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The Art and Science of Describing 
a Country

Abstract
What is Geography? In short, Geography is the science 
that seeks to explain why a particular element is where it 
is on Earth and what its relationship is with humans. The 
dictionary definition is precise: “Geography is the scien-
tific study of the features of the earth’s crust and the atmo-
sphere, and of human activity as it affects and is affected 
by these, including the distribution of populations and 
resources and political and economic activities.” The first 
part of the definition is almost entirely covered by earth 
physics and environmental sciences, but no other science 
is concerned with the additional human component of 
location and with the feedback between natural and 
anthropic factors shaping the territory.
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Geography is also both the art and science of describing a 
country, Spain in our case. This art consists of presenting 
information in a way that is understandable not only to geog-
raphers but also to those who design territorial policies, those 

who provide knowledge for these policies, those who have to 
carry them out, and those who benefit from them, that is, 
practically everyone. In this sense, Geography has to use a 
common language to express itself, which complicates the 
scientific task for two reasons: we cannot summarize or 
oversimplify in order to be able to communicate with the 
general public, and, precisely because of the effort involved 
in being immediate, it sometimes gives the impression that 
geographical knowledge consists of obviousness, when in 
reality, this is far from the truth, and there are a great number 
of processes that are counterintuitive.

In this respect, Geography differs from sciences such as 
theoretical physics, which does not have to be comprehensible 
to everyday people and which uses a language, that of 
mathematics, which requires lengthy specific learning.

On the other hand, and regarding the science of 
Geography, in the case of describing Spain, the aim is to try 
to understand why each element is where it is, what makes 
each part important, and how each part fits into the whole. 
Why are things where they are? Why (if so) do people 
behave and think differently depending on location? What 
if one element was different, how would the space evolve 
under the new conditions? These are the classic research 
questions in Geography.
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