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FOUNDATIONS, NATURE AND DEFINITIONS OF 
HUMAN GEOGRAPHY 

Geography as a discipline occupies a unique position 
among the sciences due to its integrative, empirical 
and practical nature. It does not confine itself to 
isolated phenomena; rather, it studies all events and 
processes that vary across space and time, thereby 
giving it an extensive scope.  

The earth, as understood in geography, is not merely a 
physical entity but a complex system composed of two 
major components—nature (the physical 
environment) and life forms including human beings.  

The fundamental aim of geography is to understand the 
earth as the home of human beings and to examine 
those elements that sustain life. 

Human geography emerges as a vital branch within this 
discipline, focusing on the relationship between the 
physical/natural environment and the human world, 
along with the spatial distribution of human 
phenomena and the social and economic variations 
across regions 

It seeks to explain how human societies are influenced 
by their surroundings and how, in turn, they modify those 
surroundings through their activities.  

Thus, interaction, spatial pattern, and regional 
differentiation form the core of human geographical 
inquiry. 

The evolution of geography has been marked by a 
series of intellectual debates, often referred to as 
dualism in geography. Scholars have long debated 
whether geography should adopt a nomothetic 
(law-making and generalising) approach or an 
idiographic (descriptive and particularistic) one. 

 Similarly, discussions have revolved around whether 
geography should be regional, focusing on the 
uniqueness of places, or systematic, emphasizing 
general processes and patterns.  

Another important debate concerns whether 
geographical phenomena should be interpreted through 
theoretical frameworks or through 
historical-institutional approaches. However, these 
dichotomies ultimately prove to be artificial, as nature 

and human beings are inseparable and must be 
studied in a holistic manner. 

An interesting feature of geographical thought is the 
frequent use of organic analogies. Natural features are 
often described using terms derived from human 
anatomy, such as the “face” of the earth, the “eye” of a 
storm, or the “mouth” of a river.  

Similarly, regions, settlements, and even states are 
conceptualised as living organisms, while 
transportation networks are described as the arteries of 
circulation. These analogies reflect the deep 
conceptual interrelationship between natural and human 
systems. 

Human geography has been defined by various 
scholars, each highlighting a specific dimension of the 
discipline. Friedrich Ratzel defined it as the synthetic 
study of the relationship between human societies 
and the earth’s surface, emphasizing the idea of 
synthesis. Ellen C.  

Semple described it as the study of the changing 
relationship between the unresting man and the 
unstable earth, thereby highlighting dynamism.  

Paul Vidal de la Blache viewed it as a conception 
arising from a more synthetic knowledge of physical 
laws and the relationships among living beings, 
stressing holistic understanding. 

The nature of human geography lies in its focus on the 
interrelationship between the physical environment 
and the socio-cultural environment created by 
human beings.  

The physical environment includes elements such as 
landforms, climate, soil, water, and natural vegetation, 
while the socio-cultural environment comprises 
human-made features like settlements, transportation 
networks, industries, and cultural landscapes.  

These elements interact continuously, resulting in mutual 
modification. While humans transform the physical 
environment to suit their needs, the environment 
simultaneously influences human life, shaping patterns 
of settlement, economic activity, and cultural 
development. 

HUMAN–NATURE INTERACTION AND EVOLUTION 
OF GEOGRAPHICAL THOUGHT 
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A key factor mediating the interaction between humans 
and nature is technology, which reflects the level of 
cultural development of a society.  

Technology is not merely about what humans produce, 
but more importantly about the tools and techniques 
used in production.  

It develops from a deeper understanding of natural 
laws—for instance, the discovery of fire from knowledge 
of friction or the development of aircraft based on 
principles of aerodynamics. As technology advances, it 
gradually reduces the constraints imposed by the 
environment, enabling humans to expand their 
possibilities. 

In the early stages of human development, however, the 
level of technology was extremely low, and humans 
were heavily dependent on nature. This condition is 
described as the naturalisation of humans, where 
human life is closely intertwined with natural forces.  

Primitive societies lived in harmony with nature, 
regarding it as a powerful entity that must be respected 
and worshipped. The example of tribal communities, 
such as the life of Benda described in the text (page 3), 
illustrates this relationship vividly.  

These communities depend directly on forests for food, 
shelter, and livelihood, and their activities, such as 
shifting cultivation, are closely regulated by natural 
cycles. Nature, in such contexts, is perceived as “Mother 
Nature,” a source of sustenance and spiritual 
connection. 

This stage of human–environment interaction gave rise 
to the concept of environmental determinism, which 
suggests that nature controls and determines human 
activities.  

Humans, in this view, are passive recipients of 
environmental influences, adapting themselves to 
natural conditions. However, as societies evolved and 
technology improved, this deterministic perspective 
began to lose its dominance. 

With increasing knowledge and technological 
advancement, humans moved towards a stage of 
possibilism, where nature is no longer seen as a 
limiting force but as a provider of opportunities.  

Humans began to create possibilities by utilizing 
environmental resources in innovative ways. This led to 
the development of cultural landscapes, where human 
activities leave visible imprints on the natural 
environment.  

Examples include agricultural fields, urban settlements, 
transport networks, and industrial regions. Thus, 
possibilism emphasizes human agency and creativity. 

Further progression in human development leads to the 
humanisation of nature, where humans actively modify 
and control their environment using advanced 
technology.  

The example of life in Trondheim, as described in the 
text (page 3), demonstrates how people overcome harsh 
climatic conditions through artificial heating, controlled 
environments, and global connectivity.  

In such cases, nature is transformed to suit human 
needs, reflecting a high level of technological and 
cultural development. 

However, neither environmental determinism nor 
possibilism provides a complete explanation of 
human–environment interaction.  

To address this, Griffith Taylor proposed the concept of 
neo-determinism, also known as “stop and go 
determinism.”  

This approach represents a middle path, suggesting that 
while humans have the ability to modify nature, they 
must operate within certain limits imposed by the 
environment. The analogy of traffic signals—red for stop, 
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green for go—illustrates that human activities must be 
regulated to avoid environmental degradation. 

 Neo-determinism emphasizes balanced and 
sustainable interaction, warning against excessive 
exploitation of natural resources, which can lead to 
problems such as global warming, ozone depletion, and 
ecological imbalance. 

DEVELOPMENT, APPROACHES AND SCOPE OF 
HUMAN GEOGRAPHY 

The development of human geography has undergone 
several phases, each characterized by distinct 
approaches and objectives.  

During the early colonial period, geographical studies 
were primarily concerned with exploration and 
description. This phase was driven by imperial and 
trade interests, leading to the discovery of new lands 
and the compilation of encyclopaedic accounts. 

In the later colonial period, the focus shifted to 
regional analysis, where geographers aimed to study 
regions in their entirety. The idea was that understanding 
the individual parts of the earth would contribute to a 
comprehensive understanding of the whole. 

The twentieth century witnessed significant 
methodological transformations. The concept of areal 
differentiation in the 1930s emphasized the uniqueness 
of regions and sought to explain why different areas 
exhibit distinct characteristics.  

This was followed by the quantitative revolution in the 
1950s and 1960s, marked by the use of statistical 
techniques and computer-based analysis. Geographers 
attempted to identify spatial patterns and develop 
models, thereby making geography more scientific and 
analytical. 

However, dissatisfaction with the overly mechanical and 
dehumanised nature of quantitative approaches led to 
the emergence of new perspectives in the 1970s. The 
humanistic school focused on human values, 
experiences, and well-being, addressing issues such as 
housing, health, and education.  

The radical school, influenced by Marxist theory, 
examined social inequalities and linked them to the 
development of capitalism. The behavioural school 

emphasized the importance of human perception and 
decision-making in shaping spatial patterns. 

In the 1990s, post-modernism emerged as a critique of 
universal theories, emphasizing the importance of local 
context, diversity, and multiple perspectives. It 
rejected grand generalisations and highlighted the 
complexity of human conditions. 

Human geography is inherently interdisciplinary, 
interacting closely with various social sciences. Its 
sub-fields include social geography, urban geography, 
political geography, population geography, 
settlement geography, and economic geography. 

 Each of these fields is linked with corresponding 
disciplines such as sociology, economics, anthropology, 
political science, and history. For instance, population 
geography is closely related to demography, while 
economic geography overlaps with resource economics 
and business studies. 

The scope of human geography is vast and 
continuously expanding. It encompasses all aspects of 
human life, including social, cultural, economic, and 
political dimensions, within a spatial framework.  

Its primary objective is to understand the complex 
interactions between humans and their environment 
and to explain the patterns and processes that shape 
human existence on the earth’s surface.  

As knowledge expands and new challenges emerge, 
human geography continues to evolve, incorporating 
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new perspectives and methodologies to remain relevant 
in understanding the dynamic relationship between 
humans and the earth. 
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