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FOCUS on Geography


The number of assorted copies of FOCUS on Geography requested by the Geographic Alliances for teacher workshops and donated by AGS has increased from 630 in 2007 to 1,090 so far this year.

Carlson Program


An eighteen-month long series of events at the University of Delaware, co-sponsored by the American Geographical Society, is taking place in celebration of the International Polar Year.  All events – lectures, displays, map exhibits, globe-signings, award ceremonies – are open to K-12 school children.  Local teachers have been organizing school trips to the university campus to take advantage of these events.

OP-ED program


We are now sending out an average of one op-ed article every two weeks.  Several newspapers are regularly printing all the pieces we send.  Acceptance by others varies according to topic.  A recent one, addressing the danger to the nation of geographic ignorance on the part of its leadership, was widely printed and generated lively reactions.  It follows.  As usual, we encourage anyone who is interested—including teachers--to print and use the AGS op-ed articles.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Dear Op-Ed Editor:

This piece is for immediate release.  It is for your use without charge.

Geographer Jerome E. Dobson is deeply concerned about VP Candidate Sarah Palin’s ignorance of geography.   (662 words)


* * * * * *

The author is a member of the American Geographical Society’s Writers Circle.  The American Geographical Society is America’s oldest geographical organization.  Its mission is to link the business, professional, and scholarly worlds in the creation and application of geographical knowledge and techniques to address economic, social, and environmental programs.  By distributing op-ed essays, it hopes to encourage public discussion of geographical issues.

The opinion expressed is that of the author and not of the American Geographical Society.

For information about AGS and its Writers Circle, please see www.amergeog.org or contact Mary Lynne Bird, Executive Director, at (212)422-5456, (212)422-5480) (fax) or MLBird@amergeog,org.

*****

A World Without Geography
by 

Jerome E. Dobson*

Forget politics.  Forget economics.  Election 2008 is a referendum on geography.  Geographic ignorance has driven U. S. foreign policy since 1945 regardless which party was in power.   President George Bush took it to new heights.  Now, Sarah Palin is in a league of her own. 

Months before the ill-conceived invasion of Iraq, this nation was appalled to learn that 87 % of American youths couldn’t find Iraq on a world map.  Now, this candidate for the second highest office in the land cannot tell us for sure whether she herself went there or not.

Last year, the nation guffawed as Miss Teen South Carolina struggled to explain why her generation can’t find Iraq.  Now, Palin’s answer to Katie Couric (How does Alaska’s proximity to Russia mean foreign policy experience for you?) is even more painful to watch.  The teen, at least, astutely refrained from accusing foreign leaders of violating U. S. airspace.

According to Palin, Alaska has a “a very narrow maritime border between a foreign country, Russia, and, on our other side, the land boundary that we have with Canada.”  In reality, the great circle distance across her home state from Russia to Canada is more than 750 miles, mostly terrestrial.  A bit off, perhaps, but imagine how easy it will be for a future President Palin to resolve the West Bank problem . . . if Israel will accept her liberal margin of error.

Bush, Palin, Miss Teen South Carolina, and all of us are victims of an academic purge that began 60 years ago.  Harvard University abolished geography in 1948.  One by one the elite schools followed suit.  By 1988, no geography departments remained in the Ivy League, except Dartmouth’s undergraduate department.  Today, only two of the nation’s top 20 private universities have geography departments, though 15 of the top public universities do.  

Trickle down worked, and now only eight states require high school geography.  In elementary school, it’s lost in a mishmash called “social studies” that neglects physical geography and, worse yet, ignores the quintessential hallmarks of geography as a science: thinking spatially, studying places as real world entities, and integrating science across all other disciplines, both physical and cultural.

Geography is booming again, but not in the universities that send most of our policy makers to Washington.  Three generations of politicians, policy analysts, diplomats, journalists, scholars, businessmen, and voters have grown up without this linchpin for understanding foreign lands and peoples.  The result is a perpetual state of confusion, akin to the fog of war that dazes soldiers in battle, but grander and more constant, one that bewilders policy makers and voters alike in war and peace.

An informed public is essential to democracy, and we do not have one when it comes to foreign policy.  Geographic knowledge is rationed as if it were a threat to public order.  In fact, a geographically informed public would pose a real and present danger to politicians who espouse harebrained foreign schemes.

Before the purge, geographers played prominent roles in peace and war.  Presidents Wilson and Roosevelt each had a geographer at his side.  Of the eleven presidents since World War II, however, not one has had a geographer, and only two graduated from universities that teach it today.

The collective cost is clear as quagmires and debacles became the rule.  Many wars shouldn’t have been fought in the first place, and geographic ignorance looms large in every blunder.  At tactical levels, American soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan are locked in life and death struggles, grasping for rudimentary knowledge that we teach routinely in geography courses back home, wherever allowed.

Do we, The People, prefer geographic ignorance and want it to remain the cornerstone of our foreign policy and military strategy?   Maybe so.   “Kuwait [vs.] Iraq. . . pretty small stuff,” Bill Bennett says in regard to Palin’s mysterious whereabouts.  

Ally vs. enemy. . .peace vs. war. . .pretty big stuff, I say.  But then, geography matters to me, and I fear for a world without it.

*Jerome Dobson is president of the American Geographical Society and professor of geography, University of Kansas, Lawrence, KS 66045-2121, USA. E-mail: dobson@ku.edu

