Thinking geographically

Peter Jackson and Doreen Massey

In responding to the recent OFSTED report on the quality of geography teaching, David Lambert drew a valuable distinction between the discipline’s ‘vocabulary’ and its ‘grammar’ (the concepts we use to make sense of that vocabulary).  Among those concepts, he mentioned space, place and scale, with a particular emphasis on interdependence.  We would like to support and extend his argument with additional thoughts on some of the discipline’s other keywords, all of which demonstrate the power of geographical thinking.  

Much has been written about the recent Asian tsunami: an event which clearly demonstrated the significance of proximity and distance, beyond the simple rubric of miles or kilometres.  When the tsunami struck on 26 December, ‘distant’ places rapidly became closer through the power of television and other forms of communication (radio, newspapers and the internet) and through the outpouring of grief and charitable giving (an imaginative connection, followed by a very practical one).  But the difficulties facing the relief and reconstruction effort have also demonstrated that many of the most devastated places remain distant and hard to reach, even with all the technological resources being mobilised by charities and governments around the world.   The world we live in has all kinds of dimensions: physical, economic, emotional, imaginative; and geography as a discipline both addresses them all and examines their inter-relation.

British geography teachers reacted quickly to the tsunami and within days had prepared a series of resources for place-based enquiry into the causes and consequences of the disaster.  These were made available to teachers and students (via the GA website) on the day that classes resumed on 4 January.  Such resources (produced in association with the Staffordshire Learning Net Forum) are an outstanding illustration of the power of geography and its emphasis on interconnection: between human and physical geography, across scales and between places.  The materials start from the perspective of students’ own lives and include sequences on the physical world (what causes earthquakes, how waves spread and why tsunami happen) and on human environments (including the political, moral and ethical dimensions of ‘natural’ disasters) but also, crucially, on interactions and inter-dependencies (explored through debates about aid and trade) and on scale (emphasising the connections between ‘local’ and ‘global’ forces).  The project ends by returning to pupils’ everyday lives and ideas about alternative futures.  What better demonstration could there be of Diane Swift’s argument, in the introduction to this material, that geography is about the ‘here and now’ -- but always set within a comparative framework (however implicitly).  Reports of how the Andaman Islanders had developed their own ‘early warning system’ for detecting the arrival of the tsunami, based on their knowledge of local flora and fauna, provide a compelling example of the value of this kind of relational perspective, reminding us that how ‘we’ do things (in Britain/the West) is only one way among countless other possibilities.

If the Asian tsunami demonstrates humanity’s capacity for ‘caring at a distance’, then other recent work by geographers, on child poverty or homelessness for example, illustrates a lack of care for people who are, in terms of physical distance at least, much closer to home.  Such work clearly demonstrates what can happen when there is a failure of our collective geographical imagination and underlines the power of thinking geographically -- zooming in and out from one scale to another (in Margaret Roberts’ telling phrase).  Even within the UK differences between places and regions are marked, and in some ways are being entrenched.

We live in a world that has long been organised on territorial principles, from our local place and region to the nation-state and beyond.  Much of democratic politics is still organised in this way.  And yet the increasing development of a globalised world is posing new questions: new geographical challenges to our ethics and new demands for us to be responsible on a scale and in a way that requires a different kind of understanding.  From notions of consumer ethics to questions of possible democratic forms beyond the nation-state (the EU, the UN), being a ‘citizen’ today requires a more global understanding of the nature of our connectedness.  And this is at core of contemporary geography.  Even local places pose greater challenges of social negotiation and respect for difference – the very concept of place has been reworked and set within a global context.  It is impossible now to think about our cities, for example, without taking into account the global dimension.

The geography of society affects its very nature.  In the UK, changes in social structure and in the nature of work are running hand in hand with major changes in regional geography and new challenges of regional inequality.  And this changing geography in turn affects both the life-chances of individuals in particular places and the issues facing national policy-makers.  Together with London’s growth as a major world city, this means that questions of uneven development are central to the national agenda.

In responding to these challenges, we are encouraged by initiatives such as the Valuing Places project which is facilitating a dialogue across all of the phases of geographical education, from pre-school to higher education.  Thinking geographically has never been more important than it is today.  Like David Lambert and colleagues in the GA, we are keen to demonstrate that geography offers a powerful way of thinking critically about our place in an increasingly inter-dependent world.
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