Summary of Major Issues


This paper will attempt to summarize and analyze major issues raised during the course readings.

Geography as a Field of Knowledge

The place of theory

· Science: the pursuit of truth

· Geography combines objective physical and subjective human worlds

· to what degree do humans create the physical, or the physical is a result of human factors

· Science: fact based

· Truth?  What is it? Not an easy question

· Power / knowledge dictate existing frameworks of scientific research communities, but how, in what contexts?

· Connection between power, knowledge and the truth

· Truth is relative; those with more power can control the truth

· Knowledge is historically and socially rooted and interest bound

· Everything is relative and varies in differing contexts

· Quest and discovery vs. critical thinking, theories, concepts vs. total indifference

Emergence of Geography as a Formal Academic Discipline

· Development of formal geography

· Varenius: general vs. special geographies

· Absolute, physical vs. relative, comparative: do we assume or decide the physical?  How are they so?

· Physical geography can be a result of man made phenomena

What do Geographers Know and how do They Learn?

Geography and Historical-Hermeneutic Science

· Humanism: putting man back into the centre of things as producer and product of his world

· Sayer: space can only be understood in terms of objects and process that constitute it

· Space: absolute: according to what?  Measurements are man made

· French geography: historical contexts: can foster new knowledge as a result of interdisciplinary research and development

· Humans and the environment are interdependent

· Lowenthal: personal geographies: cognitive, or mental maps of humans

· Simon: imperfect knowledge: what is perfect knowledge?

· Hagerstrand: time geography: significant in geographic analysis, and data discovery

Critical Science and Society

· Radical geography of the 1960s

· Approaches

· pursuing value free science

· producing new knowledge

· humanism

· radical alternatives

· Radical geography: interleaving motives of frameworks of power, and basis of them for decision making

· Harvey / Bunge: theory and practice (research scientists vs. engineers) : validity

· Gender and minority inequality: can extend development coming from different backgrounds and viewpoints

· Unwin: higher institutions functions of research grants, quantitative indices

· This is the reality!

· This is an entire educational framework which should be addressed at a different level.

Selected Readings

GIS: Tool or Science?

· Is GIS a tool to supplement thought and support analysis

· Or, can GIS extend research and development and foster new knowledge in geography

“Tool, toolmaker, science”

· tool: software

· toolmaker: software development

· science: models, algorithms

· My personal opinion is the “toolmaker” view of GIS.  I don’t see GIS as a simple tool, nor do I see GIS as an all-encompassing framework to answer various questions in applications.  GIS can be seen as a development tool, which supports environments working geospatial data, however different applications of GIS require research and development specialists in the discipline to develop tools and modules.  For example, a specialist in real estate is best suited for input to a GIS real estate application.  A geologist is best suited for geology GIS applications.  In the “toolmaker” context, I believe a recommended approach is a team, consisting of both computer scientists/programmers for software development, along with domain specialists to establish application rules.

Climate Change: Science and Politics

Construction of Global Warming and Politics of Science

· Adoption of geographers into providing policy makers with scientific reports, “presenting knowledge objectively”

· How does policy drive requirements?  How does policy get issues to define requirements for?

· Scientific thought and development vs. political agenda blurs lines in the context of political sensitivity

· Ian Thomas (USGS): fired for questionable map publishing (exposing Bush administration)

· Ethics vs. political situation vs. personal needs and responsibilities

· “Good” scientific practice; defined as?  How?

· Better communications needed between social and physical scientists (Demeritt/Schneider exchange)

Cartography, Visualization and GIS

· “The World as a Laboratory”

· The importance of infrastructure

· Underlying components: infrastructure is mundane but makes things possible, makes things happen

· Infrastructure defines the basis of society

· Standards (OGC/ISO)

· Interleaves with GIS as GIS approaches the Internet age

· Enabling of intelligent storage and discovery of information is underlain by infrastructure (standards, policy, access, services, encoding)

· Infrastructure provides end users framework to assist their needs (policy/decision making, scientific analysis, modeling, marine/ice applications, forestry)

· Infrastructure is invisible, if it’s good; seen as the ‘base’ or ‘foundation’

· Infrastructure as service: phone jack: common interface, protocols, standards; interface is the glue, or enabling component between services and users

· As a social construction of GIS, which sorts of data are (and are not) being made available, who decides, what criteria?

Is everyone special and everything relative?

Children and the Internet

· Children using Internet

· Boosters vs. debunkers

· Debunkers think the Internet brings out the worst in modern society, lacking respect and authenticity.

· I think it’s not the Internet that corrodes society, but people using the Internet in the ‘wrong’ way which does this

· Children have access to loads of information

· Oppenheimer: people who used computers a lot slowly grow rusty in their ability to work.  Huh?  Computers allow people and give them more time to think, replacing mundane and time consuming tasks

· Oppenheimer: shift in personal priorities: conversation is losing importance; limitations of children’s imagination.  This may and may not be true

· Internet can position new exploration of opportunities, independent of the constrictions posed by the ‘real life’ of the person

Geography at the Millennium

· Post modernism for geography as a discipline, human and physical aspects, and scale

· “The centrality of geography”; geography encompassing many schools of thought; many linkages

· Gellner: “every culture must be understood on its own terms; comparison is not good; letting differences exist with no pressure to compromise.  At what cost?  Cultures are a subset of a global society, or the planet earth

· Earth science: scale is important; a range of scales must be invoked in order to explain features of the landscape.  Different scales of enquiry lead to different forms of explanation

· Scale is derived from scope of research: what is it to be accomplished, i.e. results

· How does scale affect questions?  Granularity is an issue of question types.  Volume of information is not appropriate for national level research with local level resolution information (roll up)

· Wynn: scientists’ vision of reality are subject to societal influences and stresses the importance of scale

· Again, physical should be observed with an appreciation and awareness of societal influences

· One mode of thought should not dominate a discipline, i.e. geography.  Geography is broad and affects a lot of disciplines, and is simultaneously affected by them

Globalization and Sustainable Development

Globalization

· ‘new world’; ‘new society’

· Function of information technology, economic crisis and restructuring of capitalism and statism, and blooming of cultural movements

· Information technology has certainly changed the world; a real virtuality has surfaced

· But Internet and information technology is also an extension of existing beliefs and value structures of nations; problems are extended a lot of times

· The medium / output has changed, but how does the content which it serves affected?

· Decentralization of decision making; wider forums; is this a good thing?  Does this prolong the process?  How does accountability factored?  I.e. sweatshops in third world countries, or environmental pollution by large organizations in areas which they don’t have to live in

· Production: change in paradigms, decentralized operations; machines replacing people: what about people?

· Power: responsibility of those in power to respect spatial regions, which their decisions affect.

· Experience: changing / rebuilding society from the bottom up, based on egalitarianism in families.  Rebuild from bottom up?  Not that easy

Sustainable Development

· North vs. South: the development of underdevelopment

· Sustainable development perspectives: contest, astronaut, home

· Consequences of North unification.  Advantage traditionally in the north, (backfiring of aid to ‘South’ nations, flux of immigrants); policies of immigration should address this issue further, especially in light of recent events

· Polarizing of North vs. South.  Polarization occurs within regions also

· The global economy has outgrown the earth’s dumping capacity; geographies of social habits of populations plays a linkage here, and the impacts made on physical resources; should also think about economic impact made by high consuming areas, and attempt to deal with that from a responsibility context

· Sustainable development: is this realistic?

· Views: contest, astronaut, home: economy, sadly, and the development of it, often comes at the cost of social, and environmental implications and issues.

· Look at the limitations of sustainable development in this context, and focus on realistic approaches as desirable

Personal Summary Analysis

A majority of readings were difficult to comprehend, in the context of my educational and professional background and interests.  However, as time went on, readings, and the context of them, slowly began to make more sense in the scope of the class, which was to think about all of these issues in the context of geographical.

The issues raised during and throughout the term are seen as valid and have been eye opening in preparation for thesis deployment.  In learning about these issues, it is evident that there are many issues to think about within our discipline, as it relates to other domains.  One point to make is that research cannot focus on all the issues at hand, yet must strike a balance between issues which are or particular value to research, and the scope / goals of the research / thesis pursued.

The most interesting issue I encountered was that of GIS: Tool vs. Science, and will be an issue which is explored within the context of my forthcoming thesis / research.

In conclusion, the course of readings during this class served as an appreciation of concepts and contexts to think about during the thesis as a research process.

