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IntroductIon

‘What you know you can’t explain, but you feel it. You’ve 
felt it your entire life, that there’s something wrong with the 
world. You don’t know what it is, but it’s there, like a splinter 
in your mind, driving you mad.’ – Morpheus. 

The quote is from The Matrix, a movie, not reality … or is it? 

On 25 January 2015 the MSC Oscar, a Panamanian flagged 
ship laden with goods, set sail from the port of Dalian in 
China. Sailing southwest, it picked up yet more cargo at one 
of the world’s largest ports on the southern tip of Malaysia, 
Tanjung Pelepas. Next, cruising at a sedate 26 kilometres an 
hour, it passed through the Malacca Strait, the Suez Canal 
and the Strait of Gibraltar. The entire voyage to Europe took 
just over five weeks. On 3 March 2015, when it arrived in 
Europe at Rotterdam’s huge container port, the ship made 
the news. It was nearly 400 metres long, 60 metres wide and 
73 metres high. It could transport 13.8 million solar panels 
or 1.15 million washing machines or 39,000 cars. The MSC 
Oscar was the world’s largest container ship.

It almost certainly isn’t the largest container ship today. 
When the MSC Oscar was launched keels were already 
being laid down in the shipyards of South Korea for ships 
that will by now have surpassed even her 19,224-container 
load. A container is often referred to as a 20-foot equivalent 
unit (TEU), a ‘unit’ designed to be hauled by a lorry. Try to 
imagine almost 20,000 lorries travelling end to end. Even 
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This map of the world has been resized to represent where humans 
currently live on earth by giving each person equal prominence. 
The largest cities can be seen, and deserts and the polar north 
almost disappear. This map also shows how the world is connected 
via the shipping lanes, flight lanes and underwater cables that 
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carry most of the trade that drives the global economy. The route 
of MSC Oscar’s first voyage from Dalian, China, to Rotterdam, 
Netherlands, via Tanjung Pelepas, Malaysia and the Suez Canal 
is shown. This journey took 36 days, with the ship passing close by 
nearly half the planet’s human population in that short time.
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closely packed in a traffic jam, the cavalcade would be over 
160 kilometres (about 100 miles) long. The MSC Oscar is 
the physical embodiment of a globalised world. Its much-
heralded fuel efficiency and relatively slow cruising speed 
are signs of recent greater concern over the environmental 
impacts and costs of transporting the multitudinous manu-
facturing bounty of China and its neighbours for the 12,569 
nautical miles that separate Dalian from Rotterdam.

The value of goods transported from China to Europe is 
an integral part of an equalising movement of wealth from 
West to East that has been one of the most dramatic eco-
nomic developments of the early years of the 21st century. 
Goods flow from East to West, but now far more money 
than ever before has to flow back in recompense. The wealth 
of China continues to rise more rapidly than that of most 
of the rest of the world, while that of almost all of Europe 
has fallen in recent years. Yet still the ships come – ever 
newer, bigger and better – full to the brim with the stuff of 
consumption.

The MSC Oscar tells us something about globalisation, 
sustainability and equality. These are the three key themes 
of this book because they are the key themes of geography 
in the 21st century, and our concern here is with explor-
ing what the study of geography means today and what it 
could mean for the future. The academic subject of geog-
raphy has existed for many years, but the themes of global-
isation, sustainability and equality have not always been of 
such paramount interest to those who pursued the study of 
geography in the past.

Three hundred years ago, at the beginning of the 18th 
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century, trade between Europe and China existed but was 
limited, largely taking place in the highly taxed and regu-
lated port of Canton on the Pearl River delta. Britain was 
about to become the first place on earth to move towards an 
economy powered by fossil fuels. Before they were powered 
by steam generated by coal (then oil), any ships plying the 
Europe to Canton route relied on the power of the wind and 
would have taken between four and five months to make the 
journey. They also had to round the Cape of Good Hope at 
the southern tip of Africa rather than pass through the not-
yet-dug Suez Canal.

Since antiquity geography has been the subject of meas-
uring and marking space in the world. It rose to the aca-
demic fore through the exploration of new lands and as a 
route map and resource inventory for colonial endeavour. 
Such priorities helped set in motion an increasing level of 
global inequality, driven forward by a cornucopian world-
view. From such a perspective it was one’s duty to take pos-
session of ‘God’s bounty’, which appeared, at one time, to be 
limitless.

Before European colonial aspirations were unleashed 
some 500 to 600 years ago, people had little idea of where 
the limits of the earth lay. Cartographers – those who drew 
the maps, the vast majority of whom were Chinese, Indian, 
Arabian or European – wielded great power and held care-
fully protected secrets about trade routes and coastlines. 
Geography was about territory and mapping territory so 
that you could control land.

Shortly before Columbus set sail in 1492 on his first 
attempt to set foot in the Americas, a revolt against the 
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dynastic Habsburg empire of Maximilian I by Flemish 
cities, including Rotterdam, was crushed. It was into the 
port of Rotterdam that MSC Oscar would sail some 523 
years later. History matters to geography. Both subjects 
complicate each other, and so we begin this book with back-
ground material from quite some time ago. Geography is 
not history; but history, along with much else, helps us to 
understand geography.

So what is geography? What is geography today? One 
answer is that without geography we can’t explain the world 
around us. Geography is all around us. It is about what is 
where and where is what; and why and when, and who and 
how. It is about exploring places and spaces. Almost every-
thing has a geographical dimension. Nothing lies outside 
the purview of geography because everything is connected 
to everything else. To many people, that is not a particularly 
helpful answer, but, because geography is not a traditional 
academic discipline in the way that philosophy, economics 
or politics are, it has always proved an elusive subject to pin 
down to a simple, neat definition. In attempting to make it 
a neat discipline, geography is sometimes reduced simply 
to being concerned spatially about phenomena – that is, in 
the way that history has a temporal focus, geography has a 
spatial focus. Although ‘space’, and by association ‘place’, are 
clearly central ideas in the study of geography, the subject is 
also about so much more.

Geography is about the planet we inhabit, from the water 
that gives it life to its extensive biodiversity. But crucially it 
is about the energy that courses through its myriad envir-
onmental systems. Without an understanding of energy 
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you cannot understand geography. This is the energy that 
builds mountains and then destroys them. It is the energy 
that flows through our atmosphere daily, bringing us our 
weather and, in the longer term, the energy fluctuations 
that alter our climate. It is the energy that gives us the food 
to sustain ourselves. It is the energy, stored in fossil fuels 
and formed from the decomposition of prehistoric plants 
and animals, that has enabled us to put the spark of electri-
city into our lives. Geography helps explain how all of this 
energy has transformed who we are and how we affect our 
environment and how our environment affects us.

Geographers have a tradition of being curious explorers 
of both places and ideas. Where does that highway go? Who 
lives in this big house and why? How did we arrive at where 
we are? When are we going to learn to live together? Can you 
really consume more and more and does it really make you 
feel better? Is there something nagging away at you every 
day – a splinter in your mind – a thought that somehow 
there must be a better way to live? Questions abound.

Geographical questions are never stand-alone ones. All 
the questions we ask lead to other questions. Geography is 
about joining up the dots that help make up the big picture. 
Connections are everywhere. The distinction between 
human and physical geography is often a false dichotomy: 
the two are intimately connected, the unifying factor being 
the energy that flows through all that we do, see and know.

Geographers need to know a little biology and chem-
istry, sociology and politics, and some mathematics and 
economics. A few languages can come in handy, too, as 
languages tend to be quite geographical. But geography 
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specialises in doing something no other academic subject 
does so well – it looks forward.

What has propelled geographical knowledge into the 
forefront of thinking about the future is the acknowledge-
ment that we, humanity, have pushed our planet to the edge 
of an environmental catastrophe and that we have achieved 
this in a relatively short space of time. To some this may 
seem a bold assertion; to us, it is increasingly evident from 
the answers we get from the questions we ask. When it 
comes to the environment, everywhere is connected to  
everywhere else. Your car exhaust really is connected to the 
health of tropical forests in more ways than you can prob-
ably imagine. Many electrical devices you own have within 
them tantalum capacitors, which are produced from coltan, 
a rare earth mineral, that is predominantly mined, unsus-
tainably, from central African nations, often fuelling con-
flict and the destruction of tropical forests. The fate of coral 
reefs in the vast Pacific Ocean sits on the shoulders of the 
billions who inhabit the world’s increasingly densely popu-
lated cities. Connections abound.

We can look to a probable future of 10 billion of us, with 
rising inequality between the haves and have-nots. We 
predict a declining level of global biodiversity and squeezed 
biological and geological resources to sustain us. What’s 
more, we see an economic system whose advocates still do 
not understand simple concepts. Average incomes will not 
grow forever simply from some trickle-down of wealth from 
those who benefit via the compound interest on savings. 
Disasters unfold when greedy individuals maximise their 
short-term gains unfettered.



9

introduction 

We expect that our children will live in a world in which 
natural disasters will be increasingly devastating, in which 
rising sea levels will remove small island states from the map 
and in which the glaciers, whose snowmelt sustains mil-
lions, will be progressively diminished. But we also realise 
how much we did not know in the past. Only recently have 
we realised that glaciers were once much larger. It was not 
even fully accepted that continents continually moved, 
albeit slowly, until the latter half of the 20th century. Until 
recently it was thought that another ice age was imminent. 
It is remarkably easy to get the future wrong.

There must be so many things we do not know today 
that in a few years’ time will appear obvious, but we can 
be absolutely certain that never have we known so much 
about our world. Never have so many humans lived so 
long. Never have so many people consumed as much as 
we consume collectively today. Never have we been better 
connected, with the geography of distance shrinking us to 
the geography of the Internet’s ‘right here, right now’. Never 
have we been more in touch with the multitudes who make 
up humanity and the environments that sustain us. In so 
many ways this is the best of times, but it is also the worst 
of times.

How will we find our way through the myriad and 
complex routes ahead of us, the numerous alternative tracks 
that crisscross the map of our future? This is the central role 
of geography in the 21st century. Geography is the subject 
closest to what is just about to be, what is just about to 
happen. Geography really should be, and often is, the splin-
ter in your mind, driving you mad. Once you begin to see 
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how everything is connected to everything else there is no 
turning back. You feel it. You’ve felt it your entire life. And 
once you start to look you can very clearly see that there’s 
something very wrong with the world, in fact many things. 
Then, when you learn more about geography, you begin to 
know what is wrong but not necessarily what to do about it.

This book is a collection of short stories that strive to 
explain the role of geography in understanding how we got 
to where we are now and where we are going. These stories 
are, of course, our take on geography, and many others 
would not agree with this selection. Some people have 
said to us ‘you should have included …’, ‘what about…?’, ‘I 
can’t believe you did not consider…’. As we have acknow-
ledged, geographers make mistakes, and we will have made 
some too. If you are reading this book not in 2016 but a 
few decades in the future, you may be amazed at what we 
missed out and you will be puzzled or amused by what we 
included. You may also struggle to understand why so much 
that seemed so important to us today was not quite what we 
should have been concentrating on. We know we won’t be 
looking at exactly the right things, but we also know that 
we now look at the world very differently from the way in 
which most geographers just a generation before us did. The 
academic subject of geography is changing as the planet 
changes.

The stories in this book begin by looking at the historical 
tradition in which geography came to mean something as 
an academic subject and then started to come of age as one 
of the key disciplines to study. This period, the millennia to 
1800, we broadly term ‘the organic age’. We then turn our 


