Geography in the American Academy:
A Microcosm in Search of a Role That Already Exists
(T AV OBEEIZEBIT 5 HEES .
P ORISR AR O—Hl & L)

Simon R. Potter*

SUMMARY IN JAPANESE: HERZE L3, BRI, s
FLTAXEETNTNLD DA ERE LIS Th 5,
T2 ZEZNNTRTCOFRETITZRWVIZLA, ZTOZERTAY
H OFROMFRIZI T A HBFEOFEELX I EY LT 2 D% 2 E
TEHLWWHDIZLTE T2, 5O TIBVERDYIDITKEND K
FECHBEFEOLEM LR TAFENEE I &R o3,
BU &5 REBOBENNEOE R ETAFREM R H B DT
iR b Bbihd, 1980 ERICHIEBEN AR DX - L X
. RIS R L ASUFEE RNCEE DR KFEOFREE
WTCWERECh o7, SO HBEDIFE~DEROEEY
X, EKOEBEOEDIKTEBIER bR LIahiZ & L
BRI LTWD, AROPart ITIX, £9T20Z &IZiER
L. Partll CHIERZEAERY & BRI MEELRIET 5, Part
I TiX. FENIZE D W o -ERHAIZLTYH, TN BRRE
INTWBLWH Z EEIEHTH, REITPart IV TIHIZRZERF
T B R AR | ORI T A U 5 OHE CHIBERR
T RENZOVWTR, fEm LT 5,

* Foreign Lecturer, College of Liberal Arts, Saitama University, Saitama, Japan.

17




Geography in the American Academy

I. Opening Remarks

Education has in recent years become a hot item in the United States, including
to the point of being an important issue in the last presidential campaign. An
impression given was that the leadership of the United States has recognized
fundamental inadequacies, and the sitting president seems inclined to do some-
thing about the problems of educational quality. Although both presidential
candidates expressed concern over primary and secondary education, it must be
remembered that achievement at these levels influences achievement both in general
society and in tertiary (higher) education, and that these in turn influence educa-
tion at the primary and secondary levels. The problems are therefore widespread,
symptomatic of a form of cultural decadence, so it is not likely that one presiden-
tial administration and its concurrent Congresses will be able to change much.
Some problems are simply too ingrained to be solved quickly, and a piecemeal
approach suggests that some problems will linger and, partly because of the
strains of reforms and their legal implications, new ones will inevitably emerge.

Still, in light of the perception that the states are not delivering a satisfactory
product, it does seem correct for the national leadership to provide meaningful
direction. The idea floated by the sitting president of teaching fundamentals
through methods known to succeed within reason (as in phonics for reading), and
thereby to ditch the experimental and honor-thy-existence approaches which
have apparently become too common, is a step in the right direction, that of
getting meaningful results in regard to skills and knowledge. This is not an easy
task, especially when it is considered that the last couple of generations of educa-
tors have tended to put a premium on personal expression (developing an opinion
and, when necessary or convenient, supporting it with facts that might not be
correct) at the expense of cultivating knowledge and intelligence (learning facts
and reasoning about them). One reason for this, and hinted at during the presiden-
tial campaign, is that there are many teachers who are inadequately informed in
the subjects they teach, which seems to be more applicable in secondary educa-
tion than in primary. American society has condoned this through the fat-dumb-
and-happy ideology that has flourished over the last three decades, if not longer,
yet the supposed guardians of knowledge and scholarship—the “professors”
within the academy'—have either gone along with it, provided conducive models,
or reluctantly suffered through the declining quality of and expectations for edu-
cation.
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Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind* was a notable attempt to
draw attention to deficiencies in American education, specifically at the universi-
ties where young people might train for a profession or, through study, learn how
to apply knowledge and wisdom to their lives. One message which might be
drawn from this treatise is that cultivating the intellect, through knowledge and
reasoned thought via substantial reading, has been sacrificed for simply meeting
requirements for professions, certificates, or degrees. Whereas it is lamentable
that competent professors who seem to offer very little in regard to “practical”
work are marginalized, it is not necessarily bad that the universities prepare
students for real-world careers. The problem is that they do not necessarily do it
properly, as quite often a graduate employs little of what had been studied and/or
the undergraduate degree came too easily so that a graduate is not capable of
functioning as well as ought to be expected. The latter would account, for ex-
ample, for the insufficiently knowledgeable teachers who are alleged to flourish in
the American schools.

While speaking in generally favorable terms about the natural sciences in Ameri-
can universities, Bloom despaired about the social sciences and the humanities.
The source of the troubles appears to be the political environment that has
influenced the American academy since the late 1960s, attributable partly to
national policy and associated legislation and partly to intellectual fashion and
how professors have been going about their business. Because there is no politi-
cal ideology in America that inhibits research into and teaching of (essentially)
absolutes in the physical world, natural science has been able to continue accord-
ing to its methods and goals that emphasize objectivity. The social sciences,
although often pretending to honor objectivity by applying similar methods, and
the humanities have however drifted dangerously into the realm of subjectivity
and political fashion, including to the point that analyzing the writer on a subject
is more important than investigating the subject itself. Needless to say, it can be
very difficult in such circumstances to evaluate for knowledge and capacity to
reason, or to apply whatever might be learned, hence it is not surprising that
similarity of opinion seems to be the criterion for entry into the academic profes-
sion, and that university graduates who go on to teach in the schools are not as
knowledgeable as they ought to be.

It is of course difficult, perhaps impertinent, to generalize like this, but such
perceptions must be founded in reality for scholars, journalists, and politicians to
comment on them. The social sciences have certainly come to play a very
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important part in undergraduate education, and thus in influencing the behavior
and thought of many Americans who drift into the main stream of society in need
of work, and Bloom comments briefly on five—sociology, economics, political
science, psychology, anthropology—as well as the humanities subjects of phi-
losophy, literature, and history (the last possibly being also a social science).
Their common denominator is what people do or have done, that is the non-
physical human being, and there can be substantial overlapping of what each
covers, the main difference being what is emphasized and how it is explained.
Perhaps, from the point of view of content, because a scholar in one field might
make the transition into another relatively easily, defenders of the disciplines
have felt it necessary to isolate cores and to emphasize special techniques so that
selected initiates can earn a living within esoterically prescribed barriers. This
scholarly form of protectionism seems to be sufficiently ingrained that, for ex-
ample, sociologists are most likely to study the work of other sociologists and
historians of other historians. The implicit contract is to honor the core and
special techniques of one’s discipline, so if substantial numbers of scholars within
a discipline break it, they invite sanction which can attack their very existence.
This has been the case with what might arguably be considered the most useful
academic discipline, geography. It does not have a place in Bloom’s book, possi-
bly because it never occurred to somebody at Cornell University that it even
exists. Yet, this is the discipline that synthesizes the natural sciences, the social
sciences, and the humanities, and which ought to be well positioned to bring
meaning back to the “uni” in “university” if the academic community were to be
soinclined. The reason it is not is that it has been perceived to have broken the
contract: its identity is questioned (infamously by geographers), too many geog-
raphers seem to be doing work that is either not geography or only marginally so,
maps are no longer as integral to the discipline as they used to be, and some
geographers refer to themselves as anything but, evidently because geography has
lost its prestige. Although the questions of what geography is and how it is to fit
in within the academic community have haunted geographers in America through-
out the twentieth century, it seems that by 1980 challenges to its existence had
become real and that despite being granted a reprieve throughout the latter 1980s
and the 1990s due to interest in computerized mapping and environmental issues,
they are surfacing again. Why this came about is perhaps instructive, more so to
nongeographers than to geographers who are painfully aware of the issues, so the
present article assesses the problems within the discipline that have been identi-
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fied by geographers in America and essentially argues that they are overrated.
The final section includes some remarks on geography and education in America,
concluding with a suggestion for how concerned geographers might think uncon-
ventionally to provide an improved, viable niche for their discipline in American
education.

II. Geography and Its Problems in the United States

A. What Is Geography?

The word “geography” was created from the Greek words “gea” (v ¢ a)and
“grafo” (y p a ¢ o), which are interpreted respectively to mean “the Earth”
or “the world” and “to write” or “to draw.” This was taken literally by Claudius
Ptolemaeus (ca. 90-168 A.D.), a scholar based at Alexandria in the Nile delta and
considered to represent the culmination of Ancient Greek cartography, as his
Geography is a collection of maps of the world and its parts, and it laid the
foundation for the scientific component of cartography in the “West.”” The main
thrust of geography in Europe and eventually America since the time of Ptolemaeus
until, say, ca. 1950 was to find out about the world and its parts and to map
them.* This heritage—running through scholastic Christians, the cartographers
and “geographers™ of the intercontinental European empires, and such scientific
thinkers as Alexander von Humboldt, Karl Ritter, Friedrich Ratzel, and Elisée
Réclus—was not created through a longstanding formal, conscious attempt to do
“geography,” but is rather a compendium of outstanding works that fit the de-
scription of writing about and drawing the world. The Geography of Ptolemaeus,
the writings of the European explorers, and some treatises of a geographical
nature by scientists and philosophers from the late eighteenth century to early
twentieth century would qualify as “great books” in Bloom’s terminology, yet
they are hardly known by geographers today, let alone studied by them.

Dismissing the heritage of geography seems to have started in America some-
time after the Second World War, and by 1989 it was possible for the editors of a
thick survey of geography as “practiced in the 1980s” to get away with this:
geography “is not characterized by a discrete subject matter or method or even
philosophy,” and an “easily articulated definition of Geography, consistent with
the traditional notions about how the pursuit of knowledge should be compart-
mentalized, simply does not exist—nor should it.”* It does not take a hard-core,
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perfectly logical philosopher in search of the absolute Truth to realize that this
spells trouble, and when it is considered that the book with this assessment was
sanctioned by the Association of American Geographers (AAG), a predomi-
nantly academic club of geographers that is interested in promoting the discipline
and prolonging its existence, it would seem that something had gone terribly
wrong. Keeping inmind that geographers in America generally fancy themselves
as scientists armed with logic and the scientific method, and that the authors of
these quotations are geographers, it is reasonable to assume that since geography
is not and ought not be defined easily, it is not and ought not be. Although there
might be some twisted minds to agree, and some geographers to provide the
evidence, it is not likely that such a sentiment is pervasive among rational scholars
and educators, or even among the general public. Rather than having usefully
assessed geography in the 1980s, it seems that the editors in question let the
diverse, eclectic research of geographers confuse them into believing that that was
geography, and this confusion might still exist.

To get a reasonable idea of what geography is, it is necessary to turn away from
thinking about the “narrow” research and seminars to considering what “geogra-
phy” has meant in regard to general education. Here are two definitions from
dictionaries that could have been used by high-school and college students in the
1970s, just ahead of the uneasy decade of the 1980s:6

[1] the science dealing with the areal differentiation of the earth’s surface, as
shown in the character, arrangement, and interrelations over the world of
such elements as climate, elevation, soil, vegetatior, population, land use,
industries, national and political entities, and of the unit areas formed by the
complex of these individual elements.

[2] The study of the earth and its features and the distribution on the earth
of life, including human life and the effects of human activity.

These are from similar dictionaries published in the 1990s:”

[3] the science dealing with the areal differentiation of the earth’s surface, as
shown in the character, arrangement, and interrelations of such elements as
climate, elevation, vegetation, population, and land use.

[4] The science that describes the surface of the earth and its associated
physical, biological, economic, political, and demographic characteristics,
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especially in terms of large areas and the complex of interrelationships
obtaining among them.

Obviously both before and after the 1980s there were general consensuses as to
what geography is, and they clearly coincide along the lines of a comprehensive
account of the world and what happens on it. This is likely to conform to the
image of geography among reasonably informed Americans, and it would seem to
be a perfectly healthy interpretation.

Geographers themselves sometimes need to define geography, and the follow-
ing examples from recent textbooks for introductory courses at colleges and
universities, publications that explain the discipline and provide a general over-
view of knowledge within (part of) it, demonstrate that geographers can concur
with general linguists:®

[5] Geography is the study of where things are located on Earth’s surface
and the reasons for the location.

[6] As a modern academic discipline, [geography] is concerned with the
explanation of the physical and human characteristics of the Earth’s surface.

Once geographers stop writing for people who are presumed not to know, such as
students in introductory courses, and start addressing one another and perhaps
other scholars, the explanations seem to drift from simple, comprehensible state-
ments about “geography” to convoluted attempts to capture the summation of
work by scholars who are called “geographers.” The most notorious assessment,
within the common domain and therefore not requiring a scholarly citation, is that
“geography is what geographers do,” a tongue-in-cheek observation which has
circulated at least since the 1970s and acknowledges that geographers have been
confused by what goes on inside the discipline. On a more prosaic level, and to
give but one example, Will Graf wrote during his presidency of the AAG (1998-
99) that “geography is defined by its spatial perspective, its emphasis on space
and place, regions, nétworks, flows, and society-environment interactions.”
Missing of course is a reference to this world, the Earth, causing one to wonder if
this were written so as not to exclude those very few geographers who apply their
knowledge and skills to analyzing the other planets and their satellites. Further-
more, if some thought were given to the components of this definition and their
relevance to other disciplines, it could become difficult to separate geography into
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something distinct.

A catchy expression that has been around for some time to distinguish geogra-
phy as a valid discipline within the academy is “spatial analysis,” by which is
predominantly meant an ability to condense and arrange data into relatively
simplified diagrams called maps, as well as to use them, other diagrams, statistics,
other mathematical expressions, and words to explain things that exist in two or
three dimensions. The maps in particular are what truly distinguish geography
from other subjects, yet geographers do not seem keen to advertise the discipline
in such terms as “map work,” “mapmaking,” and “map explanation.” “Spatial
analysis” is more exotic, mystical, sophisticated, and in the same vein rather
meaningless. At the profane level it is easy to point out that everybody does
spatial analysis, generally satisfactorily although not always consciously or with
maximum competence, while applicants of higher intelligence who are not geogra-
phers do it as well in their specialist ways. Physicists, for example, work with
vectors and changes in velocity that require space to be analyzed, astronomers
examine outer space and think deeply and categorically about what is out there,
economists consider markets and activities that have spatial expressions, and
historians explain events for which territory (space) was meaningful. Seldom is
there a need to ask a geographer for advice on a spatial matter, let alone for an
analysis of it.

The message is that scholars, the academic peers who have a say in what might
go on in the various institutions of the academy, should be able to call the bluff
when confronted with expressions such as “spatial analysis” or “society-envi-
ronment interactions,” and as long as geographers forget, in word and importantly
in deed, that geography is the study of this world, they are inviting trouble.
Specialization in graduate study and in research, perfectly fine and useful, has
played a great part in the drift of geographers from holistically approaching and
practicing their discipline, and the urge to quantify almost anything with the aim
of making geography appear more scientific contributed to a declining interest in
maps, surely the special essence of geography, and to a proliferation of abstract,
internally comparative maps of almost no interest except to whoever published
them. By the end of the 1970s and certainly beyond, it was not uncommon to
find geographers stuck in a minor division of the discipline for research and most
teaching, spouting statistics at anybody who might be listening and thinking
about how to “number crunch” the next article, and reluctantly teaching an over-
view of a major division of the discipline (and very rarely of the entire disci-
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pline).! Precious few had a meaningful understanding of the past, the heritage of
geography.

By 1980 the writing must have been on the wall. The University of Michigan
had, for example, a vibrant interdisciplinary program in Russian and East Euro-
pean Studies with no need for grade inflation and all that, and in 1981 the univer-
sity discontinued its department of geography. Studying the Soviet bloc flour-
ished while study of the world perished, and this was an important event to send
ripples of anxiety throughout the geographical community. In the 1960s and
1970s geography at Michigan had been considered among the very best in America,
and as of 1980-81 it was still a very good program, yet Michigan felt compelled
to join its assumed rival Harvard (“the Michigan of the East”), Yale, and other
high-profile American universities by not having geography. Geographers in
America took note, as apparently did the rest of the academic community which
had been alerted to a confused, perhaps purposeless, discipline in their midst.

Discontinuance, trimming, and a fear of their possibility hovered over the
discipline throughout the 1980s, and something obviously did happen. Reginald
Golledge, as president of the AAG (1999-2000), noted that in the period of
“1970-73 there were 1,225 programs and 3,600 faculty” members and that “in
1993-96 there were 625 programs and 2,400 faculty” members in American
colleges and universities,'! meaning that half of the programs and a third of the
geographers disappeared from the American academy in the roughly twenty
years spanning the 1980s. Assuming that the threat of successful litigation
protected relatively inactive or scholastically questionable professors with ten-
ure, it would be a fair guess that the losers are to be found among the generally
young scholars who earned doctorates in geography throughout the 1980s and
had to give up the business because the universities could not accommodate them.
It does not take a genius to figure out that a lot of geographers who might be held
responsible for the decline of geography by 1980 stayed on while, at least in
regard to geography in the academy, some of the promise of the 1980s languished.
Today’s information would seem to argue that the situation has stabilized with
the number of earned doctorates in recent years essentially matching the number
of entry-level jobs being offered,'? perhaps a message that retirement is finally
taking its toll on the guilty. To demonstrate this, but more to point out that
geography does face some chronic problems, it is insightful to note similar prob-
lems within the discipline that were identified by 1989 and in 1999-2000.
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B. Problems Facing the Discipline as of 1989

Geography in America is a thick volume that was published in 1989 to explain
the discipline as it existed inside the American academy throughout the uneasy
decade of the 1980s. It is this thick book which has the insalubrious remark that
“geography” cannot and should not be defined easily, and in the same article is a
brief, yet importantly critical section entitled “Challenges Facing American Ge-
ography.” Without going into great detail, it classifies “several disturbing trends™
that faced the discipline by the end of the 1980s into five groups of interrelated
problems, rearranged here to facilitate discussion:’?

[1] changes in emphases that have taken place over the last three decades [=
1960s-1980s]. Human geographers have increasingly looked to the allied
social sciences and humanities for inspiration .... Physical geographers ...
have become even more like their colleagues in the physical and natural
sciences.

[2] the decline of international and regional interests and expertise among
American geographers.

(3] the diminishing spatial scales at which most American geographers con-
duct their research.

[4] the prevalence of geographic illiteracy.

[5] an undercurrent of intolerance for approaches to geographic inquiry that
differ from tradition, and a resistance to change in general.

The first, probably the most transparent to observers inside and outside the
discipline, resulted from the tendency since the Second World War for scholars to
specialize in both their research and their teaching. Although not unique to
geography, and while certainly useful for expanding knowledge or at least the
body of disciplinary literature, this trend eventually made it virtually impossible
for an academic geographer to be competitively knowledgeable, first, in both
physical geography and human geography and, later, in only one of these. The
pure volume of good writings which had come onto the scholarly geographical
market by the mid 1980s was enough to discourage deep study of the entire
discipline, while professional specialization pressured an individual not only to
be very familiar with the content of a minor division but also to be aware of the
right names to drop and to keep right up to date with what others in the same
specialty were publishing, or even preparing. In such a neurotic atmosphere, it is
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not surprising that the discipline had become dangerously fragmented by this
time, and that it would be difficult for a “geographer” to comprehend the disci-
pline sufficiently to be able to define its summation. Perhaps in the run-up to the
Michigan fiasco, nobody truly stopped to consider the potential negative ramifi-
cations, and therefore to push toward appropriate integration and a meaningful,
common scholastic identity, but then again there would have been the rather
unappetizing question of motive and logistics. As, for example, geomorpholo-
gists in geography became more like geologists and economic geographers pushed
deeper into economics, it would not have been unfair for a critic to note that
“geographers” did not want to be geographers, and nor would it have been unrea-
sonable for scholars in the cognate disciplines to argue, not entirely from a protec-
tionist point of view, that many geographers were not quite prepared to join
them. The idea of not being able to fit into other departments ought to have
sufficed for a motive, but changing might have required an enormous amount of
reeducation and fighting the prevailing trend of specialization within the entire
academy.

Although listed separately, the second and third trends are so closely entwined
that they might be treated together. This observation from Geography in America
might have been enough to question the existence of geography within the academy:

Somewhat akin to their increasing topical specialization has been a trend to
focus upon increasingly smaller regions. For example, geographers typi-
cally work at community, urban, or ecological scales. One consequence of
this small-scale bias is that few American geographers work at national,
continental, or global scales.

Although this does not take into account the fact that most geographers in the
American academy taught introductory, worldwide-based geography courses and
that some of their upper-level topical courses could have been of a worldwide
scope, it would have been reasonable to agree with this assessment in regard to
research and publications. In a community of competitive specialists, it would
have been dangerous however to try a thorough study of the world, and textbooks
and books on regions and countries might have been perceived as generalist, thus
below the dignity of avant-garde scholarship. Important is the implication that
the “geo” in “geography” had been discarded, as if to say that “the study of the
world” no longer was the study of the world, which might have been true for some
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“geographers” or inferred from geographers having had trouble explaining their
discipline simply. Needless to say, geographers neglecting the world begs trouble,
as would historians neglecting the past or economists the markets.

Still, geographers can contribute to understanding the world by investigating
large areas of it or by researching versions of the same phenomenon scattered
throughout it, something that the second and third trends demonstrated was in
decline. Dismissing the pathetic “reduced government support” which is given in
Geography in America as a reason for the decline of “international and regional
interests and expertise,” there is however a disturbing claim that “regional geogra-
phy” was not perceived to be “as challenging as some other specialties.””* The
best that ought to be made of this is that “geographers” had made “regional
geography” less challenging, perhaps because of their own insufficient compe-
tence or lack of interest, a regional specialty in itself generally not having been a
means of entry into the academic community as of 1981. To understand a region
well, and thus to be able to teach and to write about it, implies knowing quite a bit
about its history, topography, climates, soils, vegetation, animals, populations,
economics, politics and government, religions, languages, and other aspects of
culture—exactly what might be expected of a geographer. Only ignorance of what
true regional study, or even of one country, entails can explain why geographers
might have considered regional geography to be less challenging. That would have
been a bad message to the rest of the academic community, and it could have been
remedied (although legally not possible in far too many cases) by requiring sitting
geographers to have completed, with a grade of B or better, two years of advanced
study in a challenging area studies program.

Related to this are the observations listed under “geographic illiteracy,” the
fourth “disturbing trend.” Although the authors mentioned the expected “inabil-
ity”” on the part of Americans “to correctly recite or locate geographic features™
—the general application of the term, as discussed in section [V—they mainly
applied this catchy expression to “deficiencies among professional geographers
that tend to support perceptions that Geography is a ‘soft’ discipline”: insuffi-
cient training in the “physical and natural sciences,” quartitative methods, and
foreign languages that inhibited meaningful or sophisticated contributions to schol-
arship.!® It is not clear why the social sciences and humanities were omitted, but
an impression given is that despite having ventured into narrow specialties and
relevant cognate disciplines, geographers had been doing so halfheartedly. Al-
though this might have seemed to be true from the perspective of scholars in other
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fields (who probably were similarly weak in their own ways), it ignores the fact
that geographers should have had exposure and training where other scholars had
not, namely into more than one academic discipline and in making maps. It does
reveal, however, a belief that geographers had become ill-prepared to contribute
well to scholarship that required more than a passing knowledge of one or more
natural sciences, as might have been the case with analyses of the human being in
the natural environment, as well as to benefit directly from works published in
foreign languages. Of the three listed deficiencies, geographers were only inter-
ested in teaching quantitative methods to their students, while teaching and gen-
erally applying the sciences and foreign languages were to be done outside the
discipline. Strangely, a geographer with a knowledge of abstract statistics and
advanced mathematical techniques could legitimately have been given a course in
quantitative methods as part of a normal teaching load, but a geographer with a
very good command of a foreign language could not have had a course for teaching
or applying it. If it were true that by 1989 there were not many American
geographers worth a scrap in foreign languages, it is rather easy to explain the bias
against regional geography. Observers of the discipline might legitimately have
wondered which is easier, in regard to acquisition and application of skills, num-
ber-crunching a small piece of territory near one’s base, or working with foreign-
language materials to explain a distant empire. In most cases, besides, it is not
even a question as to which has greater significance to most scholars, to the
general public, to overall education, or to national well-being.

The final “disturbing trend” is slightly confusing, partly because intolerance of
those who differ from traditions and resistance to change are in the domain of
human nature, and partly because it is tricky to pin down disciplinary tradition in
geography, especially in regard to research. Without changes and the means to
disagree, American geography conceivably would have remained an enterprise of
scholars and students roaming the countryside to write up physiographies in the
spirit of its “father,” the geomorphologist William Morris Davis. By World War
II geography in academic America had moved away from its original dependence
on the natural sciences, in particular geology which mainly investigated the depths
of the Earth to try to understand its past, and more toward the social sciences
with history as a sidekick.!” A central question seems to have been the relation-
ship of humanity to the natural environment, and the method of argumentation—
reason based on evidence and delivered via a sophisticated form of prose accom-
panied by relevant maps, diagrams, and other illustrations—followed the lead of
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European thinkers from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Anybody who
is reasonably educated and linguistically competent can make sense of the geo-
graphical writings of such scholars as von Humboldt, Ratzel, Davis, and many
lesser-known figures even today, and if this is the “tradition” of geography, it
started to unravel in the first two decades after World War II.

Perhaps the two most important factors of this “postwar” change were the
proliferation of human geographers, who numerically had taken over the disci-
pline well before 1989, and the “quantitative revolution” which evidently was
intended to make geography more scientific, yet not all geographers have bought
into this.’® Although geographers were still supposed to be inclined to examine
the relationships of people to their natural environments, it is clear that through
specialization geographers came to study one or the other, often with little thought
given to relationship, and that the bulk of the work which was produced focused
on the activities of people. At the time, of course, “technology” had come to be
seen as the panacea for society’s problems, so it might not have been unusual for
forward-looking people to have felt that nature had become less relevant, and for
geographers to have paid more attention to human possibilities. Quantification,
however, changed the form of delivery for a substantial number of geographers,
and by 1989 a lot of esoteric mathematics was in the geographical record, arguably
in some cases for its own sake. Also, by the mid 1980s computerized mapmaking—
a spin-off from general technological changes as well as the quantitative revolu-
tion—had made sufficient inroads to change the look of maps and other geo-
graphical diagrams.

The point is that geography had experienced important changes and had had its
traditions challenged. It seems that the fifth “disturbing trend” was more of a
rhetorical than substantial problem, as the accompanying prescription that “ge-
ographers should be open to promising new methods, theories, and philoso-
phies™® attests, and it is certainly one that is difficult to believe given that the
other “disturbing trends” themselves suggest that significant challenges to disci-
plinary tradition had been occurring (less interest in regions and globality, more
interest in small-scale areas, and “changes in emphases” in the direction of the
social sciences and humanities, with the concurrent appearance of physical ge-
ographers to be nongeographical natural scientists). The key word in the fifth
“disturbing trend” would therefore seem to be “intolerance,” which might very
well have pertained more to the “geographers” who upheld the new “traditions,”
or whose existence might have been threatened by questions about the identity of
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“geography,” than to those who appreciated the more comprehensive spirit and
purpose of geography that had been pushed aside.

C. Similar Problems Facing the Discipline as of 2001

The situation does not seem to have changed dramatically since the publication
of Geography in America, one cycle in the Chinese zodiac having now passed.
Given recently published commentary in the monthly AAG Newsletter, a forum
for discussing the state of the discipline among other things, a “Snake” surveying
the scene for 2001 might be inclined to believe that the “disturbing trends™ iden-
tified in 1989, and relevant even in 1977, are chronic and likely to be around in
2013, that is they are being consolidated as integral to the academic tradition of
geography in America. Substantial evidence can be found in the A4G Newsletter,
and some of this from 1999-2000 has been presented elsewhere,? while support-
ing evidence could be found by an in-depth study of books and journals within the
discipline.

First, the disciplinary schism of physical geography and human geography
continues to exist, as acknowledged by this introductory explanation:

geography consists of two subdisciplines .... Each of these ... consists of
several fields. Physical geography incorporates such diverse fields as clima-
tology, geomorphology, aspects of biogeography, glaciology, and much more.
Human geography ... includes, among other fields, cultural geography, eco-
nomic geography, urban geography, and political geography. Rarely is any
of these fields studied in isolation.?

In a sense it is a yin-yang relationship that ought to benefit those who study
geography, but it becomes increasingly irrelevant as an individual develops into a
professional scholar, and hence into either yin or yang, or even a part of one or the
other, because specialization discourages a truly holistic approach. It might be
noted that although such a situation is not terribly astonishing, given that other
disciplines have their own major and minor divisions and foster specialization,
some geographers do not see it in a favorable light. Graf, as president of the AAG,
used the insightful expression “dysfunctional discipline,”” something which might
also have applied in the run-up to 1981, and fragmentation of the discipline and
competition among its parts would seem to explain a lot of the dysfunctionality.
Not only do physical geographers and human geographers have problems com-
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municating across their divide, but so also do experts in the minor divisions who
allegedly tend to aim their discourse only at similar(-minded?) specialists, as if the
normal course of business is to try to exclude as many people as is possible.?
While wondering if this is a fair assessment of the entire discipline in America, it
is however reasonable to assume that problems of intradisciplinary communica-
tion are widespread and mask anxieties about existence.

For evidence of the second and third “disturbing trends™ as living phenomena,
it is helpful to consider three points: a relative failure of geographers to take
advantage of environmental issues and of “globalization,” the minor importance
attached to regional geography as shown through the job advertisements in the
AAG Newsletter, and the propensity for articles in the flagship journals of Ameri-
can geography to focus on small units of territory. The first is discussed else-
where,* and the key points are that geographers could not keep environmental
science or ecology within their domain and that “globalization” has not generated
as much interest in geography as might have been expected or at least desired.
This might be explained by the fact that by the mid 1980s, when popular as well
as academic interest in environmental issues took off, specialization and declining
interests and expertise in large regions and the world meant that there were few
geographers in America who were prepared to handle environmentalism and
globalization, and it might be suspected that the discipline was slow to cultivate
such interests. Nowadays specialties that fit into environmental science are
reasonably represented in entry-level academic jobs advertised in the AAG News-
letter—roughly estimated at 20% (about 110 of approximately 560) for 1999-
2000—but a regional specialty is seldom cited as the main requirement for such a
post. In the same period, about 30 (less than 6%) sought a regional geographer,
and of these about half specified one and only one region. Given that a regional
interest was generally at best of secondary importance for a job, and that gener-
ally an advertisement would not restrict candidature to one region only, it might
safely be assumed that regional competence, let alone expertise, remains a side-
show in contemporary American geography. This can further be supported by
the fact that the Annals of the Association of American Geographers and The
Professional Geographer, journals published under the auspices of the AAG and
which purport to convey cutting-edge scholarship, have not showed great inter-
est in large regions or the world. In 1999-2000, for example, nearly 80 of the
approximately 170 articles in these two journals focused on rather small-scale
" units of territory, while about 30 did for large countries or regions and possibly
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twelve did for the entire world. It would seem that the bias against regional and
global study in favor of small areas remains alive and well.

The fourth “disturbing trend” from 1989, “geographic illiteracy’ as applied to
geographers, also continues to flourish. Again in the capacity of AAG president,
Graf argued that geographers tend to be deficient in knowledge of relevant cognate
disciplines as well as in relevant analytical skills, writing, and public speaking.?
The first is intriguing because it insinuates that geography is not capable of taking
care of its own and, by placing a premium on knowledge from other disciplines,
reinforces the impression that geography is “soft” in that it alone is not much of
a challenge. Similarly, the others might raise eyebrows within the academic
community where scholars are supposed to be trained properly. If geographers
are correct in recognizing that geographers generally do not analyze well and/or do
not convey their information and ideas as well as scholars should, then it is easy
to rationalize that their work need not be taken too seriously, and it would be
reasonable to ask how such inadequate souls have managed to get in and to stay in
the academic community. Still, being the organizational man, Graf seeks the
remedy rather unimaginatively in “the education community,” which should be a
boost for other disciplines but begs the question of how deficient geographers are
to know the difference among the up and coming scholars, and even among
established geographers. Two of the areas of identified general deficiency—the
natural sciences (for physical geographers specifically) and mathematics—were
also identified in 1989, and a bit of reflection might very well have caused the
social sciences, humanities, and foreign languages to be tacked on.

Intolerance and resistance to change or “tradition,” the fifth “disturbing trend,”
in a sense has not died out. As an example, the “quantitative revolution” has
created a new tradition of number crunching that, because it contributes to the
scientific image of geography, has virtually become a dominant culture within the
discipline. There might be many geographical mathematicians who would sup-
port Graf’s suggestion that all geographers undergo special training in mathemati-
cal techniques,? although they are clearly not necessary for everybody’s research
or scholarly well-being. Another new tradition is computerized mapmaking,
known since the end of the 1970s as GIS (geographic information systems), and
there does seem to be an undercurrent of belief that this is necessary for all
aspiring geographers,?’ supported by many entry-level job advertisements in the
AAG Newsletter citing GIS as a requirement or preference. It is not clear how
vocal or strong the opposition is, but the fact that GIS has been coopted by
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applied computer science and has led to a proliferation of technically inferior
maps,” let alone the fact that there are already so many other things for geogra-
phers to know and do, should imply that many geographers do not welcome it, at
least in its popularized form. The “postwar” tradition of separating geographers
into “physical” and “human” obviously continues, perhaps to the dismay of
some, but the older tradition of geography being a synthesis to investigate the
relationship of people to their environments seems to have been revived, albeit
slowly and perhaps reluctantly, but not allowed to define the focus of the disci-
pline. Although a careful researcher would likely be able to provide much more
substantial, even more persuasive, evidence than this, it ought to be clear that
whenever changes are occurring within the discipline, resistance accompanies
them and almost anything with some years behind it might classify as a “tradi-
tion.” As for “intolerance,” the unflattering words of Graf couched around the
expression “dysfunctional discipline” might serve as a fitting departure from this
section, “we” being “geographers,” an apparently defensive breed who might not
like one another:

We sometimes exhibit behavior patterns that are destructive of geographic
unity. When we criticize each other ... in an overly aggressive fashion, we
engender emotional, strident responses rather than thoughtful intellectual
debate and discussion. When we ignore our colleagues and refuse to engage
them in informative communication, or when we abandon them altogether
and eschew our identity as geographers, we create a dysfunctional disci-
pline. The question now is will we find new ways to take advantage of our
diversity, or will we allow the centrifugal forces to prevail, and become so
strong that we find ourselves without a discipline of geography in the
United States??

III. Relevance of the Problems Facing Geography

Learned observers of the United States and its academy might very well see
some traits in all this that reflect not geography, but America, a culture that is
characterized, for example, by problems of identity and the competition between
unity and diversity, adversarialism which encourages nastiness in pursuit of a
winner and a loser, a proletarianism in which specialization is simultaneously
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admired and despised, an individualism that provokes a search to explain how an
imperfect person is to fit in with a perceptibly monolithic society and to seek its
approval, an uncomfortable balance between status and supposed egalitarianism,
complaints about the competence of colleagues and the quality of goods and
services, and dramatic exaggeration. It does not take much for such an observer to
look at the five “disturbing trends” and to note dryly, and validly, that only so
much can reasonably be known and done by any one scholar, and such trends as
specialization and fragmentation exist in other disciplines; that seldom has an
individual scholar in any discipline been able or willing to tackle what would be a
voluminous enterprise, and research is typically incremental in nature; that no
scholar in any discipline knows most, let alone all, of its aspects well; and that
anybody can be classified as intolerant or an obstacle to “progressive” forces. It
would not therefore take a sophisticated philosopher, armed with efficient multi-
step logic, to realize that the problems facing geographers in America are in
essence common to other scholars and can in their permutations be projected onto
most people in other walks of life, in America and elsewhere.

In this context it is very difficult to appreciate the “disturbing tends as much
of anything beyond a subset of scholars wearing their hearts on their sleeve, of
trying to display their dirty laundry (yet dreading that somebody might clean it).
An outside observer might rightly wonder what all the fuss is about: geography,
after all, is a very useful subject for children and adults alike, and to maintain its
usefulness it requires scholars to preserve the knowledge, to expand it and to
refine it, and to pass it on. The problem is that geographers perceive their
discipline to be chronically under attack within the American academy, and this
has led to a defensiveness that is manifested in anxiety over the image of geogra-
phy and the resulting competition and occasional nastiness that contribute to its
dysfunctionality. The message from 1989 and 1999-2000 seems to be that geog-
raphers as a whole (as “geography”) and individual geographers are waging a
battle for survival, although perhaps an exaggerated one and one which might
strike scholars outside America as somewhat weird. Yet there is something in this
struggle that is very revealing about the American academy and where it is headed.

Probably nobody has bothered to state this briefly and in plain language, but
geography is essentially a college of the arts and sciences, a mini-academy. As
mentioned earlier, it incorporates the natural sciences, the social sciences, and the
humanities, thereby implying that it provides an excellent opportunity for ex-
ploring several subjects, synthesizing such knowledge, developing a multifaceted
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intellect, and engaging in research in any or any combination of them. Trends and
prejudices about geography in the academy therefore reflect trends and prejudices
about the arts and sciences in general, hence questions about the discipline of
geography might be projected outward as if to wonder whether the affairs of
geography are symptomatic of what might happen to the arts and sciences, and
even to universities, in America. Davis, the geomorphologist and “father” of
American geography, postulated that landforms went through a sequence of youth,
maturity, and old age, an analogy that ought easily be understood here, and it
might be no coincidence that some geographers had been worrying about the
future of geography at the same time that some scholars such as Bloom were
worrying about the future of the universities. They had, and have, much in
common.

Both the universities and the character of its scholars changed in America
during the twentieth century. In regard to geographers, the following remarks by
Davis in 1909 are enlightening:

As aresult of the [difference] between school geography and professional
geography, our professional geographers [= topographical surveyors, car-
tographers, explorers, teachers, and writers] are all self-made men. They
have had to bridge over the gap from their school studies to their profes-
sional labors in such ways as they could best devise. They have conse-
quently had to begin their higher work with preparation inferior to that
which they should have had; and they have generally concluded it without
coming personally, or through their writings, in close contact with our teach-
ers of geography, who, of all persons in the community, should be most
promptly supplied with everything which is new concerning their sub-
ject.®

The key word here is “self-made,” implying that the earliest academic geogra-
phers in America had to be creative, reasonably independent and adventurous,
and truly interested in what they studied. They observed, collected information,
and wrote about it, most likely as they saw it and with intelligent reason as their
main weapon of analysis, and it may safely be assumed that there was sufficient
respect within the academy for their work, and that of their students who became
scholars, for geography to have become established as a subject at the universi-
ties. The long run of the “middle” of the twentieth century provided a relatively
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large demand for training of a geographical nature (e.g. surveying, mapmaking,
planning, war-making) that teachers and researchers in geography enjoyed a com-
fortable market place in which to maneuver and to prosper, and the peak would
have been sometime in the 1960s when geographers would have fed off the boom
of World War I, the early rivalry between America and the Soviet Union, and the
rush to suburbanize. Things started to change, however, as more and more
machinery decreased the need for personal skills, large-scale war-making became
unfeasible, almost everything had been surveyed and mapped, there was little of
great significance left on this planet to explore, and geographers had begun to live
off the past. No longer were geographers “self-made” or reasonably independent,
and their adventurousness and “creativity” came to be restrained by the existing
literature and academic specialization and expectations, while professional op-
portunities became dependent upon appropriate documentation, a form of the
certification cult which has become too commonplace, and personal consider-
ations primarily within the discipline. By the 1970s it would seem that “profes-
sionalism” (role-playing) had become more important than being creative, and
despite the shake-around of the 1980s, “professionalism” continues to be impor-
tant today,?! as is the related endeavor of trying to improve the “image” of the
discipline. The stage of necessary creativity had given way to that of develop-
ment, and then to that of preservation or prolongation with the inevitable ques-
tion of how to breathe fresh life into an aging organism.

Geography is not however going to die out in the American universities until
the American universities themselves pack up operations. Individual geogra-
phers might not get the type of academic employment they had or will have
trained for, but they will find other things to do. Tenured professors need not
worry much about the fate of the discipline, and most probably do not, unless
they cynically dread not being remembered in the future, and some of them are
going to be around for quite some time, while others will join them. An important
question regarding the fate of geography in the American academy is therefore not
whether geography has entered “old age,” and is thus headed toward its end, but
what will be the direction of the academy in general. Ifthe pendulum is moving in
the direction of intellectualism, excellence, and elitism, then geography might have
a serious problem, but if the recent trend of promoting relatively broad-based
education with something resembling potential training for a career within general
society continues, then geography ought to be safe. The problems facing geogra-
phy as a discipline within the American academy are therefore relevant to the
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extent that they are conditioned not so much by geographers as by the trends
within the academy, the role(s) that universities are to play for society as a whole.

IV. Comments on Geography in American Education

The expression “geographic illiteracy” has been around for quite some time
now, and despite “literacy” apparently meaning a combination of knowledge,
skills, and competence, the expression is primarily used to acknowledge the
widespread ignorance in America of the country and the rest of the world, princi-
pally, in regard to locations. Some geographers have latched onto this as a reason
for promoting their discipline, simultaneously using “geographic illiteracy” to
argue that geography has an educational mission to accomplish, for which geogra-
phers in the academy have a role to play, and engaging in “narodnik™ tactics by
going to the schools to demonstrate living geography and otherwise drawing
attention to it as an important subject.? It would seem rational for geographers

_ to want to do this, and maybe to be forgiven for exaggerating the situation, but as
with the “disturbing trends™ or problems facing the discipline, this “illiteracy” is
Just one permutation of the widespread ignorance and incompetence in basic
matters that flourishes in America. It is a part of the general crisis in educating
Americans that the two main candidates for the presidency recognized in 2000,
and which the current president would like to do something about.

Things must of course be put into proper perspective. A geographer might
normally be expected to lament about popular ignorance and incompetence in
regard to geography, but scholars in other fields would be justified to do the same
about their disciplines, as would professionals outside the academy about related
disciplines inside it. This surely would not be new, nor would have been in 1989
or 1980 for example, yet the fat-dumb-and-happy culture has become suffi-
ciently established and, through a cheap means of existence and low-intelligence
entertainment, encouraged that most Americans have little need for much in
regard to literacy (real meaning here), numeracy, visual competence, knowledge
from academic subjects, and skills that might be acquired in schools and colleges.
The educational community has gone along with all this, as have the governments
that were supposed to guide and to monitor the schools in particular.

Specialists in education and appropriate governmental personnel might under-
stand the depths of the problems, but they apparently cannot solve them in some
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places in America. The greatest reason would seem to be public acceptance,
indeed comfort, with the status quo, but a variety of other reasons might be found
within the domain of education per se. Among these are short academic years,
applying misguided theories and experimenting, tolerating ignorance and incom-
petence by easily passing students, insufficiently trained or motivated teachers,
lack of respect for teachers and other personnel in education, heavy textbooks
with lots of colorful illustrations and boxed information to accommodate limited
attention spans, tests that rely on guessing games, a lack of effective means to
punish trouble-causers, and legislation and threats of law suits. Still, there are
schools and school systems that did not and/or do not fare poorly at accomplish-
ing their task, and there must be many which do a reasonably good job within the
confines of community standards. Rather than lamenting the overall unsatisfac-
tory level of achievement by the summation of children in American schools, it
would seem more important to complain with the intention of making sure that
the children are provided with good possibilities in education, and of creating
conditions for those who might benefit from those possibilities to do so. Com-
pulsory periodic testing of students throughout the country might be a useful
step toward accomplishing this.

When it comes down to it, though, the most important unit in education is the
individual, and that individual chooses what to learn. Stimulation might come
from different angles, but it need not affect interest or results, and education—
including academic education—does not have to take place in the schools and
other “recognized” institutions for learning. Too many educators and scholars are
preconditioned by their own experiences and, generally, success in schools and
universities to realize such things, and they have come to value diplomas, certifi-
cates, and degrees as “union cards” within the educational professions (there is,
for example, no equivalent of a country-wide or even state-wide “bar examina-
tion” for prospective school teachers or scholars in the universities). A manipu-
lative individual can figure out how to acquire the appropriate credentials and
then to play the prescribed role, while a passionate, competent student might not,
or might not care to, there being so much that relies on a social matrix which can
work to the disadvantage of a promising individual not only in the schools but
also in the universities. Yet, any individual can learn whatever that individual
takes a fancy in, and possibly become very good at it, without a care about
mainstream, institutionalized education and its system of accreditation.

What this means for the geographers who fret about widespread “geographic
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illiteracy” in America is that it really does not matter. An individual who is
interested in learning geography and/or how to use or even to compile maps will
do so, while forcing geography on individuals is not necessarily going to make
America any the better. At most it might create a few more jobs for teaching
geography, something that would last only until, say, political scientists or histo-
rians have successfully pleaded their case for improvements in teaching the likes
of national and state government and civics or world, American, and state history.
Mainstream education in America has become, in essence, a standardized busi-
ness that does not always deliver a satisfactory product, so responsible, compe-
tent, devoted geographers might want to reconsider if geography ought to invest
muchin it. By accepting the fact that most Americans are likely to be “geographi-
cally illiterate” in the future, although they will be able to do their own versions of
“spatial analysis,” geographers can think more clearly about how their discipline
might better contribute to the education of young people in America.

Here are three pertinent observations for geographers in America to chew on:

[1] there has been a reasonable interest in “home schooling” in America
because some parents value the fruits of education, and the schools cannot
meet their expectations;

[2] two animated series on television that children in America are familiar
with today are about Dexter and his scientific laboratory and about the
globe-trotting Johnny Quest; and

[3] travel is still stimulating (for children and adults).

The message might not be instantly clear, but by considering them and thinking
unconventionally, geographers ought to sense a good opportunity. First, it must
be recalled that geography is a mini-academy, a discipline that is intertwined with
the various natural sciences, social sciences, and subjects in the humanities, and
study of geography is enhanced through skills in mathematics, foreign languages,
and one’s native language as well as (for field work and mental agility) physical
conditioning. Second, natural science, mathematics, and computer science (Dex-
ter in [2] above) as well as exposure to different parts of the world (Quest in [2])
are promoted as adventures for children, and there is still a popular interest in
going to different places and even learning about them. Third, as home schooling
acquires more support, there will be increasing interest in it and an increasing pool
of parents, even children, who would likely be interested in a promising alterna-
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tive between the free public schools and the expensive private ones. This is not
the forum to discuss it, but “geography academies” or true “schools of geogra-
phy” as alternatives to secondary (junior high and senior high) schools or even
colleges might be quite productive. Under the auspices of geography, the study of
this world, other subjects might be taught and learned.

w
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