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Why Study Geography, Earth or Environmental Sciences?

The Higher Education Academy Subject Centre for Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences (GEES) is offering students the opportunity to submit their thoughts and experiences in an essay of 1,000 words. The competition is open to anyone studying Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences (or related subject) as part of their higher education course.

The winner will receive £300 and have their essay published in the GEES Subject Centre’s magazine Planet and on its website.

Applications must be made on this form and submitted electronically (as an e-mail attachment) to info@gees.ac.uk, with the subject line “Student Essay Competition 2009”. The deadline for submission is 27 March 2009.

Remember to read the competition guidelines and criteria provided on the competition webpage http://gees.ac.uk/projtheme/sawards/2009/sawards09.htm
before starting on your essay!
If you require any further information please don’t hesitate to contact Susie Bissell via email susie.bissell@plymouth.ac.uk or by phone 01752 585962

Competition Entry Form

Please make sure you have completed all the boxes on the application form before you submit your essay
1. Your details 

	Title
	Mr

	First name
	Nicholas

	Surname
	Smale

	Course title and type
	Geography and Economics (MSc)

	Year of course
	2nd

	Department
	Geography

	College / University
	University College London


2. How did you find out about this competition?

	E-mail




2. Your essay

Please type your essay into the box below (the box will expand as you type – you can also copy and paste into this box).

	To study Geography, Earth or Environmental Sciences is to study the myriad of interlinking forces, both natural and anthropic, that shape our world. It is a science of cause and effect, and a visceral science with practical application to the real world. Unlike so many other disciplines that seek to simplify the world to fit models or theories, geography encourages you to look at the world in its entirety. Richard Burton, a notable Victorian explorer was credited with saying,

“If geography itself has any significance, it is the way we are made to lift our eyes from our small provincial selves to the whole complex and magnificent world.”

I believe that the study of Geography is a continual process of exploring and questioning the governing paradigms and commonly held societal assumptions to better understand our world. This essay will seek to expand upon and justify why I believe the study of geography is so integral to understanding and ameliorating our world today. 


From a young age I have always found maps fascinating, as they allowed access for my imagination of distant places. Far from the facetious colouring-pencil stereotype of geography lessons, the geography I learnt at school was a subject of cause and consequence, relationships and interdependency – above all the story of our earth and our relationship with nature.  I was taught for my GCSEs to think of SHEEP when answering a question, SHEEP relating to the Social, Historical, Economic, Environmental and Political impacts and influences on the world. Geography is a holistic study; I believe it encourages people to look at the world in its entirety and how all the various forces, human and physical, interact to shape it today. 


Geography, and indeed the world, cannot be taxonomically ordered into genii and species for example; global geography is far more complex and encompasses an enormous array of disparate elements. I believe that studying geography, even to a basic level, is instrumental in educating people about the world that exists beyond their borders. By studying geography, one charts human ingenuity and struggle, and the concurrent evolution and achievement. Above all it is about reconciling our position in the world, without which there is misunderstanding, envy and ignorance. Geographical illiteracy shows its most worrying face when it leads to skewed opinions and false generalizations of vast swathes of the planet and its people. The National Geographic-Roper survey of geographic literacy conducted in 2006 showed striking results, among them was a finding that suggested only 37% of young Americans could find Iraq on a map. The danger of this ignorance when coupled with foreign policy is that recognition of the complex social, political and economic interactions that characterize societies all over the world might be inhibited.


The ‘death of distance’ and the rise of modern communication technology may have pre-empted a decline in the subject historically associated with global exploration. However, the last ten years have seen a remarkable advances in geography as geographers have harnessed technology and the quantitative revolution in order to better understand our world. Several top US universities led by Harvard have recently re-opened their geography departments as geography gathers greater international recognition. The 2008 Nobel Prize winner in Economics, Paul Krugman, won the prize for his work specifically in the field of economic geography. There is a relatively recent awakening to the importance of spatial and real world factors when analyzing the world’s problems. Over fifty years of minimal development in many of the poorest parts of the globe are a testament to appalling governance and often the misguided application of oversimplified economic models to the real world. A resurgence of geographical thinking shows a growing recognition of the world’s complexities and acknowledgement of holistic approaches in tackling its problems. 


A lot of geography is the study of spatial phenomena. Since nearly everything that happens and has happened in the past has occurred in geographical space, most data involves a spatial dimension. Even in our hyper-modern age everything in some way is influenced and in turn influences our planet. The computer systems that underwrite the global economy are all connected and powered by huge networks of interconnected servers, housed in enormous ‘data centres’ and ‘server farms’. The substantial ‘cool and dry’ requirements of these data centres have hindered the spread of this technology to more tropical parts of the developing world. Another recent debate over the greenhouse gas emissions from a single Google search has highlighted how even such small localized processes impact the wider world.


When looking through undergraduate options in geography one is struck by the incredible range of options offered from hydrology to geopolitics. Geography with its unquestionable aim of looking at the world holistically seems to explore the spatial deficits evident in so many other more theoretical subjects. It is a subject that seeks to bring theory into the real world. Dissecting economic theory exploring how it actually functions in the world. A world where people are not all ultra-rationalist machines, but complex, often unpredictable, beings all shaped individually by their respective environments. In another example looking at feminist geography, it is about understanding how the theoretical issues and arguments are transposed on the real world; this understanding is key to effective change on issues.


I like being enrolled in a course that exposes you to the panoply of multiple interactions that shape our world whilst simultaneously encouraging you to question everything, and for this reason I believe that the study of geography is important. Now, more than ever, we need to understand geography and to question our relationship with our earth and our environment. As a species we have plundered our planet as we have conquered its geography. As we grow and put ever more demands on our earth, our understanding of geography and the disciplines of holistic analysis are required to ensure that we now respond to the apparent damage we have caused.  If the Stern report on climate change is to be believed, we must control the emission of greenhouse gases and their impact on the climate. We need to husband our resources to meet the growing demands of mankind, but do so in a way that is sustainable with our earth. Geography must be part of the solution, and part of establishing a new balance, a new responsibility and a new sense of stewardship. Above all the discipline allows for a new understanding of sustainability to ensure our development, assist our progress and ensure our survival. I sincerely hope our future leaders are geographically literate.
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