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Geography/Mātauranga Matawhenua

This resource should be read in association with the Achievement Standards for this subject.

STATEMENT ON PERSPECTIVES

What is a perspective?

Part of the problem with the concept of ‘perspectives’ is that the word is used in a number of loose ways in different contexts.  In teaching geography to students in secondary schools we are particularly interested in differentiating between different ‘theoretical’ perspectives.  That is, we want students to know about how knowledge about the world is organised and understood from different points of view.  In other words, we are keen to find out whether different ways of looking at things, thinking about things, talking about things and organising our understanding of things affects what we can know about things.  In essence, if we have a different ‘perspective’, do we have a different but equally ‘true’ version of events?

Particular bodies of thought or sets of organised ideas provide us with ‘perspectives’.  These are not any one person’s views but an aggregate of ideas that has been built up over decades or even centuries.  At some point in time, it is possible to see that a particular set of ideas tends to always take us in a particular direction, tends to always build on the same foundational ideas and tends to require us to think in particular kinds of ways.  Once a knowledge framework has developed this kind of stature, scientists and social scientists tend to talk about the framework as a ‘theoretical perspective’. 

It has been the tradition of western European thought to organise ‘mind-sets’ into ‘knowledge disciplines’.  This tendency to organise knowledge into disciplinary frameworks is, in fact, one of the particular mind-sets of western/European thought. 

Dominant knowledge / hegemonic perspectives

Geography is a ‘discipline’ or a body of knowledge that has been organised around a set of ideas that provide boundaries for the discipline.  Two of the core organising ideas of the discipline of geography are that it is to do with ‘people and the environment’ and ‘spatial relationships’.  In schools and universities, geography is a ‘subject’ that students can ‘take’ in order to ‘become geographers’, just as other students might ‘take maths’ in order to become mathematicians, or economics to become economists or science to become scientists… and so on. 

Our particular perceptions of what economists, scientists or geographers ‘do’ is conditioned largely by what we understand their subject ‘discipline’ to be ‘about’.  Our individual perceptions about the discipline, the subject matter, the subject or the practitioners, may be coloured by our incomplete knowledge, stereotypes, personal experience and so on.  We do not often get the opportunity to sit back and think about the mind-sets or theoretical perspectives that inform these disciplines or to think about the key philosophers whose ideas shaped these perspectives in compelling ways.

‘Scientific analysis’ or ‘science’, in western thought, is a dominant way of thinking – so much so that it is often assumed to be the only ‘valid’ way of thinking.  It can thus be described as hegemonic.  Scientific knowledge is valued, has particular currency, is influential and is believed to be ‘truth’.  Western scientific knowledge has been built up over centuries but acquired its ‘truth status’ during the period of the European ‘enlightenment’ when the idea of ‘scientific proof’ became widely accepted. 

Retrospectively, this particular theoretical perspective (the mind-set that values information that has been proven by set ‘scientific’ procedure) has been labelled ‘positivism’, ‘empiricism’ or scientific rationalism. 

Positivism, empiricism, scientific rationalism

In this world-view, knowledge or truth is universal, ideas that can be verified empirically assume the status of ‘laws’ (of nature, of science), and ‘fact’ can be distinguished from ‘fiction’.  Generalisations are widely accepted to apply to all (or at least nearly all) circumstances.  The so-called ‘scientific method’ is based on the verification of factual statements or hypotheses through empirical data testing.  Much if not all of the current geography found in textbooks in New Zealand high schools belongs to this traditional perspective. 

Students, for example, are encouraged to learn about different parts, or regions of the world: New Zealand, South West Pacific, and ‘continental’ land areas such as Africa or South America.  They are encouraged to focus on ‘natural’ and ‘cultural’ landscapes and processes (Syllabus for Schools Geography Forms 5-7 1990, 26-29). In order for students to learn about:

· how many and what kinds of people, animals and plants live in certain places, 

· what kinds of products and resources are used and in what ways, 

· what physical and cultural features characterise some areas and not others, 

a wide range of empirical data must be collected and presented to the students. 

We, geography teachers, take that information for granted.  We use it to give the students some kind of leverage for understanding the ‘processes’ that are taking place.  We use it so they can identify the ‘spatial variation’ between one phenomenon and the next.  We use it as the foundation for explaining important geographical ideas like ‘location, distance, accessibility’ and ‘patterns, processes, regions, and ‘interaction’, ‘systems’ and change’.  We even use that empirical data to identify aspects of ‘culture and perception’.  Teachers and resource makers provide students with arrays of data or ideas of ways to access data and students are then encouraged to learn and interpret this information in a range of ways.  “Here’s the facts – tell us what you think it all means.”

We tend not to ask the questions about “how was this data produced, who by and for what purpose?”  We tend not to ask “is this information true?”  We tend to think about what is in the text rather than what is NOT in the text.  We tend to accept all the categories and classifications for things and not question how all the categories and classifications were ‘invented’ and who by and for what purpose.  We tend not to ask the students to think about the KIND of knowledge they are dealing with. 

Different theoretical perspectives give us the capacity to critique and challenge these taken-for-granted ways of understanding the world.  New perspectives give us the opportunity: to ask hard questions about the information we are dealing with in geography, to wonder whether or not there are other ways to represent information and ideas, to encourage school students to think very differently about the world that they are part of. 

Questioning foundational knowledge is not everybody’s cup of tea – nor is it easy.  Fortunately, as with dominant perspectives, there are groups of thinkers and philosophers who have been building up their own ‘counter-hegemonic’ or ‘critical’ world-views.  There is now some kind of consensus – at least in western intellectual thought – about other theoretical perspectives. 

Different perspectives 

The purpose of introducing the term of ‘perspectives’ into the Achievement Standards is to encourage greater diversity in the approaches to and representation of the knowledge, values and attitudes to which students are exposed.  Different ways of thinking about the world and different ways of organising knowledge for students have new labels such as ‘gender geography’ ‘feminist geography’, ‘new cultural geography’, ‘post-modern geography’, ‘socially critical approaches’, and ‘Māori Geography’ – but these are not the only ones. 

Glossary of ‘Perspectives’

Scientific perspectives

In this world-view, knowledge or truth is universal, ideas that can be verified empirically assume the status of ‘laws’ (of nature, of science), and ‘fact’ can be distinguished from ‘fiction’.  Generalisations are widely accepted to apply to all (or at least nearly all) circumstances.  The so-called ‘scientific method’ is based on the verification of factual statements or hypotheses through empirical data testing.  Much if not all of the current geography found in textbooks in New Zealand high schools belongs to this traditional perspective.
Māori perspectives: 

A Māori perspective (as used in the context of the Geography Achievement Standards) entails the development of geographies that are relevant to Māori, that can be described in te Reo or that rely on the use of Māori terms and concepts. 


Gender / age/ ethnicity perspectives

It is commonplace for geography texts to assume that all people are the same (i.e. they use ‘neutral language’ that does not specify whether the people being spoken about are men or women, children or elderly, migrants or local people and so on).  A perspective that ‘notices the difference’ that gender, age, ethnicity, or even class background makes to how people respond to their environment may give the students a richer picture of how people live. 

Feminist perspectives

Feminist perspectives acknowledge that gender is a critical variable in human actions, behaviours and values.  They also acknowledge that the way different ideas, attributes and things are valued in a culture by the dominant and powerful have a significant impact on how people behave and what they believe.  To adopt a ‘feminist perspective’ is to adopt a critical and challenging stance in relation to things that are often not challenged.  Sometimes these stances are taken directly in relation to ‘gender’ issues, e.g. why is public transport not so suitable for people pushing babies in prams?  But sometimes they are to do with things that are not directly ‘gender-related’ e.g. why is it that the ‘economic’, or ‘technical’ or ‘scientific’ value of things is given much more weight than their aesthetic, utilitarian or emotional value?

Sources of further information:

Dictionaries

There are a number of useful dictionaries of geography that provide explanations and examples of contemporary geographical thought and a range of perspectives.

Johnston R.J., Gregory D., Smith, D.M. (eds) 1994: The Dictionary of Human Geography, Blackwell, Cambridge, Mass.

McDowell, L. 1999: Gender, Identity and Place: Understanding Feminist Geographies, University of Minnesota Press.

Other books/Journal articles of interest

Anderson, K and F. Gale 1998: Cultural Geography, Longman.

Dryzek, J.S. 1997: The Politics of the Earth: Environmental Discourses, Oxford University Press.

Gould, P. 1999: Becoming a Geographer (Space, Place, and Society), Syracuse Univ Press.

Massey, D Allen, J. and P. Sarre (eds) 1999: Human Geography Today, Polity Press.

Matthews, H., Limb, M. and M. Taylor 1998:  The Geography of Children: some ethical and methodological considerations for project and dissertation work, Journal of Geography in Higher Education, 22(3) 311-324.

Mitchell, D. 1999: Cultural Geography: A Critical Introduction, Blackwell Cambridge.

Stratford, E. (ed) 1999: Australian Cultural Geographies Oxford University Press.
Internet sites:

The International Network for Learning and Teaching Geography in Higher Education www2.glos.ac.uk/gdn/inlt/index.htm/.
Dale Lightfoot's Cultural Landscapes From Around the World 

http://www2.geog.okstate.edu/users/lightfoot/lightfoot.html
 E.g.: Use of a Māori perspective might involve discussion of the impact of mining or farming on hekenga (migration), taonga, mana whenua and whakapapa. “Measures” of impact, as they are generally understood in terms of resource impacts in the pākehā world view, might need to be discussed to determine whether in fact the conventional pākehā systems of measuring things are relevant or appropriate to Māori.
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