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Abstract

Geography is one of the oldest forms of intellectoguiry. There is little disagreement
among professional geographers as to what the pliisei is actually about. This
agreement about this discipline, among its practéfs, has to some extent caused
considerable reputation to those who are practitiegsubject This however. does not
mean that the subject is looked upon in a positigg by the public, with the result that
most of those who wish to study the subject areienwhat they will do after graduation.
This paper explores the roles of geography in &otical perspective. It examines the
methodology of geography and the way it has evobeds to give the subject a place of
its own among other subjects. Geography's rolesaiious sectors and frontiers are
examined. An attempt has been made to appeal tWerds teachers and other
practitioners who are concerned with preservingpblic image of their subject as an
academic discipline, as well as a field of appliesearch. This could be one of the ways
to convince and attract those who have doubts ahewgubject to understand its value.

Introduction

The central aim of this paper is to provide a rédelaaccount of the historical perspective of
geography. its methodology, perception, and itsg@s an academic discipline. It is written asalehge
not only to teachers, students and practitionemhefdiscipline. but also to those who have fatledet a
clear understanding of what the discipline is &@lbat. This paper encourages those closely relatetiet
discipline to maintain its central role among ottisciplines.

What is geography? Its historical perspective

Indeed, what is geography? One way to answer thastogpn is to not give a direct and brief
definition of the subject, but rather to look atattgeographers have done through the ages. Howtbisr.
approach may impose upon us the duty to examindititery of the discipline in order to appreciate t
scope of its content and the methodologies of gawgers. Bird (1989: 214) advocates that "geography
what geographers have done, geography is what giglogirs strive to accomplish.” It has been arguatiah
discipline is the collective activity of its pratiners; geography can thus be seen as being wisathat
geographers choose to do (Unwin. 1992). Geogralsioyteas been defined according to particular objett
study within the subject matter. Johnston (1988} ¢his "vernacular,” which suggests that the @ertain
objects that are geographical while certain otheegsnot.

Herm 1. de Blij has written that "Geography is a moderresce with traditions that extend to the
dawn of scientific inquiry and research (de BI§8D). It is an ancient and modern discipline beeaqeople
in all societies throughout history have been gaplers. The theory and practice of geography isobtiee
most essential attributes of a development-orieatetideveloping social-economic systems. It is irtgo,
therefore, to appreciate the primacy and priotigt imust be given to geographical training andaete

In historical perspective, some of the best "sttgleaf geography (although not in a formal way)
and its application, are recorded in the Bible.akt@am was inspired with the desire to build "a great
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nation”, and a study of his migratory movement®ulghout the Middle East and parts of Africa reveals
incisive geographical details of peoples' livinguditions, land tenure and land use systems, asasdtieir
planning and construction of water developmentesyst He traveled between Iraq and Egypt, tempgraril
settling in many places while developing consideralvealth through livestock fanning. Much of his
experience is recorded in detail. One of the edrliases of the discipline of resource assessnmentaad
use planning is recorded in chapter 13 of the boblGenesis. It is reported here, to illustrate iaesic
geographical practices involved:

So Abraham went up from Egypt to the Weger ...

Lot went with him. Abraham had become very wealthjvestock

and in silver and gold. .. Now Lot, who was movargund with Abraham also had

flocks and herds and tents. But the land couldsopport them while they stayed

together, for their possessions were so greathkegtwere not able to stay together.

And quarreling arose between Abraham's herdsmerhanigderdsmen of Lot....

Abraham said to Lot, Let's not have any quarrefiaggveen you and me ... .Is it not

the whole land before you? Let's part companyolif ygo the left, | go

to the right.... Lot looked and saw that the whaien of Jordan was well watered ....

So Lot chose for himself the whole plain of Jordad set out towards the east. The

two men parted company.

The text illustrates clearly the key geographicgai@ples that development and the accumulation of
wealth imposes pressure on the land. This pregmmerates social conflict. Land use surveys sutchase
done by Abraham and Lot through their indigenousMedge illustrate how to allocate land

appropriately when interests conflict. '

Another ancient record which illustrates the rdigeographers, and use of geographical information
in social-economic development, is the work of jpbsén Egypt. Joseph, who had an incisive local
knowledge of "environmental science" was able teettgp a model of forecasting the hydrological reggm
of the Nile River, to show how they affect the glof crops; and to use that information for plagnihe
production, storage and distribution patterns afdf@and livestock. In this way, famine was elimimbses a
factor in the social and political system of Egyphe King of Egypt found so much wisdom and
discernment in this environmental scientist thaeph was appointed to be Prime Minister for life:

You shall be in charge of my palace, and all mygteare to submit to your orders.

Only with respect to the throne will | be grea{@enesis 41 :40).

Eratosthenes is said to be the first scholar to theeword Geographia (Geography). Thus the
academic discipline of geography began to be ifiedtin Greek scholarship. Eratoshthenes conduicied
research in Libya, his country of birth. Strabo,owis probably the best acclaimed of the ancientelcre
geographers was born in Tmkey in 63 B.c. and wasrakned "to write a compendium of the field that
would set down everything that had been achievad, establish new directions.” He traveled to Rome,
studied in the library where Eratoshthenes had edrfor-many years earlier in Alexandria, and read
everything geographical that had been written.

One important fact that was noted is that all amcseholars who contributed to geography were men
of extensive learning; widely read and widely tlade Eratosthenes for example, was a poet, a iiraan
explorer, a cartographer, and a well rounded ssterde is in fact best remembered for the prenisibhis
calculations of the circumference of the earth. ©hhis innovations was an attempt to define thati of
major environmental regions of the world. Ptolerhgrn in 23 A.D. wrote a monumental book in eight
volumes entitled "Guide to Geography."
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Methodology and Content of Geography

With regard to the content of geography, therediasys been resistance against setting limits to
the subject of study. Indeed, as Hagget (1965)rabde "geography has long been a thorn in the side
school and university administrators." The quesbemg whether its natural home should be withatte
or sciences. At the University level, it has beariously classified as an "earth science," a "$@tince,"
and more recently as an "environmental sciencei§ €antroversy often necessitates hard bargaining i
order to secure developmental resources from wineatiministrators. In some universities, geogragsa
discipline is even denied resources when it commdild studies with the argument that it is notimtoor
practical oriented subject where experiments havbet carried out. Indeed geographers themselves hav

conceived the study of geography in different teahsarious stages of its evolution. The three dami
views are that:

@) Geography is the study of the earth's surface
(b) Geography is the study of the relationshifmeen man and his environment.
(©) Geography is the study of location and disttion of phenomena of the earth's surface.

Thus, there has always been in geography, an "BioaloSchool,;' a "Landscape School" and a "Locatio
School."

While there is no doubt that the central concerrg@ography is with location and distribution,
geographers prefer that their discipline not beitéth to one phenomenon. What geography offers to
scholarship, therefore, is not a certain body ofsfabut rather a view point and methodology faaraking
reality. Geography retains the capacity to extésndniethodology to events in the physical and soeiims
of study in order to provide :fresh insights angragiation of the dynamic interaction between human
activity and natural systems.

One British scholar has summarized the methodotufggeography in" three words: graphicacy,
numeracy and literacy. First and foremost the gmuger is associated with maps, graphs and diagrams.
This is the component of "graphicacy” in his or b@ining and in the presentation of informatiormeT
second component is the use of quantitative dathaaalytical methods. That is, a geographer must be
"numerate," although not necessarily a mathematicidirdly, a geographer must be literate, and lyide
read. These methodological imperatives imply theg best geographers should be the best scholars,
remaining abreast of development in many relaielddi

In the last three decades, beginning in the mitesixgeography has experienced major innovations
in methodology. In what has been called the quatité revolution, new techniques in the gatherind a
storage of information, as well as methods of asialgf data, were adopted. The geographers' inthass
shifted considerably from descriptive studies oaar towards problem solving and topical studies. A
stronger interest in systems analysis and the stiidyrocesses has also developed. Whereas, irerearli
times, numeracy was confined to studies of phygealgraphy particulary in climatology, the quatnivia
revolution extended the application of refined istetal and mathematical models to human and social
aspects of geography (Hagget, 1965; Cole and K&&@;1Chorley and Kennedy, 1971).

Two more emphases in the recent development ofrgpbhg are notable. One is the stronger
emphasis on spatial organization and the searchxfganation and linkages between processes. Gaogra
has become much more dynamic in outlook as geogrageek to know not only the existing patterns of
population, settlements, agricultural systems arahsport, among others, but in a significant way,
geographers have developed a stronger interesgtange. The second emphasis relates the study dé man
role in changing the face of the earth, a subjeat became much more central to geography in tlie mi
fifties. Thus geography is not oilly interestedlie physical landscape, but also in cultural, urliratustrial,
and commercial landscapes as well as spatial patéard systems.

These developments have led to considerable exgaimsthe fields relating to the application of
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geography. It has become more and more of an a@ppti®nce, oriented towards problem solving rather
than just mere explanation of existing patterngdalothe training of a geographer is likely to irddumany
more skills than just traditional map reading armprmterpretation. In addition to remote sensind &eld
work, the geographer is acquainted with a wide easfgquantitative methods.

Many would claim that geography is the mother df sgliences, in part because of the broad
concerns and contact between geography and oth&plities. The development of geography has alsa be
in response to socio-economic changes, and ovatallectual progress in society. In periods of remmic
decline interest in scholarship appears to dechsenore and more people turn. to materialism amcbw
minded short-term gains. The mind of society stéemas people become inward looking. The changfeesin
public image of geography can therefore be the sympf retrogressive social tendencies in our tinass
well as of the decline in commitment and the pphes and prospects of education in general. Ithesn
said for example, that in Europe, "the systemdticys of geography progressed little during the gand
years following the breakdown of the Roman Empifiis period of stagnation in the development of
geography in Europe (508\D. - 1500 AD.) witnessed the lack of interest in maps, deteringati
cartographic practices, and thus geography addadfestudy became dormant.

The revival of interest in geographical scholarshifcurope had to await the period of the Refor-
mation which stimulated socio-economic progress thedblossoming of scientific knowledge in general.
The increased pace of global exploration for resesirand markets in the fifteenth century, the rfeed
better and more precise information, and bettersnediglistant continents and regions, were the rfzaitors
that stimulated interest and allocation of resosir@dose who possessed geographical knowledge &trta
were self-sustaining wealthy men, and great geisésah. their intellectual pursuits. They
were more than solely geographers. -

One such scholar was Alexander Von Humboldt, wHorggd to a wealthy land-owning family.

His life has been described as "a scientific trem$wnt,” and his travels took him. to Ecuador,uPéne
Amazonian interior, Middle and North America as Masd Russia and Siberia. Between 1805 and 1827 he
published thirty volumes on ecological topics imtihg historical and physical geography. Much more
significant in terms of his contribution to geodgnagal theory was J.H. Von Thunen, a wealthy landogn
aristocrat with a large estate near the town oft&tes Germany. He studied the effects of distamomfthe
market, and transport costs on the location of petide farming. It is now recognized that Von Thoneas
ahead of his times, and his theory of spatial stinecof agriculture in relation to a market-censgil
commands respect in modem economic geography.

Subsequent to the geographical studies of thesd gemeralists was the development of what we
must see as modem geography. The founding of mageography is associated with the work of Carl
Ritter, in Germany, in the nineteenth century. kdie in the development of geography is specidhat he
not only conducted research to publish books, kutlko trained others who were responsible fordmgn
other centers of geographical training and schbipr£arl Ritter was The first person to be appednio the
position of Professor of Geography, at the Unitgrsif Berlin in 1820. It is to Ritter that we owhet
definition of Geography as the study of the eadhilee home of man, concerned with the identificatid
the spatial relationships between human activides the environment. Students of Carl Ritter were
responsible for founding geography in Europe andeAca in the later half of the nineteenth century .

The Geographer at Work

In one of the few books designed to introduce gagigy to the wider domain, Peter Gould (1985:
Xiv-xv) suggests that "Most people have little idelaat modem geography is all about." His book bggin
with a description of a cocktail party at which fioowing conversation took place (Gould, 1985:4).
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And What do you do? she said. Oh, | said, grateftihe usual

filler, | am a geographer.

And even as | said it, | feel the safe groundirmgitg into the familiar quagmire.

She did not have to ask the next question, butishanyway.

A geographer?

Er..... Yes, a geographer, said with that quietithusiastic

confidence that trips so easily from tongues oftdla; engineers,

airline pilots, sailors and tramps .... Oh readl\geographer ........... and what do

geographers do?

He continues: It has happened many times, anddibsegets better. That awful

feeling of desperate foolishness when you, a psafaal geographer, find yourself

incapable of explaining simply and shortly to othethat you really do (Gould, |

985:4) ..

This account is typical of the experiences of spnmudessional geographers, and it illustrates that t
public understanding of what it is that geographdwsis extremely limited. Such a situation cannet b
blamed on the public in general though; geograptiemnselves have ftequently been very poor at bytua
explaining and justifying their role in society.deed, many people teaching and undertaking reséarch
geography departments, when faced with the cocidatly question noted above, quickly cover theicks,
with statements such as "Well, | am really a saigmtist,” or "Actually, | am a consultant on deynent
issues." It is not easy to establish precisely Wiy is the case, but the public perception ofdiseipline is
so far removed from the actual practice that tosmply that one is a geographer would appearivelst
meaningless. It could also be attributed to thé tfzet geography is such a wide ranging disciplowering
research on topics as diverse as mountain formingegses and the medieval wine trade, that thdesing
word "geography" conveys little idea of preciselyutat sort of research is undertaken by geograpl@me
cannot though, escape the conclusion that it mag bk because many people working in geography
departments remain unhappy with the idea that tiseredleed something unique and worthwhile aboeitr th
own discipline.

While geography has been widely accepted as a kshbgect some people have reservations as to
its status and significance as a university cowfeatudy. It is therefore, understandable that ango
undergraduate seeking to register for geographyldweant to know what he is contracting to becomé an
what he may expect to be qualified to do with tes/tlegree, besides teaching geography. Hence,emrs h
such common and unfortunate statements among sitivetudents that "Geography is taught merelyao b
taught." This can be illustrated in the followingagation:

Asked one law student:

What are you studying in the University?

| am offering geography as a single subject. héegp

Do you do education? he added.

No, was his answer.

But where will you work? he continued.

All this is presented against a background of agmaignorance about geography as a discipline.
There is need for the professional geographer twsthe public, and students of geography, what the
discipline is all about. This should be done byvging the scope, content, methodology, and relevarfice
geography.

The image of geography held by most people is sdgrived from their school education. For
instance, geography in Britain is still widely sd®nthe public as being about "capes and bays,'iratie
U.S.A., as being concerned with "states and capltalhis can be well illustrated by a dedicated and
enthusiastic teacher of geography who asks stutieptsint out the locations of a number of placethe
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different parts of the world. The students, in tesge, show little knowledge, even though the teapbimts

out that the reason he asked them to identify Briteas that, "It was the British who were our coédn
masters for a long time." This illustration is peuwtarly significant, because even if geographyllyes
about "capes and bays" or "states and capitalstggests that the subject is evidently failingptovide
students with a body of knowledge that they constdebe useful and worth remembering. Thus, most
people have been left with the impression that ggaty is nothing more than an endless list of glates

to be memorized.

In the political sphere it is argued that geograptieve played a very limited role in influencing
decision making and in advising governments atrthgonal level, let alone at the international leve
Likewise, although the media coverage of geographyeginning to increase, geographers are stilyar
interviewed on news or current affair programs. clontrast, economists are widely asked for advice
concerning the handling of the economy, and botarase turned to for the development of new high
yielding varieties of crops to increase the gldioald production. This kind of situation was welugtrated
in Rome at the headquarters of Food and Agricdlt@rganization (F AO). The opportunity arose tocdiss
the potential contribution of research by geograplom the .problems and implementation of agricaltu
development in the poorer countries of the wonld] ime and again the conversation would come ard¢oin
the point that the geographers had few immediapparent skills or attributes which were perceitete
of use. Instead the F AO was keen to employ foreskperts, biochemists with specific skills in the
development of pesticides, and economists to uakiertost-benefit analyses of the effects of intoauy
certain types of innovation. This is not to dengtteographers have played a significant partflnencing
policy decisions (Hall, 1963, 1980, 1988), butaed suggest that their role is not as readily agyars that
of practitioners in some other disciplines ..

Another way of examining public attitudes concegnihe value of geography is to look at em-
ployers' opinions of geography graduates. A suruegertaken in the mid-1980s (Unwin, 1986), for
example, suggested that while no employers sawogrgphy degree as being a distinct handicap, at lea
half of the respondents saw it as offering no paldr advantages. Of the employers who did see a
geographical training as being useful, the majotiipught it was the computing and statistical skill
provided in geography degrees that were of the mystrtance.

Geography's new roles

Having seen that modern geography has developesidayably from the original descriptive and
exploratory concerns of the traditional geograptg,can now turn to the question of whether geogrdiais
found new roles in the world, and Uganda in paléicudespite years of obscurity and misinterpretati

Using some of the world's most highly advancednetiigy, geographers are helping city planners
revamp neighborhoods and relocate public servidesgraphers are studying the effects of air paliutin
native vegetation and designing evacuation planadolear power plant accidents.

Some geographers are experts in international trallige others are making impressive progress in
the field of "mental map making" and artificial éfligence, as well as behavioral geography. Other
important features can be highlighted in this rdgdihese include: population analyses, urbanizatmmn
planning or urban land use planning. On these itapbphenomena hang most of the problems for which
geographers must find solutions and explanatiomsiarnwhich geography as a discipline is finding new
roles.

Let us now look at a specific example: Since 1948,population of Uganda has grown from barely
4 million, to almost 20 million persons. This fiedd increase in less than fifty years constitutes most
dynamic factor in the ecology of Uganda. Aside frime more precise recording and analysis of various
aspects of the population geography of Ugandad, stitalies are called for to assess the impact of
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population growth on land, water, vegetation, atigtofeatures of the natural environment in Ugardiee
codification, analysis, and popularization of isswé the interaction between population growth &mel
environment present the major roles of geographddganda today.

The process of urbanization is still in its infanicydeveloping countries, and in Uganda in par-
ticular; but there is no doubt that it constitutes second most important dynamic factor in Ugassighe
home of human beings. The agglomeration of peaplarban areas is a global phenomenon which has
altered considerably the long established attituwddke relationship between man and his enviroririae
study of urban geography and central place theay dcquired a prominent position in geographical
scholarship. While Kampala and Jinja have attratitedmost attention, the need for detailed studfes!
the towns, trading centers, and market places iandg, as well as data collection and analysis ef th
process of urbanization will attract the interebtgeographers. The contribution of urban geografzhy
regional development planning cannot be over-esticha

The other aspect is that geography's new rolesbeaseen in the context of the environmental
setting and resource utilization. The understandiagved from geography of geomorphic features esrv
as a guide in research on mineral deposits, thetate that has favored their accumulation, and the
geomorphic history of these resources. This makssible a better appreciation of the dynamic factdr
the physical environment, which can now be mandgetlistain the increasing demands of the peoptk, an
it may stimulate long term solutions to their susaility.

Another aspect of the role of geography is in ib&lfof what is termed medical geography. It has
become very important that medical personnel, dt ageplanners, have knowledge of the spatial idistr
bution of diseases. The locating of ranches andadis control posts requires prior knowledge ofehes
areas. This information is usually finished by agrapher through production of various maps thateeo
the causes, location, and distributional factorse Uganda Atlas of disease distribution compiledBbyy.
Langlands has been highly appreciated by many rakdiésearchers because certain diseases have been
found to relate to climate, relief, soils, vegaiati culture and many other factors. Once the lonatf
diseases are known, then necessary steps candvette&radicate them.

In the field of political geography, geographerséndiscovered new roles as competent advisers in
constitutional decision making, as well as becomi@mnpetent debaters in the legislature. Many
geographers examine how policies affect the pojmmatrops grown, and the general level of economic
development. For instance, in Uganda, politicalisiens have affected the distribution of crops and
industries in Uganda. These decisions have not beeonformity to the edaphic climate tastes, reseu
potential or the aspirations of the citizens. Hogrea geographer can intervene and explain togheeh"
authorities the conditions and time during whicbps are supposed to be grown and the nature afneso
that are bound to sustain the industry whereusrlidcated.

In this regard, geography should be encourageckize ¢he central fortress, ejecting both pure
science and the grossly over-promoted intellecexarcise called mathematics. Geography should stand
alone with its one educational equal, the studigurh an spirits in English, language and literatuv@éhout
a clear grounding in the known characteristicshefdarth, the physical sciences will be mere gamgny
and the social sciences mere ideology.
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