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 Geography is boring.  Geographers are boring.  They 
wear tweed jackets with patches sewn on the arms – 
out of choice, not necessity.  And cords.  Most 
geographers have beards, and a fetish for maps.  They 
are interested in what the highest mountains are, or 
longest rivers.  And they know the capital of 
anywhere and everywhere. 

 This seminar series is based on the need to respond 
to two main challenges facing the ‘discipline’ of 
geography : 

•  its disciplinary identity and public face (what people 
think of ‘geography’ and ‘geographers’); and  

•  the lack of contact and continuity between university-
based, school, and other geographers 
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1.  How did that happen? The creation of time 
and space for public geographies 

2.  Geographies and Policy 
3.  Activist Geographies: developing collaborative 

research priorities with social movements 
4.  Geographers, artists and their publics 
5.  Border crossings: geographies in schools 
6.  Communicating public geographies? 

  Do policy makers take any notice of 
geographers’ expertise on what are quite 
explicitly geographical issues (such as 
inequality, climate change and development)?  

  Are geographers willingly obtuse and prone to 
using inaccessible, irrelevant language?  

  Do geographers focus on abstract issues of 
concern to the academy, but of little relevance 
to dealing with real world issues?  
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  Low status of Grey Geographies (Peck 1999). 
  Economists create policy, geographers (may) 

get to analyse it post hoc. 
  Doreen Massey (2001) is ‘fed up’ 
  geographers engage in closed, often wilfully 

over obtuse language games, which “can safely 
be ignored while the grown ups get on with the 
business of changing the world, often for the 
worst.” (Hamnett 2003).  

 “much contemporary social and economic 
geography research renders it of little practical 
relevance for policy, in some cases of little social 
relevance at all.  The more significant reasons for 
this lack of relevance to, and influence on, the 
policy realm include: the effects on the subject of 
the postmodern and cultural ‘turns’; the 
consequential emphasis on ‘sexy’ philosophical, 
linguistic and theoretical issues rather than on 
practical social research; the retreat from 
detailed, rigorous empirical work; the 
intellectual bias against policy studies; and the 
lack of political commitment.”    

Martin. (2001)  
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  “Doing policy orientated research is hardly a way 
to make a geographic career: most young, aspiring 
human geographers deliberately avoid policy 
research. It is left mainly to the ‘senior sages’ of the 
discipline”. Martin (2002:198)  

  Policy analysis focuses on the evaluation of a 
policy in its own terms, irrespective of its 
contribution to wider questions of social justice 
(Turok 1991).   

  “(r)arely is policy change a process of simply 
providing technically correct answers … What is 
always at issue … is political will”. Massey 
(2002:646)  

  Focus on other audiences? 

  What is the aim of the specific piece of policy 
work? 

  Who is the audience? How is it expected to fit 
into the policy process?   

  Can we see the ‘policy community’ as more 
broad, including NGOs, community groups 
and activist communities? (Ward 2005) 

  Climate change and environmentalism 
environmental NGOs (Eden 2005)  

  Activist, autonomous Geographies (Chatterton 
2002)   
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1.  “Can we draw a road-map out of obscurity and 
irrelevance or would the world be better off without 
'Geographers'?“   

2.  'A hunger for spatial ideas: Satisfying the 
geographical appetite of the ITWF 

3.  Food fights and quarrelsome science wars: engaging 
policy makers in critical geographies of obesity 

4.  Labour rights in a Fragile State: working in Sierra 
Leone  

5.  What forms of social research do move policy on?  

  “we would argue that many, if not most 
‘geographers’ are focused neither on achieving 
political change or communicating with the 
world ‘out there’.” (Dorling and Shaw 2002).  

  “Come in, the water’s warm”. (Banks and 
MacKian: 2000) 

  The critiques are misplaced (Pollard, Henry et 
al. 2000) 

  Peck (2002): Geographers do the heavy lifting –
centrally set agendas. We do not set agendas. 

  We now have to demonstrate impact. 


