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INTERVENTIONS

“The Word Black Has Geographic Power”:
Itinerant Practices of Black Study in Five
Movements

Muna Dahir
Queen'’s University

Method-making knows black people know. We know more than the abjectness that is
projected upon us. We are not obsequious. We are not abject. We know more. We know.
We know ourselves.

—Katherine McKittrick, Dear Science and Other Stories

1. Encounters

Long before [ was Katherine McKittrick’s student in the literal sense, I was a student of
her work. I first encountered her in print through quiet moments across the pages of
her books and essays, where each encounter found me wholly different than the last. It
was reading McKittrick’s writing—and my time studying under her mentorship—that
taught me something essential about how to work with all the difficulty and beauty that
is yoked in Black studies, struggles, stories, and geographies. Following these lessons
has often felt like tugging on a hanging thread that unravels until the shape of
everything | was certain I understood came apart. There was always a new place I could
start by picking up a different thread. The lesson, I have found, is that the unravelling—
and the nagging questions, the following of loose threads, the poring over the footnotes,
the reading of stories aloud (alone and together)—leads us towards clandestine
passageways, each opening unto moments of irruption and creativity. Like many writers
and scholars whose works attend to the dazzling potential of Black frames of
narrativity, McKittrick manages to pull us deeper into these gnarled webs so we might
unknow ourselves anew (McKittrick, 2021, pp. 15-18).1 McKittrick (2021) threads these
lessons throughout her writing, signaling to readers how intellectual struggle is a choral
act (in the context of the continuously mutating, ever expansive, yet highly
particularized project(s) of Black study and Black studies) whereby curiosity and
wonder both animate the leading refrain for “how we might live black outside the
taxonomies swirling around us” (p. 34).

This essay was written on the occasion of the 20th anniversary reprint of
Demonic Grounds (2026), and the publication of Heartbreak and Other Geographies
(2026), a collection of McKittrick’s writing edited by Brittany Meché and Camilla
Hawthorne. It pursues some of the lessons that thread through McKittrick’s oeuvre,
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tracing the knotty threads of Black study that cross and intersect across sites of creative
production, knowledge, methods, rebellion, spatial poetics, and scientific stories. On
these grounds, I argue that McKittrick, who has long drawn out the deep
interconnections between histories of trans-Atlantic slavery, colonialism, land
dispossession, colonial modernity, and hierarchized forms of knowledge production,
makes visible how reading with and through Black studies reshapes the way we
organize and understand knowledge, the world, and ourselves in relation to one
another. Through this linked turn to my own encounters and deviating connections
across her work and in conversation with others, I highlight how [ have learned to read
for itinerant forms of Black study through McKittrick’s theories, praxis, and methods. In
this way, this essay is an experiment in working with her lessons to demonstrate how
Black study is articulated through its plurality, interdisciplinarity, collectivities, and
orientation towards imagining more livable futures.

In Poetics of Relation, Edouard Glissant (2010) conceptualizes “errantry” as a
type of movement that extends beyond the “singular root” (or fixed origin) and that can
only be sustained through a willingness to keep moving beyond the “generalizing edict
of the world as something obvious and transparent” (pp. 14-18, 20). In this sense, to
remain errant is to move outside of a predetermined destination and instead towards
Relation itself (pp. 21-22). I borrow from Glissant’s errantry to consider what I
understand as the itinerant quality of McKittrick’s work as an intellectual and creative
project grounded in theorizing and effectuating the errantry of Black study. Across her
oeuvre, from sprawling essays to field-shaping texts such as Demonic Grounds: Black
Women and the Cartographies of Struggle (2006), Black Geographies and the Politics of
Place (2007) (co-edited with Clyde Woods), Sylvia Wynter: On Being Human as Praxis
(2014), and Dear Science and Other Stories (2021), to her triptych of experimental
works and artistic collaborations—Trick Not Telos (2023), Twenty Dreams (2024), and A
Smile Split By The Stars (2025) (in collaboration with a chorus of artists, poets, and
scholars)—McKittrick’s thinking keeps us moving. She is ever attendant to ideas,
methods, stories, tensions, secrets, and points of interconnection that notice “ways of
black livingness,” often rendered illegible yet always teeming “underneath and across
existing maps” (McKittrick, 2021, pp. 7, 182). McKittrick’s writing moves deftly across
borders and disciplines and genre and form, without treating any expression of Black
study as more or less rigorous than another. The five movements this essay attempts to
stage (encounters, groundings, chorus, refrain, and the coda) offer a similar peripatetic
practice through my own readings with, alongside, and through McKittrick’s writing to
demonstrate how these encounters have, in turn, shaped my understanding of Black life
as “a site (or sites) of sustained and/or provisional worldmaking activities that are
invested in liberation” (McKittrick, 2022, p. 4).

2. Groundings

In Gwendolyn Brooks’s poem “Primer for Blacks,” first published in her chapbook by the
same name, the words “the word Black/ has geographic power...” appear in two lines
nestled atop of one another in the third stanza of the poem (1991, p. 9). The poem itself
is a proposition, a shout, and an instructive lesson calling Black people to fully inhabit
the word Black in all its complexity and ineffability. In it, Brooks presses directly on the
word to proselytize about how, despite its deceptive simplicity, the word Black remains
interminably encoded. The word holds within it the capability to stretch across lands
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and pull everybody in—wherever they may be (Brooks, 1991, p. 9). It is at once a plural
and singular noun (Black and Blacks) and an adjective (Black people, Black lives, Black
power); it can also be a verb: blacken. To blacken suggests the transformative activity of
turning the quality of one thing into another, like the edges of a crackling fire unfurling
into darkened wisps or smoke creeping up the side of a wall to shade its corners an inky
hue. [ am reminded of Audre Lorde’s poem “Summer Oracle,” where she signifies
blackening as kind of untamable rebellion, writing, “[t|he image is fire/blackening the
vague lines/into defiance/around this city” (Lorde, 1976, p. 11). Both Lorde and Brooks
agitate the words until they eventually rupture and cleave into different meanings.
Their attention to the word Black (in one example, fleeting, and in another, sustained)
reveals it as an unstable signifier that both marks as it also moves, mutates, disturbs,
intrudes, and arranges and rearranges the world. In this sense, it comes to stand in for a
range of imposed culturally specific aesthetic codes, meanings, affects, and geographic
activities expressed in relation to the discursive and material contexts in which it
emerges. Lorde and Brooks reveal the alterability of the term Black, because as Stuart
Hall suggests, there is “always a margin not yet encapsulated in language and meaning.
Always someone—a constitutive outside—whose very existence race depends on, and
which is absolutely destined to return from its expelled and abjected position outside
the signifying field to trouble the dreams of those who are comfortable on the inside”
(Hall, 2021, p. 362). Black is as much a descriptor as it is a centrifugal force which, to
return to Brooks, pulls everything that orbits around it in. This spatial logic is extended
in Pat Parker’s prophetic poem, “Movement in Black,” wherein Parker traces her own
genealogy across the trans-Atlantic slave trade, the war of 1776, the American Civil War,
and the Black power and gay liberation movements. The poem’s refrain repeats the line
“movement in Black” at irregular intervals—between every eighth, or sixth, or second
stanza—as the poem otherwise advances unidirectionally through space and time
(Parker, 1978, p. 86-93). What does it mean to move in Black and to be moved by it?

This question brings me to the lessons of McKittrick’s Demonic Grounds: Black
Women and The Cartographies of Struggle (2006), where she theorizes the imaginative
and creative potential of reading through “black senses of place,” thereby illuminating
how we might otherwise disrupt normative conceptions of traditional geographic
narrations and maps by way of their transgressive and unruly interpretations of space
that exceed rigid disciplinary bifurcations of knowledge (p. 10). She argues that while
Black senses of place are implicit to traditional geographic imaginations, “Black
geographies, ostensibly, do not make sense in a world that validates spatial processes
and progress through domination and disavowal” (p. 9). It was Demonic Grounds that
provided me the analytical framework and language necessary to explore how my own
readings of traditional geography could be shaken up and loosened. Reading geography
in this way pointed me to critiques of how current governing systems of knowledge
operate through broader processes of colonial conquest, capitalist extraction,
dispossession of land, anti-Black racism, and sexual violence, to either erase or
physically pin down subaltern communities to place and, consequently, restrict the
potential for Relation. By troubling colonial and positivist cartographic expressions of
space and place, McKittrick (2006) invites us to consider how different geographic
stories recast the materiality of space—which she suggests is both physical and
invented—as something more flexible and alterable (pp. 24, 35).

[ am interested in how these Black women poets creatively grapple with themes
of race, power, place, and placelessness by thinking through the terms of their
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“geographic expressions” (McKittrick, 2006, pp. xxi, 23). This is motivated by my
reading of McKittrick’s work, which asks us to move beyond “situating the grounds of
blackness within anticipated realms of existing geographies” and instead enact a
reading of these poems, as she has done through Sylvia Wynter’s work, in search of
“where black human geographies might take us” (p. 143). What McKittrick provided for
me was a way of returning to the texts I thought (rather naively) I already knew to find
alternative geographic stories. In my reading of these poems, each poet tells a different
spatial story through the prism of Black life and livingness by way of its capacity to
recontextualize the spaces on a page and “the [very] ground beneath our feet,” to
borrow from McKittrick (p. xxvi). They express on multiple scales how Blackness as a
signifier (containing shifting relations to difference that remain unfixed) produces and
organizes space under conditions of brutality in search of “alternative geographic
options” (Hall, 2021, p. 36; McKittrick, 2006, p. 92).

3. Chorus

There is an accompanying playlist for McKittrick’s Dear Science and Other Stories with
eighty songs and six hours of listening titled “The Kick Drum Is the Fault.” In Dear
Science, the playlist appears as a standalone chapter, referencing the list of songs as a
story (written with a chorus of interlocutors) that McKittrick suggests we should listen
to. When I revisited her book while preparing this essay, I found the playlist again and
pressed play. I took a moment to listen to the swirling voices and funky bass line of
Neneh Cherry’s “Trout,” and the familiar bright glittering sound of Prince’s “I Wanna Be
Your Lover,” hooked momentarily to its bounce and swing. The playlist moves errantly
across genres, from Anita Baker’s “Caught Up in the Rapture,” to Drexciya’s “Sea Quake,”
and ] Dilla’s “One Eleven,” to the bombastic question “who’s bad?” which glides across
Trina’s “Da Baddest Bitch” like a sly wager (Trina, 2000). I listened for each story,
grooved to the basslines and beats, let my mind wander many times over, paused, and
looped the songs when it felt right.

) “

The austere opening melody in Nina Simone’s “Four Women” crept up on me. |
listened to the muted drums hitting on the back beat while the timbre of Nina’s voice
carried the song forward, weaving together the stories of four women across a long
history of what has been made of Black women’s bodies and names. When Simone sings,
“what do they call me?” before naming each woman, I hear an echo of Hortense
Spillers’s words on the names given to Black women, including the marker of “Black
woman” itself, which she argues becomes an axiological battleground engendering a
whole host of “mythological prepossessions” whose “personal pronouns are [similarly]
offered in service of a collective function” (Simone, 1966; Spillers, 1987, p. 65). The
latter half of the song swelled into a crescendo as an orchestral band joins in, and
Simone’s voice rises to a fever pitch to offer the final resounding words: “My name is
Peaches” (Simone, 1966).

My time studying with McKittrick and engaging closely with her writing on Black
cultural production—and particularly Black music—has provided a grammar for
understanding the sonic as a site of knowledge from which to contemplate, question,
and feel my way through critical dimensions of our social and political worlds. For
McKittrick (2021), listening is a relational act that is sustained by moments of invention
and wonder wherein a song (as a mode of storytelling and an interdisciplinary
technology) holds the capacity to “affectively move us and, at the same time, incite a
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listening practice that is “neither disengaged nor wanting to master what it sees and
hears” (p. 8). At the same time, McKittrick (2016) (thinking alongside Sylvia Wynter)
theorizes “black waveforms,” at the level of consciousness, to underscore how the act of
grooving to Black music in a moment of listening expresses a modality of “feeling
theory” (p. 89). She invites us to think about the song as verb (an activity), rather than a
noun (an object primed for abstraction). McKittrick (by way of Wynter) invites us to
think about what the song does rather than what it is (2021, p. 51). And further, she asks
us to consider what can be done in collaboration with the song beyond its description
(McKittrick, 2021, p. 56; Wynter, 1992, p. 240). This points us towards a listening
practice that does not seek to extract pure meaning from Black music and instead urges
us to consider how Black music can offer “neurological pleasure” and “melodic
pronouncements of black life” (McKittrick, 2016, p. 81).

The first time I read Dear Science, 1 looked for the meaning in these songs in all
the wrong places. Which is to say that I was still looking for meaning in the places I had
been previously constrained to seeing. Returning to the playlist again now, after many
years and many occasions of arriving at McKittrick’s work different than the last, | have
a better understanding of why the songs are rarely elaborated upon throughout the text.
Her work has taught me that Black study provides alternative conceptual frames that
detach Black people and cultural production from a totalizing knowability and
objectification-resistance dualism, through choral acts and creative experiments in
conceptual disobedience that inaugurates inventiveness. Put another way, the playlist is
an itinerant form of Black study and so is grooving. And the lessons we glean in sharing
and grooving to the various beats and waveforms across Black music—with all of its
“fantastic,” to borrow from Richard [ton—become a “rebellious political act,” holding
within it the possibilities for changing rhythmic configurations and alternative
knowledge and life-worlds, which is, I believe, what wonder makes possible (McKittrick,
2016, p. 81).ii

4. Refrain

There is a line in Dear Science (2021) I have returned to many times. When I first read
the book, I placed a little orange tab on the page. Then I returned to underline the
words. [ turned to that page yet again to place small stars by what struck me most.
snapped a photo of the page so I could share it with a friend:

We don’t need to measure black life and its possibilities. What it feels like is good
enough. Maybe we are not an impossibility. Maybe we are, in the words of Aimé
Césaire, “poetically beautiful” and therefore possible outside the terms of what
they think we are (p. 74).

This lesson is the leading refrain at the heart of McKittrick’s broader intellectual
project. The lesson is not to measure Black life. The lesson is not to master the text. The
lesson is to share in the learning. The lesson is that return is difficult, sometimes
impossible, and other times necessary. The lesson is to make our way back to the page,
to the question, or perhaps the beginning of the question. The lesson is to embrace the
exceedingly difficult task of rising to meet possibility. The lesson is that sometimes
possibility is hidden in the last place they thought of (McKittrick, 2006, p. 42). The
lesson is to “wander off the page” and find lessons of our own in the work of Sylvia
Wynter, Audre Lorde, Hortense Spillers, Toni Morrison, Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire, M.
NourbeSe Philip, Edouard Glissant, Prince, Gayl Jones, Dionne Brand, ] Dilla, Nina
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Simone, Clyde Woods, June Jordan, Alexander Weheliye, W.E.B. Du Bois, Betty Davis,
Octavia Butler, Simone Browne, Paul Gilroy, Stuart Hall, Barbara Christian, Fred Moten,
Carol Boyce Davies, Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Saidiya Hartman, Lisa Lowe, Robin D.G. Kelly,
Richard Iton, and Trina (McKittrick, 2021, p. 169).

This is by no means an exhaustive list because the trouble with memory is that
its other face is forgetting. There are lessons that stick, and lessons that one comes to
find again and again. On the one hand, the list is, as McKittrick (2021) wagers, a
“tormented chronology,” that functions as an authenticating mode of organizing
knowledge discursively and spatially by way of pinning down particularity, imposing
measurability, and “eras[ing] and objectify[ing]” (pp. 183-185). On the other hand, the
list is a genre of writing that persists as a quotidian practice of tending to ideas, allowing
us to move through the winding and errant paths of our own unfinished thoughts and
half-rememberings. Taken together, the list acts as a geographic story—a discursively
mapped series of approximations that brings together different time-spaces and sites of
knowledge into new shapes and configurations, framing knowledge through its own
internal sense of ordering while remaining open to reading in new directions. One of the
lessons here is to move within constraints until we press right against that conceptual
limit and keep on writing until we eventually break through. The lessons across
itinerant forms of Black study are provisional, lived and alive, even in their disunity,
abrasions, and retreats. The lessons are and have always been to use what is within
reach to make a more livable world. To think Blackness outside of itself—to unknow
oneself in order to find oneself again (McKittrick, 2021, p. 26).

Following McKittrick’s invitation to wander off the page, I compiled my own
partial list of the words I found myself reaching for across my journey through her
work:

1. The imagination that produces work which bears and invites rereadings, which
motions to future readings as well as contemporary ones, implies a shareable
world and an endlessly flexible language. Readers and writers both struggle to
interpret and perform within a common language shareable imaginative worlds
(Morrison, 1993, p. xxi).

2. Possibility is neither forever nor instant. It is also not easy to sustain belief in its
efficacy (Lorde, 2007, p. 37).

3. Freedom is a false name we give to a desire that can’t be named, only enacted
and let go (Moten, 2020).

4. Ishall create! If not a note, a hole. If not an overture, a desecration (Brooks, 1968,
p. 36).

5. When you embark on a journey, you have already arrived. The world you are
going to is already in your head. You have already walked in it, eaten in it; you
have already made friends; a lover is already waiting (Brand, 2001, p. 115).

6. here on this bridge between/ starshine and clay (Clifton, 2012, p. 427).

7. The word Black/ has geographic power (Brooks, 1991, p. 6).

8. To write is to say: the world! (Glissant, 2021, p. 73).

9. in one hand the sun/the moon in the other (Philip, 2015, p. 6).

Each of these in their own way led me back to the same place: “I want to sustain
wonder” (McKittrick, 2021, p. 187).
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5. Coda

In Dear Science, McKittrick (2021) writes that “referencing in black studies is a lesson in
living” (p. 26). The alternative methods of referencing “beyond the scientometric index”
McKittrick demonstrates across her oeuvre tell another story about pedagogy
(McKittrick, 2021, p. 26). Across her work, McKittrick urges us to trouble the demand
for measuring Black study within the terms of scholarly value by treating the footnote,
the essay, the playlist, the letter, and the list as co-constitutive sites of knowledge-
making that (when read together) reconfigure how knowledge might be differently
expressed, gathered, cited, shared, and brought into intimate relation. She teaches us, by
way of showing us, how we might live differently with theory outside of academic
norms of enumeration and mastery by “passing on what we know and how we know it
and how to read, reread, and unread” (McKittrick, 2021, p. 27). In reorganizing our
knowledge worlds, we learn that the imperative in Black study is that we invite others
to be moved along with us towards the dense web of ideas and into the uncertainty of
relation and the unnamable terrain of unknowing, where the only answer available is
that we continue to move towards and share in the difficulty of intellectual struggle.
Wandering in the direction McKittrick’s points us towards, | am reminded of a poem by
Fred Moten that I often find myself returning to, in which he asks, “[w]ho, all alone, all
along, don’t want to share the open wound, the nasty, gnostic murmur of this constant
surfacing, this tilling and aeration, this abduction? Who don’t wanna gather, no matter
the condition?” (Moten, 2020).

[ return to Katherine McKittrick’s work on many separate occasions. Each return
to the pages of her books (and the lines on the pages, and the words within the lines)
finds me wholly different than the last.

I McKittrick discusses the intellectual economy of mastery and its relationship to normative methods of
knowledge production and disciplinarity in Dear Science. She asks, “[w]hat if we read outside ourselves not
for ourselves but to actively unknow ourselves, to unhinge, and thus come to know how each other,
intellectually, inside and outside the academy, as collaborators of collective and generous and capacious
stories?” I am particularly interested in the question she raises here about the methods we use to
understand Blackness within closed systems that overdetermine meaning, and how “unknowing ourselves”
might lead us towards the unpredictability of encounter. To this end, this essay attempts to tarry with this
question and consider such alternative methodological possibilities (McKittrick, 2021, p. 15-18).

i borrow Richard Iton’s term “black fantastic,” which conceptualizes the “minor-key sensibilities” across
Black cultural production as sites of alternative political languages and “fields of play” that operate
outside the terms of formal politics and dominant culture (Iton, 2008, p. 11, 16, 17).
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