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A string quartet greeted attendees at
the impressive ceremony marking the for-
mal launch of the Center for Geographi-
cal Analysis (CGA) at Harvard on the
fifth of May, 2006, while a large banner
on the façade of the sleek modern build-
ing just off Harvard Square which is home
to the new center trumpeted “Harvard
Returns to Geography.”

“Someone has said when
Harvard takes a step it blazes
a path,” intoned President
Lawrence H. Summers as he
opened the proceedings. “By
embracing the new geogra-
phy, I think Harvard’s taking
an important step today.”

“This is an opportunity to
explore vast, not virgin,
intellectual territory,” he
added, “but intellectual territory that can
now be approached with new perspec-
tives, new tools, and in newly important
ways. The provost and I have been
thrilled to lend our support to [this
process], and I expect very, very impor-
tant things will come out of it in 
the future.” 

Peter Bol, Director of the new Center
for Geographic Analysis and a professor
of East Asian languages and civilizations,
also underscored the importance of geog-
raphy to Harvard’s future, saying that, “I
am an historian, and am more inclined to
look at one place over time—China in
my case—but Larry Summers has pushed
all of us to think about the university in
more global terms. Geography today
provides us with the tools for thinking
about many places at once, it helps us to
see things globally. Geography today, and
this new center, has a role to play at a uni-
versity which aims to understand our
world globally, to see how developments
in separate places impinge on each other,
to model the consequences of human
activity and natural events, to measure
them and assess their impact, and to make

this knowledge accessible—and compre-
hensible— to scientist and humanist
alike.” 

Peter also pointed out that “We are
bringing geography back into the under-
graduate and graduate curriculum” and
that “part of our most essential work is to
help reconnect the social and environ-

mental sciences.” 
He added that, “To

return to geography is to
recognize that the disci-
pline, and technologies, of
geographic inquiry—of spa-
tial analysis—have become
an essential approach to
understanding the interac-
tions in human society and
in the natural environment
and between society and the

environment. This is a matter of concern
for social scientists and for environmental
scientists, for urban planners and for land-
scape designers, for historians and 
for humanists.”

As I write, Harvard is nearing the final
stages of appointing a key new tenured
full professor, who will also replace Peter
Bol as Director of the CGA. The center
also hopes to make at least four other fac-
ulty appointments over the next few years
to facilitate research within and across
many disciplines and within and across
the schools at Harvard. And for that, Bol
noted, “we need faculty with an under-
standing of the history and possibilities
for future development of the new geogra-
phy and its technologies.”

Referencing Harvard’s misguided deci-
sion to eliminate geography from its
curricula in 1948, President Summers
emphasized, “That is the past. Geography
is a very different field today, and it is
increasingly at the center of a very wide
range of intellectual concerns.” 

Harvard’s President Summers 
Launches New Geography Center
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Guggenheim Fellows in Geography 

John Simon Guggenheim Memorial
Foundation Fellowships for 2006
have been awarded to Jamie Peck,

University of Wisconsin at Madison, for

“A Critical Study of Neoliberalism”; and
Laurence C. Smith, University of Cali-
fornia at Los Angeles, for a study on “The
Significance of Arctic Warming for the
Planet and Society” The Guggenheim
Foundation considers research in any field
and makes selections  based on a career
synopsis, brief research proposal, and a
letter from referees designated by the
applicant.  Fellows are appointed on the
basis of distinguished achievement in the
past and exceptional promise for future
accomplishment.

Since 1926, one-hundred and six
geographers have received Guggenheim
Fellowships. Information and application
materials on the 2007 fellowship compe-
tition are available at www.gf.org, and from
the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial
Foundation, 90 Park Avenue, New York,
New York 10016, 212-687-4470. The
application deadline is October 1.  

A comprehensive list of Guggenheim
Fellows in Geography appears in the AAG
Guide to Geography Programs in the Americas,
2005-2006. ■

Ruth Defries was
recently elected
as a member of

the National Academy
of Sciences (NAS).

DeFries is a profes-
sor at the University of
Maryland, College
Park with joint appoint-

ments in the Department of Geography
and the Earth System Science Interdiscipli-
nary Center. Her research investigates the

relationships between human activities, the
land surface, and the biophysical and bio-
geochemical processes that regulate the
Earth’s habitability. She is interested in
observing land cover and land use change
at regional and global scales with remotely
sensed data and exploring the implications
for ecological services such as climate reg-
ulation, the carbon cycle, and biodiversity. 

DeFries earned her PhD in 1980 from
the Department of Geography and Envi-
ronmental Engineering at Johns Hopkins

University. Previously, she worked at the
National Research Council with the
Committee on Global Change and taught
at the Indian Institute of Technology in
Bombay. DeFries is a fellow of the Aldo
Leopold Leadership Program. 

Also elected as a foreign associate to
the NAS was Jean Aimé Rakotoarisoa,
Director of the Institute de Civilisations
Musée d’Art et d’Archeologie, and profes-
sor of geography at the University of
Antananarivo (Madagascar). ■

Ruth DeFries Elected to the 
National Academy of Sciences

DeFries 

Smith Peck

Jack Dangermond added in his con-
cluding remarks that the Harvard Center
for Geographic Analysis “will make a dif-
ference in advancing the science of many
fields. What happens with this center and
what starts today will set off shockwaves
in the academic world.”

Peter Bol wrote to me a few days after
the launch ceremony that, “The event per-

suaded me that we have taken a vital first
step. My colleague Gary King has con-
cluded that within a few years we will
have a Department of Geography again.
Thank you for your advice and support, in
the past and in the future.”

On behalf of the AAG, I’d like to con-
gratulate Peter Bol, President Summers,
and all of those who have contributed to

the successful launch of this new center,
an historic event for geography, and per-
haps for Harvard too. ■
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drichardson@aag.org
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