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What happens when you ‘open a can of worms’? I am really
not sure where the phrase comes from, but we all know
roughly what it means. You are greeted by the ghastly sight
of a wriggling, writhing mass of life. And once you’ve
opened that can of worms there is no going back. Eventually,
you may be able to put the lid on – but the worms are still
there, and worse you know they are there! You cannot forget
them. What are you going to do with them?

I want to use this image in a particular way. Geography is
a powerful school subject resource (or lens, or framework)
for exploring with young people the nature of the ‘global
economy’. The processes which we know collectively as
‘globalisation’ are not new, a point that David Harvey (2000)
makes in his book ‘Spaces of Hope’, but they have arguably
gathered pace in recent times. Peter Taylor (1994), drawing
from the political theorist Wallerstein, shows the global scale
to be the scale of ‘reality’. A school geography that
somehow avoided global perspectives, therefore, could be
said to offer young people a false geography. But equally,
merely referencing ‘globalisation’ as a fact, without
attempting a critical awareness of its limits and potentials,
may also be very limiting educationally.

For example, geographical perspectives which incorporate
a sense of connected scales, tell us that to understand
economic change within the UK is ultimately futile if our
gaze is only on patterns and locations within the UK. The
example I like to quote is Sheffield (the Geographical
Association has its office there), which has now lost most of
its steel industry and a lot of associated metal working
industries. Although it is clearly interesting to look closely at
Sheffield itself to grasp parts of this particular economic-
geography, crucial elements of the story accounting for the
removal of the steel industry lie elsewhere. The recent
acquisition of Corus (the Anglo-Dutch owners of the former
British Steel) by the India based Tata has resulted in some
gloomy prognosis for the remaining steel plant in nearby
Rotherham, as the company looks across the globe to
‘rationalise’ its production. 

An equally dramatic example comes from Doreen
Massey’s mini essay, presented as part of the ‘G-team’s
editorship of the Today programme on New Year’s Day (See
DEA News No 32 February/March 2007. Also www.
geography.org.uk/news/bbctodayprogramme). This example
(quoted almost in entirety below) is all the more powerful as
it connects the realms of global economics and global
climate change (that is, physical and human geography),
again through a geographical lens:

There is an argument – about climate change – that goes
like this:

� ‘... the UK’s contribution to global emissions of
greenhouse gas is only a small percentage.’

� ‘ ... there’s not much point in taking responsibility for
our own place when India and China are growing as
they are.’

Now, I might have found that a comforting argument. But
it seems it is a totally inadequate geography.

What that ‘small percentage’ counts, is the greenhouse
gas emissions from the UK directly. In that sense, it treats
the UK as an isolated entity.

But it is not.

Firstly, that calculation, it seems, misses out the effect of
all the things we import from elsewhere (many of them
indeed from China). We demand those goods but we do
not count as our own the pollution of producing them.

Secondly, that ‘small percentage’ does not take account of
the role of UK companies in production around the world.
It has been estimated, for instance, that something like
15% of global carbon emissions derives from companies
listed on the London Stock exchange. Our economy is
said to benefit from those companies. So what
responsibilities do we, as UK citizens, have towards
them?

I could go on. The point is this. That ‘small percentage’ is
meaningless in an interconnected world. We cannot
pretend that because all that greenhouse gas emission
doesn’t happen here it doesn’t happen because of us ...
that we are in no way implicated.

But surely, might come the reply, we are improving. The
UK is on course to meet its Kyoto target. 

Indeed it is. But why?

It is largely because:

� we have allowed our manufacturing to collapse

� we closed the mines and dashed for gas

� we opted for an economy based on services and,
especially, finance.

Thus, she concludes, it is not so much that ‘we’ are behaving
‘better’. ‘We’ have just exported much of our pollution. The

Connected lives: the importance of 
geographical perspectives
David Lambert demonstrates the importance and the responsibility of school geography for exploring with young
people the nature of the global economy, and developing a critical awareness of the limits and potentials of
globalisation. 

TH
EM

E
A

R
TI

CL
E



role the UK plays in the global economy has been reshaped
radically in recent years. Literally, the geography of the UK
has changed and this has to be taken into account in any
attempt to understand our responsibilities regarding global
climate change. Of course, there is politics involved here.
Such changes do not merely result from some kind of natural
evolution. They are not inevitable.

So school geography should engage young people with
the global and, as it does so, it opens up a can of worms. For
although the global maybe the ‘scale of reality’, listen again
to Doreen Massey, this time in her 2005 book For Space:

The current governments in the UK and the USA ... tell us
a story of the inevitability of globalisation. ... And if you
point to differences around the globe, to Mocambique or
Mali or Nicaragua, they will tell you such countries are
just ‘behind’; that eventually they will follow the path
along which the capitalist West has led. [Massey, 2005 p5]

She concludes,

This is not a description of the world as it is so much as
an image in which the world is being made. [ibid]

It is precisely for this reason that I found myself so
suspicious of the UK government’s declaration – no matter
how much I wanted to support it – to ‘make globalisation
work for the world’s poor’. The term ‘globalisation’ was, it
seemed, being appropriated as a quasi-technical term, or
euphemism, to gloss over the reality of global capitalism, the
whole point of which is for some to make surpluses by
exploiting comparative advantage over others. Although I
applaud an anti-poverty agenda – and understanding global
poverty certainly has a central place in any secondary school
geography curriculum – I find it less than satisfactory to
pretend that global capitalism will defeat poverty. 

It is like trying to put the lid on a can of worms. Mapping
the world in terms of inevitable/natural/global forces – or
trying to keep the lid on – does not serve the interests of
young people in the slightest. There is a sense in which the
whole point of global education, which geography can serve
well as I will show below, is to take the lid right off and let
the light in. This is a goal not too different from what used
to be called ‘crap detection’ (Postman and Weingartner
1969). But of course students and teachers need certain
kinds of tools to help them do this. The same tools can also
help them deal with the can of worms: for example, the
challenging and unsettling consequences of uncertainty.

But before we come to the tools – the concepts and skills
in geography – let us dig yet deeper into the nature of the
‘geographical perspective’ that Massey advocates. The
problem with too simple a view of the global economic
system, spoken of as if it were a ‘natural’ inevitability, is that
it obliterates geography, in much the same way as Fukuyama
(1992) spoke about the ‘end of history’ after 1989. It makes
us think about the world as essentially homogenous – what
has been called the Macdonaldisation of the world – as if we
all part of a single narrative. This is too simple.

Place matters. Places are distinctive in appearance, in
their possibilities and constraints and through the people
who live there. If one metaphorically roams around the
world, simply armed with a finger to stab at places randomly
in the atlas, it is impossible not to imagine different histories,
and geographies, and possibly different futures. One of the
joyful aspects of geography is to thrill at this diversity. But
just as we can have an ‘inadequate geography’ if we fail to
recognise the reality of global space, we can also fall short if
we settle too readily for a version of place which overplays
the local, unique and essentially homely idea of territory as a
separate entity; that is if we fail to resist the temptation of
‘retreating to place’ as a haven as so often happens in times
of stress or uncertainty. True there are distinctive places such
as Mocambique, Bogota or your own High Street, but each
of these places – all places – are connected to the world out
there.

Ian Cook and his colleagues (Cook et al, 2007) show this
in relation to some work with school students on the
geography of consumption.

Many of us pay little or no attention to where the things
in our lives come from. We may be concerned about
factory conditions in other parts of the world, but do not
feel any direct sense of connection with the people
working here. ‘Made in....’ labels and ingredient
information do not tell us much about these connections
and relationships. But they can be starting points for
‘geographical detective work’ that can

� allow teachers and students to piece together
understandings of commodities and their complex
geographies and

� thereby provoke classroom discussions about the
impacts of consumers’ decisions which inevitably draw
upon the key geographical concepts including:

�� globalisation

�� uneven development

�� interdependence

�� scale and connection

�� proximity and distance

�� relational thinking

In other words, to use Massey’s words, ‘Neither space nor
place can provide a haven from the world’ (op cit, p195).
Our places (our homes) are not so much separate entities as
‘meeting points’ through which information, people and
goods flow – and emanate from, and end up in. So much is
happening right now, in a million places around the world,
and it is all interrelated. The G-team on the radio tried to
catch this with an item on remittances – money that flows
from the Ghanian diaspora to individuals in Ghana in a
network of connections, all with local impacts. It was a hard
item to do. We wanted to show that exposing ‘the G’
(geography) behind ‘migration’ was essential to the
understanding of migration stories in the full – flows and
counter flows, and ripple effects. What we learned from this
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was that to show ‘the G’ (geography) in a news programme
was indeed difficult. It is complicated. 

This for me reaffirms why we must have good geography
lessons in schools. For learning about connectedness is a
‘can of worms’ but vital for the educated citizen, who listens
to, and needs the tools to interpret, the news.

The conceptual architecture of the subject, such as that
which Cook et al have listed above, provides tools, helping
us deal with the can of worms. In the 2007 review of the
KS3 programme of study for geography, the following list of
‘key concepts’ is proposed:

� Place 

� Space

� Physical and Human Processes 

� Environmental Interaction

� Interdependence

� Scale

� Cultural Understanding and Diversity

Readers of this short article will be able to see (I hope) how
these concepts relate to the subject ‘geography’. It is an
exciting prospect to anticipate geography curricula in
schools being adapted and revamped simply to address these
ideas. And the purpose? To get young people to grow their
ability to use geography as a medium, and a means, to think
critically in their ‘making sense of the world’.

But here is the rub. To what extent do teachers feel they
are able to do this curriculum development work? Will there
be unspoken pressure to design lessons on ‘interdependence’
or ‘scale’ (to show that the statutory curriculum was being
‘covered’). Such assumptions would be unfortunate and
would be a travesty of what is intended by the curriculum
designers. Teachers need to select and arrange content that
will excite and motivate young learners. This is, after all,
their job as the ‘curriculum makers’. They can do so in a
way that encourages the kind of deep learning that has been
alluded to throughout this article. These key concepts are not
the new content but more like the subject architecture,
providing the subject with its structure and suggesting
powerfully its purpose (see www.geographyteachingtoday
.org.uk for more on curriculum making).

To be able to do this work it is clear that teachers need a
certain confidence about their own grasp of the subject.
From where are teachers to get the time to engage with their
subjects – not only school textbooks and other source of
‘teaching and learning resources’, but the ideas that
academics working in the subject have created, developed
and refined? As I have already observed, any selection of
‘key concepts’ represents a range of complicated ideas, and

yet we have barely scratched the surface. It would be so easy
to miss the proper significance of Massey’s (and others’)
work for example. Space and place and interconnectedness
are not used only as ways to describe complex mosaics,
merely presenting ‘reality’. The ideas are used to seek
understanding, by questioning how social, environmental,
economic and political processes play out, often differently
in different places. 

It is only by adopting this attitude to learning (‘enquiry
learning’?) that we become equipped to think about the
future in a way that allows for alternatives. With a nod to
David Harvey’s work Noel Castree and colleagues identify in
their book Spaces of Work, (2004) several ‘myths’ about
globalisation – explicitly showing that the orthodoxy of, for
example, an ‘increasingly borderless world’ and the ‘demise
of the nation state’ add up to a powerful and influential
ideology, serving the interests of global capitalism.
Representing these myths (all of which have a grain of truth
of course) in a way that allows for no diversity, and no
alternatives, is a little careless. How can we ask young
people to think about the future if it is already worked out
for them?

Teachers can once again become the curriculum makers.
No longer having to ‘deliver’ a strangely distant and ‘stuck’
list of content, teachers can be given the chance to (re)open
the can of worms labelled geography, and use the contents
creatively to help young people think productively about the
world. This way they will have a more secure basis on which
to respond to changes in the global economy – or I should
say, ‘world of differences’. 

(With thanks to John Morgan and an anonymous reader who commented
on an earlier draft of this article)
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