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Introduction

As one travels through the countryside and the landscape unfolds before one, the eye instinctively records what is receding into the background and thus maintains the continuity of the panorama. In this way the link is made between what has passed by and what is to come. In a similar way, as a science evolves as part of the general progress of scientific development, it becomes necessary to know both the direction in which it is evolving and the details of its past growth. Our present age is one of rapid change and of questioning and it stimulates a deep interest in history, particularly the history of science. Indeed, there are numerous professorial chairs, conferences, reviews and other publications devoted to the history of science. It is not surprising that the history of geography falls within the present-day interest in scientific movements of the past.

Until recently—and, it must be admitted, still in the eyes of some—the history of geography has been limited to the history of the discovery and exploration of the earth, though such a history would, logically, come to an end once the whole world is known. But in fact the history of the recording of the earth’s surface has become the history of one particular branch of human learning—geography—as understanding of the earth has deepened. The history of geography may be conceived as the history of the earth’s surface as it progressively became the habitat of human expansion, through the gradual humanization of the earth. It is the history of the changing relationships between environments, space and teritories on the one hand and societies, cultures and civilizations on the other, as told through the description, analysis and explanation of human enterprise within its setting of natural environments. It reveals how geography as a science has been transformed from the study of locations to the study of earth sculpture, and thence to one of natural environments and lastly of social structures within those environments.

These successive geographical sciences have been conceived by minds with a diversity of training—by cartographers, philosophers, natural historians and political scientists—who had one thing in common, a continuing curiosity about the variety of the earth’s surface forms and of the character of its human development. As long as man has existed he has questioned the nature of his relationship with his environment and of the reciprocal influences between it and himself.

Unlike other fields of knowledge and other sciences, geography is part of every human activity. Some aspect of it is essential to the soldier, the explorer, the ordinary traveller, the trader, the investor, the missionary or the politician. With knowledge of it the simple countrydweller can better understand his domain and the causes which give rise to its diversities and distinguish it from other landscapes. Therefore geography can have a wide popular appeal, whether as a subject of education or as a subject of scientific study, and in the whole body of knowledge it has a unique place.

Sources for the study of the history of geography are abundant. They include maps, theses, popular works, periodicals, university publications, school textbooks and the records of geographical societies. But all of these are the products of people who may be called geographers, whether recognized as such by their titles or identifiable by their work or their thinking. As in every science, the history of geography has to concern itself with the history of individuals who have contributed to its development. Whenever a science has been developed which reflects the achievement and outlook of a given historical period, this has come about through the personalities, the temperaments and the characters of individual people. Discoveries, scientific laws, schools, indeed all that signifies scientific progress, can be identified with individual men or women.

A survey of the history of geography shows that there are gaps and inadequacies which alone would justify the present enterprise. As in other sciences, articles of a biographical character in general fall into three categories. First among these are the obituaries published soon after the death of a scholar: they have to fit the conventions of the publications in which they appear and may vary markedly in length and in quality; they are almost invariably eulogistic. Second, the biographical entries in dictionaries or encyclopedias are usually relatively short and offer only a generalized account of the work and ideas of the subject; the dictionaries and encyclopedias themselves may be very general in scope or of a specialist character. In the third category are the biographical studies devoted to a single individual: only a small number of scholars have been the subjects of such works, essentially those who are regarded as founders in their scientific field or of schools of thought, representing symbolically a whole generation.

As time goes by, reference to obituary notices and entries in biographical dictionaries tends to decline. Research attention is given to only a limited number of individuals, for their influence in establishing some school of thought, for the importance of their publications or because of the careers of their disciples. These reflect their apparent scientific influence and their place in those scientific institutions through which they achieved their work or through which their views have been opposed. The selection of figures to be remembered may also come about through intellectual interest. However objective one may be, one tends to rediscover those whose ideas and concepts appear to be relevant to modern interests, the founder fathers or pioneers of present-day concepts. Consequently the names of many people of significance to the history of geography have been forgotten as time passes. The history of geography in the nineteenth century rests essentially on four names: Humboldt, Ritter, Ratzel and Vidal de la Blache. Yet alongside these four great men, whose place in the creation of modern geography is incontestable, there are many others less well known but without whom the whole development of geography cannot be appreciated. Among them were university men, explorers, statisticians, men who founded and worked for geographical societies, map curators, cartographers, historians, natural historians and geologists. For geography has never been the exclusive concern of geographers: it is not so at the present time nor was it so in the past when there was no formal institutional structure to support geographical research and education.

Geographer’s will publish periodical collections of biobibliographical studies with the aim of showing the evolution of geography as a science and of geographical thought throughout the world. It will be an international enterprise with contributors in many countries. A general pattern will be adopted in the compilation of the studies. In the biographical texts, the authors will deal with three major aspects: the education, life, work and personality of the subject; scientific ideas and geographical thought; influence and spread of ideas, and assessment of the place of the subject in the development of geography and of geographical thinking. The bibliographies will vary in character and length, depending on the nature of the work of the subject of the study and the extent of existing bibliographical references to his work. In general the bibliographies will be selective and classified thematically, and will give references to other sources on the subject of the study.

Already the manuscripts received from authors of biobibliographical studies in many countries show the extent of the interest in this new enterprise. Some figures previously unknown in international geography are revealed as having done work of immense value in their own countries. Others who were little known or sank into obscurity in the shadow of more dominant minds and personalities are now given an appropriate place in the evolution of their subject. Studies of scholars in the other disciplines who have contributed to geographical thinking emphasize the interdependence of a number of specialized scientific fields and show the fecundity of interdisciplinary research.

As more and more biobibliographical studies are published, it will be possible to put new constructions on the history of geography, replacing or revising existing theories of the evolution of the subject. Through the study of the work and achievements of many more individuals, ideas which until now have been based on the work and influence of a few founder fathers, dominant individuals of outstanding scholarship, will give way to theories which take account of the work and influence of a much greater number of contributors to the growth of geographical thought. It will be seen that the influence and status of the major figures cannot be precisely understood or assessed without knowledge of the background against which they worked. Without the less well known and less dramatic figures, the development of geography as a scientific study would have been different.

The international character of Geographers should lead to the discovery of links between geographers and geographical thinking in widely separated countries and to cross-currents in education, research and publication in the geographical field, particularly in the field of European geography. The variety of the biobibliographical studies will lead to a better understanding of the international relationships between schools of thought and of the spread of influence of such schools, sometimes through the historical processes of colonization, sometimes through connections between institutions or through shared languages. These biobibliographical studies which are now being published will in the future become source material for research and new thinking, particularly for studies of schools of geography and of trends of thought in geography, both national and international.

The Commission invites geographers throughout the world to collaborate in this enterprise. In launching this new periodical it does not ignore the difficulties and uncertainties that may arise. The appearance of the first volume marks an important step forward but the most difficult stages must not be overlooked. The continuation of a project can be more difficult than its initiation. The Commission now looks to the international geographical community to ensure the success of Geographers through support both by means of subscriptions to receive it and of contributions towards its contents.

Philippe Pinchemel, Chairman, Commission on the History of Geographical Thought


The Commission on
the History of
Geographical Thought

Originally appointed at the Congress in New Delhi in 1968 the Commission met in Paris in 1969 and 1970, under the chairmanship of Philippe Pinchemel. The first task was to find out which geographers were interested in the history of geographical thought. The members of the Commission agreed to make enquiries throughout the world: Philippe Pinchemel in western Europe, Latin America, North Africa and West Africa, George Kish in North America and South Africa, A. Mints in the U.S.S.R., Jozef Babicz in eastern Europe and Asia, and T. W. Freeman in Great Britain and the Commonwealth countries. The last-named, acting as secretary to the Commission, also enquired from all British and Irish universities where geography courses existed about the teaching of the history of geographical thought and virtually all replied. The emphasis given varied markedly from one university to another but the interest was almost universal. To celebrate the first Congress, in 1871, of geographers from all over the world, plans were made in Paris in 1970 for the publication, in English and French, of Geography through a century of International Congresses, La geographie à travers un siècle de Congrés Internationaux, 252p. This was the work of fifteen authors, writing in English and French, with a foreword by the President of the International Union, S. Leszczycki of Warsaw. It was published with the financial assistance of UNESCO. It includes a bibliography of I.G.U. publications from 1871 and was given to all members of the 1972 Congress in Montreal.

Apart from the full members of the Commission, a number of geographers were invited to become corresponding members. There has normally been approximately fifty of these, including a number nominated by National Committees of Geography. Before the 1972 Congress the Commission published a short history of geographical thought: Paul C. Claval, La Pensée Géographique. Introduction à son histoire, Paris, SEBES, 1972, 117p (Publications de la Sorbonne, Serie N.S. Recherches 2. Centre d’Histoire de la Géographie et de Geographie historique). In 1971 there was a meeting of the Commission at Budapest immediately before the Regional Conference, of which a record is given in La Naissance de la géographie moderne. Friedrich Ratzel et Paul Vidal de la Blache, Symposium of the Commission held at Budapest in 1971, published by Institut de Recherches géographiques, Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Budapest, 1974, 145p.

During the Montreal Congress of 1972, two meetings of the Commission were held. On 12 August Professor Jean Gottmann gave a lecture on Albert Demangeon to mark the centenary of his birth in 1872 and Professors Gerassimov, Annenkov and Mints gave a joint paper on stages in the development of modern geography based largely on the Congress publications from 1871 to 1968. The paper was presented by Professor Mints, a full member of the Commission, tragically killed on 19 February 1973. Each paper aroused considerable discussion and the Commission, encouraged by the response to its efforts since 1968, then embarked on plans for future work. It was recognized that, though many geographers were interested in the history of geographical thought, few of its
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