows this sentiment expressed as well. Though 

these latter examples are not used as rigorous data for empirical chapters, this supporting 

evidence of the experiences of members helped give me confidence in the reliability of members 

and their experiences/visions. These sources, while not used in the formal analysis, were useful 

for validating information gathered in interviews and observations as well as gaining more 

contextual knowledge about how FAMU, M100, and the homecoming parade are viewed within 

Tallahassee.  

 

A Few Notes on Positionality 

 Considering my positionality in relation to researching black geographies and in relation 

to FAMU and the M100 members, my methodological design and practice was crafted to 

respond to/with research encounters. Working with the M100 was a deliberate choice that 

considered my background as a musician and former marching band member at Troy University. 

Though I was never truly an insider, my background helped open conversations and ease 

potential tensions in my presence as a researcher so that I was never completely an ‘outsider’ 

either. As a musician and former marching band participant, I was able to engage with students, 

alumni, and staff beyond my research during my observations. These unscripted conversations 

not directly involved with my research helped me build relationships that helped not only in 

gaining access to potential participants but also in gaining trust to have deeper, more rich 

conversations and, eventually, interviews. This choice also helped me explain my research 

project to FAMU M100 students and staff, particularly considering I was a PhD candidate in 

geography rather than music. This was important in my initial meetings with FAMU M100 

directors and for getting buy-in from these directors for it was with these directors that my 

process of gaining access and legitimacy with the students and alumni began. 

The various positionalities of M100 members and myself were important throughout 

production of this dissertation. Many scholars have noted the importance of engaging with 

power-relations in research and the positionality of the researcher in scholarship, particularly in 
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cross-cultural research (Emirbayer & Desmond, 2012; England, 1994; Kohl & McCutcheon, 

2015; Nagar, 2013; Rose, 1997). This section on positionality, though in some ways is inevitably 

an exercise in self-indulgent navel-gazing (Bondi, 2009; Hopkins, 2007; Kobayashi, 2003; 

Pillow, 2003), seeks not simply to acknowledge my own positionality as a researcher but engage 

with how various sets of relations impacted this dissertation and how I negotiated this 

positionality with M100 members throughout the research process. As a PhD candidate at 

Florida State University that exhibits many of the signifiers that Gillian Rose (1993, p. 6), 

following Donna Haraway, connects to the normative ‘master-subject’ (white, male, cis-

gendered, heterosexual, middle-class, etc.), my research with the M100 at FAMU was impacted 

by my (partial) outsider-status.  

 During observations, my presence was highly visible and, at times, impactful on the 

behaviors and performances of students and staff. On multiple occasions, for example, members 

would engage in an affectionate use of the n-word, after which a member quickly and 

unprompted would apologize to me, saying “that’s just how we talk” (Field Notes, 8/14/17). 

Alumni also frequently asked me when I ‘came up’ in the band (a phrase that indicates what year 

one was selected to participate in the band) as a way of acknowledging my abnormal presence 

and requesting a justification of that presence in the band room or in the Tower at the Patch. 

These small acts indicate the broader disruption (seen and unseen by me) that my presence had 

on the daily workings of the M100 as an organization and M100 members as individuals. While 

any researcher is a disruptive presence (Hazel, 2016; Labov, 1972; Shanmuganathan, 2005) and I 

attempted to mitigate my visible presence at the beginning of my research, my whiteness and 

FSU-affiliation brought a particular disruptive relation to this research.  

My whiteness was not the only disruptive aspect of my presence. During my time 

observing, many more men approached me to engage my presence there as a researcher than 

women. This led to building more relationships through unscripted conversations with men 

during the research and led to a gender disparity in my interviews as well. Interviewing many 

M100 members in the staff and leadership also contributed to this gender disparity. All members 

of the staff and most members of the student leadership were men during the year of my 

research. Despite these gender disparities within the band, my own gender seemed to play a large 

role as well. Some of the women that I ended up interviewing I met through men I knew in the 

band. Furthermore, as scholars have shown (Broom, Hand, and Tovey, 2009; Herod, 1993; 
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Williams and Heikes, 1993), gender can not only influence the recruitment of participants but 

also responses and gender performances within interviews. Broom et al. (2009), however, argue 

that this is not universally beneficial nor delimiting, a fact I found as well. My gender in 

interviews may have limited some responses but also initiated deeper conversations with students 

about being a black woman at FAMU. Though this study was not focused on gender explicitly, 

these engagements indicated fruitful future engagements for future research.   

My positionality as a researcher was also disruptive and generated many questions from 

M100 members about my presence. Though I made efforts, at first, to stay out of the way and not 

disrupt practices through questions or conversations, my presence in the band room and on the 

Patch was met with many questions by M100 members. While my project was announced to the 

band by the staff, students and alumni frequently engaged me to ask questions about the project, 

what I was seeing, and whether I was enjoying myself. These interactions, I eventually realized 

upon reflection, offered me opportunities to interest students and alumni in my project as well as 

build relationships that would be useful for recruiting interviewees later. These interactions also 

began to alter the relations between M100 members and myself. My consistent presence was 

remarked upon by multiple band members, as evident in statements such as “it’s like you’re part 

of the band” (Field Notes, 9/27/17). While they were, of course, not indicating I was a member 

of the close-knit fraternity of current and former M100 members, these statements indicate an 

appreciation of me showing up and putting in the work to understand the M100.  

Through these experiences, I began to interact and embrace my disruptive presence. 

Indeed, as scholars have noted, this disruption can sometimes be productive because this 

disruption can cause participants to discuss more explicitly ideas and practices that participants 

may take-for-granted (Gordon, 2013; Harrington, 2002; Lugosi, 2018), especially with 

researchers that are not part of the community. While this tactic has been used antagonistically, 

critically calling out participants (Harrington, 2002; Schwalbe, 1996), I believe my experience 

leaning into my disruptive presence proved useful without being antagonistic. My ‘outsiderness’ 

generated useful interactions with M100 members in discussing the differences between our 

experiences in marching band, at FAMU/FSU, and within Tallahassee. Members were able to 

compare their own experiences with that of mine in Tallahassee, revealing deeper insights that 

we might not have otherwise developed. In addition, these experiences provided an opportunity 
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to develop longer-lasting relationships with participants and helped negotiate my presence with 

students, staff, and alumni.  

Utilizing my previous experience with marching band and music, I took a more 

interactive role in observing. Starting with small feedback to staff members after practices to 

show my expertise, I gradually increased my participation as staff and students began asking for 

me to watch/listen for specific issues. This allowed my presence to not simply be obstructive. I 

provided another set of eyes and ears for staff and students dressing lines (the straightening of 

lines on the marching field), listened for musical issues, helped watch for more efficient routes to 

new field sets, and operated a timer on multiple occasions to time the show. These services, 

while helpful to an extent, should also be viewed as part of a performative gesture on my part in 

relief of a guilty conscious. Worried that my research would be simply extractive (as much 

research by privileged researchers in communities of color is), my desire to provide some sort of 

return benefit played a role in my gradually expanded interactive role in observations. This more 

active role also proved to be useful research practice as well, serving as a way to continue 

building relationships that aided me in recruiting interviewees and developing trust with these 

members for more productive interviews.  

These interactions were particularly important in mitigating my affiliation with FSU. 

Affiliated with a university that has had a contentious and hostile relationship with FAMU, my 

FSU-affiliation was an influential position that, understandably, engendered skepticism from 

many FAMU students and, especially, alumni. I was repeatedly asked, for example, about why I 

wanted to research FAMU. This question was not just about my whiteness, evidenced by it being 

asked, often, when I told people that I was a doctoral student at FSU. In many unscripted 

conversations during observations and in some interviews with students that I did not know as 

well often avoided questions that directly related to FSU or sought to qualify or explain answers 

they gave to me that frame FSU negatively. Building relationships were important to building 

trust with students and alumni so that they felt comfortable criticizing FSU without believing 

they would offend me. Through informal conversations during observations we were able to 

joke, discuss differences between traditional vs corps style marching techniques, and 

commiserate through visceral experiences of heat, rain, and cold. While some of these moments, 

the latter for example, were not directly related to research or even band, these human moments 
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helped build relationships and friendships that made discussing more difficult issues less 

contentious or anxious (for me and for them).  

My FSU-affiliation is an example of how relations are more complicated and dynamic 

that the simple outsider/insider framing (Kohl & McCutcheon, 2015; Merriam et al., 2001; 

Milligan, 2016; Mullings, 1999). While my FSU-affiliation was a barrier with many M100 

members at FAMU, it was actually an asset when dealing with many of the M100 staff. Dr. 

Chipman and Dr. James both received their doctorates at FSU and had good relationships with 

people in the music departments at FSU. This connection helped ease a tension that could have 

prevented research access. Instead, Dr. Chipman not only provided access but introduced me to 

the band and allowed me time to explain my project. In addition, Dr. Thomas’ status as a recent 

graduate from a doctoral program at the University of Georgia proved beneficial. Repeatedly he 

asked me if I was getting what I needed for my research and asked if I needed anything from him 

or the band to complete my research. On many occasions he commiserated with me, noting his 

understanding of my situation by stating that he was just recently ‘in my position.’ Dr. Thomas 

and Dr. Chipman’s assistance in providing access to practices, encouragement of students to 

participate in my research, and allowance of my presence in many conversations and meetings 

was important for my ability to complete this dissertation. My FSU-affiliation and PhD candidate 

status were relations that could have been barriers to this assistance, but they proved to be 

important in different ways depending upon the positionality of the M100 member. 

As this shows, while I was not fully an insider, I was never fully an outsider either. My 

choice to work with the M100 at FAMU was framed by my background as a musician. This 

positionality helped make connections with M100 members and made my desire to work with 

the M100 more legible to its members. In my first observation, Dr. Chipman allowed me to 

introduce myself to the student leaders of the band. Students listened as I explained I was from 

FSU and what my project was about, but after telling them that I was interested in the project 

because of my background as a musician and marching band member at Troy University, the 

students applauded. Upon being asked what instrument I played, my response that I played 

trumpet elicited some spontaneous playing and lifting of trumpets in comradery. Over the course 

of my observations, I would often spend time in trumpet sectionals and, eventually, as discussed 

above, was asked for advice about musical phrasing and marching routes between field sets.  
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My whiteness, however, was always a visible presence that posed questions for M100 

members about why I chose to study them. This particular relation, of course, was never and 

could never be removed as an influence within the research. It impacted how many members 

interacted with me and what language many used in interviews or conversations. Whiteness, 

however, is not an insurmountable barrier for research with black communities in general nor in 

my research with FAMU in particular. Indeed, my whiteness, at times, provoked questions from 

M100 members that became conversations about race in music, marching band, and society. In 

addition, the meaning of my whiteness for M100 members was dynamic, shifting as they came to 

know me and my background better. Two particular relations seemed particularly important in 

the minds of M100 members, changing how many of them engaged with my inquiries about race 

and blackness. The first is my educational background in African American history and my study 

of Tuskegee Institute for my master’s thesis. Finding this out typically elicited a look of surprise 

and a quizzical “really?” from M100 members (staff, students, and alumni) and led to more 

conversations about black culture and HBCUs.  

Second, M100 members were often surprised to find out that my partner is a black 

woman from Atlanta. This revelation often came out in conversations about my knowledge of 

Atlanta (where many students are from). One staff member, for example, found out after asking 

about my knowledge of Atlanta. Surprised to find out that my partner was from there and that I 

had spent my summers living there with her, he asked where she had lived in Atlanta (a common 

question to make sure people are really from Atlanta and not just the suburbs). I responded that 

my partner grew up in Bankhead, a well-known black neighborhood of Atlanta. His response 

was to correct me by saying “you mean Buckhead,” a well-known upper-class white 

neighborhood in Atlanta. Confused, I stated that I believed it was Bankhead. As he looked at me 

curiously, I realized why he assumed Buckhead. “No, my wife is black” I told him. His curious 

look immediately changed to laughter as we both appreciated the humor of this awkward cross-

cultural miscommunication. Similar experiences occurred with many students after my partner 

and I attended a performance together.  

This revelation seemed to have eased the tension with my whiteness (though, of course, 

not eliminating it), opening more conversations about race and blackness than were possible 

before and seemingly made many students more comfortable have difficult conversations about 

race and racism. It is important to note that I do not believe foregrounding my relationship with 
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my partner would be an effective strategy. Indeed, the revelation of this element of my life after 

M100 members and I had developed a relationship and coming up spontaneously through 

conversation seems to have contributed to its importance. Thus, this is not a strategy or asset to 

be deployed in future research but an acknowledgement of an important aspect of this research.  

It was not just my own positionality that shifted during the research. M100 members 

were also in a constant state of flux with their identities and relations to various (non)human 

subjects/objects in their lives. Over the course of my research, for example, events in peoples’ 

lives made them more or less available/interested to participate in the research, and students 

began to emotionally deal with the realization that they were finishing their last season with the 

M100, which made some students much more reflective in their unscripted conversations with 

me. It also meant that I was required to read (non)verbal cues and take ethical stances on what I 

recorded and reported. On multiple occasions, I chose to not take notes during observations, 

realizing that I was present at private moments staff members made clear were ‘family’ 

conversations that were not to leave the room. In these moments, I no longer interpreted M100 

members’ as research participants. These moments were not always self-evident at the time, and 

in the production of this dissertation I have made post-research choices to exclude information 

gathered that, for me, feels unethical to report. 

The relations documented above demonstrate that relations between researcher and 

participants are fluid. Not only did different parts of my identity take prominence at different 

moments but the signification/meaning of my identity changed as more relations were formed 

and revealed. It is not just that I was an ‘in-betweener’ (Milligan, 2016); it’s that this status 

shifted in a non-linear way throughout my research. Furthermore, my different relations could, at 

times, be barriers or benefits, sometimes simultaneously. Throughout the process both M100 

members and I became relatively comfortable in our discomfort with my disruptive presence. 

Finally, I have attempted to show how it is not just my positionality that impacted the research 

but the multiple, shifting relations between M100 members and myself that dynamically 

influenced this research.  

While these accounts have helped put into context how the identities/positionalities of 

M100 members and myself impacted this research, Nagar (2003) pushes scholars to engage not 

only with the naming of our identity components of our scholarly encounters but also with the 

“theoretical, empirical and political content” that results in our scholarly production from these 
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encounters (p. 359). Warning that simply engaging in a performative acknowledgement of our 

differential positionings in our research products can result in “reproducing an unbridgeable gap” 

(p. 359), Nagar (2003) argues for reflecting and dealing with the alignment of research products 

and participant concerns/priorities. While my research was not fully collaborative in either 

development nor finished product, I have made a concerted effort in both the design and research 

product to ask, listen, and respond to the priorities and concerns of M100 members in the 

empirical chapters of this dissertation (Ch. 3 and Ch. 4). More fully explicated in the previous 

section on methodology, my interview questions were drawn from observations and informal 

conversations with students, alumni, and staff, and the research results reported in this 

dissertation are partially selected to address concerns that arose during my research, most notably 

the representational standing of HBCUs broadly and FAMU/M100 specifically. Thus, I have 

sought to explicitly include and highlight the positive experiences and framings expressed by 

these members in the research process (particularly within Ch. 3).     

 

Contributions of Chapters 

 This dissertation is organized in a three-paper style. As such, each of the individual 

chapters that form the body of the dissertation are written as stand-alone articles that have either 

been published (Ch. 2) or are in final preparation for submission (Ch. 3 and 4). These chapters 

have been organized to provide the conceptual/theoretical framing (Ch. 2) followed by two 

empirical chapters that engage the production of black geographies at FAMU (Ch. 3 and 4). 

Chapter 3 argues that FAMU is a place of respite that is produced through and provides relief, 

recuperation, and resonance. Chapter 4 explores how FAMU’s homecoming parade expands this 

experience of belonging at FAMU to broader Tallahassee as part of a transgressive act of black 

place-making. 

 Chapter 2 reviews the current state of the emerging sub-discipline of black geographies 

and argues that relational place-making, rather than cultural landscape analysis, offers a 

compatible and theoretically engaged analytic of place through which to study black geographic 

visions, experiences, and practices. This reviews the cultural landscape, a common analytic for 

understanding geographies of race, and outlines its limitations in engaging with ontological 

analyses of many black geographies. Landscapes, this chapter shows, are developed from an 

ontologically singular object and, excepting critical engagements that are similar to place 
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analysis, are focused fundamentally on a singular material object. In addition, the construction of 

the physical landscape is a resource demanding cultural production and, thus, often reflect the 

visions and values of those empowered within society. Instead, it is argued, marginalized peoples 

must often engage in less resource demanding modes of socio-spatial intervention. Relational 

place-making offers a less resource demanding mode of asserting black geographic visions and 

experiences while also reflecting the ontological plurality asserted by black geographies 

literature.  

 Chapter 3 uses black feminist thinkers (hooks, 1990, 2009), insights from literature on 

marronage (Bledsoe, 2015, 2017; Camp, 2005; Roberts, 2015), and the combination of black 

geographies and place-making to develop places of respite as an ontological and epistemological 

analytic. Drawn from theoretical insights of black feminist thinkers and empirical findings from 

my research with the FAMU M100, this chapter argues that marginalized peoples produce places 

of respite as part of a survival and liberatory practice of flight from oppressive articulations of 

society and space. These places of respite provide and are produced through practices and 

relations of relief, recuperation, and resonance. Relief is argued to be not just protection from 

corporeal threats and harms but a set of multiple relations that can include a variety of motives 

and desires for relief. Recuperation engages moments of (self-)care that have the ability not just 

to relieve people of harm but actually begin the healing process valuable for re-engagement with 

oppressions endured by marginalized peoples throughout their lives. Affirmative resonance is 

framed as a strategy of resistance through counter-storytelling. This (affirmative) resonance is 

both internalized as a source of pride and able to be projected outward to counter narratives of 

oppression. This chapter then demonstrates that the members of the M100 produce FAMU, the 

band room, and the Patch as places of respite for these members, experiencing them as bubbles 

separated from the real world.  

 Chapter 4 shows how the FAMU homecoming parade/week acts as a temporary, 

transgressive act of place-making that expands the FAMU bubble to the rest of Tallahassee. 

Through this annual, rhythmic celebration within the city prior to 2015, Tallahassee was 

temporarily transformed, and different relations were made possible for M100/FAMU students 

and alumni. This event attempted to (re)produce FAMU as a place of black excellence and an 

affirmative vision of blackness. As part of this, its traditional start in the historically black 

neighborhood of Frenchtown helped produce a connection between the neighborhood and 
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FAMU. Following a 2015 shift of the parade to campus because of a recent hazing incident, 

these relations are largely lost and the parade becomes less transgressive and powerful outside of 

the South Side. This move, however, does not eliminate its power. Instead, the purpose shifts to 

focus more on internalization of FAMU as a place of black excellence and (re)production of 

affirmative blackness for a largely black audience on campus. The homecoming parade shows 

how place-making offers black communities a powerful mode of asserting black geographic 

visions and experiences. The move to campus in 2015 due to a hazing incident (not unsimilar to 

one FSU’s Greek organizations withstood relatively easily a few years later), however, displays 

the precarity of black place-making power, although its continued influence on campus also 

shows its endurance in the face of uneven power relations.  

 Together these three chapters contribute to the burgeoning field of black geographies 

conceptually and empirically and respond to calls within this literature to focus on black life 

rather than just black suffering/death (McKittrick, 2011; Woods, 2002; Wright, 2017). 

Specifically, the empirical pieces here illustrate the power of black joy/celebration as a mode of 

socio-spatial intervention and show that engaging with black joy/celebration can be a productive 

site for engaging with liberatory socio-spatial practices and black life without ignoring or 

diminishing the anti-black violence and white supremacist oppression. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

PLACING RACE: ON THE RESONANCE OF PLACE WITH BLACK 

GEOGRAPHIES2 
 

Introduction 

Geographic scholarship has highlighted the relationship between race and geography in 

the social and material production of our world, addressing themes and issues of significance 

across and beyond our discipline. While older research often focused on race as a demographic 

category for quantitative analysis (Dwyer, 1997), more recent work has considered complex 

conceptualizations of race and articulates the mutual, interconnected production of race and 

space (Dwyer and Alderman, 2008; Kobayashi, 2014; McKittrick, 2011; McKittrick and Woods, 

2007; Peake and Schein, 2000; Price, 2010; Schein, 1997). Human-environment geographies 

have examined environmental justice and urban political ecology (Heynen, 2003, 2006, Heynen 

et al., 2006, 2008; Holifield, 2001; Pulido, 2000, 2015) and the co-production of race and the 

environment/nature (Brahinsky et al., 2014; Byrne and Wolch, 2009; Castree and Braun, 2001; 

Finney, 2006; Moore et al., 2003), including a growing race and food literature (Alkon and 

McCullen, 2011; Guthman, 2012; Kohl and McCutcheon, 2015; Ramírez, 2015; Slocum, 2007, 

2008, 2010; Slocum and Saldanha, 2013). The impact of landscapes as active contributors in 

processes of racialization as racial projects (Schein, 2003, 2006, 2009a, 2009b), including the 

politics of memorialization (Alderman, 2002; Alderman and Inwood, 2013; Dwyer, 2000; Dwyer 

et al., 2012; Dwyer and Alderman, 2008; Hanna, 2008; Leib and Webster, 2012) have been 

examined by cultural geographers. Recent geographical scholarship has contributed to whiteness 

studies (Bonnett, 1997, 2000), such as examinations of white supremacy and white privilege 

(Baldwin, 2011; Berg, 2012; Bonds and Inwood, 2015; Hankins et al., 2012; Hoelscher, 2003; 

Inwood, 2015; Pulido, 2000, 2015) as well as evaluations of the ‘unbearable whiteness of 

geography’ (Derickson, 2017: 236). Others have relatedly discussed the impact of race and racial 

                                                 

2 This chapter has been published as a journal article in Progress in Human Geography. Allen, D., Lawhon, M., 

Pierce, J., 2018. Placing race: On the resonance of place with black geographies. Progress in Human Geography. 
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scholarship for scholars of color within the discipline (Domosh, 2015; Kobayashi, 2006; 

Kobayashi and Peake, 2000; Mahtani, 2006, 2014; Peake and Kobayashi, 2002; Pulido, 2002). 

In this paper, we examine the emergence of black geographies as a framework and body 

of literature for studying the geography of race. Black geographies seek to highlight black 

agency in the production of space and black geographic experiences in the articulation of black 

geographic visions of society. Following early formulations (McKittrick 2006; McKittrick and 

Woods, 2007; Woods, 1998), we thus position black geographies not as a catch-all for all 

geographies of race, but instead as a term encompassing works that emphasize black experiences 

as well as alternative visions and articulations of space drawn from these experiences. Black 

geographies are understood as both an ontological subject of study and an epistemological way 

of interpreting and interacting with the world that is particularly attentive to experiences and 

critiques developed within black communities (Bledsoe et al., 2017; McKittrick, 2006; 

McKittrick and Woods, 2007; Woods, 1998). Importantly, black geographies are also a political 

project within the academy in their efforts to valorize and center black spatial experiences and 

visions in geographic research. Scholars also emphasize recognition of the ways black practices 

and visions have contributed to the production and critique not only of so-called ‘black’ spaces 

but all spaces in which members of the diaspora live and participate (Wright, 2017). 

In what follows, we first review black geographies with the specific aim of identifying 

key conceptual resources used by scholars. We follow this section with a brief genealogy of two 

key theoretical traditions in geography that scholars writing at the intersection of race and 

geography have tended to adopt: landscape and place. We analyze these traditions with an eye 

towards their resonance with the purported aims of black geographies. We suggest that landscape 

analysis, rooted in an empiricist tradition focused on observation, has limitations for analyzing 

the plural modes of spatial practices central to black geographical inquiry. Subsequent 

adaptations with Marxist and post-structural influences focus, ultimately, on materiality and 

power, but these adaptations still privilege that which is visible and those with the social, 

political, and economic capital to make their societal visions visible in the landscape. In order to 

engage with the visions and practices of racially marginalized peoples, cultural landscape 

scholars often end up stretching landscape; the consequence studies retain the term landscape 

while the analyses actually bear notable resemblance to theorizations of place.  
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In contrast, theories of place largely developed from an experiential and discursive 

tradition within humanistic and (urban) political geography, an approach more compatible with 

black geographies’ interests in black experiences and non-material spatial practices. We 

therefore suggest that that theories of place, and specifically, a recent articulation of relational 

place-making (Pierce et al., 2011; Pierce and Martin, 2015), resonate with existing articulations 

and are compatible with calls within black geographies to develop and apply new epistemologies 

and methodologies (Bledsoe et al., 2017; McKittrick, 2006; McKittrick and Woods, 2007). Our 

intention in outlining these different approaches is to contribute to conceptual and terminological 

clarity and make the specific contributions of black geographical scholarship more legible within 

and outside the sub-discipline. 

 

Black Geographies 

 Black geographies3 focus on the spatial knowledges and practices of black diasporic 

communities in the production of space and place (Bledsoe, 2017; McKittrick, 2006, 2011; 

McKittrick and Woods, 2007). Scholars seek to uncover/recover black geographic agency, and 

do this through, for example, analysis of thoughts, visions, and practices (Eaves, 2017). Such 

interventions seek to narrate black lives and thought into the discipline of geography along with 

an epistemology, or more accurately a set of “black-oriented epistemologies” (Bledsoe et al., 

2017, p. 7), developed from black senses of place. Black geographers have encouraged fellow 

scholars to be open to multiple ways of knowing and multiple spatial visions. Studies of black 

geographies acknowledge overlapping and contradictory spatial imaginations and experiences, 

accepting a world with multiple senses of place and multiple geographies within the same space. 

Importantly, black geographies are seen as a political, social justice project within the academy 

and society, focused on black lives and “beholden to their betterment” (Wright, 2017, p. 2). 

Scholars of black geographies trace its history as far back as the scholarship on black 

urbanism by Harold Rose and Bill Bunge in the 1970s (Eaves, 2017). There is a longer 

                                                 
3 Our paper focuses on theoretical scaffolding from within geography, although we acknowledge the centrality of 

critical race studies to black geographies. This includes concerns over who is encompassed within the notion of 

blackness (at present, black geographical scholarship is primarily focused on diasporic African communities), and 

what binds this community. We recognize articulations of diversity in black geographical scholarship, including 

“various forms of blackness” (McKittrick, 2006, p. xix) intersections with gender and queer studies (Shabazz 2015; 

Eaves 2017), and maroon identities (Bledsoe 2017). How this relates to contemporary debates over the meaning of 

blackness, ranging from a singular, essential black identity, to those that emphasize a plurality, to those that argue 

for blackness as solidarity based on history (Shelby, 2005) is certainly worthy of further attention. 
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genealogy to black spatial thought, however; one might usefully include scholars such as Frantz 

Fanon and Cedric Robinson as well, as they outline and utilize critiques of colonial socio-spatial 

articulations of power from the perspective of the black experience. Scholars might additionally 

consider the contributions of urban sociologists that provided foundational works on black socio-

spatial life (Drake & Cayton, 1945; Du Bois, 1899). Further, geographers such as Joe Darden 

and Bobby Wilson have long been engaged in studying the production of urban racial 

geographies through the prism of race and class (Darden, Hill, Thomas, & Thomas, 1987; B. M. 

Wilson, 1992, 2000). In this context, noting these extensive antecedents, we suggest that Clyde 

Woods’ (1998) work on the blues epistemology in the Mississippi Delta area, Development 

Arrested, appropriately marks on the start of black geographies as a distinct sub-discipline for its 

emphasis on examining a distinctly black way of knowing the world within Mississippi Delta 

black communities. Previously taken up by literary scholar Houston A. Baker Jr. (1984) as the 

“blues ideology,” Woods (1998) discusses the blues epistemology as a social critique by black 

communities in the Mississippi Delta and an explanatory philosophy for the socio-spatial 

situation members of black communities found themselves in within this region.  

Building from the foundations of black social and literary theorists such as Clyde Woods, 

Sylvia Wynter, Frantz Fanon, bell hooks, Stuart Hall, and Paul Gilroy, McKittrick’s (2006) 

Demonic Grounds and McKittrick and Woods’ (2007) edited collection, Black Geographies and 

the Politics of Place, further articulate socio-spatial critiques derived from black diasporic 

experiences. McKittrick (2006) gives black geographies its name, its foundational mantra—

"black matters are spatial matters” (p. xii)—and early theoretical scaffolding. Combining insights 

from Sylvia Wynter and Eduardo Glissant, as well as Neil Smith, McKittrick (2006) outlines the 

impetus for a study of black geographic thought and practices through the language of space and 

landscape. McKittrick (2006; 2011) suggests the concept of a black sense of place as both an 

object of study and a theoretical lens through which to study black geographies.  

Working from this foundation, studies of black geographies cover a broad range of topics 

that parallel the broader geography and race scholarship, including carceral power and 

formations in the black geographic experience (Gilmore, 2007; Shabazz, 2015), engagement with 

the black geographic thought of civil rights leaders’ support of social justice (Inwood, 2009; 

Tyner, 2007), and the production of black food geographies through the black farm space 

(McCutcheon, 2015; Ramírez, 2015). The approach has become adopted by a growing group of 
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scholars in geography, evident in the formation of an AAG specialty group in 2016 and its 

inclusion as a theme for the AAG annual meeting in 2018.  Recently, a special collection in the 

Southeastern Geographer (Bledsoe et al., 2017) included explorations of the potential for new, 

more socially just articulations of space and society (Bledsoe, 2017) and expanded black 

geographies to include an intersectional study of black and queer geographies (Eaves 2017).   

Black geographies, particularly in calls from Woods (2002) and McKittrick (2011), 

encourage scholars to focus on black life and agency within and despite white supremacy. 

McKittrick (2011, p. 948), specifically, calls for an “analytics of race based not in suffering, but 

on human life,” expressing a vision of black geographies that need not be based explicitly on 

black suffering or set directly in contra to whiteness. This call pushes scholars to not simply let 

their research become “descriptors of social ills” (Wright, 2017: 2) but to focus on black lives, 

drawing attention to what is invisiblized in the academy and society: black knowledges, black 

excellence, and black lived experiences. This is not to claim whiteness, white supremacy, and/or 

white privilege do not provide important and inherent context for black lives, black experiences, 

or black geographies. As Neville et al. (2015) have argued, the desire for and expression of 

affirmative black identities in part stems from oppressive regimes that negatively stereotype and 

at times invisibilize blackness. Instead, black geographies provide an opportunity for a focus on 

affirmative black identities and affirmative black geographies that celebrate black life even as 

black communities resist a racist society. Bledsoe (2017), for example, explains how the spatial 

practice of marronage by Afro-descendent communities in Brazil and the United States has been 

a way of producing socio-spatial autonomy through the creation of “entirely new spatial relations 

that do not draw on modern spatial praxes as the norm” (Bledsoe, 2017, p. 34).  Black radical 

thought, according to Tyner (2006, 2007) was/is geographical in its rejection of both segregation 

and integration and articulation of a different spatial vision that Tyner calls “communal 

separatism” (Tyner, 2007, p. 226). These studies do not just challenge marginalizing articulations 

of society and space but also highlight articulations developed within black diasporic 

communities. 

Black geographies also include an openness to non-traditional geographic sources, 

including not only the spectacle performance but also mundane, everyday enactments of black 

geographies. Films, literary fiction, art, music, and other forms of expressive acts have been 

usefully incorporated into studies (Forman, 2000; McKittrick, 2000a, 2000b, 2006; Woods, 
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1998), and parades, protests, and cultural festivals display powerful collective spatial expressions 

(Anderson, 2015; Crutcher Jr., 2010; McCann, 1999; O’Reilly and Crutcher, 2006; Waterman, 

1998). In addition, more mundane expressive acts found in everyday dress or speech, along with 

other practices, can provide insights into the differentiation of black geographies, helping to 

dispel monolithic assumptions of a singular black community.  

Scholars in black geographies have utilized multiple geographic concepts within their 

writing, including references to landscape, place, territory, and terrain. Such diversity is useful 

for experimentation, and not foreclosing possible lines in inquiry. We are largely sympathetic to 

McKittrick and Woods’ (2007, p. 7) call for a plural approach that “enmeshes, rather than 

separates, different theoretical trajectories.” Different concepts and theoretical trajectories, 

however, highlight different aspects of black geographies; enmeshing them might well obfuscate 

the specificity of contributions. Scholarship in urban studies of the global south might well serve 

as a productive parallel here: scholars are seeking to find ways to provincialize urban theory 

while not fully rejecting the entirety of urban studies (Sheppard et al., 2013; Lawhon et al., 2016; 

Lawhon and Truelove, in review). This might include more specific attention to how we might 

deploy useful concepts whilst rejecting the ways in which they have been historically used. We 

suggest that greater clarity about the differential meanings and utility of geographical terms and 

types—including their genealogies, audiences and ability to stretch—is useful for furthering 

black geographies as a subdiscipline and for increasing visibility within the wider geographical 

community, as well as wider intellectuals about the mobility of theory.  

In what follows, we examine two key conceptual frames used in the geography of race—

landscape and place—with the intention of understanding their relative strengths for examining 

the articulated focus of black geographies.4 We suggest that cultural landscape analysis has been 

and continues to be an influential and productive approach to geographies of race and has served 

as a particular line of entry for studies of race and geography. We argue that this lens is limited 

in its ability to attend to black geographies in a society that works to invisibilize blackness and 

black contributions. We follow our examination of landscape with an articulation of relational 

place-making and suggest that this conceptual lens enables the examination of a greater plurality 

                                                 
4 Landscape and place are, of course, not the only analytical vocabularies previously used in geographies of race 

generally or black geographies in particular. Bledsoe (2015), for example, discusses territorialization as a set of 

legal-discursive tactics used to make space as used by privileged white actors legible while making space as used by 

black ones illegible. 
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of practices and strategies of producing and claiming space and place. A deeper engagement with 

theorizations of place, we argue, enables clearer meanings and contrasts, and provides a 

productive framework through which to identify and explain epistemological and ontological 

politics.  

 

The Limitations of Landscape Analysis  

The cultural landscape has been a prominent geographic concept in studies of race and 

geography, particularly in cultural geography. The cultural landscape is a particularly tangible 

and visual object of study and epistemological way of seeing. Developed largely in cultural-

historical geography, cultural landscape analysis is rooted in an empiricist tradition focused on 

observation of the material landscape. Though many theoretical and methodological 

advancements have been made since Sauer (Cosgrove, 1985; Daniels and Cosgrove, 1993; Ley, 

1988, 1993; Ley and Olds, 1988; Mitchell, 2000; Schein, 1997, 2003), the view of landscape as a 

materialization of humanity’s values “in tangible, visible form” (Lewis, 1979: p. 12) has 

remained consistent. From Sauer (1925, 1941) and his understanding of the cultural landscape as 

the material imprint of humans on the earth to D. Mitchell’s (2008, p. 34) argument that 

landscape is “a physical intervention into the world,” scholars have maintained that the cultural 

landscape is “first and foremost…a material object” (Schein, 1997, p. 661).  

There have been some efforts to stretch this older notion and tie it more deeply to social 

theory, including the articulation of landscape not only as ontological object of study but as an 

ideological ‘way of seeing’ the world (Cosgrove, 1985; Cosgrove and Daniels, 1988; Daniels 

and Cosgrove, 1993). Schein’s (1997) theory of landscapes as “discourse materialized” (p. 663) 

best exemplifies this recent approach to cultural landscapes. ‘As a tangible, visible thing as well 

as a way of knowing the everyday world,’ he argues, ‘a particular landscape articulates a series 

of discourses’ as an attempt to discipline society (Schein, 2009a, p. 383). Cultural landscapes, 

thus, are material forms of discourse meant to discipline human action and vision and are 

enrolled in the (re)production of material and social relations (D Mitchell, 2000; Schein, 1997, 

2003). 

This contemporary landscape analytic has demonstrated that landscape is not simply a 

reflection of society’s values but is an ‘expression of power,’ and particularly of elite power. The 

very materiality of landscapes ‘has the power to shape social life’ (D Mitchell, 2008: 43). 
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Scholars have influentially shown how landscape often operates as a tool of the social, economic, 

and political elite. For example, some have connected the material and symbolic power of 

landscape with the power of the capitalist state and processes of colonialism and imperialism 

(Christopher, 2003; D Mitchell, 2000, 2003, 2008). Landscape also operates as a mechanism of 

the state to regulate economic and social power relations through property and land practices 

backed by ‘the police and the military power of the state’. This relationship is argued to be 

‘central to the construction of landscapes’ (D Mitchell, 2000, p. 123). Specific articulations of 

what a landscape ought to be have been deployed discursively to control populations deemed 

‘out-of-place’ (Dixon et al., 1997), maintaining racial—and racist—spatial power relations 

within and across communities. Landscape truly is, as D. Mitchell (2003, p. 787) states, not 

simply the dreamwork of empire but the ‘groundwork of empire’.  

Scholars have also demonstrated that landscapes privilege particular visions of our past in 

an attempt to legitimate and naturalize selected values in the present and future (D Mitchell 

2000; Schein 2003). These visions often reflect the values of the (white) elite. Because of their 

material and power-laden qualities, substantial social, political, and economic capital are 

required to participate in the physical production of landscape. Marginalized communities are 

typically limited in their ability to access the levers of social and economic power necessary to 

affect change through the landscape. As Dwyer and Alderman (2008, p. 168; see also Dwyer 

2002) have claimed, memorial landscapes “typically reflect the values and worldviews of 

government leaders and members of the dominant class.” K. Mitchell (2003) similarly argues the 

memorial landscape leaves traces of the dominant class’ vision for society. Kaltmeier (2017, p. 

17), in his work on heritage and historic preservation, argues that this privileging of elite visions 

due to resource demands is connected the relegation of subaltern peoples to being “peoples 

without history” because they are excluded from the transformation of space through the 

construction of “monuments, cities, and cultural landscapes.” He specifically blames this 

exclusion on the ‘economic, social, and cultural capital’ demands of transforming those material 

spaces. Landscapes, thus, are not simply sites of memory but “sites of investment” within which 

those with capital are able to imprint their vision of society more easily on the landscape (D 

Mitchell, 2008, p. 35). This results in landscapes that largely represent histories and visions of 

the most privileged within society, concretizing their privileged values and visions in the present 

and future.  
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More broadly, Schein (2003), drawing on Omi and Winant (1994), argues landscapes are 

‘racial projects’ that work to normalize particular visions of race in society and help organize the 

distribution of social and material resources in accordance with these racial discourses. His 

scholarship demonstrates that racialized landscape practices and forms—such as zoning, housing 

discrimination, redlining, or white flight—produce unequal, racialized landscapes and are part of 

the formulation of racial discourses and racial categories (Schein, 1997, 2009a, 2012). These 

unequal landscapes are the product of unequal spatial power relations. Alderman and Inwood 

(2013), for example, demonstrate that racially marginalized groups often lack the social and/or 

political capital to effectively negotiate progressive landscape change. While acknowledging the 

need for representation of racially marginalized communities and the importance of successful 

place-naming campaigns to this goal, Alderman and Inwood show that altering the landscape is a 

demanding process, one that marginalized communities often do not have the opportunity to 

equally participate in. 

In sum, the substantial material and socio-political resources necessary to participate in 

landscape construction limits racially marginalized peoples’ ability to effect social justice 

through the landscape. Landscape thus has become part of the repertoire of white privilege, white 

supremacy, and racial oppression. Inwood and Martin (2008), for example, show how white 

privilege works to whitewash the memorial landscape of the University of Georgia’s campus by 

projecting a racially progressive narrative of desegregation on the campus. The landscape is 

designed to be palatable for a white audience, but this results in the marginalization African 

Americans’ painful, historical experiences. Landscapes, thus, often project white privilege and 

white supremacy (Hoelscher, 2003; Inwood and Martin, 2008; Kobayashi and Peake, 2000; Leib, 

2002) as they work to concretize white histories and visions while erasing or marginalizing the 

histories of ‘others’ (Cox, 2003; Dwyer and Alderman, 2008; Hoelscher and Alderman, 2004; 

Leib, 2002; Shackel, 2003). 

Landscapes have also, however, been identified as a potential site of social justice 

resistance and liberatory intervention (Alderman, 2002; D Mitchell, 2003; Schein, 1997, 2009b, 

2012). Schein (2009b) proposes an oppositional politics of belonging through the landscape as a 

theory and site of social justice. Schein (2009b) posits the potential for addressing unequal socio-

spatial practices and power relations through the assertion of a Lefebvrian ‘right to the city’—a 

right to belong. This can be enacted through everyday practices of landscape such as planning 
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activities, historic preservation, or mapping school bus routes. Alderman’s work on MLK streets 

as cultural arenas for representation by African Americans (Alderman, 2000, 2002, 2003) 

demonstrates how landscape can ameliorate representational injustices. Tolia-Kelly’s (2004a, 

2004b, 2010) work on British Asian women’s engagements with ‘past landscapes’ through 

imagery in their homes provides an example of a way landscape can facilitate diasporic senses of 

belonging. These emotions, she argues, can ease feelings of alienation and exclusion for migrant 

people of color. Within particular settings and with the right conditions, landscape has therefore 

been shown to be a powerful tool for social justice. These conditions, however, remain rare and 

difficult to produce for many marginalized populations (Kaltmeier, 2017).   

Some scholars have sought to stretch the notion of landscape to include non-material 

considerations. For example, Schein (2009b) connects his oppositional politics of belonging 

explicitly to the land/scape; as we detail further below, this oppositional politics of belonging 

bears much in common with place approaches. Similarly, while Inwood and Martin’s (2008) 

discussion of whitewashing on the UGA landscape obviously necessitates significant landscape 

theory and analysis, the paper seems more interested, particularly toward the end, in this 

whitewashed, white privilege landscape as an act of place-making. A similar study that engaged 

more deeply with the racialization of place and place-making might provide a valuable case that 

engages the co-constitutive, iterative processes of landscape- and place-making. This stretching 

of the analytical gaze of landscape studies has also been useful for instigating changes in the 

landscape. Articulations of particular visions and values of America, the South, and particular 

city cultures, for example, have been enrolled in conversations about the removal of the 

Confederate battle flag from government spaces (Inwood and Alderman, 2016) as well as 

movements to remove Confederate monuments from public spaces (Cox, 2015; Sayre, 2017).  

Interestingly, while much of this race and geography literature references Massey’s 

understanding of place (cf Schein 1997; Inwood and Martin 2008), these studies often do not 

engage explicitly with theories of place and place analysis.  

In sum, creating landscapes is a costly, demanding process that often produces material 

objects that ‘do work’ for privileged groups in society. Marginalized groups, limited in their 

capacity to use landscape as a mode of claiming and defining space, often utilize different spatial 

strategies. While the landscape undoubtedly holds potential as a site of resistance and is utilized 

towards those goals by marginalized groups, landscape change remains a resource intensive way 
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of enacting social justice visions. Landscape approaches are therefore limited in their capacity to 

explain dominant modes through which racially marginalized peoples claim and interact with 

space; scholars who have sought to stretch landscape analyses to capture some of these actions 

often implicitly end up reaching towards place scholars. Said more strongly, scholars are pulling 

the word landscape away from its historical genealogical roots and using it in ways that 

increasingly accord with the long-standing meaning of place.  

It is our contention that scholarship is best served neither by conflating nor reconciling 

these two approaches. Articulating and retaining their differences usefully enables the 

positioning of different ontological arguments. At its core, landscape refers to the plural 

meanings that are made from an ontologically singular (material) object.  In contrast, and 

elaborated on below, relational place refers to the plural meanings that are made from an 

ontologically plural object. We suggest that this ontological plurality inherent to relational place-

making resonates with the position articulated in black geographies. In this case, scholars may 

well be best served, and best able to achieve their articulated goals, by starting with place as a 

primary analytic lens. 

 

Theorizing Place 

Race and Place-as-location 

 Within race and geography scholarship, much of the work on race and place does not 

draw on wider theorizations of place. Even relatively theoretically engaged scholarship, place is 

un(der)-theorized and used as a synonym for site or location, a spatial container for social 

practices. Such a descriptive approach draws from a “common-sense idea of the world being a 

set of places” (Cresswell, 2015, p. 56) rather than seeing place as a socially constructed product 

that plays an active role in politics. For example, despite their use of Masseyian power 

geometries to discuss marginalized communities socially constructing their own vision of place, 

Winders and Smith (2010) use place as a reference to the location of a series of bus stops. JT 

Mitchell and Alderman (2014, p. 127), although invoking a politics of place framework to 

understand street naming, still state “King streets are found most often in places where African 

Americans represent at least a third of a city’s population.” While Leib (2002) discusses how the 

politics of race and place are used to justify or defend against the locating of a monument to 

Arthur Ashe on Monument Avenue in Richmond, Virginia, he predominantly uses place to 
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discuss the locating of monuments on Monument Avenue. Indeed, the use of place within much 

scholarship on memory and memorials uses place to refer to specific, static, bounded, and 

material locations in space.  

Though seemingly pedantic, the conflation of place and site/material location has 

important implications for understanding place and place-making. For example, though scholars 

of memorial landscapes discuss “places of memory,” these places are often understood through a 

materialized notion of Pierre Nora’s (1989) lieux de mémoire, or “sites of memory” (see for 

example, Alderman 2003; K Mitchell 2003; Hoelscher and Alderman 2004). These references to 

“places of memory” position the work of place as the where of constructing memory, identity, 

and resistance. By using place interchangeably with location and site, it orients place as a 

physical object, such as a monument, or as a materially constructed site in which events occur, 

like a park or a city. More importantly, this conflation of place with location obscures the 

plurality of place and the multiple, simultaneous assemblages being employed in the construction 

of the self and deployed in the construction of others.  

This conflation is exemplified in cultural geographical studies that utilize landscape 

analysis to engage with studies nominally about race and place. In Tremé: Race and Place in a 

New Orleans Neighborhood, for example, Crutcher Jr. (2010: xii) uses cultural landscape 

analysis to study Tremé; he even explicitly connects this work on the racial production of Tremé 

to studies of racialized landscapes. “Of particular interest to this book,” he writes, “is the work 

on race and landscape, which interrogates the ways that race, racial categories, racist practices, 

and/or racism make their way in the material landscape.” Despite the book’s title, place theory is 

absent. Without place theory the study seems to view the place, Tremé, as a knowable location 

and a site within which racial identity and spatial politics happen rather than multiple 

assemblages constantly engaged in the negotiation of Tremé and race. In sum, much of the 

scholarship nominally on race and place conflates that latter with location, and ultimately relies 

upon the material landscape as the predominant analytic and/or object of study.  

 

Relational Place(-making) 

Theories of place have largely developed from an experiential and discursive tradition 

within humanistic and (urban) political geography (Cresswell, 2015; Pierce et al., 2011; Tuan, 

1975). Humanistic geography moved place from a locational, areal differentiation to a 
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philosophical, experiential way of understanding the self. Through the theorization of place by 

humanist geographers like Tuan (1975, 1977) and Relph (1976), place became not just an 

ontological object of study or geographic staging for human-environment interactions but an 

epistemology and a theoretical analytic within geography. Though scholars continue to use place 

as a synonym of location or locale, recent theorizations within (urban) political geography 

characterize place as a selective bundling of human and non-human actants oriented to motivate, 

organize, and enable collective action (Martin, 2003; Massey, 2005; Pierce et al., 2011) and 

claim that places are inherently plural and hybrid (Pierce and Martin, 2015). Rather than a fixed 

and singular object, place is “many different assemblages of disparate threads” (Pierce and 

Martin, 2015, p. 1292), always emerging through many different individual and collective acts of 

bundling. 

Massey (2005, p. 140-141) has described place as a “throwntogetherness,” as bundles of 

trajectories socially and politically assembled from human and nonhuman objects. These bundles 

represent the accepted political and social choices of individuals and groups that have 

temporarily coalesced at particular moments. Importantly, these bundles, or place-frames as 

Martin (2003) calls them, are a selection of experiences, objects, ideas, peoples, and other 

elements assembled to represent and project a particular vision of place, a vision deployed 

toward socio-political goals. This selection, scholars argue, is a power-laden, social process of 

place-making that has social and material consequences for identity and group formation and the 

socio-spatial (re)ordering of society (Martin, 2003; Pierce et al., 2011). Through place-based 

collective action frames, Martin (2003) argues, people define their community, identify a 

problem that unites the community, and propose activism to solve the problem. Pierce, Martin, 

and Murphy (2011) extend place theory by arguing people ‘make’ place through networked 

political and social relations and providing a framework for empirically studying relational 

place-making. Relational place-making accentuates the choices made as some elements are 

included and others excluded and acknowledges overlapping and competing place-frames that 

are experienced at multiple scales simultaneously. As an agonistic, ongoing process, place-

making is constantly being contested, negotiated, and renegotiated within a complex, multi-

scalar set of power relations. 

The process of place-making is a set of conscious and unconscious choices inextricably 

set within a network of power relations. Place-making builds and positions communities within 
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society even as these communities build and position place with specific values toward a socio-

political re-ordering of society and space. The socially constructed, plural view of place 

theorized by Massey (1991, 2005), Martin (2003), and Pierce et al. (2011) provides a foundation 

for understanding the politics of place and identity formation and how place and identity are 

constructed iteratively (Elwood et al., 2015; Larsen, 2008; Martin, 2003; Pierce et al., 2011). 

This concept of place-making intertwines the social production of place and the social 

production of identity and involves this simultaneous production in a formal and informal 

politics (Martin, 2003; Pierce et al., 2011; Pierce and Martin, 2015). Indeed, place-making 

produces the rules and principles that govern and define communities and space (Pierce et al., 

2011; Pierce and Martin, 2015). While place-bundles include material components and are 

formed in relation to material conditions and experiences, relational place is a fundamentally 

conceptual product, continually produced, altered, and maintained through socio-political 

processes. 

Place-making, then, is an already existing geographic process that everyone participates 

in as they experience and seek to interact with the world. Place and place-making has impacts on 

our everyday experiences, framing our encounters and guiding our understanding of the world. 

As we make these assemblages of place, negotiating and renegotiating them in relation to other 

assemblages, we project particular sets of rules we intend to govern society, seeking to establish 

what and/or who is inappropriate or ‘out of place’ within particular spaces (Cresswell, 1996; 

Pierce et al., 2011; Pierce and Martin, 2015). Indeed, we intend to shape the world to our socio-

spatial vision through place-making. As Martin (2003) argues, collective place-making is 

oriented toward social and political goals and serves as a way of expressing and enacting our 

geographic vision. Despite these place-assemblages being a combination of material and social 

elements, place-making does not require access to any resources to practice. We all select and 

bundle particular elements in an always ongoing construction of the world we experience. 

Indeed, we use place and place-making as spatial objects and as a spatial practice to build the 

social and material resources necessary to enact our visions of the world (Martin, 2003; Pierce et 

al., 2011). Place and place-making, thus, is not just an accessible spatial practice for 

marginalized peoples and communities to interact with and claim space; it is an already existing 

spatial practice that all, including the marginalized, participate in every day. 
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Pierce and Martin (2015) highlight many parallels between relational theories of place-

making and Lefebvre’s widely-cited theory regarding the production of space. For example, both 

Lefebvre (1991[1974]) and Massey (2005) emphasize that space and place, respectively, are 

made through social interaction and are socio-politically contested; that they incorporate diverse 

physical elements; and, importantly, that they are shaped by processes of capitalism. In this way, 

a relational place-making approach is compatible with Lefebvre’s systematic critique of capital. 

But Pierce and Martin (2015) also emphasize that where Lefebvre is adamantly ontologically 

holist and epistemologically materialist, relational place theory is explicitly ontologically 

pluralist and hybrid. Thus, relational place theory offers particular utility for researchers who are 

aware of how structures of capitalism (and, for that matter, racism) may dominate built space and 

foregrounded uses of space, yet are also seeking to understand how plural modalities of 

dissonant affective experiences and meaning-making simultaneously proceed in and with such 

spaces.  

We do not contend a theoretically engaged analytical lens of place has been absent in 

race and geography scholarship. In fact, such an analytical lens has been important in some 

recent critical scholarship on the politics of race and place (Elwood et al., 2015; Hankins et al., 

2012; Neely and Samura, 2011; Poppe and Young, 2015; Sundstrom, 2003). This work, 

however, is more properly understood within a broader geographies of race literature rather than 

the specific project of black geographies. These geographies of race have used race and place 

largely to examine spatial processes of racialization and have done so quite effectively by 

employing a theoretically engaged conception of race and place. Sundstrom (2003), for example, 

discusses how discourses of place are an important part of racialization. Using the term ‘ghetto’ 

as an example, he shows that discursive framings of space are part of a situated racialized 

politics, a politics that has material as well as social consequences. He argues that the ‘ghettos’ 

are not natural entities but are constructed socially through a discursive racialization of locations 

and maintained materially through spatial practices such as redlining and segregation. Neely and 

Samura (2011) similarly argue that race and space are contested categories that have historical 

legacies but are constantly being re-articulated through the encounters and interactions of 

individuals, groups, and institutions. Also referencing the discursive racialization of the inner-

city and ghettos, Neely and Samura (2011) argue that space is a contested and fluid material 

object and discursive imaginary that acts as a spatial form of othering. Sundstrom (2003) and 
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Neely and Samura (2011) use a theoretically engaged lens of place to show that race and place 

are co-constituted within situated racial politics and deployed as a socio-spatial form of 

racialization.  

Furthermore, some scholarship on race and place has specifically utilized a relational 

place-making approach to analyze the racial politics of place. Elwood et al. (2015), for example, 

use relational place-making to understand the relationship between place and identity, how 

people make place and each other through discursive renderings of the world in their imagination 

and performances of place. Focusing on place-making in two middle-class Seattle, Washington 

neighborhoods, Elwood et al. (2015) show that middle-class place-making consistently reaffirms 

and reproduces white middle-class geographic imaginations and visions. Similarly, Hankins et al. 

(2012) shows the transformation of Buckhead, Atlanta since the mid-1990s as connected to 

place-making strategies. Through racialized discourses of danger, they argue, white residents 

mobilized community organizations against the East Village bar scene and for the redevelopment 

of Buckhead into “high-end retail” (Hankins et al., 2012, p. 392). Elwood et al. (2015) and 

Hankins et al. (2012) both show how an analysis of race and place uncovers racialized 

geographic imaginations and practices that are used to promote particular place-frames and shape 

material spaces to conform to this vision.  

While Elwood et al. (2015) and Hankins et al. (2012) deal primarily with practices and 

visions of white peoples, we argue that that utilizing relational place-making as an analytic 

within race and place research and focusing this research toward the study of black geographies 

can highlight black geographic thought, visions, and practices of (re)claiming and (re)making 

space and society. Combining this project with recent theorizations of place, like relational 

place-making, pushes the study of race within geography to engage with black senses of place 

and the way these experiences and visions are utilized in the production of spaces that sustain 

and valorize black lives.  

 

Articulating Black Geographies through Relational Place-making 

Black geographies call for scholarship to engage with and explicitly acknowledge the 

contribution of racially marginalized peoples to the theorizing, envisioning, and production of 

society and geographies. We suggest that relational place-making offers a theoretical lens 

compatible with and useful to the study of these plural and hybrid black geographies. Examining 



39 

black geographies through relational place-making enables critiques of the exclusionary 

constructions of society and place and draws attention to black articulations of place that seek 

not only to validate black experiences but to bring into being these alternative black visions. 

Indeed, a central concept of black geographies has been black senses of place (McKittrick, 

2011), and the poetics of landscape from which McKittrick (2006) builds—the ‘saying’ of 

space/place and ‘expressive acts’ she highlights—are highly compatible with a discursive, 

relational place-based approach.  

Black geographers have called for scholars to be open to multiple ways of knowing, 

highlighting how the unique experiences of black peoples shape spatial visions and practices 

(McKittrick 2006; McKittrick and Woods 2007). Relational place theory understands place as 

overlapping bundles, selected and sutured together based on our differing experiences and views 

of the world (Massey, 2005; Pierce et al., 2011; Pierce and Martin, 2015). We suggest, then, that 

a black sense of place is congruent with relational place theory and provides a set of examples 

through which to examine how differing experiences and differing ways of knowing the world 

impact what, who, and how we include in our selected bundles. In other words, we might be able 

to use this conceptual lens, but we likely cannot simply copy studies done elsewhere. Instead, we 

need attend to the possibility that there will be variations in what aspects of place we study or 

emphasize, and how they are incorporated into place and place-making. 

Relational place-making incorporates the selection not only of symbolic, discursive 

elements but also material, physical elements. This accords with McKittrick’s insistence that 

space, and by extension the study of black geographies, ‘cannot be simply metaphorical, 

cognitive, or imaginary, as this risks undermining those underlying experiences that are…critical 

of real spatial inequalities’ (McKittrick 2006, p. 17). Instead, McKittrick argues for engagement 

with the symbolic and material elements. The “production of space,” she argues, “is connected to 

expression and difficult material conditions and the development of a spatial grammar that 

unhinges space” from the oppression of traditional spatial logics. Relational place-making offers 

a spatial explanation that can engage the material and social production of space together and 

provides an avenue through which to respond to McKittrick’s (2006, p. 15) call for scholars to 

“enter into the material landscape from a different location, perhaps using varied conceptual 

tools.” 
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Other related works similarly resonate with this place-based approach, even if it is not 

explicitly named, such as How Racism Takes Place (Lipsitz, 2011). Despite his title, he rarely 

uses the word place, but is invested in the notion of spatial imaginaries. He compares what he 

calls the white and black spatial imaginaries, arguing that the white spatial imaginary privileges 

exchange value while the black spatial imaginary privileges use value. Finney (2006) traces 

African American views on the environment and details how past and present experiences 

frames African American engagement with the environment. Shabazz (2015), similarly, 

discusses how the historical lineage of the (re)production of Chicago through surveillance, 

policing, and architecture have contributed to a black sense of confinement and carceral space 

for many black residents on the South Side of Chicago. Such works suggest that even when the 

word place is absent, the concept of place as a constructed multiplicity of material and non-

material processes and practice is more widely impactful in black geographies than might be 

evident from a cursory reading. 

We also suggest that black geographies can usefully broaden the scope of studies of 

relational place-making.  While Martin (2003) and Pierce et al. (2011) suggest the need to study 

place through specific spatial contestations, studies of black geographies may provide longer 

term narratives. In other words, rather than studying to a single, specific, active conflict, black 

geographies may provide examples of long-term, ongoing tensions produced by and through 

race. The tracing of this historical, continuous struggle for belonging and recognition- whether 

through conflict or spaces of respite- will then be useful for understanding the moments when 

this longue durée of racial conflict does spark active contestations (see, for related approach, 

Schein’s (1997, 2009a) methodological landscape pieces). 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, we have sought to distinguish between various threads in geographical 

scholarship. We first, following the literature, separate studies of race (including black persons 

and communities) from the more specific project of black geographies (which focuses on 

articulating the spatial knowledge, imaginaries and practices in and of black persons and 

communities). Secondly, we have urged the continued distinction of landscape and place studies.  

This is, importantly, not a separation of material-landscape from emotional-place: it is a 

separation of two ontological positions about what space is, and what it is composed of. At its 
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core, landscape refers to the plural meanings that are made from an ontologically singular 

(material) object.  At its core, relational place refers to the plural meanings that are made from an 

ontologically plural object.  

In this context, we believe there is utility in studying geographies of race through both 

ontological positions. But, we suggest that relational place-making more congruent with the 

interests articulated in core black geographical texts: the living of black lives spatially and the 

geographic thinking of black societal visions. In contrast to material studies of landscape, 

relational place-making usefully provides a way of analyzing temporary spatial practices like 

protests, parades, or cultural festivals, just to name a few, as place-making acts. It also enables 

scholars to attend to ways black peoples assemble and represent their assemblages of place in 

public and assert themselves as part of these assemblages. Such “expressive acts” of place-

making, of “saying space and place is…one of the more crucial ways geography can work for 

black” peoples (McKittrick, 2006, p. xxii-xxiii). But most substantively, it is an openness to- an 

insistence of- the ontological plurality inherent in space. 

The scope and methodology of studies of black geographies through the lens of relational 

place-making are, surely, open to much experimentation: using this conceptual lens does not 

foreclose possibilities about, for example, the inclusion of multiple sources of knowledge, the 

specific processes which create places, or the causal relationships that scholars might articulate. 

This is not to say that scholars can transpose previous studies of place onto black places and will 

find nothing new; our claim is very much the opposite. It is that relational place-making is 

sufficiently conceptually capacious to offer scaffolding without dictating the contents, 

connections or conclusions of such studies. In this case, we suggest that black geographies may 

well be best able to achieve their articulated goals by starting with place as an analytic lens. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

BLACK GEOGRAPHIES OF RESPITE: RELIEF, RECUPERATION, AND 

RESONANCE AT FLORIDA A&M UNIVERSITY 
 

 

“The years I lived in Paris did one thing for me: they released me from that particular social 

terror, which was not the paranoia of my own mind, but a real social danger visible in the face 

of every cop, every boss, everybody” (James Baldwin – Dick Cavett Show – 1968). 

 

“I feel like our HBCU is the resistance strategy…it’s the way we show each other how to 

survive” (Bobby Smith, Student Interview, 11/7/17). 

 

Introduction 

 Baldwin’s experience of Paris as a place that released him from the traumas of an 

oppressive American society is part of a long tradition of black flight from oppression to 

freedom. Indeed, absconding to places constructed by/for marginalized peoples in search of relief 

from anti-black violence and white supremacist articulations of space and society has been an 

important strategy of black resistance and survival for centuries. During slavery enslaved peoples 

engaged in both permanent and temporary forms of marronage, a form of resistance in which 

enslaved peoples fled the plantation and distanced themselves from many of the direct practices 

of plantation power (Bledsoe, 2017; Camp, 2005; Roberts, 2015; Thompson, 2006). This flight 

was as much a flight to freedom as it was from oppression, producing alternative (black) 

geographies for the benefit of black lives through a radical practice of mobility. Camp (2005), 

for example, argues maroon communities created “rival geograph[ies]” based upon “alternative 

ways of knowing and using plantation and southern space that conflicted with planters’ ideals 

and demands” (p. 7). Whereas planters sought to fix enslaved peoples in place, restricting their 

movement within and outside the plantation, marronage defied planters’ control by engaging in 

temporary and permanent “movement of bodies, objects, and information within and around 

plantation space” (Camp, 2005, p. 7). Thus, maroon communities produced geographies that 

were founded upon black senses of place and that offered enslaved persons (limited and 

sometimes temporary) refuge from the physical and mental violence of slavery as well as a place 

to rework socio-spatial relations for the benefit of black lives. 
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Flight from (white) oppressive articulations of society and space and to black refuges has 

remained a key strategy of black resistance since slavery. Formerly enslaved black people 

formed Historically Black Towns across the West, seeking to find refuge and from corporeal, 

political, and economic anti-black violence in the Reconstruction South (H. Johnson, 2002; 

Painter, 1992; Ragsdale, 2005). Bledsoe and Wright (2018) demonstrate that along with 

integrationist strategies, separatism has been a long and consistent strategy of black liberation 

since slavery. Marcus Garvey employed this strategy, for example, in the Back to Africa 

movement, as did the Provisional Government of the Republic of New Afrika through their 

“nation within a nation” concept. Tyner (2007) highlights the Black Panthers’ socio-spatial 

strategy of “communal separatism” in the face of racial oppression. McCutcheon (2019) shows 

how black women created places of self-determination and self-sustainability in opposition to a 

white supremacist society with her study of the black agrarian geography of Fannie Lou Hamer’s 

Freedom Farm. And scholarship on black churches demonstrate the importance of the production 

of these places of respite as both a survival and resistance strategy (Douglas & Hopson, 2001; 

Isaac, Guy, & Valentine, 2001; Jabir, 2017). These black geographies from slavery to today 

challenge the dehumanizing projects of white supremacy by “assert[ing] that Black lives do, 

indeed, matter” (Bledsoe, 2017, p. 32).  

Bobby Smith’s framing of the HBCU (Historically Black College/University) as “the 

resistance strategy” to enable survival in an oppressive, racist world speaks to the historical and 

contemporary importance of HBCUs as places that black students can abscond to for refuge. In 

this chapter, I argue these places that black peoples (and other marginalized peoples as well) 

produce by and for flight from oppression and to freedom are important (black) geographies of 

resistance through survival. Through an empirical study with students, alumni, and staff in the 

Marching 100 (M100) band at Florida A&M University (FAMU), I argue that FAMU and two 

M100 rehearsal spaces—the Patch and the band room—are produced as places of respite. These 

places of respite, produced by and productive of a black sense of place, provide temporary and 

contingent relief from anti-black violence (psychological and physical), facilitate recuperation 

through practices of (self-)care, and use (affirmative) resonance as a form of counter-storytelling 

projected and internalized through performances of black excellence.  

  Drawing inspiration from my empirical work with the M100 at FAMU, I use black 

feminist scholars/writers to argue places of respite are a socio-spatial strategy utilized by 
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marginalized populations focused on relief, recuperation, and resonance. Following a 

background of FAMU/M100 and the methodology for this study, I demonstrate how FAMU and 

M100 rehearsal spaces (the band room and Patch) are produced and operate as places of respite, 

demonstrating that places of respite are socio-spatial formations of resistance and liberation. I 

conclude by arguing that places of respite offer geographers interested in geographic visions, 

experiences, and practices of marginalized peoples an ontological object of study that focuses on 

affirmative visions of blackness and geographies of black life without ignoring how anti-black 

violence and white supremacy make their production necessary in the first place. 

 

Black Geographies of Respite: Places of Resistance through Survival 

The practice of flight from oppressive socio-spatial articulations of space and society 

have historically produced places of respite and continue to be a key strategy of resistance and 

survival for black peoples. Neil Roberts’ (2015) conception of freedom as a condition of 

perpetual becoming, however, reminds us that, like freedom, places of respite are not stable sites 

free from oppression or power-relations. These places, like freedom, are not markers of an 

absence of oppression (Baldwin, surely, was not without oppression in Paris) but, instead, 

represent a reclamation of the self through a perpetual, agentic flight from and resistance to 

oppression. Places of respite are produced within and in relation to multiple power-laden 

relations of oppression that makes these places precarious and paradoxical. Peoples seeking 

refuge in these places will come to them with a variety of complex, intersectional identities, and 

the same relations that protect and affirm blackness in general can fail to protect, affirm, or heal 

other axes of discrimination (Collins, 2000; Gouws, 2017; King, 1988).  I would add that this 

flight is not just from oppression but towards liberation. While liberation (as an end) can never 

be fully achieved, it is the struggle, the journey in which freedom is found. 

Places that black peoples flee to for refuge and to exercise self-determination are black 

geographies produced through a black sense of place and are potential sites of liberative visions, 

practices, and organizing. A black sense of place refers to a socio-spatial “understanding, 

politicizing, and mapping” of society and space that is derived from contemporary and historical 

black experiences and struggles (McKittrick, 2006, p. 10). These experiences and understandings 

of society and space evidence not just violent, anti-black practices and visions but also potential 

liberatory practices and narratives (McKittrick, 2011). Black senses of place, then, inform the 
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production of black geographic visions and practices of resistance to anti-black violence and the 

production of geographic practices and visions of black life formed within multiple sets of 

power-laden relations to space and society. Informed by a black sense of place, black 

communities engage in various place-making projects as a way of asserting black senses of place 

within society, and, crucially, these enactments of place are also (re)productive of black senses 

of place. Thus, the places black peoples flee to(wards) are produced by this practice of flight and 

by new relations of (liberatory) being, informed by a black sense of place.  

In what follows, I use black feminist thinkers to explore the production and use of sites of 

refuge, resistance, and healing. Like many scholars and writers (in and out of geography), these 

thinkers use spatial language and concepts largely to refer to particular (types of) locations or as 

spatial metaphors to site/cite the where of resistance (Allen, Lawhon, & Pierce, 2018; Pierce, 

Martin, & Murphy, 2011). I read these texts alongside theorizations of place and place-making to 

think through not just where resistance is sited but also how practices of resistance are produced 

and are productive of places of resistance. As ontologically plural objects, places are produced 

by bundling various (im)material objects through a process of place-making (Allen et al., 2018; 

Massey, 2005; Pierce et al., 2011). I contend that through practices of relief, recuperation, and 

resonance, outlined below, places of respite are produced, and places of respite iteratively 

(re)produce relations of relief, recuperation, and resonance. 

 

Homeplace: Sites of Black Resistance and Healing  

 Places, produced through and productive of a black sense of place, do not just facilitate 

black autonomy, control, and resistance. They also offer an opportunity for healing, for a 

refreshment of the soul. Considering the dehumanizing projects enacted by oppressive, white 

supremacist articulations of society and space, survival and healing are radical, liberatory acts. 

Places that facilitate such racial acts of healing and survival have long been important within 

black cultural and political life. Kelley (1993), for example, notes how “bars, dance halls, blues 

clubs, barbershops, beauty salons, and street corners of the black community…were places that 

enabled African Americans to take back their bodies, to recuperate, to be together” and were “at 

least a partial rejection of the dominant ideology” (p. 83-84). Gill (2010) has shown that these 

places remain important sites that are both material and socio-cultural geographies of resistance. 

Showing that beauty shops are “places where black women can still gather and have their dignity 
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restored,” her work demonstrates that these places offer material benefits as well as places for 

self-care, “a political act in and of itself” (p. 136).  

Black literary writers also help us understand how these places operate as both material 

and social support for black life. T. Harris' (1979) analysis of black literature shows that 

barbershops are viewed as a “home away from home” for black men, an “escape and retreat” that 

serves as a “way station against the cares of the world” (p. 114, 118). This motif of home is 

explored more deeply by black feminist writers engaging with the liberative potential of black 

women’s geographies. Montgomery (2010), for example, argues that the home serves as the 

“preeminent site…for the historical quest for freedom, autonomy, and selfhood” (p. xii) and 

shows that Gloria Naylor’s concept of home is a “place of refuge…a feminine place of healing, 

renewal, and rebirth” (p. 59) as well as places produced by black women “that hold at bay white 

supremacist rule” and allow black peoples to “forge bonds that negate the destructive effects of 

white authority” (p. 8). As these writers demonstrate, black places are forged by black visions 

and black practices, and these places not only provide an opportunity for resistance but also 

provide a refuge for healing racial traumas.   

 This articulation of home as a site of resistance and liberation is epitomized by bell 

hooks’ (1990) concept of homeplace. Homeplace refers to the nurturing, protective domestic 

space created by black women as well as places produced through practiced relations. Noting 

that in black people have been engaged in a struggle to “stand as subjects” in the face of 

dehumanizing projects to make black people into objects (hooks, 2009, p. 148), hooks argues 

that homeplaces resist these white supremacist projects. As places “where all black people could 

strive to be subjects, not objects” (hooks, 1990, p.42), homeplace “affirmed our beings, our 

blackness, our love for one another” (p. 46-47) and a place “where [black people] could restore 

to ourselves the dignity denied us on the outside in the public world” (p. 43). These places are 

not just about resisting dehumanization and survival, they are places for radical self-care, an act 

hooks considers a “radically subversive political gesture” (p. 42). Indeed, these places are as 

much about healing as they are resistance through survival. Homeplace, hooks argues, is for 

“renewal and self-recovery,” a place to “heal many of the wounds inflicted by racist 

domination…and become whole” (p.42, 49). Thus, while homeplace sites/cites the where of 

resistance (the domestic space of the home), it also demonstrates these sites are places produced 

through socio-spatial relations created by black women for the protection, affirmation, and 
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healing of black peoples, a place, as hooks states, “where the soul can rest” (hooks, 2009, p. 

152).      

 

Places of Respite Derived from a Black Sense of Place 

Places of respite are produced through a practice of temporary flight from oppressive 

articulations of society and space and are maintained through situated and embodied socio-

spatial practices and relations. Formed in the face of oppression, places of respite are produced to 

lessen the burdens and harms (physical and psychological) endured by marginalized peoples. As 

a result, these places operate as a form of resistance through survival, simultaneously indicting 

oppressive articulations of society and space and providing (limited and temporary) relief from 

these oppressive articulations. Going beyond relief, though, places of respite are about healing. 

As hooks (1990) shows, these places do not simply protect from harms but can actually help 

mend some of the harms endured. It is this recuperative, self-care that makes places of respite 

potentially transformative. Centered upon marginalized visions, experiences, and practices, 

places of respite affirm marginalized lives and ways of life routinely invisibilized and 

dehumanized by society and facilitate the further development of alternative visions and ways of 

being in the world. Thus, places of respite are not simply oppositional geographies or socio-

spatial practices of protection but are creative geographies engaged in the production of 

rejuvenated identities and founded upon the celebration of marginalized lives. Developed from 

differently situated senses of place and material conditions, places of respite are varied in their 

particular socio-spatial relations and, thus, will entail a variety of enactments that are focused on 

the particular burdens and concerns of those producing these places. Despite this variation, I 

offer three general (but by no means exhaustive or fixed) practices of places of respite from this 

wider literature: relief, recuperation, and resonance. 

Relief from the emotional and physical burdens of oppression and resisting oppression is 

the most fundamental relation found in places of respite. Flight to places that provide relief from 

the burdens and traumas of anti-black racism is of vital importance for both psychological and 

physical health. Racism has been associated with acute and chronic stress that has deleterious 

impacts on physical and mental health (Anderson, 2013; Colen, Ramey, Cooksey, & Williams, 

2018; Feagin & McKinney, 2005; R. Harris et al., 2012; Kwate, Valdimarsdoltir, Guevarra, & 

Bovbjerg, 2003). Scholars have identified racism related stress as a factor in an array of 
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differential health outcomes for racially marginalized peoples, most notably cardiovascular 

issues (Guyll, Matthews, & Bromberger, 2001; Lewis et al., 2006; Troxel, Matthews, 

Bromberger, & Sutton-tyrrell, 2003) and adverse birth outcomes (Chae et al., 2018; Jackson, 

Phillips, Hogue, & Curry-Owens, 2001; Rosenthal & Lobel, 2011; Slaughter-Acey et al., 2016). 

These studies show how experiences of racism are a form of corporeal violence endured by 

racially marginalized peoples and highlight that violence does not just occur as a spectacle upon 

the material surfaces of the body (i.e. police brutality/shootings) but also occurs through 

accumulative, more subtle everyday experiences that largely go unnoticed by society (though not 

to those being harmed). These more subtle racist encounters are also forms of anti-black violence 

producing “group-differentiated vulnerability to premature death” (Gilmore, 2007, p. 28). Places 

of respite, then, are acts of resistance in the face of both spectacular and subtle corporeal anti-

black violence, providing temporary relief from this violence.  

It is important to understand, however, that relief is not simply the protection from 

physical, corporeal violence. Relief is varied and contextual, produced by and productive of 

many different affective relations. While some may find relief from the fear (and real 

threat/execution) of corporeal violence, others will seek relief from feelings of detachment and 

cultural alienation. Thus, a multitude of emotional and corporeal relations produce places of 

respite and a variety of relations to relief are required/demanded by those interacting with these 

places. This relief is a practice rather than a transactional benefit. As Ahmed (2004) argues, 

emotions are produced through our engagement with (non)human objects, and these emotions 

also help produce us as well. Relief, then, is produced through interactions between people and 

objects rather than simply existent naturally by entering particular material spaces. It requires 

collective politics of understanding and cooperation with other actors and is enacted through 

assertions, material and symbolic, of socio-spatial control.   

Places of respite do not just protect against harm but are also recuperative. Through 

practices of (self-)care, black places of respite create the conditions for black peoples to steal 

temporary joy, peace, and healing from a society founded upon a system of anti-black violence. 

Ginwright (2015) illustrates how a philosophy of “healing justice” has undergirded black 

activism, particularly recent activism with #Blacklivesmatter, and focuses on “hope, joy, and 

love” to not only challenge oppression but also seek “collective healing and well-being” (p. 34, 

38). Similarly, black feminist engagements with a broadly conceived ethic of care note the 
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transformative potential of relational practices of care for healing black the harms of racial 

oppression (Bass, 2012; hooks, 1990, 2009; Johnson, 2014), and geographers have demonstrated 

the healing potential of engaging with socio-spatial relations of relief centered on recuperation 

through relations of responsibility, love, friendship, and reciprocity (Bowlby, 2011, 2018; 

Conradson, 2010; Raghuram, Madge, & Noxolo, 2009). Black places of respite are founded upon 

these practices of (self-)care and intersubjective responsibility, producing a socio-spatial culture 

of collective, reciprocal support. 

These forms of (self-)care and support are necessary to prevent activist burnout and to 

endure the oppressions of society (Ginwright, 2015; Gorski, 2015, 2018). Places of respite act as 

a refuge that allows those exhausted with day-to-day oppressions to rejuvenate their spirit, 

restore their hopefulness, and reinvigorate their will to face and endure these oppressions again. 

Even for those not engaged with direct activism, practices of care and responsibility enacted 

through places of respite offer opportunities to reconnect with the full self, to restore that part of 

the self which is hidden behind the mask while under the white (supremacist) gaze. Confronting 

a society founded on white supremacy and anti-blackness, this form of self-care is, as Audre 

Lorde (1988) states, “not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political 

warfare” (p. 131). 

With the ubiquity of anti-black violence and anti-black narratives, part of this healing and 

(self-)care is produced through (affirmative) resonance. Woods’ (1998) concept of blues 

epistemology demonstrates the importance and analytic utility of black music as both a practice 

and alternative “social explanation” (p. 29) within black life. An “ethic of survival, subsistence, 

resistance, and affirmation” (p. 27) in the face of white supremacist projects of the plantocracy, 

the blues epistemology speaks to the production of alternative practices and visions resonant 

with and affirming of black life. (Black) places of respite, similarly, affirm black lives through 

production of, immersion in, and expression of alternative narratives resonant with black life. 

Resonance refers to the reinforcement of sound through the “synchronous vibration of a 

neighboring object” (“Resonance”, n.d.). Drawing on this concept of musical resonance, I use 

(affirmative) resonance to refer to affective relations between (non)humans that evoke feelings of 

belonging and affirmation one’s sense of self through sensory experiences of synchronous 

vibration with place. Specifically, the saturation cultural visions, practices, and experiences 

(reflected by material and symbolic signifiers) similar to one’s own produces affective relations 
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that affirm individual and collective ways of life. Thus, the fullness and pervasiveness of 

resonant visual presences (bodies) and symbolic presences (socio-cultural elements) bundled to 

form particular places of respite reverberates through subjects as they interact, amplifying these 

affective relations and evoking strong senses of belonging and affirmation. Affirmative 

resonance, importantly, goes beyond simple visual presence and demands that black bodies are 

not just present but that their visions and voices are centered. While a critical mass of black 

bodies is certainly part of the (re)production of resonance found in black places of respite, 

resonance is about more than the correct percentage of black bodies. It is about producing and 

maintaining conditions that serve and affirm black peoples’ visions, concerns, and lives.  

Resonance also refers, musically, to the amplification of particular (harmonic) 

frequencies through a resonator (an instrument). Deploying resonance alongside counter-

storytelling (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002), I use (affirmative) resonance not only to refer to the 

affective feelings of belonging but also the amplification of black visions, experiences, and 

concerns within society. Counter-storytelling provides a way of challenging oppressive myths 

and stereotypes perpetuated by the empowered of society and operates as a form of “self-

definition” that can be “a source of strength and resilience” for those whose narratives have been 

abused or invisibilized (Martínez, 2017; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Wagaman, 2016, p. 228). 

Affirmative resonance, then, can be redeployed externally to challenge anti-black narratives and 

assert one’s own voice through the practice of counter-storytelling. Various groups, for example, 

act as resonators, amplifying affirmative (counter)narratives that challenge dissonant, anti-black 

narratives within society and seek to make resonant the affirmative narratives being produced 

and voiced within/by black communities. Black places of respite, thus, facilitate a socio-spatial 

mode of counter-storytelling and produce blackness as plural and malleable. While boundaries 

are certainly produced and enforced in this production, the visions of blackness produced from 

black places of respite also hold potential for multiple affirmative expressions of being black 

(black being). Highlighting black excellence and enabling the experience of affirmative 

resonance, black places of respite and challenge dehumanizing projects of white supremacy that 

seek to invisibilize (or co-opt) black culture through celebration of black creativity and black 

contributions to society. 
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Context and Methodology 

 The ‘Incomparable’ Marching 100 is the prestigious marching band at FAMU, an HBCU 

in Tallahassee, Florida. FAMU is situated less than two miles from downtown Tallahassee, the 

capitol, and Florida State University (FSU), just south of the literal and proverbial railroad tracks 

that divide the city. This position is important as students generally connect FAMU with the 

entire South Side community of Tallahassee and findings that reference FAMU are not relegated 

to the traditional institutional campus but are applicable for most students to the South Side. The 

M100 is the largest and most recognizable organization at FAMU, and the M100’s local, 

regional, national, and even international performances have been important to how FAMU is 

viewed as a site of black culture and a prominent (black) educational institution. The prestige of 

the band and university, however, was tarnished following a 2011 hazing incident that left one of 

the M100 drum majors dead. Following this incident, the band was suspended, nearly all the staff 

were pushed out, and the university asserted its control through severely restrictive policies. 

Reinstated in 2013, the M100 have been rebuilding the program while also trying to rebuild the 

band and university’s reputation.  

The empirical findings of this chapter are the product of over 750 hours of observation 

with M100 members at FAMU. Most of this work occurred July 2017-February 2018 and 

included observation of practices, performances, and informal settings. Through observation and 

engagement with members, staff, and alumni in the first four months of the research, I developed 

a familiarity with the culture of the M100 and their relations with FAMU. After gaining this 

familiarity, I conducted 33 in-depth interviews with 28 different participants, all of whom were 

recruited at research sites during my observations, and numerous brief follow-up conversations.5 

These interviews averaged approximately 80 minutes and the questions were drawn from my 

interactions with members during my observation.   

The specific consideration of places of respite for this chapter is, importantly, derived 

from my research. While this project was not specifically focused on FAMU as a ‘sanctuary’ or 

place of respite, observations and conversations with M100 members informed my engagement 

with the production of FAMU as a place of relief, recuperation, and resonance. I began the 

project interested in wider notions of affirmative place-making, and in the course of my research 

                                                 
5 Names of students and alumni have been anonymized using pseudonyms chosen by the participants. All quotations 

are from students unless noted explicitly in the text/citation 
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a band staff member explained to new members that FAMU and the band room is “your 

sanctuary while you’re here on campus” (Field Notes, 8/11/17). Interviews and conversations 

illuminated this comment further and informs much of the conceptual argument found in the 

chapter.  

 Because the conceptual portions of this paper are drawn from the empirical observations 

and ideas that arose from M100 members, I frequently went back to participants throughout the 

research to share my interpretations with them. These less-structured checks were useful in 

making sure that my observations and interpretations matched student’s understandings. This is 

particularly important considering my positionality as a white researcher engaging with the black 

visions, practices, and experiences. This positionality influenced my choice to work with the 

M100. I focused on working with the M100 due to my background as a musician and marching 

band member. While my positionality as a white scholar impacted members’ interactions with 

me (most obviously at the beginning of the research), my positionality as a musician helped me 

build a rapport with M100 members as fellow musicians and often served as starting points in 

informal conversations during my observations. These conversations, often dealing with cultural 

and stylistic differences between corps-style marching (largely associated with a white marching 

band style) and traditional/show-style marching (largely associated with a black marching band 

style—established and popularized by the FAMU M100), allowed race to be broached on more 

comfortable terrain. I believe this helped members feel more open to discuss more difficult race 

conversations in formal interviews, having first built credibility and trust through our 

commonalities as musicians. 

 

The FAMU Bubbles: Black Geographies of Respite on FAMU’s Campus 

Band staff and students use language that rhetorically marks FAMU as a place that 

shields and separates FAMU from the real world such as: bubble, umbrella, and sanctuary. This 

sanctuary is viewed as a place that beneficially separates students from the real world, providing 

support and safety from potential harms. M100 members use a variety of language to produce 

FAMU rhetorically as a place separate/outside the real world. Most students, for example, 

describe FAMU a bubble, a term used repeatedly in interviews, that insulates them from the 

worries of the outside, nurtures them through practices of caring inside, and resonates with them. 

“It’s like when I’m here, I’m in a bubble,” says Devon Jones. “You just have a certain comfort 
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level” (Interview, 11/7/17). More than comfort, Courtney Andrews states that FAMU is a bubble 

that protects students from the outside world. “It is a bubble…I mean, it’s almost to the point that 

FAMU students are spoiled because we get thrown out into the real world and we’re just like, I 

forgot that everything was wrong in the world” (Interview, 11/12/17). Kay, a recent alumnus, 

goes even further, claiming that “FAMU is a bubble. It’s not real. It doesn’t really exist in the 

world” (Interview, 6/11/18). 

This feeling of FAMU being separated from society is produced not just through these 

rhetorical descriptions but are enacted materially as a form of embodied resonance. FAMU is 

produced as a black place of respite through a practice of black movement to black institutions 

quasi-separated from society. The hyper-visibility of black bodies further separates FAMU from 

society by presenting students with a vastly different vision of representation and helps produce 

FAMU as safe, comforting, and resonant. “Just to be candid with you,” Devon Jones claims, 

“being at an HBCU, the majority of the population is black so…you’re just comfortable because 

you’re surrounded by a bunch of black people” (Interview, 11/7/17). This visibility, however, is 

not just about black bodies. It’s about the culture those bodies signify for students. “Since 

everyone is black, everyone sort of has an understanding…certain mannerisms…just African 

American culture” (Devon Jones, Interview, 11/7/17). The hyper-visibility of black bodies at 

FAMU signifies a common cultural and historical understandings that he expects to experience, 

and this “cultural relatability with each other” produces feelings of comfort and safety. Thus, 

FAMU is produced as a place of respite through interactions between resonant bodies, and 

students experience FAMU as distinct from the broader society, a distinction they name as being 

a bubble separated from the real world. 

M100 members claim their own rehearsal sites as bubbles within a bubble, produced 

through embodied relations and material enactments of control/ownership over space. Starting 

with new members’ first day, the Patch and band room are described as “our home” and establish 

a practice of honoring these places for their legacies by maintaining them. Drum Majors 

routinely instruct new members that “this is your house now, clean up after yourself” and to 

“have some pride in it, maintain it” (Field Notes, 8/10/17). This maintenance produces a sense of 

collective ownership among the members that results in a sense of responsibility not only to each 

other but to the legacies of these places. “You have to understand what the Patch represents,” 

says one student. “The Patch is magical” (Alex Franklin, Interview, 12/4/17). Another student 
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explains that this sense of sacredness makes him feel “humble here. I see some trash in the band 

room and I’ll pick it up…I ask [band staff] if they need help, I’ll go the whole nine yards…you 

take pride in this place…you know, you love being here.” This stewardship is set in stark 

contrast to the student’s apartment, which he positions as just a place to sleep (Devon Jones, 

Interview, 11/7/17). This sense of ownership is also produced through altering the material 

landscape. M100 members, like other organizations on FAMU’s campus, mark their spaces by 

painting physical items around the site (e.g. picnic tables, trees, storm drains, trash receptacles). 

As one enters the Patch, for example, one walks along a sidewalk painted with the message 

“Welcome to the Patch”. At one endzone on a hill is a large rock formation spelling out 

“Marching 100,” and the trash/recycling receptacles are painted to display music organizations 

within the M100. 

Though framed as separate from the oppressions of society, interviewees recognize that 

this is but partial in practice and are still subject to various tactics and projects of marginalization 

across many axes of difference. For example, this place of respite for black students has often 

failed to protect, heal, or affirmatively resonate with other axes of difference besides blackness. 

While largely deflecting the oppressive white gaze, many of the women interviewed felt they 

these places of respite did not deflect the oppressive gaze of the patriarchy. The M100, for 

example, has just elevated the first woman to drum major in the band’s seventy-year history, and 

women and members of the LGBTQ community interviewed note that they endure (the fear of) 

verbal and physical abuse, at times, on campus. These concerns and critiques are important, and 

they demonstrate how places of respite can be, and are perhaps inevitably, paradoxical and 

limited in their liberatory potential.  

These embodied and material enactments help produce FAMU, the band room, and the 

Patch as a place of affirmation and resonance for M100 members and create the conditions for 

these bubbles to operate as places of respite. The students’ engagement with black bodies on 

campus, material marking of the landscape, and invocation of symbolic legacies are practices of 

resonance, control, and stewardship that give students a feeling of belonging and empowerment 

in these places. In what follows, I demonstrate how these different places produce and are 

produced by relations of relief, recuperation, and resonance. 
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A Place of Practicing Relief 

 The practices of stewardship and control not only produce FAMU as a place that offers 

relief from the threats of anti-black violence students encounter off-campus. “It’s one of my 

fears…what is going to happen when I step outside the bubble?” (Courtney Andrews, Interview, 

11/12/17). FAMU acts as a “safe haven” that “keeps you protected” from much, though not all, 

of the racism experienced in the real world. You see racism “in everyday life as soon as you 

leave campus,” says John Hudson, but on FAMUs campus “you’re kind of protected from seeing 

that” (Interview, 10/8/17). These encounters and potential encounters hang over students off-

campus. Discussing such encounters with police, Devon Jones, noting “what’s been going on in 

America,” states “each and every time” he is stopped by police he is “super conscious and every 

time I get nervous” (Interview, 11/7/17). Vanessa Thompson notes a similar experience, 

recounting a time that she and a friend were pulled over off-campus and how she thought “oh, I 

forgot this wasn’t FAMU” (Interview, 2/14/18). Vanessa explains that when she sees a “cop car 

[off-campus]… my heart starts beating,” but this is not the case on campus. The “FAMU 

policemen that I’ve met… are just, like, understanding,” and they just want us “to feel the safest 

[we] could possibly feel here” (Interview, 2/14/18). Through this observation Vanessa shows 

how FAMU, as a place of respite, can alter relations between black students and objects/subjects 

associated with fear and/or violence. 

It seems these relations are altered, at least partially, because such places of respite 

deflect the white gaze, allowing for different relations to be produced between students and their 

surroundings. Describing the oppressive white gaze of society, Devon Jones says “in a white 

atmosphere” he is usually “reserved…you know, I won’t be able to show the other side of me” 

because “a white person will critique me” (Interview, 11/7/17). Courtney, meanwhile, describes 

it as having to “be as professional as possible the whole time.” She goes on to explain how being 

under this gaze creates additional burdens and anxiety for black people. “I’m picking and 

choosing my words and…our minds are literally going crazy…there’s no point where we are 

relaxing when we are in a room…full of white people” (Interview, 11/12/17). Specifically 

comparing FAMU to FSU, students express that while they “could survive over there,” they 

would “have more to do…more work” (Vanessa Thompson, Interview, 2/14/18) and that they 

would feel less comfortable engaging with issues that impact them. Joseph Terrell, for example, 

claims that he feels “better talking about my resentments for Trump” at FAMU, and at FAMU he 
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doesn’t have to worry about seeing “Trump stickers [and] MAGA hats” because “we don’t get a 

lot of [people] advocating for Trump here,” a fact so apparent that Joseph smiles as he explains 

the ridicule a Trump supporter would endure at FAMU (Interview, 2/6/18).  

FAMU is experienced by students as a place that relieves them of feeling the presence of 

the white gaze and “makes it okay to be black… to be different” (Osi Hernandez, Interview, 

2/2/18). Kay, a recent alumnus, explains that when off-campus “a lot of people wear 

masks…like a kind of camouflage…because if you mess up once, then it’s being watched…as if 

you were the stamp for the whole entire race.” At FAMU, however, she claims she “could 

completely be myself. I can come in there and, if I had an attitude, then I had an attitude. If I 

didn’t, then I didn’t. I could just be who I was” (Interview, 6/11/18). Courtney Andrews shares 

this sentiment, stating that while being a black woman makes her “a target” of fear and anti-

black violence off-campus unless she attempts to “make white people feel safe” by trying to 

“look as unharmful as possible,” at FAMU “I can be as black as I want and…I won’t be judged 

because I’m a black person.” Even without the threat of overt corporeal violence, Courtney 

explains that she doesn’t have to worry about people at FAMU thinking “she’s angry, she’s the 

mad black bitch” when she defends herself. “It’s just Courtney,” she claims. “I don’t have to try 

to have proper grammar with everything I say or do…I don’t have to worry about coding my 

voice…I can be myself” (Interview, 11/12/17).  

 Like the FAMU campus being produced as a no-Trump space through the assurance of 

ridicule, M100 rehearsal spaces are produced as places for relief by M100 members through the 

assertion of their control of the space. Michael Johnson explains that the Patch gives him “a 

sense of home” and on bad days he’ll just go out there and sit. This peace, he says, is possible 

because “we don’t let just anybody walk on the Patch… outsiders, like, people who are not in the 

band… must respect the boundaries.” People, he says, have learned to respect the Patch. “Dudes 

will literally walk around, like, the outside lines…walk all the way around to the water fountain 

and walk around all the way back” (Interview, 11/30/17). These practices allow the band room 

and the Patch to be a “place of solace” for students. As Osi Hernandez states, “when classes 

aren’t going my way, when things are getting too rough,” on- or off-campus, “the specific place I 

come to is the band room… it’s my solace place” (Interview, 2/2/18). Johnson’s experiences 

demonstrate the Patch is durable so that even without active, collective practices, Michael and 

Osi can use the place to find relief.  
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A Place to Recuperate: (Self-)care and Social Responsibility 

FAMU and the M100 practice spaces are not just produced through practices of control 

but are also produced through practices of care and solidarity. “We are a FAMUly” is a common 

refrain in the band and at FAMU broadly. The band staff often tell the students that “we are a 

family, we stick together, we work together” (Dr. Chipman, Field Notes, 7/15/17), and compare 

the band room as a “home away from home” because “there’s always going to be someone here 

who cares” (Bobby Smith, Interview, 1/12/18). These pronouncements and feelings of a “certain 

spirit and cooperation” (Dr. Chipman, Field Notes, 8/13/17) are produced through practices of 

care, practices that produce the feeling that “this band is your support system…when you really 

feel like you don’t have anybody” (Alex Franklin, Interview, 12/4/17). Courtney Andrews also 

feels this support, stating “I feel like I have people to go to when something goes wrong” 

(Interview, 11/12/17), and Michael Johnson claims that “people really genuinely care about you” 

in the band. “You’re not going to find an environment” in broader society, he says, “where 

everybody just wants you to be successful, just for the sake of you being successful” (Interview, 

11/30/17). This sense of support is produced through practices of care and responsibility. Devon 

Jones, for example, recounts how when his car broke down a fellow band member helped him 

get to work so he didn’t get fired. “I’m forever grateful,” he says, “for those people who catch 

me when I fall” (Interview, 11/7/17). Jones’ experience demonstrates that the socio-spatial 

relations of FAMU, the Patch, and the band room extend beyond the particular locations. These 

relations are an embodied ethos that is practiced outside the specific sites while also 

(re)producing these places of respite. 

This sense of care produces the Patch and band room as places that are not just about 

relief but can be recuperative. As Jean-Paul, a M100 staff member, told M100 members at a 

rehearsal on the Patch, “this should be your therapy” (Field Notes, 10/23/18). Many students do 

feel like practices, particularly on the Patch, are therapeutic. “When I’m going through stuff,” 

Alex Franklin explains, “band is my outlet. It’s a way to get out aggression. It’s a way to get out 

of sadness,” and Courtney describes the Patch as a cathartic place where “you cry, you smile, 

you get made, you get upset, you get frustrated. You can…be having a bad day, all day, and the 

Patch is about to feel this bad day because I’m literally about to march it out” (Interview, 

11/12/17). It’s not just the band as an institution that makes practices potentially therapeutic. 

Indeed, the production of FAMU, the band room, and the Patch as places for relief help also 
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produce them as places for recuperation. Even without practice, Devon says that FAMU is a 

“place of peace” that he comes to when needs to get away from the everyday. FAMU gives him 

more than just relief. Walking around FAMU, he says, “eases my mind…it forces me to just 

recollect my thoughts…and it sort of forces you to motivate yourself.” There are times, he says, 

“I just feel like giving up…I’ve cried on the track before, literally cried on the track because 

there’s too much going on.” But eventually, he claims, “something just sparks” and he’s 

motivated to keep going (Interview, 11/17/17). This demonstrates that it is not just the collective 

practices of the band but also the ongoing, cathartic uses by individuals that produce FAMU as a 

place of recuperation. Osi Hernandez, too, explains the cathartic use of FAMU and M100 

rehearsal sites as recuperative by comparing them to home and places of “solace”: 

You go home for comfort, for strength, for courage to go back out 

and continue. You know, you don’t come home to cower. You 

don’t go to your solace to cower. You go to your solace to, you 

know, edge up, cry for five minutes, get up, brush your shoulders 

off and keep it moving – (Interview, 2/2/18)     

 These practices occurring through M100 rehearsal spaces are a form of self-care that can 

heal already inflicted harms. Such practices of self-care are produced by and productive of the 

feelings of relief experienced in these places of respite. Courtney Andrews also claims FAMU 

can be empowering, inspiring her to wear a natural hair style as a form of self-care. Explaining 

that FAMU allows her to dress and look “as black as I want” without the judgement found off-

campus, Courtney says she “went natural because…I wanted to make sure that I loved 

myself…all the people who I wanted to be like on campus wear their hair natural and they were 

very, very happy with themselves.” After going natural she found that “as my hair grew, my 

confidence was growing with my hair,” supported by the practices of care enacted through her 

fellow students’ compliments. This practice of self-care helped challenge and heal the oppressive 

narratives that position black women’s natural hairstyle as unprofessional, unappealing, or even 

threatening. “I’m just so happy,” Courtney explains, “with my appearance, how I look, how 

everything is going.” As with other benefits found in places of respite, however, this practice of 

self-care for Courtney will end as she prepares to leave the campus. Without the relief and 

support experienced through interactions on FAMU’s campus, Courtney is preparing to change 
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her hairstyle back. “They’ll never allow an afro,” she says, in the place she wants to work 

(Interview, 11/12/17). 

 

A Place for (Affirmative) Resonance: A Counter-narrative of Black Excellence 

Part of this (self-)care by M100 members is challenging the oppressive anti-black 

narratives generated about black peoples generally and the M100 specifically. This is 

accomplished through performances of black excellence that act as counter-narratives for both 

the members themselves and society. M100 members are acutely aware of the negative 

stereotypes about black peoples and black bands. “We have a certain stigma that the media 

portrays,” says Devon Jones. “You don’t see poor performing white communities on TV…but 

when you think of black people, it’s just struggle…the end message will always be…a black 

person struggling”. Combatting this narrative through their performances is important for M100 

members and they position the band room and the Patch as important sites in these counter-

performances. Referencing a past performance in the white marked musical space of Carnegie 

Hall, Devon Jones says, “any time you’re black and the majority of the audience is white, you’re 

going to prepare yourself that much more…because you want to prove that it’s a new day” 

(Interview, 11/7 /17).  

This extends to the specific narratives members encounter about the M100. Since 2011 

the band and university have been trying to recover from a hazing incident in which a drum 

major died. This incident, M100 members believe, has tarnished the legacy of the band and 

university, and they attempt to use high profile performance opportunities to change this 

narrative. “I feel like the connotation we’ve gotten is that we’re about hazing,” Bobby Smith 

says. More than that, some students feel already existing stereotypes only made it easier for the 

incident to stick to the band. Stating that black people “already have a stereotype of being more 

aggressive and…being thugs,” Vanessa Thompson claims that the hazing incident happening at 

an HBCU made it a bigger news story because it played into those stereotypes (Interview, 

2/14/18), a sentiment shared by many others. Comparing FAMU’s incident with a recent incident 

at FSU in which an FSU student died due to fraternity hazing, Denzel Louis Jean argued, 

presciently it turned out, that FSU’s incident wouldn’t be “as big of a deal…it’s just going to 

wash away, but you still hear about [FAMU’s incident] to this day.” Denzel, then, connects 

performances with rebuilding the band’s reputation. “We’re trying to move forward,” he argues, 



60 

but “every time I pull up the Marching 100…the hazing incident is the first thing you’re going to 

see…Doing these big performances can show progress that has been going on…[and] get our 

name back” (Interview, 11/10/17). These musical performances, perfected through the M100 

rehearsal spaces, seek to counter negative stereotypes about FAMU and the M100 by projecting 

to society and instilling within the M100 a counter-narrative of black excellence.  

These counter-performances project a standard of black excellence that is produced 

through practices at M100 rehearsal spaces and instill a sense of (black) excellence in M100 

members. Dr. Chipman, the M100 band director, has a practice of pointing to the portraits of Dr. 

William P. Foster and Dr. Julian White in the back of the band room and referencing the “legacy 

behind you on those walls” (Field Notes, 8/12/17). This practice instills in the M100 members a 

sense of pride in the band and a responsibility not to disrespect the band room. This 

responsibility and practice of stewardship extends to the Patch as well. Alex Franklin notes that 

“I don’t always want to be at practice, but it’s like, the moment I get to the Patch, I’m not going 

to disrespect the Patch” (Interview, 12/4/17). The practices of stewardship toward the band room 

and Patch help instill a sense of pride in the band and the university. “We are black excellence,” 

Bobby Smith states. This pride and standard of excellence instilled through the Patch and band 

room are epitomized by a common motivational phrase of the M100 band staff: “This is 

FAMU!” This phrase is used frequently to invoke the standard of excellence required of M100 

students on the Patch/band room. This feeling of responsibility to the Patch, the band room, and 

FAMU motivates M100 students and staff to use performances of black excellence as a way to 

project a resonance between FAMU/M100 and black excellence within society. This embodied 

sense of black excellence is also carried beyond these specific sites and drawn on to personally 

combat pernicious narratives they encounter outside these sites. 

 

Conclusion  

Inspired and informed by black feminist thinkers and my empirical work with M100 

members at FAMU, I have argued that places of respite, produced by and productive of relief, 

recuperation, and (affirmative) resonance, provide scholars with an analytic and ontological 

object of study that focuses on and is produced through the visions, experiences, and practices of 

marginalized peoples. Though relief, recuperation, and resonance operate as key (though not 

exhaustive) benefits places of respite provide, they are more than simply transactional benefits. 
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They are relations produced through socio-spatial interactions with bodies, material objects, 

relational emotions, and conceptual visions of space and society. Thus, places of respite offer 

(limited and temporary) relief from oppression through practices of survival and control. They 

facilitate the recuperation of the mind, body, and soul through practices of (self-)care and 

responsibility. And, finally, places of respite offer an opportunity for marginalized peoples to 

experience affirmative resonance and project these affirmative visions as counter-narratives that 

challenge oppressive stereotypes within society.  

Through an empirical case study of M100 members at FAMU, I have demonstrated how 

FAMU and M100 rehearsal spaces are black places of respite produced through a black sense of 

place. These places, produced through relations with and productive of blackness, provide 

affirmation of black ways of being in the world and provide an important relief from the 

psychological burden and anti-black violence experienced by black peoples within a society 

produced and maintained through white supremacy. These black places of respite serve as a 

broad socio-spatial critique of racist, white supremacist logics underlying dominant articulations 

of space and society and as an empowering place for the production of potentially liberative 

practices and relations. 

Places of respite offer scholars an analytic to understand places produced by marginalized 

peoples seeking refuge from the oppressions of society and an ontological object that can engage 

with more affirmative socio-spatial visions and practices of marginalized peoples without 

obscuring the violent oppressions that make these places necessary. Though drawn from 

experiences and socio-spatial theories produced through black senses of place, I view places of 

respite as applicable within other contexts as long as we attend carefully to the differential 

relations that produce and situate these places.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

ASSERTING A BLACK VISION OF RACE AND PLACE: FLORIDA A&M 

UNIVERSITY’S HOMECOMING AS AN AFFIRMATIVE, 

TRANSGRESSIVE CLAIM OF PLACE 
 

Introduction 

Recent calls within black geographies have called for studies to focus on black life rather 

than black suffering/death. The uncovering/recovering of black senses of place and black 

‘sayings’ of place offers the possibility of analyses of race and black geographies “based not on 

suffering, but on human life” (McKittrick, 2011, p. 948). This call asserts that black geographies 

represent more than a critique of conditions of struggle and demands that scholars produce 

research that is more than simply a “descriptor of social ills” (Wright, 2017, p. 2). Instead, black 

geographies demand that scholars engage with black life and affirmative articulations of black 

identity and black geographies (Allen, Lawhon, & Pierce, 2018). Bledsoe’s (2017, p. 46) 

research on the place-making practices of maroons in Brazil and the United States illustrates that 

black productions of space and black senses of place not only critique white, normative 

articulations of place but also celebrate geographies that “assert that Black lives do matter” and 

offer the possibility of “a future not defined by racial domination.” Such studies acknowledge 

that racial marginalization may “shape, but do not wholly define, black worlds” (McKittrick, 

2011, p. 947). 

This chapter contributes to this call within black geographies by focusing on black 

joy/celebration expressed through Florida A&M University’s (FAMU) Marching 100 (M100) 

during FAMU’s homecoming parade. Like other parades and festivals (Browne, 2007; Cudny, 

2014; Duffy, Waitt, & Gibson, 2007; O’Reilly & Crutcher, 2006; Reyskens & Vandenabeele, 

2016; Saint-Blancat & Cancellieri, 2014; Santino, 2011), this black celebration of an HBCU 

(Historically Black College/University) is a socio-spatial practice that utilizes musical rhythm 

and dancing, place-making discourses, and material appropriation of space to assert claims of 

belonging and presence within the city. FAMU’s homecoming is produced from and is 

productive of black senses of place; it produces visceral, embodied experiences of community 

and projects a particular vision of FAMU and Tallahassee.  

This chapter shows how insights from relational place-making and black geographies can 

be usefully combined toward the study of the production of black geographies as transgressive 
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acts of place-making. FAMU’s homecoming parade, an annual rhythmic practice within 

Tallahassee, Florida, illustrates that black joy/celebration holds the potential to reshape urban 

socio-spatial relations through assertions of presence and temporary, transgressive claims of 

place. These assertions, however, are also shown to be precariously positioned within uneven 

power relations and speak to the structural, anti-black racism black communities must negotiate 

to build these life-affirming, transgressive celebrations. FAMU’s Frenchtown/downtown 

homecoming parade route, a seven-decade tradition within the city of Tallahassee, was an 

affirmative, transgressive assertion of black life and temporarily reshaped relations within the 

city, challenging the marginalization and/or erasure of FAMU in favor of Florida State 

University (FSU), the local predominantly white institution (PWI). The movement of the parade 

to campus in 2015, as part of the fallout from a 2011 hazing incident in the band, speaks to the 

precarity of black (place-making) power within an oppressive set of power-relations that 

privilege racist, white supremacist, anti-black articulations of space and society. Though less 

transformative of the city than it once was, the parade continues to be used as an affirmative act 

of place-making and a powerful practice of produce a counternarrative of FAMU and 

Tallahassee.  

I begin with a literature review of black geographies, urban appropriation, and place-

making. This is followed by a brief contextualization of FAMU and the M100 and a discussion 

of the data and methodology used in the study. Next, I present the empirics of the study, 

discussing the reconfiguration of Tallahassee with FAMU at the center and the parade as a 

strategy of building socio-cultural capital through a performance of community and (black) 

excellence. Finally, through an analysis of the parade’s shift from downtown Tallahassee to 

FAMU’s campus in 2015, I demonstrate how this place-making power of the FAMU 

Homecoming Parade was contingent and precarious. I conclude by arguing that this parade, even 

through the shift, demonstrates the affirmative power of black joy/celebration.  

 

Black Geographies: Black Place-Making as Transgressive  

Recent theorizations of place define it as a plural, socio-material collection selectively 

bundled together into place-frames through the socio-political process of place-making (Martin, 

2003b; Massey, 2005; Pierce & Martin, 2015; Pierce et al., 2011). Following Massey (2005), 

Pierce and Martin (2015) argue place is a ‘throwntogetherness’ of material/physical objects, 
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social relations, and affective elements that do socio-spatial work for individuals and 

communities. These diverse elements are sutured together through a power-laden socio-political 

negotiation and strategically deployed to define community, identify community issues, and 

mobilize the community to appropriate action (Martin, 2003a, 2003b), though recent scholarship 

on place-making and appropriations of space have argued that these actions are not necessarily 

consciously political (Lawhon, Pierce, & Makina, 2018; Pierce & Martin, 2015; Pierce et al., 

2011). Scholars have argued that empirical research of place-making is made possible/visible at 

the moment of negotiation, with an explicit, active conflict (Martin, 2003b; Pierce et al., 2011).  

Relational place-making highlights the fluidity and unstableness of place. Individuals and 

collectives are always engaged in an ongoing process of place-making and “there is no moment 

of resolution when place-frames are produced in any final, settled sense,” even if they may seem 

fixed and durable to those that experience them (Pierce et al., 2011, p. 60). As such, places are 

“temporary constellations” (Massey, 2005, p. 141) that may become shared (briefly) among 

others but which never become fixed and shared among all. Not only are individual place-

bundles fluid and unstable but places are also are inherently plural. Places are made up of a 

multiplicity of overlapping and competing place-bundles, each ontologically ‘real’ and 

contingent (Amin, 2008; Martin, 2003a, 2003b; Pierce & Martin, 2015; Pierce et al., 2011). The 

enactment of these selective, negotiated assemblages contributes to the production of a plural 

society, participating in the defining of community identities, territorial boundaries, visions and 

values for multi-scalar planning, and other socio-spatial practices and processes (Martin, 2003b; 

Massey, 2005; Pierce & Martin, 2015; Pierce et al., 2011). 

Place-making is as much a production of communities of people as it is of place. Place-

making selects those included/excluded from belonging and also defines who, of those included, 

gets to be privileged and centered in different place-frames. Elwood, Lawson, and Nowak 

(2015), for example, claim that place-making reproduces racial and class identities through the 

production of place-bundles assembled from white middle-class values and visions. This work 

illustrates how place-making and community building operate iteratively. Place-making both 

frames and is framed by socio-spatial visions of/for society and, thus, acts not just as an 

expression of socio-spatial visions but also as an epistemological lens through which people 

experience socio-spatial relations and engage with the world (Pierce & Martin, 2015).   
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(Affirmative) Transgressive Claims of Place 

Critical urban geographers have largely deployed two broad conceptualizations of 

claiming/appropriating space: durable claims expressed through collective rhetoric described by 

Lefebvre’s ‘Right to the City’ and tentative claims exercised through individual, needs-based 

‘takings’ of space characterized in Bayat’s quiet encroachment as generally a-political (Lawhon 

et al., 2018). Lefebvre’s Right to the City, as used by critical urban scholars and activists, entails 

a right to appropriate space from the wealthy by marginalized inhabitants of the city. What is 

actually meant by rights, however, has been largely unclear within the Right to the City literature 

(Attoh, 2011; Pierce, Williams, & Martin, 2016). As Attoh (2011) has shown, rights as used by 

critical urban scholars can be variously viewed as legal permissions, societal permissions, or 

moral claims. Perhaps superseding all of these, however, is the actual ability to assert/use these 

permissions. Afterall, without the empowered ability to do/be as one wills within the city, then 

these permissions (social, legal, or moral) are worth nothing. Whether one takes a legal, societal, 

or moral view, rights (and constituent rights-claims to appropriate within the city in the Right to 

the City) are durable claims, intended to designate inalienable privileges (Pierce et al., 2016), 

and demands for socio-spatial changes that facilitate the use of these permissions by the 

marginalized within the city. Thus, practices of claiming/appropriating space through a right to 

the city involve a complex, plural set of durable, ongoing claims (legal, societal, and moral) to 

urban society and space, and are explicitly agonistic, political claims.  

Alternatively, critical urban scholars utilize Bayat’s quiet encroachment as a framework 

of urban appropriation to analyze needs-based systems of resistance that are generally viewed as 

apolitical (Lawhon et al., 2018). This form of urban appropriation has been depicted as 

“unassuming forms of resistance and under-the-radar politics that are performed quietly and 

without notice” (Miraftab, 2012, p. 197). Rather than resistance through acts of spectacle (e.g. 

protest), which Miraftab (2012, p. 197) argues would “be doomed to instant repression,” quiet 

encroachment relies upon “everyday activities such as street trading and squatting” (Lawhon et 

al., 2018, p. 121). While Bayat (2010) depicts these acts as largely a-political, individual acts that 

form a collective appropriation of space, the literature shows that informality, in contradiction to 

Bayat’s conceptualization, is “often coordinated and regulated through normative processes and 

principles” (Lawhon et al., 2018, p. 122). Lawhon et al. (2018, p.121, italics in original) usefully 
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note that while scholars should remain cautious of reading too much into informal, everyday 

struggles, “informality is neither unregulated nor amoral.”  

Unsatisfied with these articulations, Lawhon et al. (2018) propose agonistic transgression 

as a mode of claiming/appropriating space distinct from those articulated by the right to the city 

and quiet encroachment. Agonistic transgression, while an always-ongoing effort, does not seek 

durable, ongoing claims of use within the city but seeks out, often temporarily, vulnerable sites 

for claiming/appropriating space (and power) within the city. These claims and practices are 

based on multiple, overlapping or even competing logics and concerns. Lawhon et al. (2018) 

leave this mode of urban appropriation/claiming space open to encompass a multiplicity of 

forms, and thus, agonistic transgression is useful for framing and analyzing collective, seemingly 

apolitical modes of socio-spatial claims of belonging and presence, such as celebrations within 

the city.  

These three modes of appropriation (right to the city, quiet encroachment, and agonistic 

transgression), then, differ form, particularly the permanence (durable/temporary) of claims and 

the approach (direct/quiet) to enactments of claims (Lawhon et al. 2018). The study of 

celebratory place-making, I argue, suggests a third, affirmative, approach to enacting urban 

socio-spatial claims. This affirmative approach does not seek a direct, contentious appropriation 

that makes durable claims to space within the city (though many are quasi-durable as annual, 

rhythmic events), but it also is not a quiet, unassuming taking of space through noncollective acts 

in order to acquire resource needs. Instead, an affirmative approach is a collective, (hyper)visible 

enactment of presence and belonging that affirms the lives and ways of life of participants.  

 

Black Geographies as Transgressive Acts of Place-Making 

The production of black geographies can be viewed as transgressive place-making acts in 

a world that seeks to invisibilize, marginalize, and dehumanize blackness and black lives. Black 

geographies assert that black lives are lived spatially and that black visions and experiences are 

central to the production of the world (Allen et al., 2018; Bledsoe, Eaves, & Williams, 2017; 

McKittrick, 2006; McKittrick & Woods, 2007). Black geographies refers to plural ontological 

objects developed from black senses of place, epistemological ways of engaging with/being in 

the world that frames and is framed by black visions and experiences, and an approach to the 

study of geography that focuses on the geographic visions, experiences, and practices of black 
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communities in the production of society and space (Allen et al., 2018; Bledsoe, 2017; Bledsoe 

et al., 2017).  

Black geographies are not just produced through blackness but iteratively (re)produce 

blackness. While hegemonic, white (supremacist) seek to fix blackness through the 

dehumanizing and damaging discourses, black geographies offer an opportunity to assert 

counternarratives of black life and challenges these attempts to fix blackness as a biological 

marker of poverty, violence, death, and non-being (Bledsoe, 2015; McKittrick, 2006, 2011). 

Blackness is plural. It encompasses competing discourses produced from uneven power 

relations, a material signifier that marks bodies for corporeal violence and systemic 

discrimination, and an epistemological experience framed by “particular histories of resistance 

and domination” (Walcott, 2003, p. 27) that shapes engagement with society and space. While 

hegemonic discourses of blackness within society position it as linked to various deleterious 

attributes and relations, black peoples have (re)produced affirmative relations of blackness that 

seek to restore dignity, project/instill affirmative narratives, and rework practices of humanness 

(Mbembe, 2017; McKittrick, 2006; Sansone, 2003). Mbembe (2017), for example, notes that 

while blackness (and whiteness) are inventions of the European imagination “woven out of a 

thousand details, anecdotes, and stories” in an attempt to fix black peoples as an object rather 

than subjects, blackness, nonetheless, “became an idiom through which people of African origin 

could announce themselves to the world…draw on their own power and genius to affirm 

themselves” (p. 43). Thus, while blackness was an invention within a broad dehumanizing 

project of white supremacy and colonization, it has also been produced and used by black 

peoples as a source of pride and power.  

Black geographies demonstrate that blackness and black lives are spatial and assert black 

presence within society that routinely engages in anti-black socio-spatial projects of 

dehumanization. McKittrick (2006, p. xiii) argues, for example, that society has routinely 

positioned “black populations and their attendant geographies as ‘ungeographic,’” and Bledsoe 

(2015, p. 324) argues that this discourse of a-spatiality is a project of dehumanizing blackness 

and black bodies, establishing “the Black as the anti-human par excellence in the West.” Black 

geographies challenge this condition of non-being and assert discourses of blackness that counter 

attempts to dehumanize and fix blackness from the vantage point of the whiteness and the white 

gaze. Instead, black geographies assert the presence and engage in the (re)production of “various 
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forms of blackness” (McKittrick, 2006, xix), demonstrating that these discourses and relations 

that produce blackness from the white vantage point are not fixed but malleable and open-ended. 

And, show that blackness is “always in progress, always in the process of becoming” (Walcott, 

2003, p. 28).  

It is important to note, however, that these (re)assertions of blackness are enveloped 

within uneven power relations, and black geographies are also produced with differential power. 

As McKittrick (2006) argues, socio-spatial production is “caught up in…long-standing 

geographic frameworks that materially and philosophically arrange the planet according to a 

seemingly stable white, heterosexual, classed vantage point” (p. xv). While these articulations of 

society and space are not fixed, they are “haunted…by old and new hierarchies of humanness” 

and various white supremacist racial projects that are constantly at work to (re)distribute material 

and symbolic resources unevenly (Omi & Winant, 2015). Thus, while society and space, 

blackness and whiteness are clearly malleable and the production of black geographies 

demonstrates that black communities are able to assert their visions and experiences though 

spatial production, these are not done within a flat plane of power relations. Some peoples’ 

productions of place and race are more durable than others. Some peoples are able to leverage 

their uneven power to impose their geographic visions and values upon society. Meanwhile, 

others’ socio-spatial visions, experiences, and values are produced as more tenuous and 

contingent. 

  Considering the durability white articulations of society and space and their continued 

hegemonic status, black geographies are transgressive acts of place-making produced within 

uneven power relations and under the threat (an execution) of anti-black violence. Produced 

through “saying of space and place” and other “expressive acts” (McKittrick, 2006, p. xii-xiii), 

black geographies declare black presence and assert affirmative discourses/relations of 

blackness. While not always transformative, black geographies are disruptive of white 

hegemonic logics of space and society, simply by countering these logics which seek to fix 

blackness and black bodies and site them within particular boundaries. The power and resources 

to engage in these acts of place-making, however, are precarious and contingent. As Finney and 

Potter’s (2018) study of Orange Crush, an annual spring break event for HBCU students on 

Tybee Island, Georgia, shows, black place-making is always potentially subject to efforts to limit 

the means to (re)produce blackness and black geographies. Though some transformative and 
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durable productions of black geographies are able to take advantage of land ownership and 

material interventions upon the landscape (Bledsoe, 2017; McCutcheon, 2015, 2019), Allen et 

al., (2018) argue and Finney and Potter (2018) demonstrate that, due to socio-cultural and geo-

historical differences of power, many productions of black geographies are more contingent, 

more tenuous, and often less durable than white productions of society and space.  

FAMU’s homecoming parade, like Finney and Potter's (2018) study of Orange Crush, 

exemplifies a transgressive, expressive act of black geographic production that does not seek 

direct conflict but claims space through affirmative acts. It also illuminates how black place-

making practices (like the homecoming parade) are always positioned precariously, and the 

resulting productions of blackness and black geographic claims of place are often fugacious and 

contingent. Despite this fugacity, black geographies represent both a critique of dominant 

articulations of place and the presence of already existing alternative articulations based on black 

life. 

 

FAMU M100 Background and Methodology 

FAMU was founded in 1887 within the city of Tallahassee, Florida and was designated 

as a land grant university as part of the Second Morrill Act of 1890. An HBCU with a student 

population of nearly 10,000, it is one of the largest public HBCUs in the country and the only 

public HBCU in the state of Florida. It is located less than a mile from the capitol building and 

less than two miles from the other prominent higher education institution in the city, FSU. 

Despite this centrality, FAMU is located on the South Side of Tallahassee, a predominantly black 

part of the city literally across the railroad tracks from the city center and FSU, and separated 

from the prominent historically black neighborhood of Frenchtown by FSU (see Fig. 1).  

FAMU’s relationship with Tallahassee, FSU, and the Florida state government has been 

historically contentious (Neyland & Riley, 1987). While FAMU has been a source of pride for 

many black Tallahassee community members and served as a site of civil rights organization and 

protest, it has also been the target of marginalizing, oppressive actions against the institution by 

the state legislature, private business interests, and FSU’s leadership. The FAMU hospital, the 

only hospital within 150 miles that served black residents during segregation, was closed in 1971 

due to the machinations of Tallahassee Memorial Hospital, the FAMU law school was defunded 

and forced to close in 1968 as state money was transferred to start a new law school at FSU, 
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FAMU’s President Gore engaged in a decade-long battle to prevent the entire institution from 

being merged with FSU, and recently FAMU has fought to prevent FSU from separating the 

joint FAMU-FSU engineering program (Neyland & Riley, 1987; Rabby, 1999).  

The ‘Incomparable’ M100 is the nationally recognized marching band built by famous 

band director, Dr. William P. Foster. As with many HBCUs, the M100 is one of the most 

recognized organizations of FAMU and a key recruiter for the institution. As many staff and 

students of the M100 often state, “the band is the brand” of FAMU, and homecoming represents 

one of—if not the—most prominent and important event of the year for the band and the 

institution. Homecoming, as Malone (1996, p. 161) has argued specifically about FAMU, is 

more than an opportunity for graduates to reunite at their alma mater. It is “a community ritual 

that draws people from throughout the state…many bordering states, and beyond.” Homecoming 

at FAMU is a week-long affair, culminating with a day of festivities that begins with the 

homecoming parade. While many HBCUs have historically held their homecoming parades on 

their campus, FAMU has historically held its homecoming parade in downtown Tallahassee, 

beginning in the historically black Frenchtown neighborhood and proceeding in front of the 

capital building and ending near or at FAMU’s campus (see Fig. 3). Homecoming, and 

specifically the homecoming parade, acts as a key performance of/by FAMU in Tallahassee.  

While still a prominent event within the city, the power of this event to assert FAMU’s 

presence ‘across the tracks’ was significantly diminished after a hazing incident in 2011. After 

decades of success in building a national brand of excellence and innovation, a hazing incident 

that resulted in the death of a M100 drum major resulted in the band being suspended for 22 

months, a nearly complete overhaul of the band staff, and the replacement of FAMU’s president. 

Making its return in 2013, the M100 at first returned to its traditional homecoming parade route. 

In 2015, however, the parade was moved to campus (see Fig. 4), and as my data shows, this shift 

significantly diminished the parade’s impact as a practice to assert black visions of FAMU across 

the tracks.  

 The material for this chapter was derived from a year of research with the M100. This 

included over 750 hours of observation with the M100 at practices, performances, and informal 

settings, the bulk of which occurred July 2017-February 2018, including over 50 hours of this 

observation conducted during Homecoming week at FAMU in October of 2017. 33 in-depth 
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interviews were conducted with students, staff, and alumni of the M100.6 These interviews, 

conducted with 28 different participants, averaged approximately 80 minutes, and focused on the 

participants’ visions, experiences, and expression of FAMU and Tallahassee as part of the most 

recognizable student organization on FAMU’s campus. I conducted an additional 9 interviews 

with members of the Frenchtown community to provide context on the Frenchtown-FAMU 

relationship when the homecoming parade began in Frenchtown and since 2015, when it moved 

to campus.  

My positionality as a white researcher affiliated with a university that, at many times, has 

been hostile and a threat to FAMU’s existence influenced the design and execution of this 

research. In designing the research project, my background as a music minor and trumpet player 

in my undergraduate marching band influenced my decision to work with the M100. As other 

scholars have noted (Milligan, 2016; Thomson & Gunterb, 2011), the research’s insider-outsider 

status is fluid rather than static. My background as a musician forged a relationship with 

members of the M100: while never fully an insider, I was never completely an outsider either. 

From moment to moment different aspects of my positionality (gender, race, age, FSU-

affiliation) took prominence for students, alumni, staff, and myself. The positionality of some 

participants also made a difference. For example, most of the FAMU M100 staff attained degrees 

at FSU and their close connections with FSU eased a major tension between participants and 

myself. In response to my positionality and implementing a black geographies approach, my 

research inquiries were guided by members of the M100. FAMU’s homecoming as the focus of 

this chapter, for example, emerged from conversations with participants during observations, and 

as my analysis developed, participants were routinely consulted formally and informally for 

comments.     

 

FAMU as a Protective Bubble within Tallahassee 

 Tallahassee is largely framed by FAMU students as “FSU’s Town.” “I would consider 

[Tallahassee] being an FSU-town,” says one M100 student (Carl Thanos, Interview, 12/12/17). 

“I feel like, besides homecoming week, it does [feel] like FSU’s city, like 95 percent of the time” 

(John Hudson, Interview, 10/8/17). Students acquire this understanding through their experiences 

of the marginalization of FAMU in the city, seen through the disparity in FSU and FAMU 

                                                 
6 Names of students and alumni have been anonymized using pseudonyms chosen by the participants. 
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presence within the city. John Hudson, for example, discusses the difference in symbols on 

Tallahassee’s landscape. “Like you will go to a restaurant, you’ll see…FSU paraphernalia…or 

you’ll go to a hotel, you’ll see FSU paraphernalia, but you might not see FAMU paraphernalia” 

(Interview, 10/8/17). Meanwhile, other students focus on the disparity between FSU and FAMU 

in media coverage and community publicity within the city. Discussing the focus of Tallahassee 

residents across the tracks, Vanessa Thompson says “we’re supposed to be sister schools…[but] 

you’re so focused on FSU that you forget about FAMU” (Interview, 2/14/18). Similarly, Carl 

claims “I feel like the publicity definitely shines more towards FSU than it does FAMU…I don’t 

think FAMU gets as much exposure, city-wise, as FSU” (Interview, 12/12/17). Students 

routinely point out FAMU’s lack of media coverage and FSU’s omnipresence within the city and 

express how this impacts their experience of the divide within the city.7 

 The visibilization of FAMU’s marginalization within much of the city causes many 

students to feel particularly unwelcome in much of Tallahassee and restricts their mobility within 

the city. Students report that they largely stay within the South Side of Tallahassee, framed as 

‘their side of town’ and signified by proverbial and literal railroad tracks dividing the black and 

white portions of the city.8  They emphasize the emotional importance of what they call the 

‘FAMU Bubble’ and describe it as a sense of place spatially covering FAMU and the South Side 

that is comfortable, safe, and distinct from their experience of broader Tallahassee. FAMU is “a 

bubble…I feel safe. I feel protected…FAMU just really keeps you protected” (Interview, 

11/12/17). This FAMU bubble is made up of a black sense of place, a sense of comfort, that 

distinguishes it from the rest of Tallahassee and constructs a sense of territories divided by the 

railroad tracks. “Like, FAMU is its own bubble essentially, and Tallahassee is its own city” 

(John Hudson, Interview, 10/8/17). “Everything this way of the track is ours, everything on that 

side of the tracks is theirs,” says Denzel, describing the FAMU/FSU divide (Interview, 

11/10/17).  

                                                 
7 A brief review of the Tallahassee Democrat corroborates students’ experiences with the disparity in media 

coverage and the negative framing of FAMU in the media. 
8 Though most of the students avoided racialized language with me in formal interviews (though importantly not 

during informal conversations), their discourses of FSU/FAMU sides and ‘cultural differences’ around the South 

Side and North Side communities indicates an understanding of Tallahassee as racially divided by the railroad 

tracks. 
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This divide is experienced through a black sense of place. As Courtney describes, “every 

time cross the train tracks and I’m off of FAMU’s campus, I have to remember that…I’m a 

threat to some people, their genuinely scared of me” (Interview, 11/12/17). This experience of 

the white gaze is a specter waiting for her if she crosses the tracks to the “white side of town,” so 

she largely stays on the South Side. “I purposefully don’t go to the white side of town. I don’t 

want to go out because I don’t feel comfortable going” (Courtney Andrews, Interview, 

11/12/17). While most students didn’t express their feelings as strongly as Courtney or use as 

explicitly racialized language, many students did indicate that they rarely cross the tracks and all 

of the students discusses some form of the FAMU bubble and how it protects them from 

potential racist encounters outside of that bubble. 

 

FAMU’s Homecoming Tradition: A Temporary Transgressive Appropriation 

 This experience of the city, however, is disrupted during FAMU’s homecoming. Students 

and alumni unanimously identify the week of homecoming as a time when Tallahassee is 

“FAMU’s Town,” at least temporarily. “There is a time where it’s FAMU’s city,” says Osi 

Hernandez, “FAMU takes center stage around…[the] week of homecoming” (Interview, 2/2/18), 

and Josh Garnder states that “homecoming is definitely when all eyes are on FAMU” (Interview, 

12/6/17). Students experience a different Tallahassee during this week, one that centers FAMU 

and the HBCU experiences and provides positive recognition for the university. “For seven days 

the city is focused on the historically black university that is within its city” a student states with 

pride (John Hudson, Interview, 10/8/17). Students experience this change, partially, through the 

increase in (positive) news coverage of FAMU during homecoming. Bobby, for example, notes 

his pride in the front-page news coverage the homecoming parade downtown would produce. 

“Yeah…that [homecoming] would put a front[page] article on the newspaper, something that 

would just go ‘The FAMU Marching 100 Takes Downtown Tallahassee and Draws Everyone.’ 

So that was a big thing” (Bobby Lewis, Interview, 10/4/17). Devon Jones describes homecoming 

as a complete deconstruction of Tallahassee and a reconfiguration of the city as the ‘City of 

FAMU’:  

 

When homecoming comes, to be honest, FSU is non-existent. FSU, you don’t hear 

anything about no FSU football game coming up, you don’t hear anything. When FAMU 



74 

has our homecoming, it’s not even Tallahassee anymore, it’s FAMU. It’s just like, Ok, 

this is the City of FAMU, the capitol is Florida A&M University, and the mayor…is 

Larry Robinson [FAMU’s President] (Interview, 11/7/17).  

 

 This reconfiguration of Tallahassee during homecoming represents a moment of fissure 

in the city, providing an opportunity to assert FAMU’s presence in the community and forcibly 

include FAMU in assemblages of Tallahassee. Discussing the Homecoming parade going by 

FSU’s campus and through downtown Tallahassee, Devon Jones claims “I think it was just more 

visibility, and, honestly, because FSU is right there, it sort of forces them to notice us” 

(Interview, 11/7/17). This presence made visible by the “FAMUnalia” around the city and is 

symbolized for some students by the color shift within the city from FSU’s garnet and gold to 

FAMU’s orange and green. Students note that “homecoming is definitely the time…you see 

green and orange everywhere” (Courtney Andrews, Interview, 11/12/17) and that “you’re 

guaranteed to see so much orange and green on the corner blocks, even in the heart of 

Tallahassee” (Josh Gardner, Interview, 12/6/17). In addition, the city is filled with “FAMUnalia 

on the cars” (Osi Hernandez, Interview, 2/2/18) and homecoming is a time when “banners are 

everywhere, you see FAMU tags everywhere” (Devon Jones, 11/7/17).  

This material presence throughout the city visibilizes an experiential change of 

Tallahassee for the students, expanding what they refer to as the ‘FAMU bubble’ across the 

railroad tracks. “I feel like…homecoming, that’s when that bubble stretches way further. That 

bubble is actually covering FSU, it’s actually covering the entire city of Tallahassee” (Curly, 

Interview, 11/29/17). Students also experience this change in the city through businesses catering 

to FAMU students throughout Tallahassee. “All of the clubs, all of them,” claims Courtney 

Andrews, “are catering to FAMU…the city center is booked by somebody who’s coming to 

perform for homecoming.” (Interview, 11/12/17). “The town caters to our type of vendors,” an 

alumnus that still lives in Tallahassee says, “our type of entertainment, you know, the hotels, I 

feel they cater to us.” Continuing, she says “it’s almost like a switch for the week, you know, to 

cater to what people from FAMU would enjoy” (Kay, Interview, 6/11/18).  

This expansion allows FAMU students like Courtney to feel more comfortable crossing 

the tracks and experiencing more of Tallahassee: 
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“I feel very comfortable during homecoming. I mean, because I see everybody 

everywhere, just so happy about FAMU. I see alumni, I see current students…they even 

have like this FAMU special…well past Governor Square, on the whiter side of 

Tallahassee…it just, yeah, the bubble expands during homecoming” (Courtney Andrews, 

Interview, 11/12/17). 

 

It provides opportunities for students, that usually stay on the South Side, to experience more of 

the city on their terms and with more comfort. The saturation of FAMU alumni, orange and 

green paraphernalia, and the catering of businesses to FAMU homecoming participants reshapes 

the experience of the city. John Hudson, a FAMU M100 student that grew up in Tallahassee, 

says that, FAMU’s homecoming “is important to the students because they should be able to get 

around in this city and feel comfortable.” While for most of the year it feels like FSU’s town and 

students “just stay on [FAMU’s] side of town,” homecoming, he claims, “gives those students a 

chance to go out and taste and actually experience Tallahassee” (Interview, 10/8/17). 

The homecoming parade provides an opportunity not just to remake Tallahassee but also 

provides an opportunity to (re)frame FAMU and the M100 more positively within the 

Tallahassee community. Through the homecoming parade, FAMU is able assert itself as part of 

the Tallahassee community. The parade includes FAMU student organizations, local businesses, 

high school bands, and local politicians and candidates, especially during an election year, and, 

of course, the M100. “It’s important for the community to see that we are connected to the 

community… [the homecoming parade] shows we are a big part of the community and we are 

dedicated to our community” (Osi Hernandez, Interview, 2/2/18). Josh Gardner sees community 

as the main point of homecoming. “Homecoming, in my personal opinion, is all about…keeping 

the community involved with FAMU and staying very, very connected with each 

other” (Interview, 12/6/17). The parade helped perform FAMU as part of Tallahassee and 

reminded Tallahassee that FAMU is “still part of Tallahassee” (Osi Hernandez, Interview, 

2/2/18) and always will be. As one M100 member claims, homecoming helps “to remind 

Tallahassee…what it had, what it has, and what it could have in the future” (Bob, Interview, 

11/30/17). 

This performance of belonging seeks to assert FAMU as part the assemblage of 

Tallahassee and offers the opportunity to build socio-cultural capital within the community. 
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Members of the M100 identify the importance of doing community events to gain the support of 

Tallahassee. “You know, if you help out in the community a lot or do something positive, it can 

come back, you know. Good karma definitely will come back to you, more events. That’s how 

you get partnerships and stuff like that” (Curly, Interview, 11/29/17). As the M100 prepares to 

represent Tallahassee and Florida in the 2019 Tournament of Roses Parade, members understand 

that being seen as part of the community will be important as they ask the community to help 

fund their trip to Pasadena, California. “If we don’t do those things, the community will stop 

supporting us. They’ll stop really hearing about us or seeing us…you have to keep showing face 

and all that” (Deza Williams, Interview, 11/6/17). Homecoming has traditionally been an 

important event for asserting FAMU as part of Tallahassee as well as providing a reminder to 

Tallahassee residents about the premiere events that the M100 attends as a representative of 

Tallahassee, Florida, and this connection to the community is seen as important for building 

economic and socio-cultural capital within Tallahassee. 

Homecoming expresses FAMU to the rest of Tallahassee in a more positive light. M100 

students take their roles as FAMU ambassadors seriously and understand the responsibility of 

branding the university as a place of (black) excellence. From their first days on campus, 

students internalize their responsibility to represent the university, epitomized by Mr. Lindsey 

Sarjeant’s claim that “the FAMU band is the FAMU brand” (Field Notes, 8/28/17). Students 

understand this obligation through their band motto, “a role model of excellence,” and discuss 

homecoming as an opportunity to “inspire a lot of the youth and just people in general…to leave 

an impression on people about this band…to promote this band…to promote blackness, to 

promote FAMU…and being first class” (Devon Jones, Interview, 11/7/17).  

Homecoming marks one of the few times that FAMU gets positive exposure and news 

coverage within the city. For John Hudson, for example, homecoming is “important for the city” 

because it “makes FAMU look like…a really good school.” John contrasts the normal media 

coverage of FAMU and what the positive coverage during homecoming means to students. 

“Watching the news or reading the newspaper, FAMU isn’t really on the front page unless it’s 

something negative. So, when you have something going out that is positive about FAMU, it’s 

that…time that really makes FAMU look like who she really is” (Interview, 10/8/17). 

Homecoming, particularly the homecoming parade, is seen as not just an opportunity but a 

responsibility for the M100 to express FAMU’s identity as a place of (black) excellence, a 
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responsibility that students and alumni explicitly connect to the effort to re-brand the band and 

the university in the wake of the 2011 hazing incident that led to the death of a drum major. 

Though for most of the year students experience Tallahassee as FSU’s town, FAMU’s 

homecoming reconfigures Tallahassee as FAMU’s town through a transgressive, affirmative 

appropriation of the city. Students discuss with pride the shift in the city and how it centers 

FAMU for that week. This centering provides positive news coverage, a visible presence 

throughout the city, and a more comfortable sense of place in which to cross the tracks and 

experience the city. FAMU’s homecoming is able to reconfigure Tallahassee materially and 

imaginatively, reshaping the experience of the city for FAMU students and, as a result, 

temporarily providing students with more comfortable mobility within the city.  

 

Re-Placing FAMU’s Homecoming Parade to Campus 

In 2015 FAMU’s administration decided to move the parade to campus. Following a 

2011 hazing incident, drastic changes were demanded by a variety of state and local actors. 

Alumni and Frenchtown residents expressed their outrage and demanded it return the following 

year. Though the parade has gone through slight alterations over the decades, Frenchtown was 

the ceremonial beginning of the parade route for decades. The new route would be on FAMU’s 

campus and the administration at the time tried to claim the move would highlight FAMU’s 

campus more and give students a better opportunity to participate in the parade. This justification 

has had a mixed reception in Frenchtown and the M100. Multiple, competing versions of why 

the parade was moved have arisen since 2015. A common thread within explanations by those 

broadly against the move, however, invokes discourses of place to connect the move (directly or 

indirectly) with the 2011 hazing incident. While some directly blame the hazing incident as 

providing cover for the city to push FAMU’s homecoming onto the South Side—to prevent the 

appropriation of Tallahassee even for a day—others blame the president of FAMU at the time of 

the move, President Elmira Mangum, criticizing her as an outsider that didn’t understand or 

appreciate FAMU’s traditions. What is clear, however, is that regardless of the justificatory 

logic, the move to campus has drastically altered the location and meaning of FAMU’s 

homecoming. 
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The (Dis)connection of FAMU and Frenchtown 

 Frenchtown was always a large part of this FAMUly atmosphere during FAMU’s 

homecoming. Despite being on disparate parts of the Tallahassee landscape, split by FSU’s 

campus and the infamous railroad tracks, the homecoming parade sutured Frenchtown and 

FAMU together imaginatively for residents and M100 students. “Frenchtown has a connection to 

FAMU. Because, essentially, for years…that’s where the parade always started” (Bobby Lewis, 

Mobile Interview, 3/6/18). That homecoming parade made Frenchtown part of FAMU and the 

South Side. “It’s like the South Side…it was one of those areas that kind of felt FAMU, and it 

was because that homecoming parade came down this way for so long” (John Hudson, Mobile 

Interview, 3/5/18). 

Frenchtown residents felt this connection powerfully as well. As one resident states, it 

was their “opportunity to have a connection with the school” (Frenchtown Resident,9 Interview, 

8/6/18). One business owner remembers that not only helped the neighborhood economically but 

also acted as the “highlight of festivities in Tallahassee” for the Frenchtown community 

(Frenchtown Resident, 8/6/18). “Everybody was so festive…it was a community event…it was 

jubilee,” says another resident. There were just “oceans and oceans of orange and green” along 

the parade route, he says, and it made the community feel part of FAMU (Frenchtown Resident, 

Interview, 8/6/18). Even now, as one walks the remaining storefront, a painting of a FAMU 

M100 drum major is a symbolic reminder of the connection FAMU’s homecoming produced 

within Frenchtown, but it is now also a painful reminder that the connection once renewed each 

year at homecoming is now strained since the homecoming parade’s move to campus. 

With the homecoming parade now on campus, FAMU and Frenchtown lost a practice 

that kept the two spatially disparate communities connected. Though Frenchtown residents 

maintain that the connection between FAMU and Frenchtown will “never be lost,” they do feel 

“it’s been hurt” (Frenchtown Resident, Interview, 8/6/18). “That really hurt us…it hurt the 

connection,” says one resident, “it’s like the rug got pulled out from under us” (Frenchtown 

Resident, Interview, 8/6/18). “Seeing the band,” another resident claims, “was their 

[Frenchtown’s] opportunity to have that connection to FAMU,” and moving the parade was “like 

                                                 
9 Anonymized using ‘Frenchtown Resident’ so as to more easily differentiate their contributions from FAMU 

students and alumni for the reader while maintaining anonymity. 
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taking away the city from the community” (Frenchtown Resident, Interview, 8/6/18). The move 

of the parade not only hurt the connection with FAMU, but it took away a major neighborhood 

event that helped bind the Frenchtown community together over generations. Attending the 

FAMU homecoming is described by former residents as a “rite of passage…a generational 

thing” and that it helped keep Frenchtown together and their culture visible. While Frenchtown 

residents have been experiencing gentrification well before the shift, some, though not all, 

residents feel that the Frenchtown-FAMU connection being hurt has also hurt their ability to 

combat the effects of gentrification and repel FSU’s expansion into their neighborhood. As one 

resident sums it up, “there’s strength in numbers” (Interview, 8/6/18).  

This is a sentiment held by alumni and students that marched the downtown parade route 

as well. As one alumnus states, the “Frenchtown-FAMU connection has been lost…if you didn’t 

grow up in Tallahassee, I wouldn’t see [that] you would have a connection” now that the parade 

has moved (Kay, Interview, 6/11/18). The loss of this connection pains alumni and older students 

that feel Frenchtown as part of FAMU. During a drive through Frenchtown John Hudson admits 

that he and some fellow band members feel a little guilty about the parade moving. “They’re just 

left out now…We left them out” he says (Mobile Interview, 3/5/18). In an earlier interview he 

claimed that he felt like they were “just robbing the area…of the sense of I’m a part of 

FAMU…that area’s support of FAMU, I feel like we lost it with us moving” (Interview, 

10/8/17). Younger students in the band, however, do not express the same visceral connection 

with Frenchtown. Older students and alumni see this connection fading with each graduating 

class. Driving through Frenchtown along the old parade route, Bobby Lewis states, “I don’t think 

the people after us will be able to really experience that…to connect, and after my senior class, I 

think some people now don’t even know about Frenchtown, you know. We don’t associate with 

it anymore” (Mobile Interview, 3/6/18). The FAMU-Frenchtown connection became embodied 

for these students through the homecoming parade, but with the movement of the parade and an 

ongoing gentrification of Frenchtown, particularly by FSU’s expansion, Frenchtown is no longer 

part of many M100 students’ assemblage of FAMU.   

 

Opportunities Gained and Opportunities Lost: Competing Visions of the New Route 

Some students view the move as an opportunity to celebrate FAMU and display it as a 

symbol of (black) excellence. “A parade is supposed to be celebrating the school,” says Michael 
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Johnson, “so…having it all the way down there…didn’t make any sense” (Interview, 11/30/17). 

Students that enjoy the new, campus route, particularly those that never marched the older, 

downtown-Frenchtown route, argue the new route is better for their fans and students. “It gives 

the people on the South Side a chance to watch the parade…it kind of brings the whole 

atmosphere of homecoming closer to campus so that people who are true fans…can really enjoy 

the whole homecoming atmosphere at FAMU” (Carl Thanos, Interview, 12/4/17). The campus 

route, for these students, is about celebrating FAMU and her ‘true fans’, and that, they claim, is 

best done on FAMU’s campus.  

These students also position the new route as an opportunity to frame FAMU as a place 

of black excellence. Michael Johnson describes a ‘tour’ of black excellence through the parade. 

“You march by the Welcome Center, by SBI [School of Business and Industry], Jschool [School 

of Journalism & Graphic Design]… the pharmacy building. We’re hitting every corner of the 

school… that only makes sense.” These buildings, he argues, are part seeing black excellence on 

FAMU’s campus. “There are different signs and stuff all around the campus that lets us know 

FAM[U] is a great school, [that] there’s black excellence going on at the school.” He even 

frames the campus homecoming route as an educational opportunity to learn about FAMU and 

black excellence. “Simply being on the campus, you’re going to learn about black excellence, 

doing the parade here is just exposing and just educating people without even really knowing 

that they’re being educated.” Specifically, he references the buildings named after prominent 

alumni—like Jake Gaither Gym [named for the famous football coach] or the Al Lawson Center 

[named for a prominent alumni and local politician]—and how children might ask about these 

people as they visit the campus for homecoming (Interview, 11/30/17). For these students, 

homecoming is about celebrating FAMU and the black excellence that it produces, and the 

campus route reaches their target audience, FAMU alumni, students, and ‘true’ supporters. 

While these students expressed that having the parade on campus allows the community 

to see all the things FAMU has to offer and to take a tour of black excellence, others expressed 

sorrow at the loss of tradition and that the only people that would see this performance of black 

excellence were the people already around FAMU’s campus. Thus, while some students view the 

move as an opportunity to “start a new tradition” (Bobby Smith, Interview, 1/12/18), alumni and 

older students claim the move “was a way that the city got taken out of the FAMU community, 

and FAMU kind of took itself out of the city” (John Hudson, Interview, 10/8/17). One student 



81 

even claims that this taking of FAMU out of the city harms Tallahassee of the benefit of 

FAMU’s culture and presence. “The parade happening on the South Side, I think it’s really 

robbing Tallahassee, you know, of its total experience” (Bob, Interview, 11/30/17). Students like 

Bob feel that FAMU is the epitome of black excellence and that homecoming provides an 

opportunity to share that with the parts of Tallahassee that don’t see FAMU or the M100 often. 

Moving the parade to campus, they feel, deprives Tallahassee of experiencing FAMU’s culture 

and the M100’s performances of excellence. That these parades drew different audiences is 

patently clear for people that have attended both routes. While the downtown route drew a more 

diverse crowd, according to alumni and students, the more recent parades on campus are largely 

patroned by alumni, students, and FAMU supporters from the South Side.   

 With this move, FAMU limited its opportunities to assert itself as part of the community, 

making other community performance opportunities even more vital. Talking about how the 

downtown parade made him feel, John Hudson says, “It made me feel like the city of Tallahassee 

loves FAMU…it was just a bond between the two. Tallahassee loves FAMU, FAMU loves 

Tallahassee.” Since the move, though, John says, “now with this new route, it’s just like, FAMU 

loves FAMU” (Interview, 10/8/17). The Veteran’s Day Parade and Springtime Tallahassee now 

are the most visible performances FAMU’s M100 participates in. While these parades provide 

the opportunity for FAMU to have presence within a wider community event, the exposure and 

opportunity to showcase and frame FAMU beyond the M100 is more limited. As one student 

says about the North Side of Tallahassee missing out on the homecoming parade now, “Like, 

they only get to experience FAMU when the M100 does the Veteran’s Day Parade, and that’s 

only like a miniscule part of FAMU” (Bob, Interview, 11/30/17). 

While the parade downtown expanded the FAMU bubble, the movement of the parade to 

campus has generated a less all-encompassing homecoming takeover of the city than before. 

With nearly all homecoming events occurring on campus or on the South Side, students report 

less venturing ‘across the tracks’ during homecoming. This worries one student that fellow 

students will now have less of a connection with the entire city of Tallahassee and be less 

inclined to cross the tracks to experience Tallahassee. “I’ve known students to really just stay 

on…the South Side, essentially…they really don’t go out within Tallahassee,” he says. They 

“don’t want to go out into a place, a city that they don’t feel comfortable in, which you can 

understand” (John Hudson, Interview, 10/8/17). As aforementioned, many students expressed 
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that they only ‘cross the tracks’ when FAMU performs parades or other gigs on the North Side, 

but these opportunities have become more limited with homecoming moving almost all events to 

the South Side.   

  The homecoming parade connected Frenchtown and FAMU in students’ minds, for 

decades that connection was performed and embodied annually. With the parade now on 

campus, students and alumni note that the connection between FAMU and Frenchtown is 

dwindling. These students also note the lost opportunities the move to campus has created, 

particularly opportunities to assert FAMU’s presence and importance within the Tallahassee 

community. Students that have never performed the downtown route beginning in Frenchtown, 

however, view the move to campus more positively and have less desire to move the parade back 

than members that remember marching through Frenchtown. They highlight the opportunities the 

campus route provides to display FAMU’s (black) excellence inscribed into the campus 

landscape and the opportunity to perform for their core supporters on the South Side. This latter 

view is quickly becoming the predominant view of students in the band. The 2018 marching 

season was be the first year that no members of the band—apart from the staff—remember 

beginning the homecoming parade in Frenchtown. 

 

Conclusion 

 FAMU’s homecoming parade and week of festivities provided an opportunity to 

reconfigure socio-spatial relations in Tallahassee. It is an annual rhythmic practice within the city 

that centers FAMU in the Tallahassee narrative and frames FAMU as a positive, constructive 

member of the Tallahassee community. These framings of Tallahassee and FAMU are viewed by 

the M100 and FAMU as a way to build socio-cultural capital they hope to tap into as they raise 

funds for performances at prominent events like their 2019 trip to the Tournament of Roses 

Parade in Pasadena, California. Homecoming also reshapes students’ experience of the city, 

expanding what they call the FAMU Bubble, a space of comfort they feel on the South Side, to 

the rest of Tallahassee. This allows some students, that normally do not cross the tracks, with the 

opportunity to traverse and experience Tallahassee more comfortably. Homecoming prior to 

2015 also gave students and alumni a visceral, embodied connection to the historically black 

neighborhood of Frenchtown. As the ceremonial starting point of the homecoming parade for 

decades, Frenchtown was sutured into the place-bundle of FAMU and the South Side. The harm 
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to this Frenchtown-FAMU connection is one of the most prominent changes since the parade 

moved to campus in 2015. 

FAMU’s homecoming parade provides an example of an affirmative, transgressive 

appropriation of urban space. Though it does not make an ongoing, durable claim, the FAMU 

parade was an annual rhythmic transgression of socio-spatial norms within the city through an 

affirmative celebration. Indeed, the temporariness of the transgression and affirmative approach 

is, in part, what made its transgression palatable each year. This power, however, is contingent 

upon certain permissions (legal and social) that are negotiated within uneven power relations. 

The parade, for example, is legally sanctioned through permits and police-enforced blocking of 

streets, and it is socially sanctioned by white abdication of the city spaces for that week(end) and 

positive media coverage of the event (though it is important to note that socially negotiated 

permission simply indicates a tolerance not necessarily an acceptance of the parade). Ultimately, 

FAMU’s parade is an affirmative, transgressive appropriation that does not seek direct 

confrontation nor is it a quiet taking of urban space. Instead, it is a loud, transgressive spectacle 

that seeks to affirm black lives and black visions of the city.  

Thus, the parade reveals practices of claiming space that are contingent, temporary, and 

deployed through affirmative rather than antagonistic politics. Though often sanctioned by 

dominant groups and state institutions, claims articulated through celebration and without an 

explicit antagonistic politics can still be transgressive in that they can (temporarily) displace, 

disrupt, and/or reconfigure hegemonic visions and practices of place. FAMU’s homecoming is 

best understood as a strategic temporary claim of space enacted through a celebration of FAMU 

rather than a durable claim that permanently displaces existing use (see Lawhon et al. 2018). 

FAMU’s homecoming parade before 2015 was a powerful, transgressive act of black place-

making that disrupted and re-made relations within the city (at least briefly).  

The shift to campus in 2015, however, draws attention to ways in which moments of 

crisis bring attention to broader structural racism within higher education and society. The 

rescaling of a transgressive place-making claim and efforts to put FAMU’s Homecoming back in 

its appropriate place also speaks to the precarity and contingency black place-making 

practitioners must endure. Though the move to campus in 2015 significantly reduced the impact 

of FAMU’s parade across the tracks, it is still a transgressive act of place-making that now 

focuses on the assertion and reproduction of FAMU as a place of black excellence. These 



84 

transgressive enactments make possible socio-spatial disruptions that can change how we 

experience cites and alter our socio-spatial connections with communities. These changes can 

have lasting effects. The visceral experience of place-bundles makes them more durable in the 

minds of individuals, even after the particular material and social conditions that made the place-

bundle possible have disappeared. FAMU students that experienced marching the Frenchtown 

route, for example, continue to view Frenchtown and FAMU as deeply connected, despite the 

move of the parade.     

Highlighting how the FAMU M100 contributes to bringing black visions and experiences 

of place to the fore in assemblages of Tallahassee also shows that black joy/celebration can be a 

useful mode of socio-spatial practice. FAMU’s homecoming asserts a vision of Tallahassee that, 

briefly, encourages and asserts associations across the literal and proverbial railroad tracks. Thus, 

these expressions of black joy and celebration within the city should be viewed not only as an 

implicit critique of marginalizing assemblages of Tallahassee that are briefly displaced, but also 

as performances that seek to provide an opportunity to (temporarily) experience Tallahassee 

differently (and potentially together). In this way, FAMU’s homecoming shows that expressions 

of black life and black joy have power. Power that can (and does) reshape how we envision, 

experience, and enact place(s). Looking forward, this study shows black joy/celebrations are 

productive sites of inquiry for scholars interested in black geographies and/or urban claims of 

place/space. 

FAMU’s reconfiguration of Tallahassee during homecoming reiterates the inherent 

fluidity and precarity of place assemblages and the corresponding ability to disrupt and remake 

places. This fluidity can be empowering for those interested in more just and inclusive societies 

and places. For if we are the ones that make places, then we can (re)make them differently, even 

if we can only do so temporarily.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 
This dissertation engaged with the productions of black geographies through affirmative 

black place-making practices focused on black life. Through the analysis of the production of 

FAMU and M100 rehearsal spaces (the band room and the Patch) and engagement with black 

feminist thinkers, I propose that M100 members create places of respite that offer (and produce) 

relief, recuperation, and (affirmative) resonance. These places provide an opportunity not only to 

resist oppressive articulations of society and space through the production of counternarratives 

but also offer relief and facilitate healing from anti-black violence. Through an analysis of the 

FAMU Homecoming Parade, I show how black celebrations are a form of socio-spatial power 

that can (temporarily) transform relations within the city, extending the sense of belonging 

experienced on FAMU’s campus to other spaces. In what follows, I highlight a few contributions 

and limitations of this dissertation. I conclude with potential future directions for this work. 

 

Contributions 

 The first conceptual/theoretical contribution in this dissertation includes a review of 

conceptual contributions of black geographies in Chapter 2. As shown in this review of black 

geographies literature, black geographies is ontologically plural and, thus, is usefully studied 

using socio-spatial theorizations derived from ontologically plural positions. Chapter 2 argues 

that black geographies is resonant with relational place-making because they both are able to 

engage with ontologically plural objects and use a multitude of relations (human/nonhuman) in 

understanding socio-spatial production. Working with/through this plurality connects with and 

has potential to engage with a multitude of plural productions of society and space derived from 

black geographic visions and experiences, including the multiple forms/productions of blackness. 

Chapter 2 also reviews the limitations of landscape analysis for engaging with black geographic 

visions, experiences, and practices. Noting that landscape is not only ontologically singular but 

that the physical landscape also overwhelmingly expresses the values and visions of the 

privileged within society, this chapter argues that utilizing landscape approaches allow scholars 

to understand processes of racialization, but largely concentrates on narratives of suffering and 
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invisibilization of marginalized peoples. If we are primarily interested, however, in the visions 

and experiences of marginalized peoples, then we should engage with modes of intervention that 

do not require that social and material resources needed to intervene in the landscape.  

In addition, the inclusion of black geographies into discussions with place-making theory 

demonstrates that place-making is not only visible during explicit contestations of place but are 

undergirded by long-standing conflicts that can reveal ongoing negotiations and contestations of 

place even without a specific or explicit contestation. Chapter 3, for example, demonstrates that 

the production FAMU and its relations with Tallahassee, FSU, and black M100 students is not 

reliant upon a particular event (though specific events, of course, spark increased attention and 

conscious purpose to this project) and is contested among many narratives. The production of 

FAMU is iteratively engaged within both latent and explicit, specific conflicts. The history of 

contention and oppressive relations between FAMU and FSU/Tallahassee as well as black 

peoples’ experiences in relation of whiteness and white supremacist articulations of society and 

space frame FAMU’s production as a place of respite as well as the specific relations of relief, 

recuperation, and resonance desired/required. Also, specific acts of anti-black violence within 

and outside of Tallahassee influence the production of FAMU as a place of respite as well. 

Police brutality and killings of black men and women as well as the election of Donald Trump, 

for example, are embodied violences that frame M100 members socio-spatial engagements.  

Chapter 3 also argues that these places of respite are ontological objects of study and 

epistemological ways of knowing/being in the world. Places of respite offer scholars interested in 

black geographies a socio-spatial object of study that is produced from and productive of black 

geographic visions, experiences, and values and reveal socio-spatial relations that frame black 

engagements with the world. Through the study of these places, for example, scholars can 

explore black critiques of hegemonic articulations of society and space by focusing on the 

relations of relief practiced/produced as part of these places and the counternarratives produced 

through these places. These places also provide an opportunity to engage with affirmative 

articulations of society, space, and blackness that is not focused solely on black 

struggle/suffering but centers relations of joy, care, and pride. Places of respite, produced from 

black senses of place, are black geographies that highlight alternative visions of society and 

affirm alternative ways of knowing and being. 
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Chapter 4 demonstrates that black joy/celebration can be an effective socio-spatial form 

of affirmative black place-making. The FAMU homecoming parade shows that black place-

making that expresses affirmative blackness and drawing power from black joy can (temporarily) 

transform socio-spatial, urban relations. The FAMU parade, for example, expands the feeling of 

belonging found on FAMU’s campus for M100 members and centers FAMU within the 

Tallahassee narrative. These enactments of black visions of place offer opportunities for 

marginalized peoples to produce moments of joy for themselves from a society that is founded 

upon their oppression. Chapter 4 shows, however, that this power is precariously situated and 

less durable than assertions of place by those privileged by society. After a prominent hazing 

incident (similar to FSU’s Greek incident that resulted in a brief suspension of Greek life and a 

few weeks of negative media coverage), FAMU endured demands for leadership changes at the 

institutional and organizational level, strict policy restrictions on the band program, and a nearly 

two-year suspension of the band. These changes, particularly a new president of FAMU that 

students’ and Frenchtown residents viewed as not respectful of FAMU’s traditions, led to the 

FAMU parade moving to campus in 2015, reducing the transgressive power of the parade to 

transform relations within the city. Although the parade continued to resist oppressive narratives 

by producing counternarratives of black excellence on campus, this case study shows that the 

power of affirmative black place-making that draws on black joy/celebration can be 

transformative and liberative as well as limited and precarious.  

 

Limitations of Work 

 This work was with M100 members specifically and, while logically may extend to the 

broader FAMU student base, does not speak empirically to the larger FAMU student, faculty, or 

alumni population. FAMU students’ socio-spatial relations more broadly could vary widely with 

respect to their geographic visions and experiences of Tallahassee, FAMU, and FSU. Indeed, 

considering the close relationships between many of the leaders/staff of the M100 and FSU’s 

music department, FAMU’s broader student base may envision their relationships with 

Tallahassee and FSU in even more contentious terms and may have even more powerful 

experiences of exclusion and oppression than M100 members. Similarly, the FAMU 

homecoming parade before 2015 allowed a transformation of relations for M100 members across 

the tracks, specifically with Frenchtown, but the broader FAMU student base may or may not be 
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included in this practice. Indeed, M100 members differed themselves on whether the parade shift 

was good or bad for FAMU, the broader FAMU student base may view the pre-2015 parade in 

vastly different terms than M100 members and alumni that were viscerally/intimately involved 

with this celebration.  

 My research largely focused on junior and senior students in order to focus on students, 

staff, and alumni that had more full experiences and visions of FAMU, Tallahassee, and FSU. 

However, as my research with the parade demonstrates, newer students (Freshmen and 

Sophomores) have much different relations with these places because of the drastic changes in 

practices over the past five years. As changes to place-making practices continue, M100 

members (particularly newer students) will form different socio-spatial relations which will, in 

turn, impact their geographic visions and experiences. This is a fact that older staff and alumni 

have expressed concerns about, noting that newer students will not know some of the historical 

legacies or care about some relationships because they are not exposed to particular experiences.  

 Finally, this study not only looks at one organization but also only accounts for one 

HBCU’s rather unique situated experience. FAMU is situated within a relatively small urban 

environment with unique socio-cultural relations. Tallahassee is a capitol city that contains a 

large public PWI (predominantly white institution) and a two-year college in Tallahassee 

Community College (as well as various smaller, connected post-secondary institutions). Most 

HBCUs are not similarly situated so close to a prominent PWI in such a small urban 

environment. Thus, FSU has disproportionate power over the urban politics in relation to FAMU 

(though FAMU, being situated near the capitol, also has differential access in comparison to 

many HBCUs to protest their disproportionate power position within the city). Being in the 

capitol, it seems, brings additional coverage to any mistakes (such as the hazing incident) 

because the governor’s office and state officials are asked to engage not just with state-scale 

political issues but also Tallahassee governance issues within the media (though differential 

power relations also contributes to this. See, for example, FSU’s differential coverage and 

responses to their Greek hazing issues). These unique contextual elements make the implications 

of this study partial. Although elements of this study (places of respite, place-making 

precarity/durability, plurality of black geographies/blackness, etc.) are certainly applicable in 

other situations and with other groups, attention must be paid to the unique circumstances and 

(non)human relations that will alter the specific ways in which these concepts and practice play 
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out (Chakrabarty, 2000; Lawhon, Silver, Ernstson, & Pierce, 2016; Sheppard, Leitner, & 

Maringanti, 2013).  

 

Future Directions 

 This research also presents opportunities for future work on precarity and/or durability of 

black place-making, black joy as a socio-spatial practice, and places of respite. Further 

engagement with transgressive and/or affirmative modes of producing black visions of place and 

society would be useful to better understand the lasting impacts of transgressive and affirmative 

place-making, specifically the precarity/durability of black place-making under different 

circumstances, using different specific practices, and at different scales. As part of this, scholars 

interested in black geographies could explore the liberatory potential of black joy/celebration and 

its role as a socio-spatial practice of counter-storytelling and (self-)care. These studies would 

further respond to the call within black geographies (McKittrick, 2011; Wright, 2017) to 

highlight and explore the production of blackness and geographies that focus on black life rather 

than just black suffering/struggle. 

 Scholars could also explore further the production and benefits of places of respite within 

different black geographic contexts as well as through other marginalized groups. Places of 

respite are formed through relations and practices derived from particular senses of place and, 

thus, reflect different visions, experiences, and values depending upon the socio-spatial position 

of those producing these places. Such studies could give us insights into the various ways that 

places of respite are used and formed through a variety of relations with emotions, bodies, non-

human objects/subjects, and the environment (just to name a few). Furthermore, places of respite 

can provide insights into what relations particular groups prioritize in the production of society 

and place, how groups envision respite, and what these groups feel they want or require respite 

from, the latter of which reveals critiques by these groups of oppressive, hegemonic articulations 

of society and space. 

 Exploring these new contexts should also include how places of respite are not inherently 

liberatory. White supremacist spaces on social media and internet chat rooms, for example, could 

be viewed as places of respite by these actors. So, while some places of respite may affirm the 

lives of marginalized communities, other places of respite may facilitate the radicalization of 

white supremacists. As a result, we should engage with scholarship on (in)justice to defend 
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places of respite that affirm marginalized peoples’ lives while condemning those that offer white 

supremacists a safe haven to plan and execute violence.  

 Future work should also explore the partiality of relief and affirmation within places of 

respite. While black places of respite, for example, may provide relief from particular forms of 

racism and affirm particular forms of blackness, another part of one’s identity (gender, sexuality, 

class, etc.) may not be protected, or could even be targeted for marginalization, and some forms 

of blackness may be positioned as dissonant within the counternarratives produced. Such work 

could not only help us understand the partiality of places of respite but also provide insights into 

how we experience the different spaces we inhabit or momentarily interact with during our lives. 

Furthermore, a study of the differential access to relations of relief and affirmation in places of 

respite could reveal ways to supplement or improve our practices of respite.  

In my own future work, I plan to incorporate and build on the work of this dissertation 

through a study of the Black Joy Parade in Oakland, California. Marketed as a hyper-positive 

black cultural event, this parade offers an opportunity to engage with activists that are using 

black joy as a way of highlighting black cultural contributions and provide a joyous event for 

black peoples. This study will more allow me to more explicitly engage with black joy as a 

socio-spatial mode of resistance and (self-)care and provides a research study that continues to 

explore black life in the transformation of society and (urban) space. This, potentially, also 

extends the concept of places of respite by engaging with the possibilities of temporary places of 

respite that do not require durable land claims, like those of FAMU. Ultimately, this research 

could reveal more about the liberatory potential of black joy, the limits and potential of places of 

respite, and how affirmative socio-spatial practices of black life help transform blackness, 

society, and space. 
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