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ABSTRACT 

The concept of environment as the physical earth, a 

concrete force whose influence on man could be measured, occupied a 

central position in the structure of early twentieth century American 

geographic thought. American geography at that time was characterized 

by a tension between holistic and dualistic tendencies. It was dual

ist ic in that it assumed a dichotomy between inorganic and organic 

phenomena, and holistic in that it assumed that the two halves were 

linked in a cause-effect relationship. Environment as the primary 

causal force was the means by which the whole was maintained. This 

concept of environment was a product of the transformation of the 

idea of a designed earth into the idea of the earth as environment 

under the impact of Darwinian evolutionary theory. As such, it was 

a transitional phenomenon, part of a conceptual framework which 

dominated American geography from the early 1890's to the late 

1920's. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In the early 1890's a new geography began to emerge in 

the United States which took as its organizing principle the idea 

that geography was the study of the influence of physical environment 

on life. Over the next twenty-five years this idea served as the 

rallying point in the drive to establish geography as an independent, 

university level, research oriented discipline. By the mid teens 

these efforts had begun to meet with success. A professional asso

ciation of geographers had been formed which published a journal on 

a regular basis, and geography departments had been established in 

universities throughout the country. In addition, these accomplish

ments had been matched by parallel developments at a methodological 

level. A general consensus had emerged in support of the original 

idea that geography was the science which dealt with the relations 

of physical environment to life (Salisbury 1915, P- 117), and that 

it took as its principal task the exact determination of the 

influence of physical environment on life. This view of geography 

formed the core of the first distinctively American body of geo

graphic thought, and constitutes the base from which American 

geography evolved. 

Central to this view of geography was a concept of 

environment. The ideas expressed above, and hence to a large extent 

1  



2  

the entire structure of early twentieth century American geographic 

thought, assumed a specific concept of environment which was critical 

to American geographers' views of what geography was and what geog

raphy's task was thought to be. American geographers defined their 

discipline in terms of a specific definition of environment while 

their concept of geography as a science drew its validity from the 

role environment was thought to play in the organism-environment 

relationship. Thus both the range of issues that geographers could 

legitimately address as well as the form that geographic explanation 

was to take were based on a specific concept of environment. In 

turn, this notion of environment was supported by a world view which 

gave both meaning and significance to the orientation and approach 

taken by American geographers in the early twentieth century, a world 

view which was the product of the profound changes in ideas on man 

and nature which accompanied the Darwinian revolution. 

Thes i s Statement 

The purpose of this essay is to examine this concept of 

environment and its relationship to early twentieth century American 

geographic thought. My focus is on how geographers defined environ

ment, their view of the organism-environment relationship, the role 

environment played in the structure of American geographic thought, 

and the relationship of this body of thought to the Darwinian 

revolution. My thesis is that early twentieth century thought was 

characterized by a tension between holistic and dualistic tendencies, 
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and that this tension, also evident in the prevailing concept of 

environment, was a product of the attempt to reconcile pre-Darwinian 

ideas on man and nature with Darwinian evolutionary theory. The 

resulting conceptual framework, which I call the idea of the earth 

as environment, was dualistic in that it assumed a dichotomy between 

inorganic and organic, and holistic in that the two halves were 

believed to be linked in a relationship of cause and effect. 

Environment, by virtue of its central role within this overall 

framework, incorporated both holistic and dualistic elements. 

Pi scuss i on 

The general idea of this essay is that the concept of 

environment in early twentieth American geographic thought was the 

product of the transformation of what Glacken (1967, p. viI) calls 

the idea of a designed earth under the impact of Darwinian evolution

ary theory. The idea of a designed earth refers to the belief that 

the earth was purposefully created by a divine authority specifically 

to meet the needs of man. This idea held sway throughout most of 

recorded history and is well developed in the geography of Carl 

Ritter and Arnold Guyot. With the acceptance of Darwinian evolution

ary theory the teleological assumptions of the design argument were 

undermined, collapsing the conceptual framework derived from them. 

However, the net result was not the replacement of the framework 

based on the design argument, but its transformation into an analogous 

framework based on evolutionary theory. This occurred because two 



key aspects of the original framework, its holistic world view and 

deterministic philosophy, were retained in the new version. Evolu

tionary theory was interpreted as scientific confirmation of the 

unity of inorganic and organic phenomena and used to support both a 

holistic conception of the world and the assumption that inorganic 

and organic phenomena could be explained according to the same 

deterministic laws. in this manner, evolutionary theory was 

incorporated into a pre-Darwinian framework with only minor changes 

in the overall structure. 

The concept of environment was itself a product of this 

transformation and it assumed a pivotal role in the emerging emphasi 

on the relationship between the earth and man. With the elimination 

of the teleological explanation of natural phenomena and its replace 

ment with the idea of adaptation, the creative authority once vested 

in God was transferred to the earth, now environment. Environment 

became the principal creative force in this new world view, and came 

to embody the sense of order and purpose once provided by a divine 

authority (Hartshorne 1959, p. 62). Thus, under the impact of 

evolutionary theory, the idea of a designed earth was transformed 

into the idea of the earth as environment. 

The idea developed in the preceding paragraphs is not 

especially controversial except to the extent that I maintain that 

the environmentalist concept is derived from—and is not simply a 

replacement foi—the idea of a designed earth. This I base on 

several points which suggest to me (see also Herbst 1961) that, 
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despite what appear to be fundamental differences between the idea 

of a designed earth and the idea of the earth as environment, they 

are in many ways analogous conceptual frameworks. First, the idea 

of the earth as environment is very similar to the idea of a designed 

earth. Both are anthropocentric concepts, and both convey a sense 

of the earth and man as adapted to one another, although the cause 

of this relationship is very different in the two models. Second, 

geographers interpreted evolutionary theory very differently from 

Darwin and in a manner much closer to pre-Darwinian theories of 

development. Third, they relied very heavily on pre-Darwinian 

environmental theories, borrowing from both Guyot and Ritter. 

Fourth, both world views rely on an external source of order and 

purpose, some divine authority in the design argument and environ

ment in the environmentalist position. Fifth, as noted earlier, both 

world views are based on a deterministic view of the behavior of 

earthly phenomena. 

The final point is the most controversial and therefore 

will be developed more fully here. This is that early twentieth 

century American geography under the environmentalist definition 

remained holistic in that it continued to be based on the assumption 

that all earthly phenomena formed part of a whole or a unity. This 

holism, as noted earlier, was the product of the substitution of a 

nineteenth century evolutionary philosophy for the teleology of the 

idea of a designed earth. The result, Herbst (1961) argues, was the 
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retention of the basic conceptual framework inherited from the design 

argument (see Davis 1924, p. 166), but now it became the task of 

geography to show how the physical environment influenced life or 

man. 

Geography under the man-land definition was not, however, 

holistic in the same sense as the geography of Ritter and Guyot. 

There are significant differences between the two frameworks over 

and above the respective roles of causality and differences in under

lying philosophy. The principal one is the emphasis in the man-land 

definition on the division of earthly phenomena into two categories: 

inorganic-organic, or nature-minus-man and man. A characteristic, if 

not the characteristic, feature of early twentieth century geographic 

thought is this dualistic approach which Hartshorne (1939, 1959) has 

criticized at length. However, holism and a dualistic approach to 

the phenomena contained within the whole are not necessarily con

tradictory views. The latter under environmentalism was simply the 

means by which the whole was maintained. Nor can Hartshorne's 

criticisms of the dualism of the man-land approach be construed as 

a denial of the holistic foundation of early twentieth century 

environmentalism. It is not the environmentalists' world view but 

their dualistic approach given that world view which Hartshorne 

rightfully criticizes (Hartshorne 1939, pp. 120-126; 1959, pp. 

48-80). 

The main point that 1 make in this thesis is that both 

the holistic and dualistic dimensions must be considered if the 

concept of environment and its role in the structure of early 
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twentieth century American geographic thought are to be appreciated. 

American geography during this period was characterized by a tension 

between a holistic world view and a dualistic approach to the world, 

and the concept of environment developed during this period contains 

elements of both. Previous discussions (Hartshorne 1939, pp. 120— 

126; 1959, pp. 48-80), primarily because they have been concerned 

with the usefulness of the environmentalist concept as a definition 

and approach in geography, have focused on this dualism and the 

methodological problems it has spawned. However, my intent here 

is not to evaluate early twentieth century American environmentalism 

as a potential framework for geography but to understand it so that 

the role of environment within that framework can be analyzed. 

Given this objective, the holistic dimension becomes a critical 

element in the discussion. 

One additional point should be made concerning the 

approach taken in this essay. The first two and a half decades of 

the twentieth century were the critical formative period in the 

history of American geographic thought. It was an enormously 

dynamic period during which there was a rapid evolution of ideas 

concerning the nature of geography and its role among the sciences. 

As a result of this intellectual ferment geographers had moved by 

the mid twenties towards a conception of their field which was 

fundamentally different from that espoused by their predecessors. 

Even among those who continued to champion the man-land definition 

(Barrows 1923; Whitbeck 1926), there had been a substantial shift 
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in both their concept of environment and their perception of its 

role in geographic thought. The two papers cited above, especially 

the former, could have been written by a modern geographer of the 

man-land school, for while the dualism remains, the nineteenth 

century evolutionary philosophy is barely in evidence. The holistic 

approach, the view that geography's role is to bridge the gap between 

the natural and social sciences in order to demonstrate the 

essential unity of all earthly phenomena, is gone. This is indic

ative of the fact that there had been a fundamental shift in both 

the concept of environment and its role, not just within geography, 

but also within the world view from which geography was derived. 

The meaning of environment had changed. 

The dynamism of this period complicates the present 

task considerably because it makes it difficult to isolate those 

elements which represent parts of the initial configuration of 

American geographic thought from those which represent developments 

from that initial configuration. My intent is to reconstruct this 

initial framework and to locate the concept of environment within 

it. Therefore, my approach is largely static. Rather than attempting 

to incorporate this dynamism, I attempt to exclude it so that the 

original framework, the context within which the initial concept of 

environment was developed, can be examined. 

Of necessity this involves some selectivity and it 

might be argued that the result is more a construct of my imagination 

than a legitimate representation of early twentieth century American 
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geographic thought. But, I think that such an approach is unavoid

able if one is to reconstruct a reasonable facsimile of the con

ceptual framework which provided the rationale for geography as a 

science in America. It is only when all the initial assumptions 

are in place that the approach taken by early twentieth century 

geographers stands on its own, and the full meaning of environment 

becomes evident. 

Organization 

In the following chapters I examine the concept of 

environment and its role in early twentieth century American geo

graphic thought, beginning with the concept of environment itself, and 

ending with a discussion of its relation to the broader world view 

from which it was derived. My intent is to develop the ideas presented 

above in a series of chapters which deal with progressively broader 

aspects of the concept and its role in American geographic thought. 

In chapter two I examine the definitions of environment 

proposed by four prominent geographers of the period in order to 

establish what kinds of phenomena geographers included in their 

definitions of environment and to develop a general definition which 

is representative of prevailing views in American geography. 

Chapter three focuses on the role of environment in the 

organism-environment relationship. My intent here is to ascertain 

what role the phenomena included in the definition of environment 

play in the organism-environment relationship, and to establish a 
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general concept of environment based on the results of this and 

the preceding chapter. 

Chapter four examines the relation between the concept 

of environment and the structure of early twentieth century American 

geographic thought. The purpose of this chapter is to show how the 

various elements of American geography—evolutionary theory, the 

definition of the field, the idea that geography is a bridge between 

the physical and life sciences, and the deterministic philosophy—all 

interact to form a coherent body of thought, and to relate this frame

work to the concept of environment developed earlier. 

Chapter five is a review of the three principal bodies 

of thought that contributed to the development of American geography: 

physiography, Darwinian evolutionary theory, and the geography of 

Carl Ritter and Arnold Guyot. This review will provide a basis for 

evaluating the contributions of each of these bodies of thought to 

the concept of environment developed in the preceding chapters and 

to early twentieth century American geographic thought as a whole. 

Chapter six focuses on the development of the concept 

of environment in early twentieth century American geographic thought. 

My intent here is to show how and why the concept of environment 

was derived from the idea of a designed earth, and to discuss the 

significance of this for the interpretation of early twentieth 

century American geographic thought. 



The final chapter reviews the main points developed 

in this essay. The purpose of this chapter is to summarize the 

supporting evidence for my thesis that early twentieth century 

American geography was characterized by a tension between holistic 

and dualistic tendencies, and that this tension was reflected in 

the prevailing concept of environment. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE O'.'ITENT OF ENVIRONMENT 

There are two basic dimensions to a concept of environ

ment: the content of the term, and the role environment plays in the 

organism-environment relationship. The former refers to the range of 

phenomena that are included in a definition of environment, the latter 

to how the phenomena interact with the organism in the organism-

environment relationship. While both dimensions of the term were 

clearly specified by geographers, and both were essential to their 

conception of what geography was and to its relationship among the 

sciences, the former is much more explicitly developed in the geo

graphic literature of the early twentieth century. In fact, the 

definition of environment in terms of content was probably the most 

systematically developed element of early twentieth century American 

geographic thought. This reflects the fact that geography under the 

environmentalist definition was defined in terms of the range of 

phenomena used in geographic explanation. Consequently, the 

delineation of the content of environment had significant impli

cations for the definition of geography. 

The dualistic conception of the earth is clearly evident 

in the way environment was defined with respect to content. This 

comes through in two forms: in the development of a dichotomous 

classification of earthly phenomena—first inorganic/organic, later 

1 2  



non-human/human—and in the essentially non-relational nature of 

environment so defined. Environment was conceived in absolute terms, 

not as a function of the environed organism, but as something 

independent at least with respect to content. In this sense, the 

use of the term by environmental determinists most closely parallels 

the modern conservationist use of the term—"the environment"—to 

signify the non-human world independent of man. The net result of 

this dualistic approach was to view the whole as consisting of two 

distinct entities: the inorganic/organic or the non-human/human. 

A second consideration is the evolution of the definition 

of environment during the early twentieth century. As noted above 

two definitions of environment prevailed in American geography 

during this time: environment as the inorganic and environment as 

the non-human phenomena of the earth or, as Hartshorne puts it, 

"nature-minus-man" (Hartshorne 1959. P« 68). In general, the in

organic definition prevailed in the early portion of the period, 

the non-human by the end. These two definitions reflect two differ

ent orientations within geography. In the former the orientation 

is towards the explanation of life in general, in the latter the 

focus is narrowed to man. The shift from an inorganic to a non-

human definition of environment reflects a growing pre-occupation 

with man over the course of the first two decades, for as geographers 

focused increasingly on man, they expanded their definition of 

environment to include non-human biotic phenomena. While this 

expansion was motivated in large part by a desire to more effectively 
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explain human phenomena, it also had the effect of retaining a 

dualistic approach within a generally holistic framework. Geographers 

still dealt with the range of earthly phenomena, and these phenomena 

were still viewed as falling into two distinct classes. The only 

change was that the non-human biotic phenomena became independent 

rather than dependent variables through their incorporation into the 

geographic concept of environment. 

The gradual expansion of the definition and the dualistic 

approach to the phenomena of the earth are two of the dominant 

features of early twentieth century American geography. Of the two, 

it is the latter which is of primary interest here. The tendency to 

see the world as consisting of two entities which act upon one another 

is basic to the environmentalists'^ conception of the earth as a 

whole and to their definition of geography, for the man-land definition 

depended on the validity of this dichotomy between the inorganic or 

non-human and the organic or human. Without it, the relationship 

approach was considerably weakened, and many related elements of 

early twentieth century American geographic thought would have lost 

their justification. 

In the following pages I examine several definitions of 

environment in which these two features are represented to varying 

1. Throughout this thesis I use the terms environmentalism 

and environmental determinism interchangeably to refer to members of 

the man-land school in early twentieth-century American geographic 

thought. These terms are only synonymous when used to refer to 

geographers during the first two decades of the twentieth century. 

By the mid-twenties it is necessary to distinguish between those 

environmentalists who were determinists and those who were not. 
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degrees. The discussion is divided into two sections. In the 

first the definitions of four prominent geographers, William Morris 

Davis, Walter S. Tower, Charles Dryer, and Ellen Churchill Semple, 

are presented and discussed. In the second, these definitions serve 

as the basis for a more general discussion of the definition of 

environment and of the two themes identified above. 

Willi am Morri sIDavi s 

The best known definition of environment in early 

twentieth century American geographic thought is undoubtedly that of 

William Morris Davis. Here the dualistic nature of the man-land con

ception of geography and the implications of that view in terms of the 

prevailing concept of environment are clearly evident, for more so than 

most, he (Davis 1907, p. 52) asserted the importance of the inorganic-

organic dichotomy, and viewed this as the essential feature of a geo

graphic approach, "the contrast between the whole assemblage of inor

ganic elements on the one hand and of organic elements on the other 

hand is so great that in my experience it is a practical advantage to 

treat the inorganic controls separately from the organic needs." 

Davis based his definition of environment, then, on 

an inorganic/organic division of the earth. Environment, often 

referred to by him as the physical or physiographic environment 

(Davis 1906, p. 81; 1904, p. 22), consisted of the inorganic portion 

of this dichotomy^ In keeping with this dualistic approach, Davis 

defined environment in absolute terms, without reference to anything 
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environed. As a physical scientist he took the reality of the 

physical world as given. Consequently, his approach in organizing 

the phenomena of environment was one best suited to the physical 

sciences. 

This orientation is evident in a paper published in 

2 
the Journal of Geography in 1904. Here he presents a systematic 

classification based on the division of environment into four prin

cipal elements: the earth as a globe, the atmosphere, the oceans 

and the lands (Davis 1904, pp. 23-29). Part A of Figure 1 is a 

reproduction of his schematic representation of this classification 

system. Each vertical line represents one of his four elements. 

Each element is treated separately and is broken down systematically 

into whatever number of smaller categories are needed. 

Davis develops his system of classification with no 

reference to organic responses. Environment here is an objective 

reality, independent of anything environed. He makes no attempt to 

organize the elements of the physical environment on the basis of 

their relative importance for life. All elements are of equal 

significance so long as some relationship can be shown. 

2. Davis used a number of terms interchangeably. Davis 

(1906) refers to "physiographic environment" (pp. 81-82), "environment" 
(76,82), "physiographic control" (pp. 79,81), and "inorganic control" 

(pp. 71.76) without distinguishing between them. Davis (1904) refers 
to "physical environment" (p. 22), "environment" (pp. 22,25,29), 

"inorganic environment" (pp. 22,25), "physiographic surroundings" 
(p. 25), and "physiographic control" (pp. 26,29). Again, he appears 

to use all of these terms interchangeably. 
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The Four Principal Elements of 
Environment: (E) The earth as a globe, 
(A) the atmosphere, (0) the oceans, 
(L) the lands. 

The Four Principal 
Elements of Environ
ment (E-L) with cor
responding organic 
responses (E•—L1). 

1c. The Four Principal 
Elements of Envirjn 
ment connected 
to corresponding 
organic responses. 

Figure 1. Davis1 Systematic Classification of Geographic 
Phenomena. 
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Davis' interest is simply in seeking out the organic 

responses to each element of the physical environment. In this con

nection he suggests two systems for classifying ontographic 

phenomena: either by the physical element responsible for a partic

ular type of response, or a biological classification in which the 

different responses are listed for each species (Figure lb). In 

neither system is there any suggestion of compromise on the organi

zational framework developed for the physical earth (Figure 1c); 

environment remains independent of the thing environed. All he has 

done is to impose the collective term environment on the physical 

phenomena of the earth without any corresponding reorganization of 

these same phenomena to reflect their role as an environment. Thus 

Davis' definition of environment conforms very closely to the dual-

istic approach characteristic of early environmentalists. 

Walter S. Tower 

A somewhat different concept of environment is developed 

by Walter Tower in a paper titled "The Human Side of Geography" 

(Tower 1908). Tower's approach is similar to that of Davis in that 

he retains the inorganic/organic dichotomy and defines environment 

as the inorganic features of the earth. However, in attempting to 

develop a systematic classification of environments, he adopts a 

relativistic approach that is absent from Davis' formulation. 

Tower organizes the content of environment to reflect the relative 

influence of different elements of the physical environment and 
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develops a relativistic set of criteria for classifying environments. 

Thus, Tower's position represents a modification of the position taken 

by Davis, although it clearly falls within the man-land tradition. 

Tower points out that the physiographic divisions used 

by many geographers are inadequate for systematizing life responses 

because they do not include all the elements of the physical environ

ment, and are not based on a consideration of the relative influence 

on life of each element. "It is manifestly impossible," he concludes, 

"to advance very far in a systematic analysis of the human phase of 

geography, if the physiographic basis of classification is followed 

strictly" (Tower 1908, p. 525). 

In its place he advocates the development of a syste

matic classification "fitted to this human side of geography." In 

other words, he is suggesting that environments be defined and 

classified in terms of the elements most significant for life. He 

argues that the principal deficiency of the physiographic classifi

cation is the omission of climate, from the point of view of life, 

the most important element of the environment. He proposes a classi

fication system that takes the original physiographic divisions as 

a base and adds a climatic dimension, further subdividing the 

physiographic categories according to temperature and moisture. 

The result is presented in Tables 1 and 2 (Tower 1908, pp. 527~528). 

For each type of landform three subtypes are listed on the basis of 

rainfall, while within each of these even finer distinctions are 
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Table 1. Tower's Classification of Environments. (Tower 1903, p. 528) 

General Title 

(A) Tropical - 3 sub-types 

(1) Humid (2) Semi-arid (3) Arid or desert 

(B) Temperate - 3 sub-types 

(1) Humid (2) Semi-arid (3) Arid or desert 

(C) Polar - 1 sub-type 

(1) Frozen 
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Table 2. Tower's Classification of Plains. (.Tower 1908, p. 527) 

General Title - Plains 

(A) Tropical plains - no distinct change of season as far as 
temperature is concerned. Mean annual tempera
ture, 68°F. or over. 

1. - Humid tropical plains—rainfall 30 inches or over. 
Abundant vegetation-tropical species. 

1.(a) Humid at all times, vegetation of jungle type: 
certain valuable vegetable products; population 

mainly low native; travel difficult; unhealthful 

fevers. 

1.(b) Humid one season; i.e., wet and dry seasons of year. 
Vegetation grassy, few or no trees; population 

higher types, farmers and cattle raisers; 

travel easy in dry season. 

2. - Semi-arid tropical plains—rainfall 15—30 inches. 
Scanty vegetation—forest absent; travel easy. 

2.(a) Irrigable-agriculture; permanent settlements. 

2.(b) Non-irrigable-grassy only. Agriculture not possible. 
Sparse population. Grazing; great ranges for 

cattle. Semi-nomad native. 

3. - Arid or desert tropical plains—rainfal 1 under 15 inches. 

Vegetation of desert type, spiny or fleshy; 
travel difficult; small nomad tribes-robber 
types. Streams intermittent; irrigation from 
under ground sources only. 

(B) Temperate plains-warm summers; cool or cold winters. Mean 
temperature of summer not less than 43°F. 

1. - Humid temperate plains—rainfall30 inches or over. 

Abundant vegetation-temperate species. 

1.(a) Humid at all seasons. Forest usual—originally. 
Dense population and most advanced civilization; 

extensive agriculture—grains; travel easy; 

healthful. 
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Table 2—Continued 

General Title - Plains 

1.(b) Humid at one season. Forests scanty. Agriculture-

special crops; e.g., winter wheat; live-stock 

grazing—mainly cattle. 

2. - Semi-arid temperate pia.ins—rainfall 15~30 inches. 

Vegetation grassy, special forage crops and 
grain species; forest absent. 

2.(a) Irrigable--agriculture. 

2. (b) Non-i rrigable-grazing only--largely sheep. Winter 

ranges bad—separate ranges for two seasons. 

3. - Arid or desert temperate plains—rainfall under 15 inches. 
Desert type of vegetation. 

3.(a) Irrigable from mountain streams. Development 
possible. 



made. In addition, each of these categories is based on "natural 

controls." The division between tropical and temperate plains is 

based on the temperature tolerance of palms, while the division 

between humid and arid plains is based on the possibility of agri

culture (Tower 1908, p. 529). 

Tower, then, developed a systematic classification 

of environments based not only on those elements considered to be 

the most significant for life, but one in which the categories them

selves are designed to correspond to the actual environmental para

meters for living organisms. Thus, he has adopted a relativistic 

approach to the classification of environmental types. The original 

inorganic/organic dichotomy has been retained but the phenomena 

of environment have been organized to reflect their relative influ

ence on 1i fe. 

Charles Redway Dryer 

Dryer is another geographer who attempted to formulate 

a methodological framework for the study of environments. In some 

respects his classification system represents a further development 

of the approach outlined by Tower in that he adopts an explicitly 

relativistic approach to the definition of the content of environment. 

His primary innovation, however, was to expand the definition of 

environment to include organic phenomena and develop a classification 

system of environments based on vegetation types. 
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In Dryer's articles of 1915 and 1916 we have the first 

explicit recognition that environment is a relative phenomenon. 

"Environments," he writes, "derive their meaning only from something 

environed" (Dryer 1915, p. 122). In a later paper he offers criteria 

for a relativistic definition with an economic bias: "An environment 
l 

is that part of the face of the earth with which living creatures, 

especially men . . . are closely related in the-.process of getting a 

living" (Dryer 1916, p. 289). Thus, environment is not something 

which exists independent of man, but is, at least in theory, defined 

in terms of man. 

Dryer also expands the definition of environment to 

include organic phenomena, especially vegetation, and narrows the 

focus from the environment of life to the environment of man. From 

his articles, one gets a sense of environment as something more com

plicated than the sum of a few physical elements. "In any region on 

the crystal surface of the earth," he writes, "the solid, liquid, 

gaseous, plant, and animal factors fit into one another with a work

able and livable adaptation, forming a physical and biological com

plex which constitutes the natural environment of man" (Dryer 1915, 

pp. 124-125). Here we have a recognition of the complexity of the 

non-human environment, and more important, an attempt to incorporate 

this complexity into the definition and classification of environ

ments themselves. 
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Dryer describes the basic elements of environment as 

pedographic (relief, minerals and soils), hydrographic (streams, lakes, 

etc.)> climatic (temperature, rainfall, winds etc.). phytographic 

(vegetation), and zoographic (animal life). He chooses to develop 

his'classification system on the basis of vegetation because vegeta

tion is "the natural factor on which man is most directly and univer

sally dependent" (Dryer 1915. p. 122), and because the vegetation of 

a particular site is an expression of the interaction of climate, 

relief, and soil; as such it serves as an index of a region's 

"fitness to support animal and human life" (1916, p. 290). Relief 

and mineral resources provide the basis for further subdivision. 

Dryer's definition of environment, then, is one of 

the first indications of the trend towards the simultaneous expansion 

of the definition and the narrowing of the object of environment to 

focus on man. Dryer is also one of the first to recognize explicitly 

the relativistic nature of environment. His underlying concept of 

environment, however, is not fundamentally different from that of 

Davis. The approach remains dualistic in that the whole is still 

viewed as consisting of two basic elements. The essential difference 

is that now environment refers to the non-human phenomena of the 

earth rather than simply the inorganic. 

Ellen Churchill Semple 

From a geographic standpoint the definition of 

environment receives its fullest development in the work of Ellen 



Churchill Semple. In several papers published between 1900 and 

1911, and in her book Influences of Geographic Environment (Semple 

1911), she lays out a definition of environment which is notable for 

its emphasis on spatial variables. This emphasis is undoubtedly 

a reflection of the older, more mature tradition in human geography 

with which she came in contact during her studies in Germany. 

Unfortunately, Semple never provides a complete, systematic 

summary of the content of environment, so there is a degree of un

certainty concerning the range of phenomena included. She appears 

to restrict her definition to the inorganic features of the earth's 

surface and, based on the content of Influences, the phenomena of 

environment can be organized into four categories that correspond to 

Davis1 four part classification: Space, Relief, Oceans, and Climate. 

One of the distinctive features of her definition is the 

emphasis she gives to spatial variables, especially location and area. 

"Location," she writes, "is the most important single geographical 

factor" (Semple 1911, p. 150), and "the location of a country or a 

people is always the supreme geographical fact in its history" 

(Semple 1911, p. 129). She distinguishes two dimensions to location, 

natural and vicinal, which widen the meaning of the term. Natural 

embodies "the complex of local geographic conditions," while vicinal 

refers "to the neighbors about them." The net result of this inter

pretation is that, through an abstract physical attribute of the earth, 

relative location, the definition of environment is opened up to 

include virtually the entire range of human phenomena. 
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Another significant feature of her approach is the 

emphasis she gives to the interplay of all geographic factors occur

ring at a given site. "The physical environment of a people," she 

maintains, "consists of all the natural conditions to which they 

have been subjected, not merely a part. Geography admits no blanket 

theory" (Semple 1911, p. 14). True to this position, and in contrast 

to many of her contemporaries, Semple downplays the role of climate. 

"Climatic influences," she writes, "have been erected into a blanket 

theory, and made to explain a wide range of social and historical 

phenomena which were properly the effect of other geographic factors" 

(Semple 1911, pp. 607_608). 

While she often writes of the interplay of environmental 

factors, however, her primary interest is in the role of landforms. 

"Anthropogeography," she writes, "has to do primarily with the forms 

and relief of the land" (Semple 1911, p. ^73)• This is clearly 

evident in her work. Almost half of Influences is devoted to a 

discussion of the influence of different landform types. Topographic 

conditions influence migration, modify soil and climate, and are 

major factors in the relative isolation and accessibility of peoples. 

On first inspection it might appear that Semple's 

definition of environment is, of the definitions discussed above, 

the least amenable to a simple human/non-human classification of 

phenomena. The inclusion of vicinal location provides an avenue 

through which a whole range of human phenomena enter as geographic 



factors, thus blurring the distinction between the two categories. 

However, in other respects it is clear that some sort of human/non-

human dichotomy is essential to her concept of environment. Whether 

for literary effect or because it accurately reflects her view, 

environment is occasionally personified as the earth or nature in 

her writing. For example, in the introductory paragraph of Influences, 

she writes, "the earth has mothered him, fed him, set him tasks, 

directed his thoughts ..." (Semple 1911, p. 1). Later in the same 

work she affirms this notion of environment: "The earth," she 

asserts, "is an inseparable whole. Each country or sea is physically 

and historically intelligible only as a portion of that whole" 

(Semple 1911, P« 30). Thus, despite superficial appearances, Semple's 

concept of environment lies very much within the dualistic framework 

of the man-land tradition. 

Conclusion 

These four definitions of environment illustrate the 

range of views prevalent under the environmentalist definition of 

geography during the first decade and a half of the twentieth century, 

and also something of the nature and direction of change in geo

graphic concepts of environment during the period. Several elements 

of these definitions are significant. The division of earthly 

phenomena into an inorganic or non-human component on the one hand 

and an organic or human component on the other hand was, as Hartshorne 

(1939, 1959) has noted, the effect of introducing a dualistic element 
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into geography. The tendency was to think of environment as a 

thing, an independent entity equivalent to the earth, Nature, the 

inorganic, or physical conditions. Even where there is some recog

nition of the relativistic nature of environment, as in the work of 

Tower (1908) and Dryer (1915) the intent is not so much to revise 

the basic concept of environment to reflect its relation to the 

thing environed as to define more accurately the types of environments 

than can be correlated with human or life responses (Dryer 1915). 

Of early twentieth century American geographers, only Brigham (in 

Roorbach 1914; Brigham 1915), appears to have recognized the serious 

conceptual difficulties associated with the view of environment as 

enti ty. 

The question of the content of environment is somewhat 

more complex because the definition of environment was expanded over 

the first two decades to include a progressively wider range of 

phenomena (Taaffe 197^> P- 5). Pattison (1931, pp. 159~160) argues 

that the inorganic definition was a product of American geography's 

physiographic heritage and that it dominated geography until Barrows' 

presidential address in 1922. In this address Barrows defined 

"natural environment" as "the combined physical and biological 

environments" and suggested that this was the definition most commonly 

used by his contemporaries. According to Pattison, Barrows' expan

sion of the definition signalled the decisive break with the physio

graphic school. However, there is much evidence to suggest that the 



non-human definition of environment had been in use for some time. 

The papers by Dryer (1915, 1916, 1920) and. Joerg (191*0 show that 

biotic phenomena, vegetation in particular, had entered into some 

definitions of environment as early as 1914. This clearly reflects 

the influence of European regionalists, most notably Herbertson 

(1905). 

On the whole though, Pattison's assertion that prior 

to Barrows' address most geographers had adopted an inorganic 

definition is generally correct. While some geographers had begun 

to incorporate biotic phenomena into their definitions of environ

ment, most adhered to the inorganic definition until at least 1915• 

Emerson (1908, p. 588) presents an inorganic definition that differs 

from that of Davis only by the inclusion of a locational dimension. 

Tower affirmed the inorganic/organic dichotomy in a paper written in 

1910, asserting that "the line of cleavage between these two sides 

is sharp enough so that there is little room for question regarding 

their relative spheres" (Tower 1910, p. 807). Even Semple stated 

that anthropogeography was concerned "primarily with the forms and 

relief of the land" (Semple 1911, P« ^73)- Perhaps of more signifi

cance is the range of responses to Roorbach's survey of 1914, in 

which he reported that there was "general agreement" that geographic 

work focused on the "relationship between the physical earth and 

its inhabiting organisms" (Roorbach 1914, p. 802), and quoted 

Whitbeck, Emerson and Dryer to the same effect. 
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It seems reasonable, then, to assume that through the 

mid-teens at least the inorganic version was the prevailing definition 

among geographers. The earth was believed to consist of two broad 

classes of phenomena, the inorganic and the organic, and environment 

was defined as the inorganic portion of this dichotomy. Thus, the 

basic approach adopted by geographers was explicitly dualistic in 

that the emphasis was on the interaction between two great sets of 

forces, the inorganic environment on the one hand, and the organic 

inhabitants on the other. However, this dualism was not an end 

in itself, for while all earthly phenomena were, divided into two 

categories, the sum of these two sets of phenomena is a whole—the 

earth and its organic inhabitants. The basic conceptual framework 

is holistic. The approach is dualistic. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE ROLE OF ENVIRONMENT IN THE 
ORGAN ISM-ENVIRONMENT RELATIONSHIP 

The phenomena geographers have included in their 

definition constitutes one dimension of their concept of environment, 

and the manner in which environment affected man constitutes anothers. 

In the early twentieth century no one attempted to 

systematize the dynamics of the man-environment relationship in a 

manner similar to the classifications presented in the previous 

chapter. That environment was the controlling factor in the man-

environment relationship was assumed and asserted, but relatively 

little attention was paid to the dynamics of the relationship 

itself. I argue that the failure to examine this dimension results 

from the confusion generated by the juxtaposition of a holistic 

framework and a dualistic approach. By holistic framework I refer 

to "the earth and its inhabitants," viewed as a whole, a phrase 

adopted by Davis from Ritter's "the earth and man" (Hartshorne 1981). 

The division of this whole into inorganic and organic portions was 

the basis for the dualistic approach advocated by Davis (1907) and 

others, but they failed to develop a method by which the dynamics of 

the relationship could be understood. 
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The Geographical Theory of Cultural Evolution 

At the core of early twentieth century American geo

graphic thought was a theory which accorded the physical environment 

a primary role in organic evolution. Most studies simply assumed 

such a theory but did not elaborate on it. Ellsworth Huntington, 

Ellen Churchill Semple, and Robert DeCourcy Ward are among the few 

geographers of the period who attempt to place their work within an 

overall theoretical context, and I focus on the ideas developed in 

their work as the most coherent body of thought in early twentieth 

century American human geography. The dynamics of the man-environment 

relationship are discussed in some detail, and a general model of 

cultural evolution is developed which both illustrates these dynamics 

and serves as a basis for the discussion of man-environment relation

ships in the modern world. 

The theories of Semple, Ward, and Huntington are quite 

similar, indicative of the convergence of geographic thought around 

a common evolutionary model. All three hold a similar view of the 

environment-organism relationship, and describe a similar evolutionary 

progression. They consider climate to be the principal environmental 

factor in cultural evolution, but whi le Semple and Ward consider cl imate 

to be constant, and unchanging, a major element of Huntington's 

theory is that climate is dynamic and changing over relatively short 

periods of time. This leads to somewhat different conclusions about 

the geographical march of civilization, but the differences are not 

significant in terms of the man-environment relationship. 



3^ 

The main feature of their theory is an emphasis on 

external factors as the primary driving forces in cultural evolution 

combined with the notion that human social evolution is progressive 

and inevitable. The process of evolution depends on the occupation 

of increasingly challenging environments, and each stage of cultural 

evolution is associated with a particular type of environment. As 

cultural development proceeds, man's relations with the earth become 

more numerous and complex. 

Although neither Semple, Huntington, nor Ward defines 

distinct stages in the evolution of civilization, all three assume 

and describe a general causal relationship between climate and civili

zation. Semple elaborates on this general relationship between the 

level of civilization and type of environment by introducing other 

elements such as the role of different sized water bodies and different 

types of landforms in inhibiting or facilitating the development of 

civilization. Semple (1911, p. 12) points out that no single type of 

environment is optimal for all stages of civilization. Instead, each 

stage (I use the word loosely) has a certain type of environment 

which is optimal for it in terms of the capabilities and needs of 

that stage of civilization. In this chapter I review this evolution

ary model, analyze the dynamics of the man-environment relationship 

as developed here and in the literature in general, and conclude by 

formulating an overall concept of environment based on the discussion 

in this and the previous chapter. 
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In early twentieth century American geography the 

man-environment relationship was often described as the interaction 

of two forces, heredity and environment. Within this relationship 

environment is thought to ilnfceract wi th heredity, the genetic potential 

of a given race, to produce civilization. Thus, while race is 

recognized as a significant factor in cultural evolution, the 

expression of racial potential depends on the character of the 

physical environment. This emphasis on external stimuli as the 

principal driving force in cultural evolution forms the basis for 

the geographic model of cultural evolution. Contemporary geographers 

were, for the most part, adherents of the challenge-response thesis 

in which cultural development is a response to appropriately challeng

ing conditions. "Civilization was thus probably first developed," 

writes Ward, "not where the overwhelming superabundance of nature's 

gifts seems to offer the best conditions, but where man was under some 

stress of labor, some spur to effort, in less favorable natural con

ditions, but such as developed him" (Ward 1908, p. 10; see also 

Semple 1911, p. 327). As the process of cultural development pro

ceeds, cultures require progressively stronger external stimuli to 

advance, and conditions which at an earlier stage were overwhelming, 

offer the opportunity at a later stage for continued cultural 

advancement (Semple 1911, pp. 12, 477-482). 

The outlines of this theory are as follows (Semple 1911» 

Ward 1908b, Thomas 1925, Huntington 1915). Man evolved in the 



tropics and lived there during the earliest stages of cultural 

evolution. The tropical environment, however, was, on the one hand, 

too hospitable to provide the necessary level of stimulation for 

cultural advancement, and on the other hand, mentally and physically 

debilitating, sapping man of the mental and physical energy required 

for the development of civilization. Therefore, man was doomed to 

remain at a primitive, pre-civi1ized level as long as he remained in 

the tropics. Gradually, man moved out of the tropics, coming into 

contact with and adapting to increasingly challenging environments, 

and as a result, advancing to progressively higher levels of cultural 

development. Over thousands of years, the center of civilization 

moved steadily northward as people mastered increasingly challenging 

environments, culminating in the north temperate zone in West 

European civilization, "the most important, most steadily progressive 

civilization" in the world (Semple 1911, p. 63^*) -

This model of cultural evolution consists of two 

related components: a challenge-response argument and a physiological 

argument. The former assumes that cultural development is the pro

duct of the response to an appropriate environmental challenge and 

that without this challenge cultural development is unlikely. The 

latter assumes that certain physical conditions have a deleterious 

effect on mental and physical vitality and conversely, that there 

are environments which are beneficial. The two components are inte

grated in the climatic argument that permanent heat is debilitating; 



that man needs the stimulus of seasonal change and a cold period. 

Ward (1908b, p. 27k) states that "behind our civilization there lies 

what has been well called a 'climatic discipline'—the discipline of 

a cool season which shall refresh and stimulate both physically and 

mentally, and prevent the deadening effect of continued heat." 

Huntington recognizes a similar set of relationships 

between climate and human energy, but introduces climatic change 

through time as a primary factor in the distribution of civilization 

past and present. He establishes empirically optimal climatic con

ditions for human activity, and finds that these are identical to 

the climatic conditions now prevailing in northwestern Europe and 

the northeastern United States. He argues on the basis of historical 

and physical evidence that these conditions once prevailed further 

south, that during historical times there have been shifts (he calls 

them climatic pulsations) in climatic zones, and that these shifts 

have been associated with the rise and fall of past civilizations. 

"Not only in the present, but also in the past," he asserts, "no 

nation has risen to the highest grade of civilization except in 

regions where the climatic stimulus is great" (Huntington 1915, 

p. 270). 

Huntington's contribution to a geographic theory of 

evolution is two-fold. First, he defines fairly precisely the 

optimal climatic conditions for peak human mental and physical per

formance, and second he offers an alternative to the simple north

ward march of civilization advocated by Ward and Semple. Climatic 



change, not human migration, is the cause of the progressive north

ward movement of civilization. His thesis, however, is based on a 

physiological argument, and the challenge-response component which 

figures strongly in the models of Semple and Ward is assumed but 

undeveloped. 

Semple extends this aspect of the argument by intro

ducing the economic and social role of climate in keeping with the 

challenge-response thesis. Here seasonal contrasts in moisture 

during the early stages of cultural evolution, and in temperature 

during the later stages, provide the sitmulus. The necessity of 

producing sufficient food, shelter, and other materials during the 

summer season to last the winter is the stimulus which led to cultural 

development. As man migrated further north, seasonal contrasts 

became greater, and the growing season shorter, stimulating man to 

greater productivity and the formation of more sophisticated 

economic and social organizations. This process continued until 

the center of civilization reached the north temperate zone; countries 

of this zone, "whose climate avoids both these extremes [of great 

heat and great cold] and abounds in contrasts, whose summers are pro

ductive enough to supply food for the winter, and whose winters 

give both motive and energy for the summer's work, are richer in 

cultural possibilities and hence in historical importance" (Semple 

1911, p. 629). 
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Climate, however, provides only a general background 

for the process of cultural evolution, and Semple focuses most of 

her attention on the role played by the configuration of the earth's 

surface. Here themes such as isolation and accessibility, area, 

and the size of water bodies are the main general factors in cultural 

evolution. Isolation in a relatively constricted area is conducive 

to cultural development at an early stage of civilization, accessi

bility equally so at a later stage, once some threshold of develop

ment has been passed. Similarly, large open areas such as plains 

prevent cultural development at early stages but facilitate growth 

and expansion in later stages. The growth of civilization is also 

accompanied by the use of larger water bodies. Smaller areas of 

water with abundant bays and inlets serve as a training ground in 

which a people at an early stage of civilization learn how to sail 

and navigate. As civilization progresses, seamanship improves and 

larger bodies of water are used. Thus, with the development of 

civilization there is a progression in water relations from lakes 

to enclosed seas to oceans. Semple's theory of cultural evolution 

then is a truly global process in which climate and the configuration 

of the earth's surface interact with man in the development of civili

zation. 

A final element of the theory concerns the evolution 

of man-environment relations during the course of cultural develop

ment. Two general positions prevailed in geography at this time. 



In one, the progressive advance of civilization was accompanied by, 

indeed was based upon, man's increasing mastery of his environment 

so that gradually he was freed from most if not all environmental 

constraints. In the other, the progress of civilization obscured 

the influence of environment in the complexity of the relationship, 

but environment still remained the decisive control. 

The first view was apparently held by Hubbard (1894, 

p. 22), Bryce (1886, p. 441), and Tarr (1900, p. 14), and it is 

discussed briefly by Goode in 1904 (pp. 342-343). Following Herbert 

Spencer he distinguishes a physical and social environment, and argues 

that as civilization develops man becomes increasingly independent of 

the physical environment while the social environment gains in signi

ficance. "Progress in social evolution," he writes, "is a record of 

a changing ratio between the influence of the physical environment 

and this growing social environment. This changing ratio shows a 

growing independence of the physical environment on the part of man, 

even a domination over it"(Goode 1904, pp. 342-343). 

The second position had greater support among early 

twentieth century geographers, possibly because it validated the 

study of the influence of environment on civilized man (Huntington 

1915; Smith 1907; Dryer 1916; Semple 1911). The argument was that 

as civilization progresses, man's relations with his environment 

become more numerous and hence complex, though he becomes less 

dependent on any single element. Furthermore, while he is able to 
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manipulate his environment to a much greater degree, he achieves 

this not by domination, but through a greater understanding of 

Nature's laws. As civilization advances man and environment become 

increasingly interdependent. Semple describes this process: 

Since progress in civilization involves an increasing 
exploitation of natural advantages and the development 

of closer relations between a land and its people, it is 
an erroneous idea that man tends to emancipate himself 

more and more from the control of the natural conditions 
forming at once the foundation and environment of his 
activities. On the contrary, he multiplies his dependen
cies upon nature; but while increasing their sum total, 

he diminishes the force of each. There lies the gist of 
matter. As his bonds become more numerous, they become 
more elastic. Civilization has lengthened his leash and 
padded his collar, so that it does not gall; but the 

leash is never slipped (Semple 1911, pp. 69-70). 

The latter view of the evolution of human-environment 

relations is in consonance with the model of cultural evolution 

that prevailed, for it suggests the continuing role of the environ

ment in the development of civilization. Moreover, it provides a 

glimpse of the holistic world view which lies behind the dualistic 

approach to the organism-environment relationship. The inorganic 

and organic are linked together to form an evolving whole. The 

progress of civilization leads not to the increasing independence 

of humans from their physical environment, but to increasing 

dependence and in some cases interdependence, for, inevitably, the 

theme of human transformation of the environment slips into these 

discussions. The net result of this view is to see organic 

evolution as a continuation of the process of inorganic evolution. 



Thus, the inorganic and organic are linked together to form a 

single evolving whole. 

These basic features of the model of cultural evolution 

developed by early twentieth century American geographers yield 

several significant points. First, the model ascribes to the physical 

environment, especially climate and the configuration of the earth's 

surface, a primary role in the evolution of civilization and, more 

generally, in the evolution of life. Second, the man-environment 

relationship is described as one in which the physical environment 

acts on heredity. Environment is portrayed as active, man as passive. Third, 

cultural evolution is a part of, and consistent with, the progressive 

development of the earth as a whole. Finally, the geographic model 

of cultural evolution involves an evolving symbiosis in which the 

ties binding man to the earth multiply and diversify with the 

development of civilization. 

The Man-Envi ronment Relationship 

In the geographic conceptions of the man-environment 

relationship, very little attention is paid to the dynamics of the 

relationship itself. The precise mechanisms which account for macro 

level trends are addressed in only a rudimentary fashion, and there 

is considerable ambiguity regarding the roles of the various elements 

of the relationship. This basic gap in the theoretical framework 

can only be partially attributed to the state of the biological and 

social sciences. More significantly, it indicates that geographic 



evolutionary theory is a theory of environment, not of the thing 

environed. It is a holistic theory, in that it deals with the 

entire earth including man and nature; as such, it derives its 

justification not from the basic mechanisms of the man-environment 

relationship, but from a world view which leads to a particular 

interpretation of that relationship. Logic flows downward from the 

macro-level, not upward. Therefore, the mechanisms of the man-

environment relationship are not so much the foundation upon which 

the theory rests, as comparatively minor details through which the 

grand picture is translated downward into the individual example. 

This is not to deny the essential dualism of the pre

vailing approach to the organism-environment relationship, for 

geographers tended to view the whole earth as consisting of two 

great sets of opposing forces, the physical environment on the one 

hand and life on the other. Just as they viewed environment as an 

entity, they frequently conceived of life in the same manner. 

"Life is a unit," pronounced Davis (1906, p. 79) and this view was 

echoed by Tower (1910, p. 810). With respect to man, the tendency 

was to view the man-environment relationship as the interaction 

between environment and heredity. Semple, for example, asserts 

that "in every great problem of history there are two main factors: 

variously stated as heredity and environment, man and his geographic 

conditions, the internal forces of race and the external forces of 

habitat" (Semple 1911, p. 2). 



According to the evolutionary model presented earlier, 

culture is assumed to be a product of the interaction between environ

ment and heredity. However, this did not mean that culture was an 

independent, intervening variable, but that environment acted on race 

to produce culture. In practice, this relationship was often simplifed 

and culture associated with race. Huntington, for example, writes 

that "the nature of a people's culture, like the flavor of a fruit, 

depends upon racial inheritance" (Huntington 1915, p. 1). The 

result is that culture is often discounted as a factor in the relation

ship, and the characteristics of a people are attributed to either 

race or environment. 

This perspective is especially evident in the work of 

Huntington (1915, pp. 11-3*0 but it occurs in much of the geographic 

literature of the period. Phenomena which would today be considered 

products of the social environment were considered to be either 

properties of the race in question or products of the physical 

environment. Emerson (1911, p. 14), for example, attributes the 

spread of slavery primarily to "the geographic factors of soils, 

topography, and climate," and relegates social, political and 

cultural factors to a secondary role. Tarr (1900, p. 14), in refer

ence to the building of the Erie Canal, writes "this in no mere 

matter of chance, nature provided for it and man merely accepted the 

condition." Finally, Parkins (1911, p. 29), in evaluating the 

relative importance of human and natural factors in the development 



of summer resorts in the Adi rondacks, states that "here human causes 

have served to counteract natural ones but the natural have been more 

effective." In all these works the dominant role of environment 

looms large while the role of man as an active agent is present only 

in a muted form. 

Most human geographers of this period subscribed to 

the basic Davisian framework and characterized the dynamics of the 

man-environment relationship as consisting of an environmental con

trol and a human response. Hence, the prevalence of such verbs as 

control, influence, determine, condition, dictate, and limit when 

referring to the actions of environment and of verbs such as respond 

and submit, and the use of the passive voice when referring to the 

actions of man. Bowman (1919, p. kk), for example, in reference to 

the Indians of the Andes, states that "the environing forces of 

earth, air, and water have strongly and persistently moulded the 

will and deeds of its people." Johnson (1909, p. 611) asserts that 

physical factors "impose controlling conditions upon transportation" 

and Daly (1899, p. ̂ 44) claims that "the history of the inhabitants 

of Palestine is controlled by the physiography of the land." 

Environment in most of these studies was perceived as 

a force which could be measured and its potency determined, as Sauer 

(1924, p. 18) observed. In Roorbach's (1914, P- 803) survey, for 

example, the principal task of geography was listed as "the exact 

determination of the influence of physical environment." In the 



relationships and interpreted any apparent correlation in accordance 

with that model. The existence of environmental influence was not 

an issue. Therefore, if a relationship could be shown, then environ

mental influence was proven. This accounts for the interpretive 

rather than analytical quality of most studies of geographic influ

ence conducted during this period. 

Geographers' perception of the man-environment relation

ship was not as simplistic or naive as many later geographers have 

suggested it was, however. Thei r assertion of environmental control 

did not mean that human beings were simply passive respondents to 

external forces nor did it preclude the existence of conscious human 

choice and action. In fact, conscious human choice was probably 

assumed in most cases. Davis (1904, p. 25), for example, phrases 

his description of organic response in such a way that it appears 

a conscious choice has been made. "Certain organic inhabitants of 

the Earth," he writes, "have found it to their advantage to be guided 

in certain actions by the conditions of their inorganic environment," 

and adds that "it matters not whether the action is conscious the 

essential feature is that the item involve a response or reaction 

of organism to environment." 

Brigham (1910, pp. 446-^7) is even clearer on the issue 

of human choice and the role of environmental influence. "The 

geographer knows as well as anyone that a human volition stands 

between physical things and the current of man's actions which we 
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call history," but "when the geographer finds a thing or group of 

things in the field of land form, . . . whose existence, or contact, 

or presence have led to human actionor movement or a given sort, is 

he stopped from saying that these things have Influenced human 

life? ... we need not ascribe anything like volitional initiative 

in order to credit environment with a strong force in shaping the 

current of human life." 

The characterization of environmental influence as one 

of control, then, is not entirely a denial of conscious human choice 

and action, for it is through human volition that environmental 

influence is manifested in a cultural response. Rather, it is based 

on the assumption that human action, conscious or not, is lawful, and 

therefore, that it conforms to environmental conditions. Thus, the 

assertion of environmental control was not the product of a crude, 

simplistic view of the organism-environment relationship, but of the 

assumption that the behavior of both organism and environment is 

lawful with respect to a larger whole. It is at this level then, 

in the linkage between environmental influence and organic response, 

that the holistic element of the early environmentalist conception 

of the environment-organism relationship is most clearly evident. 

The prevailing model assumed that the organism behaved in a manner 

which conformed to the needs of the entire system rather than as 

an individual agent with his own agenda which may or may not have 

conformed to the needs of the system. The distinction is between a 



system-based and an actor-based approach to the organism-environment 

relationship. The former is holistic, the latter reductionist. 

Early twentieth century American geographers opted for a variant of 

a system-based model in which the physical environment is the 

driving component of the system as a whole. In this view, human 

beings make conscious choices, but their choices are not independent; 

they are the product of the larger system of which they are a part. 

Thus, environmental influence is not simply the action of one half 

of a dichotomy on the other half, but the manifestation of the lawful 

order of the earth as a whole. 

Conclusion 

For the most part, geographers did not self consciously 

address the mechanism by which the influence of environment on 

organisms or on man was manifested. They asserted that environment 

was dominant and they assumed strong determinism, even as they 

acknowledged, at least occasionally, the reality of human choice. 

I attribute this apparent contradiction to the holistic framework 

lying behind their dualistic approach, for invariably, in holistic 

approaches, the emphasis is on the functioning of the system as a 

whole, and the actions of individuals are viewed as contributing to 

it. Thus, the mechanisms by which individual actions are influenced 

by the system as a whole are often ignored. This is evident in the 

ecosystem model in present day ecology (Richerson 1977). and is the 

central issue in the substantivist-formalist debate in economic 



anthropology (Leclair and Schnieder 1963, pp. ^0-233)• The problem 

in geography was similar, although it was confused by the fact that 

the stated purpose was not to explain the functioning of the whole, 

but the significance of one of its parts—the influence of inorganic 

conditions on life. The result is a tension between two only 

partially compatible conceptual frameworks, a holistic superstructure, 

and a dualistic approach to the phenomena contained therein. 

Environment was, on the one hand, a distinct entity whose force could 

be measured and whose influence on life determined, while on the 

other, it was an expression of a larger whole, the manifestation of 

the lawful order of the earth. This latter dimension of the concept 

of environment accounts for the neglect of the process by which the 

influence of environment was translated into a life response. The 

means did not concern geographers. Their interest lay in the fact 

of a response. A cause and effect relationship was assumed because 

no other force was considered capable of producing such an effect. 

On the basis of this review we can formulate an over

all concept of environment which incorporates both the principal 

elements of the definition developed in the preceding chapter, and 

the role of environment in the organism-environment relationship. 

Five general points can be made: 

1. Environment refers to the physical earth, especially the 

earth's surface and atmosphere. 



2. From the perspective of life on earth the two principal 

elements of environment are climate and landforms. 

3- Within the man-environment relationship environment is 

the dominant force. 

k. Environment is a primary, in some cases the primary, 

force in organic and cultural evolution. 

5. Environment is the embodiment of natural law. it is an 

expression of the order and harmony of the earth as a whole. 

These are the basic elements of the geographic concept 

of environment that prevailed in the early century. While they serve 

to define the concept, they reveal little more than the bare outlines 

of the broader meaning of the term. In the following chapters I 

explore these more general aspects of the role of environment in 

American geography. 



CHAPTER 4 

ENVIRONMENT IN RELATION TO AMERICAN 
GEOGRAPHIC THOUGHT 

Up to this point I have concentrated primarily on the 

concept of environment itself. In the second and third chapters I 

identified the content of environment and examined its role in the 

organism-environment relationship. Based on this review I developed 

a concept of environment representative of prevailing geographic 

thought. In this chapter I focus on the relationship between this 

concept of environment and the structure of early twentieth century 

American geographic thought. Three main points are developed here. 

First, the tension between holistic and dualistic tendencies is 

integral to the conceptual framework of early twentieth century 

geographic thought. Second, the concept of environment reflects this 

tension. Third, this concept of environment was the central element 

of the conceptual framework as a whole. 

American geographic thought was based on a world view 

which was ultimately holistic, but which conceived of the world as 

consisting of two parts—inorganic and organic. Evolution was per

ceived as confirmation of the existence of a causal link between the 

two parts, and thus as providing the basic unifying mechanism for 

this model. The whole was thus seen to be sustained by a chain of 
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causation extending from the inorganic to.the organic. Geography, 

as the study of the influence of inorganic phenomena on life, focused 

on this link between the physical and biological worlds. It had as 

its principal task the formulation of the causal laws governing this 

relationship. As such it was the central, unifying discipline, the 

only one capable of synthesizing the information of all the other 

sciences in terms of the earth as a whole. 

This model was based on four structural elements in 

addition to the concept of environment. Evolutionary theory provided 

the overall theoretical framework. The definition gave the field 

a focus and a basis for internal organization. The bridge concept 

defined geography's relationship to neighboring sciences and finally, 

the deterministic philosophy defined the behavior of geographic 

subject matter. In the following sections I examine each of these 

four elements of contemporary geographic thought and then relate 

them as a group to the concept of environment developed earlier. 

Evol Litibnary Theory 

The first element, evolutionary theory, was the 

principal inspiration behind early twentieth century American geo

graphic thought. As interpreted by geographers, evolution provided 

geography with a scientific rationale and, they believed, a theoreti

cal framework which transformed geography into a truly modern science. 

"It cannot be doubted," wrote Davis, "that the spirit which has given 
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life to the letter of the subject is the principle of evolution— 

inorganic and organic" (Davis 1900 ,  p. 70) . .  

Evolution was incorporated into geography in two 

distinct but related forms: change through time and the adaptation 

of organisms to their physical environment. The former, as Stoddart 

(1966) has shown, was the basis for Davis' geographical cycle. The 

latter was the basis for the environmentalist definition of geog

raphy. Consequently, it is the more significant in terms of the 

discipline as a whole (Glacken 1973; Thomas 1925) » although it should 

be remembered that the significance of adaptation comes from its role 

as the primary mechanism in evolution. 

The debt of geographers to Darwinian thought is clearly 

and specifically acknowledged in papers by Smith (1907, p. 472), 

Newbigin (1911, P- 11), and Dryer (1920, pp. 7"8) all of whom attribute 

the focusing of geography on the environment-organism relationship 

as Dryer (1920 ,  p. 7) put it, "the Darwinian leaven." Darwinian 

evolution had shown that plants and animals are closely adapted to 

their physical environments and that this process of adaptation was 

an essential part of organic evolution. Since human beings are 

also animals, they too must be adapting to their environments, so 

cultural evolution must, to some extent, be a product of this inter

action. Darwinian evolution was interpreted as scientific proof of 

the existence of a causal link between life, particularly man, and 

the physical environment, thereby establishing scientifically the 



unity of inorganic and organic phenomena (Herbst 1961). It provided 

geography with both a focus, the relationship between the inorganic 

and organic, and a theoretical base, evolution. The phenomena of 

geography could now be organized and systematized in accordance with 

scientific principles. "The doctrine of evolution," wrote Newbigin, 

"has added a unifying and co-ordinating principle which has not only 

prevented geography from being crushed by the enormous increase in 

known facts, but has also for the first time raised it to the level 

of a science" (Newbigin 1911 ,  p. 11) .  

In sum, then, evolutionary theory provided geography 

with a holistic framework which served as the basic theoretical 

justification for the structure of early twentieth century American geo

graphic thought. The assumption that the organism's adaption to its 

physical environment was the principal mechanism of evolution vali

dated the definition of geography as the study of the influence of 

physical environment on life. This in turn was the basis for the 

geographic conception of the organism-environment relationship. 

Evolutionary theory, by appearing to demonstrate the existence of a 

causal link between inorganic and organic phenomena, supported the 

classical geographic assumption that both inorganic and organic 

phenomena are subject to the same laws and therefore can be studied 

in the same manner (Wrigley 1965; Herbst 1961). In addition, geo

graphy's disciplinary relationships, as embodied in the bridge 

concept (see Definition of Geography), were predicated on the 



assumption that evolution demonstrated the essential unity of all 

phenomena. Finally, as interpreted by geographers, evolution vali

dated the nature and role of environment as the principal force in 

organic evolution, thereby assuring the concept a central role in 

early twentieth century American geographic thought. 

The Definition of Geography 

The second element of this model consists of the 

definition of geography and the orientation to the subject matter. 

Actually, four closely related definitions of geography were in use 

in America during the period of interest: geography as the study 

of the earth as the home of man, geography as the study of the 

relationship between the physical environment and life, geography 

as the study of environment and its relationships to life, and 

geography as the study of the distribution of phenomena on the 

earth's surface. The first circulated among schoolmen in the 1890's, 

and was probably taken from Ritter (Parks 1893; Hartshorne 1981, p. 142) 

As interpreted by American geographers it was probably identical to 

the third definition, "geography is the study of the environment in 

relation to life" (see Parker 1893)> and is treated as such here. 

The best known definition of geography from this period 

is that developed by Davis sometime around the turn of the century 

and used by him in numerous papers including his presidential address 

of 1905 (Hartshorne 1981). Davis defines geography as the study of 

the "relationship between the earth and its inhabitants" (Davis 



1902, p. 36) within which the critical element is "some relation 

between an element of inorganic control and organic response" 

(Davis 1906, p. 71) Geography so defined, "involves the knowledge of 

two great classes of facts: first, all those facts of inorganic 

environment which enter into relationships with the Earth's inhabi

tants; second all those responses by which the inhabitants, from the 

lowest to the highest, have adjusted themselves to their environment" 

(Davis 1902, pp. 33-3*0 • 

Neither of these groups alone is considered geography, 

however, they enter into geography only as causes or responses. 

Study of the phenomena of each class for itself is the task of the 

appropriate systematic science. Geography involves only the relation

ship between them. It is, he (Davis 1902, p. 36) goes on to say, 

"especially the factor of relationship of Earth and inhabitants that 

characterizes geography as a science apart from other sciences, and 

that gives an essential unity of content and discipline to all its 

varied parts." 

With regard to the scope of the field, Davis outlined 

three different positions which could be taken with respect to the 

inclusion of organic phenomena. The first and most conservative 

would limit geography to what he calls physiography or physical geo

graphy. The second would include "the more manifest relations into 

wjjiichi it (physiography) enters with various forms of life, parti

cularly man," and the third "would treat ontography as thoroughly as 



physiography" (Davis 1906, p. 77). By ontography, Davis (1906, p. 7*0 

meant "the study of the organic act or deed or motive which results 

in a response or relation when a physiographic control is encountered." 

Davis took the third position which is in accordance with his focus on 

the relationship between inorganic and organic phenomena. For Davis, 

the center of gravity lay right in the middle, although the direction 

of the relationship proceeded from earth to life (Davis 1906, p. 77). 

Taken literally, Davis1 definition constitutes a radical 

departure from the position of Ritter, Guyot and others, for by 

defining geography as a particular relationship between two classes 

ofphenomena, neither of which is sufficient in itself to define 

the field, he relinquishes both the geographer's traditional home 

base, the Earth, and his anthropocentric orientation. However, in 

specifying that geography is based on a relationship between an 

inorganic control and an organic response, he bases his definition on 

both the prevailing concept of environment and on the related con

figuration of the organism-environment relationship, thus affirming 

the central role of environment in his concept of geography. 

The relationship definition was undoubtedly the one 

held by most geographers during this period. With only a couple of 

exceptions the respondents to Roorbach's questionnaire followed it, 

defining geography as "the study of the relationship between earth 

and life, particularly human life" (Roorbach 1914, p. 802). Barrows, 

in his presidential address of 1922, reaffirmed the central role of 



the relationship concept in geography, though he changed Davis' 

control-response formula to one based on reciprocal relationships. 

Barrow's version of Davis' original definition has remained one of 

the major themes in American geographic thought up to the present 

(Pattison 196^)• 

The second major definition circulating during this 

period includes the physical environment as a part of geography. 

This definition was held explicity by several geographers and was 
1 

probably assumed by many others who used Davis' relationship concept, 

but implicitly included the physical environment as a part of geo

graphy. It appears in two papers published in 1910 in which the 

authors attempt to build on the methodological structure set out by 

Davis. Each modifies Davis' position by shifting the center of 

gravity from the relationship between inorganic and organic phenomena 

to the physical environment of life. 

The first of these is Tower's attempt to systematize 

the relations between the various sub-fields of geography in accord

ance with Davis1 classification of earthly phenomena into physio

graphy and ontography. Tower affirms Davis' definition, pointing 

out that "it changes the emphasis from mere description to scientific 

explanation" and "provides the unifying principle of relationship 

about which the subject may be developed as a true, organized 

science" (Tower 1910, p. 806).. He differs from the strict inter

pretation of Davis' definition, however, by including the pursuit of 



physiography within geography, arguing that "investigations in 

physiography alone," in that they serve "to make clearer important 

aspects of life environments, are direct contributions to the subject 

of geography." Therefore,"while physiography may be studied and 

considered by itself, geography, as here interpreted, cannot be 

studied or taught successfully without physiography—the environment 

to which the life responses are made" (Tower 1910, p. 825). Tower, 

then, shifted the center of gravity within geography over to physio

graphy, the study of the physical environment. He would include 

organic phenomena within geography only to the extent that signifi

cant and meaningful causal relationships can be traced between them 

and some inorganic control. 

Brigham takes a position similar to that of Tower. He 

advocates a more conservative view of the degree to which geographers 

should concern themselves with organic phenomena. Referring to 

Davis1 three alternatives he (Brigham 1910, p. kk3) writes, "I incline 

to the view that most of our work should follow the second alternative, 

dealing chiefly with unmistakable and commanding relations; in other 

words, setting useful limits on our traverse from the geographic 

toward the organic center." Brigham takes issue with Davis' 

attempt at a logical definition, commenting that "attempts to form 

a complete and logical definition often result in mental confusion 

and unprofi table hai r-spl i tting" (Brigham 1910, p. M2). While he 

acknowledges the importance of the relationship concept, he considers 

the phenomena themselves to be a part of geography. More significantly 



61 

Brigham believes that physical geography is the core of the discipline. 

The issue, as he sees it, is the extent to which organic phenomena 

should be considered, not vice versa, for, he (Brigham 1910, p. kkZ) 

states, "the topic concedes an inorganic side which is truly geo

graphic." Thus Brigham also would shift the center of gravity back 

to the inorganic side, for the study of the physical environment 

itself, not simply in relation to life, is geography's principal 

concern. As he (Brigham 1915, p. 15) makes clear in his presidential 

address of 1915, "as far as environmental factors are concerned the 

geographer alone is responsible for the knowledge of the total 

physical complex which the earth affords." 

Those advocating this position, then, wished to re

establish geography's traditional home base, the Earth, and to develop 

geography as an earth science whose domain includes the physical 

phenomena of the earth's surface and the relationship between this 

complex and life. In so doing, they reasserted the original physio

graphic rationale (Pattison 1981, p. 153) for geographic research 

on the influence of the physical environment of life. 

The third definition, geography as the study of the 

distribution of phenomena on the earth's surface, had only a limited 

following in this country although it was apparently well developed 

in England (Tower 1910, pp. 805-806.; Hill 1905). It was considered 

by Davis and Tower, and rejected because it did not provide a 
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distinctive field for geography. "If geography is only the science 

of distribution," writes Davis (1906, p. 702) "that is, the regional 

aspects of other subjects,—it: would be hardly worthwhile to main

tain the study of geography apart from that of the subjects whose 

regional aspects it considers." Tower (1910, p. 805) adds that 

"no unifying principle in the form of an adequate central theory is 

contained in the concept of geography as distribution alone, hence 

there is no basis on which it may be made either coherent or logically 

systematic." Both Davis and Tower argue that the distributional 

definition can be incorporated into the relationship definition if 

distributional studies are limited to these problems involving the 

relationship between earth and life. If this limitation is observed, 

then "the idea that geography is the study of the relation of the 

earth to life makes full allowance for all the European concept of 

distribution can logically claim" (Tower 1910, p. 806). ' 

The fullest statement of the distributional definition 

in American geography during this period is probably Huntington's 

paper published in the Builetin in 1913- Huntington develops his 

definition along the lines sketched out by Davis and Tower above. 

He (Huntington 1913, P- 646) defines geography "as the science 

dealing with the distribution of phenomena on the earth's surface 

and with the reasons for that distribution." Under this definition 

virtually anything which can be mapped is a legitimate subject for 

geographic inquiry. However, Huntington limits the explanation of 



distributions to physical factors such as topography, climate, etc., 

thus remaining within the relationship definition as formulated by 

Davi s. 

The three principal definitions circulating during 

the first two decades of the twentieth century represent variations 

on a single theme, the influence of physical environment on life, and 

express essentially the same dualistic view of earthly phenomena 

apparent in geographic conceptions of the organism-environment 

relationship. In all three definitions the physical environment, 

viewed as a whole, is set against life, viewed as a separate whole. 

In addition these definitions assume that the nature of living 

phenomena is largely a function of environment. The two components, 

then, are united to form a whole in which the physical environment 

is the causal force, life, the product of that force. Thus, while 

the dualistic approach is evident, the net effect is to unite in

organic and organic phenomena within an overall framework which is 

holistic. As Hartshorne (1981, p. 144) has said of Davis' perspective 

"Essentially Davis' picture of the field of geography was dualistic 

but unified by the principle of multiple relationships between the 

two halves." 

The definition of geography, then, exemplifies this 

tension between holistic world view and dualistic approach which 

pervades early twentieth century American geographic thought. The 

role of environment within this conceptual framework is also clearly 



expressed in these definitions, for the tension between holistic 

and dualistic elements is mirrored in the concept of environment 

itself—on the one hand a causal force, on the other, the embodiment 

of the whole. 

The Bridge Concept 

The third element of the model I call the "bridge 

concept." This is the idea that geography serves as a bridge between 

the physical and life sciences. It is based on the relationship 

definition of geography and is an expression of this definition on 

an interdisciplinary level. The idea of inorganic control-organic 

response is translated into the systematic disciplines representing 

the various physical sciences on the one hand, and the life sciences 

on the other. Geography is seen as the connecting link between them. 

The bridge concept appears to be similar to Pattison's 

(1978) intermediacy concept but is in fact quite different. Pattison 

derives the intermediacy concept from a literal reading of Salisbury's 

notice in the Bulletin of the American Geographical Society announcing 

the establishment of a geography department at the University of 

Chicago (Pattison 1978, p. 3; Salisbury 1903, P- 207). Based on his 

interpretation of this document, Pattison (1978, p. *0 suggests that 

"the ground intermediate" presented itself as not so much a gap 

separating established fields of knowledge as an interval into which 

existing instruction in geography, proceeding from those fields, could 

be extended." It is unclear from the context whether Pattison 
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considers the intermediacy concept to be a general expression of 

the relationship between geography and its related disciplines or 

simply a characterization of the approach to geographic instruction 

taken by Goode and Salisbury. At any rate, the bridge concept, with 

its emphasis on linking the two major sets of geographic phenomena 

together, appears to be more representative of geographic views on 

the subject both then and now (Hartshorne 1959, pp. 67-69). 

The bridge concept in one form or another can be 

traced back at least as far as the methodological statements of 

Bryce (1886) and Mackinder (1887) in England, and was often asso

ciated with the environmentalist definition and evolutionary theory. 

Variations in the form of the bridge concept tend to reflect the 

underlying concept of environment. Both Bryce and Mackinder, for 

example, include organic phenomena in their definitions of environ

ment. Thus the bridge for them is between Nature and Man (Bryce 

1886, p. 427; Mackinder 1887» P- 16). Most American geographers 

adopted an inorganic definition of environment and describe the 

bridge accordingly as linking the physical environment and life 

(see McMurry 1895, p. M9 for an exception to this view). 

Several statements of the bridge concept can be found 

in the American geographic literature of the early twentieth century. 

Huntington (1913, p- 652)., for example, in an article on geography 

in the Bulletin declares that, "geography stands, as it were, between 



the science of geology, which deals with the interior of the earth, 

and the great group of sciences, such as biology, ethnology, economics, 

and history, which deal with life as it now exists. Brigham (1915, 

p. 17) quotes Bryce's 1886 statement in his presidential address, 

and later that year Salisbury expresses essentially the same senti

ments in an alumni address. "Geography," he (Salisbury 1915, p. 117) 

states, "is a connecting link between geology, physiography, and 

climatology, on the one hand, and zoology, botany, sociology, economics, 

and shitory on the other." 

Often these statements occur in contexts which suggest 

that the author is simply trying to locate geography with respect to 

other sciences as a reference point for his audience (Huntington 

1913; Salisbury 1915)* However, the bridge concept is also a genuine 

expression of the holistic interpretation of evolutionary theory 

which characterized early twentieth centruy American geography. 

Geographers and others perceived that evolutionary theory, by 

sparking an interest in the interrelationships of phenomena, had 

led to the breakdown of the traditional barriers between the sciences 

(Newbigin 1911), and many geographers believed, with Newbigin (1911, 

p. 13) that geography could become "the central unifying science" 

as the bridge between the physical and life sciences. 

Brigham expresses this view clearly in his presidential 

address. He sees geographers as participants in a broad intellectual 

inquiry, the understanding of man's place on earth. It is the task 



of geographers to bring together the information of the other sciences 

and to organize it into a picture of the earth as a whole. "Why should 

there be geographers?" he asks: 

We say because there is no other tt> organize the data of 
all these sciences in relation to the whole earth, as we 
see it and know it. Why a human geographer? Because 

there is no other to exhibit the human kind (not now but 

in some coming day) in its causal and distributional 
relation to the earth and its forces, viewed as a 

unity (Brigham 1915» p. 16). 

At one level then the bridge concept is an expression 

of the holistic world view inspired by evolutionary theory which 

was the foundation upon which early twentieth century American 

geographic thought was built, although holistic philosophies have 

a long history quite independent of evolutionary theories (Glacken 

1967). On another level, it was an implicit recognition of the 

duality of geographic phenomena. As Hartshorne (1959> p- 68) points 

out, the very idea of a bridge implies a dichotomy which in his view 

vitiates the holistic assumption on which the bridge concept is based. 

"This time honored metaphor...," he writes, "destroys the principle 

in which it is encompassed. The sole purpose of a bridge is to 

connect two sides of a cleavage; a false dichotomy requires no 

bridge." Therefore, he continues, "the concept of geography as a 

bridge tends to perpetuate this dualism within geography" (Hartshorne 

1959, pp. 68-69).. The contradictions inherent in the bridge concept 

are an expression of the tension between holistic and dualistic 

elements which lies at the core of early twentieth century American 



geographic thought. This points up the necessity of developing a 

perspective on early twentieth century American geography which 

accords both elements an equal role, for the bridge concept assumes 

both a dichotomous classification of geographic phenomena, and the 

belief that the two parts of this dichotomy can be incorporated into 

a single unifying conceptual framework. 

Determinism 

The final element of early twentieth century American 

geographic thought consists of three distinct though related themes 

which can be loosely attributed to a deterministic philosphy. These 

are an emphasis on simple Huxleyan causality, a deterministic view 

of the behavior of inorganic and organic phenomena, and a belief that 

inorganic and inorganic phenomena behave according to similar laws, 

and that therefore it is possible to develop scientific laws 

describing the relationship between the inorganic and organic realms. 

Qne striking characteristic of American geography 

during this period is the emphasis on causality, especially causal 

or "rational" explanation as the basis of a scientific geography 

(McMurry 1897; Sutherland 1905; Davis 1906, 1924; Tower 1910). 

"Geography," wrote Daly (1898, p. kkb), for example, "is to be like 

physics, a true science, wherein the facts it deals with are brought 

into relation of cause and effect." This causal relationship was 

considered by many to be the central theme of geography, one which 
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elevated geography from "mere description" to "scientific explan

ation" (Tower 1910, p. 806). For Davis it was the lynchpin of 

geography as a-coherent science. "There is indeed," he asserts, 

"in this idea of a causal or explanatory relationship the most 

definite, if not the only, unifying principle that I can find in 

geography" (Davis 1906, p. 71). Davisi an geography, as Leighly 

observed, "rested on the presumption of an unbroken chain of 

causation linking the physical phenomena of the earth's surface, 

the organic realm, and human society" (Leighly 1955, p. 312). 

These causal relationships were to be the basis for the 

eventual formulation of the laws which were believed to govern the 

relationship between the inorganic and organic realms. "Its laws," 

wrote Huntington (1913. P- 652) in reference to geography, "although 

intricate and as yet only beginning to be known, are precise and 

clear." The world was thought to consist of the interaction of large 

scale forces in which the individual forces could be examined, their 

magnitude and course measured and the outcome of their interaction 

predicted according to causal laws. It was a Huxleyan view of 

causality (Sauer 1966, p. 67). All events were considered lawful and 

each individual case was assumed to conform to the predictions of 

that law. There was no possibility of deviation. 

As Stoddart (1981, p. 272) notes, "for Huxley . . . chance 

was no more than ignorance of cause, and he insisted on 'the absolute 

validity, in all times and under all circumstances of the law of 
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causation1." Jn fact,>of course, few, if any, American geographers of 

this period were this explicit about their assumptions concerning the 

behavior of individual cases. Semple (1911, p. vii) actually rejected 

deterministic explanations. "The writer speaks of geographic factors 

and influences," she writes, "shuns the word geographic determinant, 

and speaks with extreme caution of geographic control." In fact, her 

work, especially Influences, has numerous passages in which she uses 

"determines" and "controls" so that despite her assertions to the 

contrary her position is basically deterministic (see also Wright 

1962, p. 3^9)• 

The environment-organism relationship was based on this 

perspective. It was seen as the product of the interplay of macro-

scale forces representing the environment on the one hand and the 

organism on the other. "In every problem of history," asserts Semple 

(1911, p. 2) , "there are two main factors, variously stated as 

heredity and environment, man and his geographic conditions, the 

internal forces of race and the external forces of habitat." There 

was little recognition that individuals might vary from these larger 

processes in a probabilistic sense, or that they might radically 

alter the relationship between environment and organism in any given 

instance. As Semple (1911, P- ^3) asserted: 

The geographic conditions which give this or that bent to 

a nation's purposes and determine its aggregate activities 

have a similar effect upon the individual. . . The acts of 

a great man are rarely arbitrary or artificial; he accel
erates or retards the normal course of development but can

not turn it counter, to the channels of natural conditions. 

As a rule he isa product of the same forces that made his people. 



At the core of this view of geography was the belief 

that inorganic and organic phenomena behave according to similar 

laws, and that the relationships between inorganic and organic can 

be described according to scientific laws (Wrigley 1965). Thus, 

while the duality of earthly phenomena was maintained at a material 

level, inorganic and organic phenomena were considered to be 

essentially the same in terms of their behavior. At a philosophical/ 

methodological level there was no duality. This point is critical 

to an understanding of the holistic basin of early twentieth century 

American geographic thought. While it is not of itself sufficient 

to prove conclusively that American geography during this period was 

holistic, it is a necessary condition of a holistic world view that 

the phenomena contained therein behave according to a common set of 

laws. This condition was certainly met by early twentieth century 

American geographic thought. 

The Ro1e'of Env i ronment 

The four elements discussed above constitute the frame

work within which the concept of environment was developed in early 

twentieth century American geographic thought. The earth as a whole 

was seen as consisting of two general sets of forces, the inorganic 

and organic. According to evolutionary theory the evolution of 

organic and cultural phenomena was a product of this interaction, 

especially of the process whereby living organisms were molded to 

their physical environments. Geography was the science which studied 



this relationship. Thus it focused on the critical link uniting 

these two sets of phenomena into a whole. Here the assumption that 

the behavior of all phenomena conformed to a relatively simple, 

deterministic view of causality was crucial, for it meant that all 

phenomena obeyed a common set of laws. This made possible a science 

that bridged the gap between the inorganic and organic. In addition, 

by providing an underlying behavioral unity in support of the evolu

tionary superstructure, the deterministic philosophy counteracted the 

dualistic tendencies of the man-land view of the earth, giving it a 

strong holistic dimension. 

Both the holistic and dualistic dimensions of the concept 

of environment are clearly evident when seen within the context of the 

structure of early twentieth century American geographic thought. 

Most striking is the dualistic dimension, for this dualism was 

critical to the environmentalist conception of the world. The 

question of environmental influence, as it was phrased during this 

period, was the product of a simplistic world view in which the 

complexity of the earth is reduced to two classes of phenomena and 

attention focused on the degree to which one class influences the 

other. Under the collective term environment, the varied physical 

phenomena of the earth were seen to form a tangible entity, which 

could be examined, its force measured, and the degree of its influ

ence determined. The assertion that geography had taken its place 

as "a true science'1 based on "scientific explanation" rather than 



"mere description" rested on this conception of environment. In 

Roorbach's (1914, p. 803) survey, for example, the major problem of 

geography was identified as "the exact determination of the influ

ence of geographic environment." The critical assumption here is 

that environment is a discrete physical entity whose influence can 

be precisely determined. This task was facilitated by ignoring 

reciprocal action and by focusing on a unidirectional causal 

relationship. Thus, the validity of early twentieth century American 

geographic thought was based not on just the assumption that environ

ment was a discrete entity, but on the additional assumption of a 

unidirectional causal relationship. Any loosening of these two 

assumptions would immediately render the stated objective pre

posterous, and threaten the validity of the environmentalist defin

ition of geography as formulated by Davis. In fact, the collapse of 

environmental determinism in the twenties can be attributed in part, 

to just that, the realization that this dualistic view was hopelessly 

simplistic, and that the chosen orientation undermined scientific 

objectivity (Sauer 1924, 1927). 

Another point of intersection between the prevailing 

concept of environment and early twentieth century American geographic 

thought is the relationship between the definition of environment and 

that of geography. Geographic explanation was based on a set of 

causal variables which constituted the geographic definition of 

environment. Explanations which drew on variables not considered in 



the accepted definition of environment were outside the bounds of 

geography. Thus the definition of geography as a science rested on 

a particular definition of environment. This is clearly evident in 

Tower's (1910, pp. 814-815) discussion of economic geography, and 

also in the parallel evolution of the environmentalist definitions of 

geography and environment. The transition from Davis' inorganic/ 

organic to Barrows' non-human/human definitions of geography was 

paralleled by identical changes in the definition of environment 

(Davis 1906; Barrows 1923)• In terms of both content and role in 

the organism-environment relationship then, the concept of environment 

stood at the core of early twentieth century American geographic 

thought. It encompassed the set of independent variables to be used 

in geographic explanation, and defined the character of that 

explanation as well. 

The holistic dimension of American geography during this 

period is also reflected in the concept of environment. This is 

especially evident in the relationship between the definition and 

approach taken in geography and the conceptual framework within which 

such an approach would be appropriate. As noted above, the Roorbach 

survey identified the major task of geography as "the exact deter

mination of the influence of physical environment." Geography 

approached this problem from the direction of the physical environment. 

That is, geographers of this period would first establish the basic 

facts of the physical environment and then proceed to interpret the 



organic responses in light of these facts. This orientation is 

evident in the scheme proposed by Davis (1904) for organizing physio

graphic and ontographic phenomena, and also in Tower and Brigham's 

rationale for including the study of environment in geography 

(Tower 1910; Brigham 1910; Pattison 1981). The reasoning behind 

this approach is that an understanding of the physical environment 

is necessary in order to understand the influence of environment on 

life. It takes this argument further, however, for it is often implied 

that a physical geographer is in a better position than a biologist to 

determine the influence of the geographic environment on life 

(Parker 1893; Tower 1910; Brigham 1910). This is implicit in Parker's 

(1893, p. 125) characterization of geography: '.'geography, with its 

kindred sciences of inorganic matter here named, may be called the 

physical basis of life, since it deals with the environment, the 

support and the nourishment of life; it is therefore the interpre

tation of life." The assumption here is that an understanding of a 

response comes from an understanding of the associated control, or, 

that it is more important to understand the nature of the control 

than the capabilities of the responder in order to predict the 

response to a given control. 

This is an interesting point, for it would seem to fly 

in the face of logic. Conventional logic based on a dualistic view 

would suggest that to understand the influence of a control it is 

first necessary to understand how the organism responds. Hayes (1908, 

p. 377) makes just this point in a discussion of the relationship 



between sociology and geography. In other words, rather than take 

the response as given and focus on the control, take the control as 

given and focus on the response. Thus to understand the influence 

of environment on life it would be necesary to focus on the thing 

environed. Geographers adopted the opposite approach not only at a 

methodological level but also in the conduct of their research. As 

Barrows observed, "since most of us are 'rebuilt geologists, do we 

not, in general, study the geological items and merely observe, in 

more or less haphazard fashion, the geographical items?" (Barrows 

1923, p. 14). 

There is more here, however, than a simple problem of 

how to conduct research, for the approach is built into the definition. 

The question is, what are the conditions under which such an approach 

would be valid? The most obvious case is one where a simple one-to-

one correspondence between control and response is assumed. Even 

if this were the case, though, it would still be necessary to study 

the responses first in order to establish what the correspondence was. 

Lamarckians, who assumed a direct effect of the environment on the 

organism, still approached the organism-environment relationship from 

the perspective of the organism. Furthermore, they had a fairly 

well developed concept of the organism (Lamarck 191Pfeifer 1965; 

Stocking 1962). Geographers, on the other hand, approached the 

relationship from the perspective of environment and had a poorly 

developed concept of the organism. So while the geographers' concept 



of the organism-environment relationship is superficially similar to 

a Lamarckian view, their approach is the opposite of a Lamarckian 

approach. 

Hartshorne (1959, PP. 60-64) has argued that this 

orientation, which he considers to be backwards, was the product of 

the general intellectual environment of the period. The preeminence 

of the physical and biological sciences "inspired the belief that man, 

as part of total nature, was likewise controlled by undeviating 

'natural law"' (Hartshorne 1959, P- 60). Since man was a part of 

total nature, and dependent on it, man must "be the product of 

nature-minus-man" (Hartshorne 1959, p. 61). Therefore, Hartshorne 

concludes, "it may well have seemed logical that since man was the 

product of nature (nature-minus-man), the study of relationships 

between them should begin with nature" (Hartshorne 1959, p. 61). 

Hartshorne's analysis of the reasoning lying behind the 

approach taken by geographers reveals the holistic dimension to the 

logic of the environmentalist position as presented by Davis and 

others: since man is part of nature, he is a product of natural 

laws, therefore he is most appropriately studies from the perspective 

of nature. Here the duality breaks down, nature is both whole and 

part, it both incorporates man and excludes him. However, by con

cluding that the study of man should proceed from nature, the problem 

is resolved by opting for a holistic view of nature. The study of 

man can begin with nature because man can best be understood by 
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understanding how he fits into the whole, nature. The logic is that 

of a holistic perspective. The result of showing how nature influ

ences man is a study showing how man is adapted to his environment, 

or how man fits into the whole. Since nature and environment were 

used interchangeably, it can be safely assumed that what applies to 

nature applies equally to environment. Environment, then, contains 

a holistic dimension reflected in the definition and approach taken 

by geographers. A holistic world view is built into virtually every 

significant element of the conceptual framework of early twentieth 

century American geographic thought. 

The concept of environment, then, reflects the tension 

between holistic and dualistic tendencies which characterizes 

American geography during this period. On the one hand it is a 

force which can be clearly defined and its influence on life pre

cisely measured. This dualistic concept of environment is the 

central element of the early man-land definition of geography. On 

the other, environment is synonymous with nature, the system as whole. 

Life is studied from the perspective of environment because life, 

as a part of this larger system, can only be understood in relation 

to this larger system. The approach proceeds from environment to 

organism, from the earth as a whole to the organic portion of that 

whole. The orientation to the organism-environment relationship 

adopted by geographers is based on this dimension of environment. 

The two dimensions then perform'distinct but not counteracting roles 

within the framework of early twentieth century American geographic 

thought. 



CHAPTER 5 

THE ORIGINS OF THE CONCEPT OF 
ENVIRONMENT IN AMERICAN GEOGRAPHIC THOUGHT 

Up to this point I have been concerned with the basic 

characteristics of the concept of environment and environment's 

relationship to the structure of early twentieth century American 

geographic thought. The principal theme which has been developed 

thus far is that the traditional characterization of environment, and 

more generally of American geographic thought during this period, 

as based on a dualistic world view is inadequate because it does not 

recognize the presence of a strong holistic dimension. Both the 

holistic and dualistic dimensions must be taken into account if a 

balanced description is to be attained. In fact, early twentieth 

century American geographic thought is best seen as characterized by 

a tension between holistic and dualistic tendencies, for elements of 

each play important roles in the overall conceptual framework. These 

same tendencies are evident in the prevailing concept of environment, 

and one of the main ideas developed thus far is that the meaning and 

significance of environment in early twentieth century American 

geographic thought are only fully evident when both these dimensions 

are included in the analysis. 

The following two chapters explore the question of the origins 

of this concept of environment. The focus here is not on the roles 

of individual actors, but on the place of the concept of environment, 
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and more generally early twentieth century American geographic thought 

as a whole, in relation to the larger trends in nineteenth century 

intellectual history. I take this approach because ultimately the 

meaning and significance of environment in American geography during 

this period are a product of the intellectual developments of the 

nineteenth century. Here the principal theme to tie developed is that 

the tension between holistic and dualistic tendencies in both the 

concept of environment and early twentieth century American geographic 

thought as a whole are products of the way in which Darwinian evolu

tionary theory was incorporated into a pre-Darwinian conceptual frame

work. 

This theme will be developed in two chapters. In the first 

the two bodies of thought which typify the opposing world views pre

vailing in nineteenth century thought are examined. These two were 

chosen for the reason given above and because they are the two most 

frequently referred to in the geographic literature of the period. 

I describe the major points of each and discuss areas of similarities 

and differences with respect to early twentieth century American 

geographic thought. In the following chapter, I focus on how these 

two frameworks contributed to the development of American geography 

around the turn of the century. 

It is important to point out that no claim is made for a direct 

line of descent from either of these two bodies of thought to early 

twentieth century American geography. In terms of direct origins it 

is clear that American geography emerged out of an Anglo-American 
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earth science tradition. Much of the specific character of geography 

and of the concept of environment can be traced to these origins. I 

argue here instead that this tradition, as it had developed up to the 

point of the emergence of geography as a distinct field of inquiry, 

was itself a product of the collision of the two types of world views 

described here. Therefo/e, from the perspective of intellectual history 

we can treat physiography as equivalent to turn of the century American 

geography. It is for this reason that I have emphasized the two former 

bodies of thought and not the latter in the present discussion. 

Darwinian Evolutionary Theory 

The relationship between Darwin and early twentieth century 

American geography is of particular interest here because most Ameri

can geographers of this period believed that Darwinian.evolutionary 

theory provided the basic theoretical justification for the definition 

of geography (.Semple 1911; Brigham 1915; Davis 1906; Dryer 1920; Smith 

1907). Smith (1907, p. ̂ 72), for example, states that "the theory of 

evolution paved the way for modern geography, which has had to await 

the development, spread, and general acceptance of the revolutionizing 

truths commonly associated with the name of Darwin." 

As was noted earlier, geographers rationalized the link 

between Darwin and geography in the following manner. Darwin had 

shown that plants and animafsFare closely adapted to their physical 

environments and that this process of adaptation was an essential part 

of organic evolution. Stnce human beings are also animals, they too 

must be adapting to their environment. Therefore, human cultural 
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evolution must to some extent be a product of this interaction. The 

relationship between man the the physical environment, then, opened 

a new and fascinating field of research which was recognized as being 

'.'the very essence of geography" (Dryer 1920, p. 7). 

The logic here is that of the model of cultural evolution 

sketched in the preceding chapter. The principal assumption is that 

the critical portion of the total environment of an organism or of 

man is the physical phenomena of the earth's surface — relief, climate, 

soils, and oceans—and that evolution is a process through which 

organisms and man adapt to the specffic conditions of their physical 

environment. Changes in the environment necessitate changes in the 

inhabiting organisms and the result is progressive evolution. As 

Smith (1907, p. ̂ 72) describes it, "organisms have been found to be 

capable of influence by their surroundings. Life is progressive be

cause the organism responds to its environment and the environment 

changes." 

In the following brief review of Darwinian evolutionary 

theory it will become apparent that this basic assumption is incorrect, 

that Darwin accords the physical environment a secondary, largely 

indirect role in the process of evolution, and that Darwin's mechanism 

for progressive change, competition, is entirely lacking from the 

geographic conception of the evolutionary process. The difference 

between Darwinian and geographic evolutionary theories runs even deeper 

than this, however, for the geographic version is based on a holistic 

concept of environment, while the Darwinian version is based on a 



concept of organism. These two views represent the extreme poles in 

possible models of the organism-environment relationship, and are 

indicative of fundamentally different concepts of environment. 

Darwin did not use the word environment in The Origin, refer

ring instead to "the conditions of life." He distinguishes a physical 

component in which climate is the dominant element, and a biotic 

component which consists of the plants and animals with which a species 

must interact. The physical component defines very broadly the basic 

conditions to which a species must be adapted, the biotic component 

narrows this potential range down to a precise set of conditions. The 

organism's adaptation to this biotic component, then, is the principal 

determinant of its survival. Darwin is quite emphatic on this point. 

The degree of adaptation of species to the climates under which 

they live is often overrated. We have reason to believe that 

species in a state of nature are closely limited in their ranges 

by the competition of other organic beings quite as much as, or 

more than, by adaptation to particular climates (Darwin 1872, 

p. 137). 

He considers the effects of physical conditions to be largely indirect, 

favoring one group of species over another. The intervening variable 

between an organism and the physical environment is competition with 

the other organisms which make up its biotic environment. 

Darwin considers plants and animals to be locked in what he 

calls "the universal struggle for existence." An organism's success 

in this struggle is not simply a function of its ability to survive 

a given set of physical conditions, but of the effectiveness of its 

adaptation compared to that of its competitors. The physical environ

ment, like an obstacle course, simply sets the conditions of the race. 



Virtually anyone can complete the course. However, the success of 

the participants is measured in terms of how well they do compared to 

their fellow competitors. As proof of the indirect role of physical 

conditions, he points to the large number of exotic imports, "which in 

our gardens can perfectly well endure our climate but which never 

become naturalized, for they cannot compete with our native plants 

nor resist destruction by our native animals" (Darwin 1872, p. 79). 

Only under extreme conditions of life, as in the polar regions, 

deserts, and high mountain tops, does Darwin acknowledge that the 

physical environment assumes a primary role. Even here, however, he 

qualifies his support, pointing out that "the .land may be extremely 

cold or dry, yet there will be competition between some few species, 

or between individual's of the same species, for the warmest or dampest 

spots" (Darwin 1872, p. 85). 

Climatic change is also accorded less importance by Darwin than 

by some geographers (e.g., Huntington 1915). Changes in physical con

ditions are only one of three possible sources of change according to 

Darwin. Another source is a change in the biotic environment brought 

about by the introduction or extinction of a species, or a change in an 

existing inhabitant. The third source is the spontaneous generation of 

a beneficial variation within the species itself (Darwin 1872, p. 89). 

Darwin's theory also provides a mechanism for progressive 

change which is lacking in the geographic model because competition 

is ignored. The physical environment alone cannot provide a sufficient 

mechanism for progressive evolution. Competition between organisms of 
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the same and ecologically related species must be the primary driving 

force for progressive change, because it is only when competing species 

match each other's newest advantage with one of their own that a 

progressive element is introduced. Merely changing physical conditions 

results in merely changing inhabitants, not progressive improvement. 

In sum, then, Darwin accords the physical environment only a 

secondary and indirect role in the process of evolution. The physical 

environment provides a generalized set of conditions on which the 

biotic environment is superimposed. It is the organism's relationship 

to this latter component which determines its survival. In addition, 

the central mechanism of progressive evolution, variation and selection 

via competition, requires no active role on the part of the physical 

environment. The physical environment, in the Darwinian model, is 

merely the stage on which the real drama of evolution takes place. 

The fact that Darwin stresses the biotic component over the 

physical is simply a manifestation of the fundamentally different 

orientation which he takes to the concept of environment, and more 

generally to the organism-environment relationship. Darwin's concept 

of environment is based on his concept of the individual organism. 

Therefore, his model of the organism-environment relationship, rather 

than being based on a concept of environment as in the geographic 

version, is derived from his concept of the organism. 

In the Darwinian model each organism is "striving to the utmost 

to increase in numbers" (Darwin 1972, p. 77). Because the number of 

offspring increases at a geometric rate, more individuals are produced 



than can possibly survive. The result is an intensive "struggle for 

existence" in which every single organism is struggling with its 

competitors not only to secure its own survival, but to maximize the 

number of offspring it produces. This leads to the development of 

an increasingly complex ecological structure in which each species 

is intimately linked to all the other species with which it interacts 

during the course of its lifetime. The complexity and intricacy of 

the relations between an organism and its biotic and physical environ

ment is an important element of Darwin's theory, and he frequently 

reminds his readers to bear in mind "how infinitely complex and close-

fitting are the mutual relations of all organic beings to each other 

and to their physical conditions of life" (Darwin 1872, p. 87). 

Within the context of the Darwinian model, then, the environ

ment is specific to the species, if not to the individual. It consists 

of the set of relationships linking it with all other species with 

which it interacts, as well as to the relevant elements of its physical 

environment. "The structure of every organic being," writes Darwin, 

(I872, p. 84), "is related in the most essential yet often hidden man

ner, to that of all the other organic beings, with which it comes into 

compeition for food or residence, or from which it has to escape or on 

which it preys." This environment is not something to be defined a 

priori, but something to be discovered through careful study of the 

individual members of a species. It is a relativistic phenomenon, 

specific to the actual situation of the individual organism. It can 
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be described in only the grossest manner by referring to specific phys

ical conditions such as climate, relief, soil and even vegetation. 

Furthermore, the biotic environment is defined in terms of the 

same concept of the individual organism as the environed organism. 

Environment is not a holistic phenomenon, nor is it a concrete entity 

acting as a force on the individual organism. It is simply the sum 

of the individuals with which a given organism interacts. Each of 

these organisms is also assumed to be "striving to the utmost to in

crease its numbers" (Darwin 1872, p. 77). Unlike the geographic model, 

in which the organism is defined as a function of the environment, in 

the Darwinian model the environment is defined in terms of.his concept 

of the organism. The organism-environment relationship is based on 

a concept of the individual. Logic flows outward from a set of assump

tions about the individual rather than inward from a set of assumptions 

about the environment. 

On the basis of this review we can summarize Darwin's concept 

of environment as follows. Darwin recognizes two components to the 

content of environment, an inorganic and an organic. The inorganic 

consists of the physical conditions of the location in which an 

organism exists, and the organic consists of the plants and animals 

with which the organism interacts. Of these, it is the biotic compo

nent which is most significant in the organism-environment relation

ship, while the physical environment is largely inert. The environment 

as a whole is neither an absolute nor a holistic concept, but rela-

tivistic and particularistic. It is merely the sum of the physical 
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and biotic conditions with which a given organism must contend at any 

given period in its life. 

The third major component of Darwin's evolutionary theory is 

his view of how change is effected in the organism. According to 

Darwin's model the basic material on which natural selection operates 

is variations generated more or less spontaneously during the repro

ductive process. This is a critical element of the organism-environment 

relationship, for it provides a partially independent source of change 

located within the organism itself. Instead of a direct effect on the 

organism, the environment affects the organism indirectly through 

selective pressure on the variations generated during reproduction and 

contained in the offspring. Change in the species takes place through 

the differential survival and reproductive success of offspring repre

senting different variations. While some geographers recognized the 

significance of variations to the evolutionary process at a biological 

level (Semple 1911, pp. 33-3*0., they failed, as we noted earlier, to 

incorporate this idea into their conception of the man-environment 

relationship. By ignoring the cultural analog of this internal varia

tion, they left out the crucial aspect of Darwin's mechanism of 

evolution (Hofstadter 1955, pp. 123-H2). The result is a model which 

is closer to the Lamarckian views of pre-Darwinian thinkers than to 

those of Darwin. 

A final element of Darwinian evolutionary theory is his con

cept of evolution. First, it should be noted that Darwin did not use 

the word until the sixth edition (1872) of The Origin and then "only 



half a dozen times, without attempting to define it" (Carneiro 197^, 

p. 223). For Darwin, evolution referred only to change through time. 

It did not imply any progressive tendency (.Freeman p. 218). To 

the extent that progress occurred, it was not progress towards some 

higher level of organization; but towards a better adaptation to the 

organism's environment; "progress for a crab was not to become more 

human, but to become a better crab" (.Simpson 197*», p. 229). Darwin's 

interest was in the mechanism of evolution, that is, in the operation 

of natural selection on variation, and this could operate to either 

increase or decrease the level of organization. Darwin wrote, 

There is no need, as it seems to me, to invoke any internal 
force beyond the tendency to ordinary variability, which 

through the aid of selection by man has given rise to many 
well-adapted domestic races, and which through the aid of 
natural selection would equally well give rise by graduated 
steps to natural races or species. The final result will 
generally have been, as already explained, an advance, but 

in some few cases a retrogression, in organisation (Darwin 
1872, p. 22*0. 

The points made here concerning Darwin's concept of environ

ment, the role of environment in evolution, and evolution itself, 

are sufficient to demonstrate that despite superficial similarities, 

Darwinian and geographic models differ significantly. Geographers 

accord the physical environment a primary role, while Darwin sees its 

role as largely secondary and indirect. Darwin's model of the 

organism-environment relationship is based on a concept of the organ

ism, as is his concept of environment, and he sees the relationship 

as one of reciprocal influences, organism and environment acting and 

reacting upon one another. Geographers based their model on a holistic 



concept of environment, and see the organism-environment relationship 

as consisting of the action of environment and the reaction of the 

environed organism. Finally, evolution, for Darwin, was simply the 

outcome of a mechanism, the result of the action of natural selection 

on the inherent variability of a species, while geographers viewed 

evolution as the story of the development of the earth and its inhabi

tants. As Stoddart (.1966, p. 688) observed, "What for Darwin was a 

process became for Davis and others a history." It is clear from 

these differences that, beyond the simple observation noted by Smith 

(1907, p. ̂ 72) that "organisms have been found to be capable of 

influence by their surroundings," geographic and Darwinian theories 

have little in common. Thus, while Darwin may have provided the 

inspiration, the actual content and conceptual framework of the 

geographic evolutionary model and resulting concept of environment 

must have been derived from other sources. 

The Geographic Thought'of 

Ritter and Guyot 

The second body of thought is the geography of Carl Ritter and 

his principal American disciple Arnold Guyot. Their views of geography 

are of interest for two reasons. First, they are illustrative of pre-

Darwinian ideas on man and nature, and second, there was a moderate 

consensus among early twentieth century American geographers that 

American geography was derived from the foundation built by these two 

men (.Davis 1902; Dryer 1920; Parker 1893; Brigham 1915). Typically 

they were perceived as having developed the second stage in the 
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evolution of geographic thought while contemporary American geography 

was considered to occupy the third and final state (Davis 1 9 0 0 ,  p. 7 1 ) .  

The ideas of Ritter and Guyot found their way into the emerg

ing discipline largely, though not entirely, through the influence 

of school teachers who had either studied under Ritter's former 

students in Germany or been exposed to the ideas of Guyot in this 

country (Thomas 1917; Hartshorne 1981). Herbst (.1961) argues that 

Davis was strongly influenced by the views of Arnold Guyot and both 

Hartshorne (1981) and Thomas (.1917) suggest that Davis developed his 

ideas on geography through his contact with the schoolmen McMurry and 

Parker, both of whom were followers of Ritter (.Parker 1893). Davis 

(1924, p. 166) himself observed in reference to the geography of 

Arnold Guyot that it was "chiefly his teleological philosophy which 

we give up, while we extend his physiographic base and ontographic 

responses." Davis was not the only source of entry for the views of 

Ritter and Guyot, however; Semple introduced American geographers to 

the ideas of Ratzel, a student of Ritter's, and the comments of 

several geographers indicate their familiarity with the work of both 

Ritter and Guyot. Therefore, while American geography is clearly not 

a direct descendant of the geography of Ritter and Guyot, their ideas 

did play an important role during the formative years of American 

geography. 

The idea of a Designed Earth 

In Traces on the Rhodian Shore, Glacken identifies three 

themes concerning the earth and man's relationship to it which have 



dominated western thought on nature and culture. These are the idea 

of a designed earth, the belief that the earth and all its inhabitants 

are a purposefully made creation; the idea of environmental influence, 

the belief that the climate, relief and configuration of the continents 

have molded human character and culture; and the idea of man as a 

geographic agent, the belief the man has changed the earth from its 

original pristine condition (Glacken 1967, p. vii). Of these, it is 

the idea of a designed earth which concerns us here. Glacken (1967; 

p. vii) defines it as follows, "it is assumed that the planet is de

signed for man alone, as the highest being of the creation, or for the 

hierarchy of life with man at the apex. The conception presupposes the 

earth or certain parts of it to be a fit environment not only for life 

but for high civilization." 

Frequently, the idea of a designed earth is associated with 

the idea of environmental influence and with the idea of man as a 

geographic agent (Glacken 1967, P- viii). In such cases, the earth 

is commonly viewed as a purposefully made creation designed to be the 

home of man, nurturing him in the early stages of his development, 

molding his character and shaping his culture. As civilization 

progresses, man is increasingly able to assert himself, and in so 

doing he embarks upon the process of completing the creation begun 

by God. Thus the ideas of design, of environmental influence, and of 

man as a modifier of nature, are joined together to create the image 

of an harmonious whole in which man and nature work together to ful

fill some divine purpose. 



The fuller version of the design argument is typical of the 

view of the organism-environment relationship that prevailed in the 

first half of the nineteenth century. In geography it formed the basis 

of the geographic thought of Carl Ritter and Arnold Guyot, and both 

their conception of geography as a science and their approach to the 

study of the earth and its inhabitants were derived from this view of 

the relationship between the earth and man. 

The central feature of their world view was the belief that 

the earth was the product of a divine plan. "The constitution of the 

globe," asserts Ritter (1865, p. xvii), "is incontestably coincident 

with a plan to preserve and perfect man." This idea of design was 

developed within a holistic framework within which the physical earth, 

man, and other living forms were viewed as parts of a larger whole. 

The earth was seen as a living organism evolving according to a divine 

plan. "The world," writes Ritter (1863, p. 3^8), "if it could be 

rightly viewed, would be seen to be a perfect organism, and what ap

pears to be unsymmetrical chaos would be found, could the observer 

take his place outside of the earth, to exist in perfect harmony 

and symmetry." 

Ritter and Guyot's conception of the earth, then, consisted of 

two basic elements, one teleological the other hoiistic, which performed 

somewhat different functions in their overall conceptual framework. 

The teleological element, the idea that the earth was created for man 

in partial fulfillment of a divine plan, provided a sense of purpose 

and gave the whole meaning. As Guyot (1849, p. 11) asserts, 



It is in fact, the universal law of all that exists in finite 
nature, not to have, in itself, either the reason or the 

entire aim of its own existence. Every being exists, not 
only for itself, but forms necessarily a portion of a great 

whole, of which the plan and the idea go infinitely beyond 
it, and in which it is destined to play a part. 

The holistic element, the idea that the earth and all its inhabitants 

formed one great whole, provided the set of functional relationships 

which gave the whole structural integrity. The holistic assumption 

also provided a unifying principle which was essential if geography 

was to be a coherent science and not just a collection of facts. Guyot 

(1984, pp. 3 - k ), for example, in reference to his holistic concept of 

the earth, states that, "to understand it (the globe) in any other way, 

is to deprive geography of its vital principle; it is to make it a 

collection of partial, unmeaning facts; it is to fasten upon it forever 

that character of dryness, with which it has so often and so justly 

been reproached. 

These assumptions have important implications for the approach 

to the study of geographic phenomena taken by Ritter and Guyot. The 

idea of a designed earth brings with it two related assumptions: first, 

the assumption that every element of the design has some significance 

for man, and second, largely a consequence of the first, the assumption 

that the study of the physical features of the earth serves as a basis 

for understanding man. Both of these assumptions are evident in the 

following statement by Ritter (1863, p. 60), 

Thus from every single feature of the earth, and thus from 
every group of features, a resultant truth appears, whose 

existence manifests itself on the phenomena of nature, and 
then is carried over and repeated in the life of those nations 

whose individual peculiarity coincide with this or that group 

of formative influences. 



For Guyot, in whose writing an "evolutionary" approach to earth history 

is a central theme, the latter assumption is clearly the basis for 

his approach. Since the earth is designed for man, the study of that 

design will reveal important truths about man. Therefore, 

science may attempt to comprehend the purposes of God as to 

the destinies of nations, by examining with care the theatre 
seemingly arranged by him for the realization of the new social 

order toward which humanity is tending with hope. For the 
order of nature is a foreshadowing of that which is to be 
(Guyot 18^9, p. 16). 

Thus geography should approach the study of man in relation to the 

earth as a whole through the study of the physical earth. 

The teleological and holistic interpretation of the earth, 

then, is central to Ritter and Guyot's conception of geography as a 

science. It provides both a unifying principle in the form of a 

holistic world view which brings both order and coherence to a science 

which otherwise lacks both, and through the design argument it pro

vides a basis for approaching the study of the earth in relation to 

man from the perspective of the physical earth. 

With respect to the functioning of the earth itself, Hartshorne 

observes that Ritter seldom resorted to teleological factors in 

explaining geographic details (Hartshorne 1939, P- 60), while Glacken 

notes that Ritter's concept of the earth as a purposeful creation 

incorporated the ideas of environmental influence and of man as a modi

fier of nature (Glacken 1973; p. 129). These two themes provide the 

basic structural elements for the holistic models of both Ritter and 

Guyot, so that rather than turning to final causes, they focus on the 

interrelationships of phenomena within the earth organism (Hartshorne 



1939, p. 67). This approach is described in vivid terms by Guyot 

(18^9, p. 3) who urges that physical geography 

must endeavour to seize those incessant.mutual actions of the 

different portions of physical nature upon each other, of 
inorganic nature upon organized beings, upon man in particu
lar, and upon the successive development of human societies, 
in a word, studying the reciprocal action of all these forces, 
the perpetual play of which constitutes what might be called 
the life of the globe, it should, if I may venture to say so, 
inquire into its physiology. 

Despite this emphasis on the interrelationships between 

phenomena, it is significant that it was the theme of environmental 

influence that was seized upon by turn of the century American 

geographers as justificatTon for their own defintion of geography 

(Parker 1893). In terms of this theme, Ritter and Guyot generally 

focused on the physical features of the earth. Like most natural 

philosophers of their day they recognized two basic divisions of the 

earth, usually expressed as inorganic-organic, or inanimate-animate 

(Ritter 1865, p. ix). Environment, then, or rather their equivalent 

of such a concept, refers to the inorganic phenomena of the earth, 

especially the earth's surface (Hartshorne 1939, p. 83). This formed 

in Ritter's (1865, p. ix) words, "the foundation on which the animate 

creation stands." The nature of the climate, character of relief, the 

size, configuration and relative location of the continents, and the 

distribution and extent of the oceans and seas were the principal 

elements of the earth referred to in discussions of the interrelations 

of the earth and man. 
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However, one must be cautious in emphasizing the role of 

environmental theories in the geography of Ritter and Guyot. The 

apparent prominence of the theme of environmental influence is most 

accurately seen as a product of their hoiistic world view. The two basic 

assumptions noted earlier, that the earth was designed for man and 

that it formed a whole of which man was a part, led both Guyot and 

Ritter to approach man from the direction of the physical earth. 

This approach, noted earlier in a passage taken from Guyot's The Earth 

and Man, is also described by Ritter in the introduction to the 

Erdkunde where he states that his purpose is 

to present the generally most important geographic physical 
conditions of the earth surface in their natural coherent 

interrelation, and that (the earth surface) in terms of its 
most essential characters and main outlines, especially as 
the fatherland of the peoples in its most manifold influence 

on humanity (Ritter in Hartshorne 1939, p. 62). 

The earth to man approach then, the product of a holistic 

world view based on the idea of a designed earth, is somewhat similar 

to that adopted by early twentieth century American geographers empha

sizing the theme of environmental influence. In this context, however, 

the purpose is clear, to relate man to the earth as a whole. It is 

not an environmentalist argument in the dualistic sense. The earth is 

not conceived of as a thing exerting an influence on man, but as part 

of a holistic approach in which the intent is to show the correlation 

of earth features and living forms in the formation of the whole. It 

is this whole, a product of the hand of God, and designed to be the 

home of man which was Ritter's principal concern and the source of 

his inspiration: 
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There is, above all this thought of parts of features, of 
phenomena, the conception of the Earth as a whole, existing 

in itself, and for itself, an organic thing, advancing by 

growth, and becoming more and more perfect and beautiful. 

Without trying to impose on you anything vague and trans
cendental, I wish to lead you to view the globe as almost 

a living thing,— not a crystal, assuming new grace by virtue 
of an external law,— but a world, taking on grandeur and 

worth, by virtue of an inward necessity (.Ritter 1865, p. xxi). 

The evolutionary implications of the design argument are best 

developed in Guyot's The Earth and Man. Here Guyot presents a theory 

of the evolution of civilization, called "the geographical march of 

history," that is one of the earliest relatively complete theories of 

the geographical development of civilization. It is clearly the model 

on which the later theories of American geographers were based for 

many of the same themes discussed in connection with the evolutionary 

theories of Semple, Ward, and Huntington can be found in Guyot's 

The Earth and Man. As such, it is an instructive example of the com

patibility of pre-Darwinian ideas on man and nature with post-Darwinian 

evolutionary theories. 

Guyot's theory takes its basic proposition from his observation 

that civilizations have not succeeded each other in the same location, 

but that cultural development has been accompanied by a progressive 

shift westward and northward in the center of civilization (Guyot 18^9, 

p. 300). Guyot develops this observation within the context of the 

idea of a designed earth. He believes the earth to have been specially 

designed to provide the conditions required for the development of 

man, and he considers the shifting center of civilization to be evidence 

of this plan. He summarizes his position as follows: 
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1. That the forms, the arrangement, and the distribution of 

the terrestrial masses on the surface of the globe,, acci

dental in appearance, yet reveal a plan which we are 

enabled to understand by the evolutions of history. 

2. That the continents are made for human societies as the 
body is made for the soul. 

3. That each of the northern or historical continents is 

peculiarly adapted, by its nature, to perform a special 

part corresponding to the wants of humanity in one of 
the great phases of its history. 

A. Thus, nature and history, the earth and man, stand in the 

closest relations to each other, and form only one grand 

harmony (Guyot 1849, p. 16). 

The basic mechanism of the process of development is essential

ly the same as that presented earlier in our discussion of the evolu

tionary theories of American geographers. Civilization comes as a 

result of man meeting and overcoming the challenges posed by his en

vironment. Here the characterizations of the three principal climatic 

zones and their relationship to man correspond exactly to the descrip

tions given earlier. The tropical heat "enfeebles" man, and "a nature 

too rich, too prodigal in her gifts, does not compel man to snatch 

from her his daily bread." Thus he remains dominated by nature and 

never rises in his level of civilization. The polar regions, on the 

other hand, are so harsh that man is only capable of meeting his 

daily needs. The accumulation of the surplus food and material neces

sary for civilization is impossible. It is only in the temperate 

regions that the optimal conditions for human progress are encountered. 

"Since," as Guyot (1849, p. 245) notes, "man is made to acquire full 

possession and mastery of his faculties by toil, and by the exercise 

of all his energies, no climate could as well minister to his progress 

in this work as the climate of the temperate continents." 
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The geography of  Rit ter  and Guyot,  then,  was based on a hol is

t ic world view in which the earth was bel ieved to have been created 

according to a divine plan for the preservation and perfect ion of  man

kind.  This hol ist ic and teleological  framework provided the logical  

just i f icat ion for both geography as a science of  the earth as a whole,  

and for the earth to man approach to that  whole advocated by Rit ter  

and Guyot.  Both the themes of  environmental  inf luence and of  man as 

a modif ier  of  nature were developed as subordinate elements within 

this framework,  the former occupying a more prominent posit ion largely 

because of  the hol ist ic focus and the earth to man approach to under

stand ing the whole.  

There are a number of  str iking paral lels between this framework 

and early twentieth century American geographic thought,  of  which the 

earth to man approach,  the similar i ty in theories of  environmental  

inf luence,  and the focus on the physical  features of  the earth's 

surface are the most s ignif icant.  However,  to assume a simple one 

to one correspondence between the two frameworks is  to ignore the 

dif fer ing contexts within which they are developed. One is  based on 

the idea of  a divine.plan,  the other on evolut ionary theory.  One 

emphasizes the interrelat ion of  phenomena, the other the role of  the 

physical  environment.  These dif ferences are signif icant because they 

reveal  the fundamental  dist inct ion between these two bodies of  thought.  

While both share a hol ist ic orientat ion,  their  focus within that  whole 

is  very dif ferent.  V/hat is  lacking here is a concept of  environment.  

That is ,  a concept of  the earth as a concrete,  measurable force which 
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acts on life. The dualism which plays such a critical role in early 

twentieth century American geographic thought is present here only 

in embryonic form (.Hartshorne 1959, p. 6Q) . This is more clearly 

a holistic formulation, and the emphasis on the "mutual relations" 

of all earthly phenomena directs attention towards the earth as a 

whole. There is a third element present in Ritter and Guyot's concep

tion of the man-environment relationship, divine authority. It is 

this element which charges the parts with life and gives the whole 

meaning. To ignore this element is to bestow the earth and man with 

the power, the order, and the sense of purpose which in the idea of 

a designed earth are embodied in a divine authority. Ultimately, it is 

this teleological element which distinguishes the geography of Ritter 

and Guyot from earth twentieth century American geographic thought. 

Rhys iography 

Thus far, the earth science tradition has received scant recog

nition for its role in the development of early twentieth century 

American geographic thought, despite the fact that American geography 

evolved out of geology via the sub-field physiography. This, as 

noted earlier, was not the product of any oversight, but of my interest 

in the two opposing world views whose interaction during the latter 

half of the nineteenth century gave rise to the conceptual framework 

from which early twentieth century American geographic thought was 

derived. This same framework lay behind physiography as developed by 

Huxley in England and Davis in the United States (Stoddart 1966, 1975). 
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Therefore, it seemed logical to develop these two sets of ideas first, 

and then to sketch very briefly the contribution of physiography to 

the development of American geography. 

It would be difficult to overestimate the importance of physi

ography in the development of American geography. Many, if not most, 

of the original members of the AA6 were earth scientists. Sauer (1966, 

p. 67) referred to them as "a group of geologist godfathers," and they 

played a central role in the early development of American geographic 

thought (James 1981). In this connection, Pattison (1981) has pre

sented what is probably the most extreme statement regarding their 

role in American geography. He argues that American geography is a 

product of an invisible college of physiographers who sought to 

establish geography as a professional research discipline based pri

marily on landform study with a sub-theme of environmental influence. 

According to him, the idea of environmental influence was invoked by 

Davis and Salisbury as a strategem of the campaign to popularize 

landform studies (Pattison 1981, pp. 15^-155). Later, both men made 

a concerted effort to professionalize the pursuit of the problem of 

environmental influence: Davis through the founding of the AAG, and 

Salisbury through the creation of a geography department at the Uni

versity of Chicago. 

In Pattison's view, the concept of environment and definition 

of geography adopted by the physiographers merely reflected their 

particular orientation to the organism-environment relationship. 

Pattison writes," 
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That their chosen issues expressed the idea of environmental 
influence—as carried into their own time, society, and con

ceptual frame—should not be surprising, if only because it 
reserved to objects in which they had a vested interest the 
position of independent variable. It imparted justification 

to the pursuit of their science (.Pattison 1981, p. 15*0. 

Pattison explains the gradual expansion of the definition of 

environment as a product of the development of a geographic identity 

distinct from that of physiography. The decisive break with the 

physiographic school occurred, according to Pattison, when Barrows, 

in his presidential address, included biotic phenomena in his defini

tion of environment, thus forging a distinctively geographic concept 

of environment. 

Within the physiographic school and aside from those who 

actual ly part icipated in the founding of  geography in America,  the 

central  f igure is undoubtedly Nathaniel  Southgate Shaler,  Davis'  

teacher at Harvard. Shaler, according to Berg (.1959), was largely 

responsible for the rise of interest in the geographic interpretation 

of history during the 18801s and 18901s. Although he made no methodol

ogical contributions to geography as a discipline, his substantive work 

on the role of geographic factors in American history is reflected in 

the writings of numerous American geographers of the early twentieth 

century (Berg 1959, pp. 293-300; Shaler 1893, 1895; Semple 1903; 

Brigham 1903; Surface 1907; Johnson 1908). In fact, I am not at all 

certain that American geographers contributed anything of significance 

to the geographic interpretation of American history that had not been 

at least partially anticipated by Shaler, or passed on by him from 

earlier sources. 
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Both substantively and methodologically then, many of the 

central ideas of American geography are present or derivable from the 

physiographic tradition of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen

turies. Pattison's contention that the definition of environment 

adopted by American geographers reflects the interests of physiogra

phers is compatible with the restriction of the definition to the 

organic phenomena of the earth's surface and with the emphasis on 

landforms and climate. Hartshorne's (.1981, p. 144) observation that 

Davis1 definition of geography changed from "the earth and man" to 

"the earth and its inhabitants" is additional evidence in favor of 

the influence of physiography. In addition, the hoiistic-dualistic 

view of the role of environment in the organ?sm-envfronment relation

ship is also consistent with the position of the physiographic school. 

The notion of "natural law," the focus on the earth as a whole, the 

dualistic concept of environment, especially the belief that environ

ment is a concrete measurable force, are all compatible with, if not 

actually derived from the natural science tradition of late nineteenth 

century America (.Stoddart 1975, 1981). 

On the other hand, it was clearly not the only source of 

influence, and it may not have been the most important from a methodol

ogical standpoint. There is considerable evidence in support of the 

view that the basic conceptual framework of American geography was 

developed in conjunction with school teachers who had studied under 

Ritter's successors in Germany, and that Davis at least among the 

physiographers was strongly influenced by them (.Hartshorne 1981, 
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Herbst 1961; Davis 1924; Thomas 1917; Parker 1893).. In fact, most of 

the basic elements of early twentieth century American geographic 

thought are evident in the writings of school geographers as early as 

the mid 13901s (Trotter 1395; De Garmo 1894; Parker 1893; McMurry 

1895, 1897; Ripley 1894, 1895; Hartshorne 1981). Hartshorne (.1981, 

p. 145) notes that '.'in the years following the Report of the Committee 

of Ten, more than a score of teachers, including a number from the 

college level, wrote not less than 35 papers" urging a stronger 

emphasis on the human side of geography. Ripley, writfng in 1895» 

noted a strong interest in the role of geographic environment in 

history coming from historians, while in England Bryce (1886) and 

Mackinder (1887) had advocated an environmentalist definition of 

geography as early as the late 1880's. 

It would seem then that the origins of early twentieth century 

American geographic thought are more complex than Pattison suggests. 

American geography was not simply a byproduct of the effort to publi

cize landform studies. Nor was it the result of simply introducing 

human phenomena into physical geography. There was a fairly well 

developed methodological framework in place by the mid 1890's which 

drew on some form of evolutionary philosophy, previous environmental 

theories, as well as the geography of Ritter and Guyot. Whatever its 

ultimate origins, it was clearly more comprehensive and more clearly 

geographic than could have been expected if geography had emerged 

from physiography alone. It seems more likely that those founders 

of American geography who were physiographers adopted a modified version 
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of this framework than that  physiography alone served as the hasis for 

early twentieth century American geographic thought.  

Conclusions: 
Darwin,  Rit ter ,  and GUyot 

The bulk of  this chapter has been devoted to an examination of  

two bodies of  thought,  Darwin's theory of  the origin of  species and the 

geography of  Carl  Rit ter  and Arnold Guyot.  They are the products of  

two fundamental ly di f ferent world views, and consecuently di f fer  signi

f icantly on virtual ly every dimension of  importance here.  Specif 

ical ly,  the two bodies of  thought di f fer  in terms of  their  concepts 

of  environment and evolut ion,  their  interpretat ions of  the organism-

environment relat ionship,  their  views on the behavior of  phenomena, 

and ult imately in their  conceptions of  the role of  man in nature.  By 

way of  a conclusion I  wi l l  summarize the views representat ive of  each 

of  these conceptual  frameworks with respect to each of  the points 

mentioned above.  

Str ict ly speaking neither of  these two bodies of  thought 

contains a concept of  environment or evolut ion in that  the.writers did 

not use these terms. However,  there are clearly equivalent or similar  

concepts in their  work and these wi l l  be the focus of  the present 

discussion.  For Darwin environment consisted primari ly of  the biot ic 

phenomena with which the individual  organism interacted in the process 

of  securing food,  shelter ,  mates,  or  avoiding predation.  Environment 

was simply the sum total  of  individual  organisms with which any given 

organism interacted.  Physical  phenomena were of  secondary importance.  
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For Rit ter  and Guyot the primary emphasis was on the physical  features 

of  the earth's surface—the size,  location,  and configurat ion of  the 

continents and oceans,  and the character of  the cl imate.  Biot ic phe

nomena played a relat ively minor role.  

Darwin viewed evolut ion as simply a process through which a 

species became increasingly better  adapted to i ts part icular niche.  

I t  involved no inherently progressive tendency and individual  species 

might in fact  regress with respect to their  evolut ionary history i f  

that  proved to be the most effect ive ecological  strategy.  Rit ter  and 

Guyot 's concept of  evolut ion assumed an inherently progressive tendency 

with respect to man. Man was seen as evolving towards an increasingly 

higher state of  civi l izat ion according to a predetermined plan,  not as 

a product of  adaptat ion to a part icular environment.  

The dif ferences in views on environment and evolut ion ref lect  

dif fer ing conceptions of  the organism-environment relat ionship.  Darwin 

viewed the relat ionship as a dynamic interact ion based on reciprocal  

relat ionships in which individual  organisms strove to maximize their  

production of  offspring in the face of  intense competi t ion.  Spontane

ous variat ions produced during reproduction bestowed dif fer ing 

capabil i t ies on the offspring,  and natural  select ion,  operat ing 

through the dif ferential  survival  of  these offspring,  resulted in 

the survival  of  those individuals best suited to exist ing condit ions.  

Through this process the species as a whole became increasingly 

effect ive in exploit ing i ts ecological  niche.  
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Ritter and Guyot also acknowledged reciprocal relations; 

however, they were vague on the details of the relationship (.Stoddart 

1966, p. 693). Their interest was in the earth as a whole. Conse

quently they tended towards a holistic interpretation, explaining the 

outcomes of the organism-environment relationship, not in terms of 

individual advantage, but in terms of the relation of the outcome of 

the interaction to the earth as a whole, or to a divine plan. 

Darwinian theory was based on an incipient probabilistic 

model of the behavior of organic phenomena. The rise of variations, 

and the survival of offspring were not deterministic processes, nor 

were they explicitly probabilistic. However, the assumption that 

change was a result of unpredictable spontaneous variations suggested 

a probabilistic basis which was more fully developed by later theo

rists. Ritter and Guyot, on the other hand, had a clearly determin

istic view of organic and inorganic behavior. Their focus was on 

the laws governing the earth as a whole, and they do not appear to 

have recognized the possibility of either probabilistic processes 

or the occurrence of unpredictable individual variations. 

Darwinian theory recognized no divine authority. It was a 

world which functioned largely autonomously. There was no plan, nor 

was there any inherent directional tendency in the evolution of 

the world as a whole or any given species. This is not to say that 

teleological explanation was banished completely because "natural 

selection" certainly played the role of the "invisible hand." However, 

there was no explicit reliance on a divine authority, nor was the 
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human species the object  of  any special  attention.  I t  has simply 

evolved l ike other species through a process of  natural  select ion.  

The geography of  Rit ter  and Guyot,  on the other hand, was based on an 

expl ici t ly teleological  world view. The earth had been created by 

God as the home of  man in accordance with a divine plan.  I t  was the 

destiny of  mankind to complete this plan through the development of  

civi l izat ion.  While a Christ ian teleology was a fundamental  part  of  

the conceptual  framework; i t  entered into the explanation of  detai ls 

only indirect ly i f  at  a l l .  Thus while the just i f icat ion for geography 

as a science was based on the idea of  a designed earth,  i t  did not 

direct ly inf luence actual  research in geography.  

Final ly,  Darwinian theory was based on a concept of  the 

individual ,  and i ts central  contr ibution to biological  thought was a 

mechanism whereby the process of  evolut ion could be explained in terms 

of  this concept of  the individual .  The geography of  Rit ter  and Guyot 

was based on a concept of  the whole,  and the primary focus was on the 

role played by each of  the parts in the formation of  the whole.  The 

principal  contr ibution here was a vision of  the earth and i ts inhabi

tants forming a unif ied,  quasi-organic whole which was the product 

of  divine care.  

These then are the principal  dif ferences between the ideas of  

Darwin and those of  Rit ter  and Guyot.  They are the products of  funda

mental ly di f ferent world views, and the contrast  between them is 

indicat ive of  the changes in western ideas on man and nature which 

took place during the latter  hal  f  of  the nineteenth century.  In the 
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following chapter we will examine this process of change because a 

major part of the thesis developed here is that the conceptual frame

work of early twentieth century American geographic thought was a product 

of the attempt to reconcile Darwinian thought with the idea of a de

signed earth. 

This is not to imply that there is a direct genetic link 

between the two bodies of thought. Carl Ritter and to a lesser extent 

Arnold Guyot epitomized the natural philosophy of their day (.Glacken 

1967, p. 510) and in much the same way turn of the century American 

geography reflects the environmental ideas of the intellectual milieu 

in which it developed. The relationship between them is a generalized 

one, a product of their involvement in a common set of concerns, and 

the differences in their approaches reflect the changing orientation 

towards those concerns during the course of the nineteenth century, 

brought on as a consequence of the Darwinian revolution. This is the 

value of comparing early twentieth century American geographic thought 

with both Darwinian evolutionary theory and the ideas of Ritter and 

Guyot. It permits an assessment of precisely how the ideas represented 

by Darwin on the one hand and Ritter and Guyot on the other, contribu

ted to the conceptual framework of early twentieth century American 

geographic thought, and thus helps to define the meaning and role of 

environment in relation to that body of thought. 



CHAPTER 6 

THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE IDEA 

OF A DESIGNED EARTH 

A principal element of the thesis developed here is that the 

idea of the earth as environment, the world view on which early 

twentieth century American geographic thought is based, is the product 

of the transformation of the idea of a designed earth under the impact 

of Darwinian evolutionary theory. By this I mean that early twentieth 

century environmental theory was not simply the result of the replace

ment of the conceptual framework based on the design argument with one 

based on Darwinian evolution. It was a combination of the two such 

that the resulting framework retained the character of the idea of a 

designed earth but incorporated several key features of Darwinian 

evolutionary theory in place of comparable features in the design 

argument. 

This is the critical element of the argument developed in the 

first five chapters concerning the tension between holistic and 

dualistic dimensions of early twentieth century American geographic 

thought. This tension is a product of the transitional role played 

by environmentalism in the history of western ideas on man and nature. 

Environmentalism and the concept of environment on which it is based 

were not simply the product of an attempt to bridge the gap between 

inorganic and organic; in a larger sense they were products of the 

attempt to bridge the gap between two fundamentally different 
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conceptions of the world. In this role, the concept of environment 

in late nineteenth and early twentieth century American geography 

contained within it much of what the Darwinian revolution had sought 

to replace or remove from the scene, and the holistic and dualistic 

dimensions of environment are manifestations of this larger role. 

The Darwinian Revolution 

The nineteenth century was a period marked by fundamental 

changes in western ideas concerning the relationship between man and 

nature, changes which were the product of the collision of two 

radically different world views. One, the idea that the earth was 

designed by a benevolent deity for the benefit of man, can be traced 

to the dawn of human history. The other, the idea that man and all 

other living things evolved from lower forms through a process of 

adaptation to the conditibns around them, was new, and offered an 

image of the world that was in many key respects the antithesis of 

that presented in the design argument. The acceptance of this new 

world view altered radically and irrevocably the conventional image 

of the earth, of man, and of the relationship between them, and 

resulted in a fundamental distinction between pre- and post-Darwinian 

views of nature. As Glacken (1967, p. xiii) observes, "Buffon, 

Kant, or Montesquieu, I believe, would have found the classical 

strange, but the gulf between their times and classical times would 

have been less than that between 1800 and 1900." However, the 

transition from one to the other was not as abrupt as one might 

infer from Glacken's statement, and the latter half of the 
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nineteenth century was characterized by the struggle to come to terms 

with the implicat ions of  the new world view, to understand what i t  

meant,  and to develop suitable replacements for what had been lost .  

"The social Darwinian generation," wrote Hofstadter (1955, p. 4), 

"if  we may cal l  i t  that ,  was a generat ion that  had to learn to l ive 

with arid accommodate to start l ing revelat ions of  possibly sweeping • •  

inport ,  and neither the ful l  meaning nor the l imits of  these revelat ions 

could be found unti l  a great  many thinkers had groped about,  stumbled,  

and perhaps fal len in the dark.  

Darwin's theory was accepted,  a lbeit  amid considerable con

troversy but in the process i t  was transformed. The truly revolut ionary 

aspects of  his theory—the randomness of  the ini t ial  variat ions and his 

nonprogressive view of  evolut ion were ignored.  Adaptat ion was interpreted 

as a Lamarckian process,  evol  ut ion as progressive change through t ime,  and 

his probabil ist ic phi losophy was replaced by nineteenth century scien

t i f ic  determinism (Bowler 1975; Freeman 197^; Hofstadter 1955; Stoddart  

1966, 1981; Bannister 1979)- The main contr ibution of  Darwinian evolu

t ionary theory to nineteenth century thought was the el imination of  

teleological  explanation based on Christ ian theology from scienti f ic 

inquiry (Stoddart  1966). A radical  theory which had threatened to topple 

the entire top heavy structure of  nineteenth century though was absorbed 

into the exist ing framework with only minor concessions,  and the 

immediate result  was an environmental  theory not very dif ferent from 

those which had been circulat ing for centuries.  

This transformation of  Darwinian evolut ionary theory can be 

attr ibuted to two related sets of  factors.  In part ,  i t  was due to the 
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fact that there was no available evidence in support of the idea of 

the spontaneous generation of random variations because genetic trans

mission was neither understood nor connected with Darwin until the 

late 1880's (Freeman 1974'). As Bannister writes (1979, p. 9), 

Equivocations in Darwin's own work concerning natural selec

tion, struggle for existence, and survival of the fittest— 
based in part on honest ignorance concerning the effects of 

environment and heredity--made it possible for others to 
reinterpret the Origin of Species within the framework of 

the mechanistic causation just then being confirmed by devel
opments in geology, thermodynamics, and biology. 

To a large extent, however, this reinterpretation of Darwin was a 

product of the gulf which separated Darwin's ideas from those which had 

existed before. There was, quite literally, no established framework 

capable of accepting the full implications of Darwinian evolutionary 

theory. The gulf separating the pre-Darwinian and Darwinian worlds was 

too wide to be crossed in single leap. As a result, Darwin's theory 

was interpreted in terms of the existing world view, and therefore, 

the reinterpretation of Darwin owes as much to the intellectual en

vironment into which it was introduced as it does to the lack of any 

specific supporting evidence. Referring to the sixty years leading up 

to the publication of The Origin, Bannister (1979, P« 17) states that, 

"developments in geology, physics, and biology etched more deeply the 

mechanists' image of a universe in which nothing happened spontaneously, 

a cosmos as regulated and decorous as the Victorian parlor. This 

climate shaped Darwin's theory and its reception." 

The immediate consequence of the introduction of Darwin's 

theory, then, was an example of what Harvey (1973, P- 124) following 

Johnson (1971 has called a "counter-revolution." The full implications 
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of the Darwinian revolut ion were prevented from heing real ized by 

the cooptat ion of  Darwin's theory and i ts reinterpretat ion in terms of  

mechanist ic causation.  There was a part ial  acceptance of  Darwin's 

ideas in an attempt to bui ld a framework compatible with the ideas of  

evolut ion and adaptat ion,  yet  one also able to accommodate the 

sense of  order and purpose that  the old design argument had provided.  

What emerged in the latter  half  of  the nineteenth century was a set  

of  transit ional  or counter-revolut ionary frameworks which attempted to 

bridge the gap between the pre-Darwinian and Darwinian worlds without 

relinquishing their hold in either C.Hofstadter 1955; Stoddart 1966; 

Thomas 1925; Bannister 1979). Evolution replaced design,  but the 

central  feature of  nineteenth century thought,  i ts  r igidly ordered 

conception of  the cosmos, remained intact .  

The Rise of  Environmental  Theory 

This process of  accommodating Darwinian ideas within exist ing 

conceptual  frameworks is especial ly evident in the development of  

environmental  theory during the latter  half  of  the nineteenth century,  

for  the immediate effect  of  his ideas was to st imulate the development 

of  what were in many respects pre-Darwinian schemes of  environmental  

influence. Thomas (1925, p. 27). writes, 

I t  would be di f f icult  to exaggerate the effect  of  Charles 
Darwin's doctr ine of  evolut ion upon the geographic explana
t ion of  social  development.  Of a l l  the innovations in thought 
during the nineteenth century his notion of  the gradual  evolu
t ion of  the organic world as a result  of  adaptat ion and 
readaptat ion to surrounding condit ions was second to none in 
i ts signif icance for environmental  theory.  I t  is true that  his 
thesis wholly destroyed the idea of  both the f ixi ty 
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of a species and of special creation and thus broke down 
the theory that environment was the only possible cause 

of variation, but the net effect of the evolutionary 

doctrine upon the geographic explanation was to give it 

greater strength. It came to be regarded as one of the two 

great factors whose combined operation resulted in organic 
evolutioD and it was thereby placed on a scientific basis 
and clothed with a dignity greater than it had previously 
enj oyed. 

The rise of environmental theory can be attributed to the 

selective interpretation of two elements of Darwin's theory, adapta

tion and evolution. Darwin's emphasis on "how infinitely complex 

and close fitting" are the relations between organisms and their 

surroundings, coupled with the Malthusian view of the relation between 

population and resources embodied in the phrase "struggle for exis

tence," focused attention on the importance of adaptation in insuring 

survival. In addition, the idea that evolution is the product of 

the adaptation of organisms to their surroundings gave the relationship 

between an organism and its external conditions much greater signifi

cance than it'had been accorded in the past, while the absence of an 

acceptable mechanism for the generation of internal variations led 

evolutionists to focus on the role of environment in the environment-

organism relationship. Thus, external conditions came to assume in

creasing importance in theories of evolution and development. As 

Glacken (1973, p. 130) notes, 

The Darwinian theory, inspired in part by Malthus, in pointing 
to the enormous reproductive power of living things compared 

with the food available for their sustenance, called dramatic 
attention to the survival value of adaptation of organisms 
to the environment. Nature, the physical environment, acquired 

a new and dynamic force. 
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The second important element is the idea of evolution itself. 

Theories of climatic causality and physical influence are as old as 

human history (Thomas 1925; Glacken 1967).. Demonstrating the impor

tance of adaptation does not, of itself, represent a radical departure 

from pre-Darwinian thought. The critical difference between old and 

new theories lay in their relationship to a higher authority. In the 

past, most environmental theories had been associated with the idea 

of a designed earth, or at least assumed an mitial divine creation, 

and therefore some higher authority with a direct interest in the 

affairs of man and the earth. The acceptance of Darwin's theory cut 

the link between the earth and this theological superstructure. The 

origin of life, even of man, could no longer be attributed to a divine 

creation but must be accepted as a product of earthly conditions 

(Stoddart 1966, p. 689). The result was that the creative force once 

vested in a divine power was shifted to the material world. As Glacken 

(.1967, p. 520) observes, "once the design argument is eliminated as 

a fundamental explanation of the various kinds of life, what often 

remains is some kind of environmental theory.'1 

The truly significant point, though, is not simply the rise of 

theories emphasizing the role of physical conditions in organic evolu

tion, but the emergence of the concept of environment, for both the 

word and the concept it expresses are products of these same changes 

in prevailing ideas on man and nature. Neither existed prior to the 

beginning of the nineteenth century (Schutze 1903, p. A26; O.E.D. 

1933, p. 231; Koller 1918, p. 5). Furthermore, the development of the 
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term environment was accompanied by the appearance of synonymous 

terms elsewhere, for mi 1ieu in French, and Umwelt in German also 

came into popular use during this period (Koller 1918, p. 5). The 

emergence of these terms is striking evidence of the magnitude of 

the changes in ideas concerning the relationship between man and 

nature taking place throughout the western world. What had once been 

referred to as the Earth, Nature, external conditions, climate, 

mountains, oceans, or rivers, was subsumed within a contentless 

abstraction—"environment"—"the conditions under which any person 

or thing lives or is developed, the sum total of influences which 

modify and determine the development of life or character" (O.E.D. 

1933, p. 231). Thus, it was not simply a question of the physical 

environment acquiring a "new and dynamic force." Darwin's evolu

tionary theory had resulted in a fundamental reorientation of man's 

perception of the relationship between the individual and external 

conditions, a reorientation of sufficient magnitude that it necessi

tated the development of a new concept to express it. 

However, to attribute the emergence and general acceptance of 

the concept of environment to the Darwinian revolution is not the 

same as to attribute the concept itself to Darwinian evolutionary 

theory. The word was apparently coined by Herbert Spencer (Schutz 

1903, p. ^26), an avowed Lamarckian (Freeman 197*1, Hofstadter 1955), 

and was never, to my knowledge, used by Darwin. It is a concept 

intimately connected with the late nineteenth century proliferation 

of monistic theories which emphasize the primary role of physical 
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and in some cases social conditions in the evolution of human society 

(Thomas 1925; Koller 1918; Hofstadter 1955; Freeman 197*0. It is a 

transitional concept, the product of the attempts to reconcile the 

opposing views of pre-Darwinian and Darwinian thought, and its role in 

early twentieth century American geography reflects this, for the 

meaning of environment is not just a function of what it does within 

that framework, but also of what it replaces. 

The Idea of the Earth, as Environment 

The role of environment in early twentieth century American 

geographic thought then is tied to these larger events - the collapse 

of the old design argument and the rise of evolutionary theories em

phasizing the role of environment. The result, I have argued, was the 

transformation, not replacement, of the conceptual framework based on 

the design argument. I describe this set of changes as a transforma

tion because, although many of the elements are changed, the structure 

which emerged retains the flavor of the pre-Darwinian world view. It 

is a pre-Darwinian framework that has been modified to accommodate 

elements of Darwinism, not a Darwinian framework modified to include 

elements of the design argument. 

This point, as I noted earlier, is critical to the argument 

developed here, for to a large extent my characterization of early 

twentieth century American geographic thought as based on a tension 

between holistic and dualistic elements hinges on the nature of the 

relationship between pre- and post-Darwinian world views. The rise 

of evolutionary philosophies based on environmental theory was the 
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product of  the attempt to reconstruct a hol ist ic framework once the 

Christ ian teleogy underlying the design argument had been discredited.  

As Glacken (1967, p. 520) has observed,  when the design argument is  

el iminated as an explanation of  l iv ing phenomena, an environmental  

theory often remains.  In the case of  the Darwinian revolut ion i t  was 

not simply that  the design argument had been el iminated,  but that  an 

environmental  argument had been asserted and that  teleological  explana

t ion had been replaced by evolut ionary (read environmental)  explana

t ion.  This accounts for the hoi istfc-dual ist ic dimensions of  early 

twentieth century American geography.  Evolut ionary theory provided 

a unifying theoret ical  framework for the earth as a whole by emphasiz

ing the role of  the physical  environment within that  whole.  The 

vacuum created by the el imination of  Christ ian teleology-was f i l led 

by transferr ing that  authority to the material  world via the notion 

of  natural  law. Thus,  environment,  the physical  earth,  assumed the 

role once vested in a divine creater.  The net  result  was the transfor

mation of  the conceptual  framework of  pre-Darwinian thought into 

environmental  determinism, "the geographer's version of  social  

Darwinism" (Herbst 1961, p. 5*»0). 

The r ise of  the natural  sciences is an important part  of  this 

process.  Under the impact of  Darwinian evolut ionary theory,  the 

natural  sciences had been "transformed," according to Stoddart  (1975,  

p.  18) .  The growing volume of  data and new methods of  measurement 

contr ibuted to the development of  "a new framework reject ing the 

implici t  order and harmony of  the old teleological  phi losophy,  
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emphasizing laws and methods, function and morphology, in the new 

light of post-Darwinian natural science" (Stoddart 1975, p. 18). The 

result was not just a transformation of physical geography, but a 

transformation of prevailing concepts of the earth. The physical 

phenomena of the earth, in fact the earth as a whole, could now be 

described and analyzed in terms of scientific principles and methods. 

This is nowhere better exemplified than in the proliferation of evolu

tionary models of natural phenomena of which Davis1 "cycle of erosion" 

is the classic example. "Davisian geomorphology," writes Stoddart 

(1966, p. 686), "was deductive, time-orTented, and imbued with mecha

nistic notions of causation, deriving its uniformitarianism from Lyel1 

and its theme of change through time at least partly from a simplified 

view of evolution." The earth itself had come to exemplify the sense 

of order and timelessness once associated with a divine power under 

the old design argument. Religious teleology may have been banished 

from scientific explanation, but as Sauer observed, divine law had 

merely been transposed into natural law. "In place of the religious 

teleology of Ritter, which is denounced," writes Hartshorne (1959> P-

62), "the disciples of the new 'objective1 philosophy have substituted 

a no less omnipotent, even omniscient, Nature, dominated throughout by 

mechanistic laws." 

Herein lies the essence of the late nineteenth century 

attraction to environmental theories. Environment conveyed a sense of 

lawful order otherwise absent in the post-Darwinian world. As Justin 

Winsor (1895). wrote in the dedication to The Mississippi Basin, "I 

would not say that there are not other compelling influences, but no 
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other control is so steady." It was seen as a "stable," "persistent" 

force juxtaposed against the chatter of humanity (Semple 1911, p. 2), 

"the permanent element in the shifting fate of races" (Semple 1911, 

p. 6). Environment was the product of an attempt to recapture the 

sense of order, harmony, and purpose once provided by the design 

argument in a framework consistent with the prevailing interpretation 

of evolutionary theory. Thus, the belief in "natural law" was for 

many a belief in the role of environment as the manifestation of that 

natural law. Underlying this view of the role of environment was a 

conviction that order and purpose lay not within humanity but in the 

earth as environment, just as before order and purpose had been vested 

in another external source—the Christian god. 

Environment, then, was the central element in a conception of 
« 

the relationship between the earth and man which sought to recreate 

the structure of a religious world view based on the idea of a de

signed earth in terms that were compatible with the radical implica

tions of Darwinian theory. As such, environmental ism in the early 

twentieth century was as much a belief as a science. As Sauer (1925, 

pp. 348-3^9) observes, it was "a dogma, the assertion of a faith that 

brings rest to a spirit vexed by the riddle of the universe. It was 

a new evangel for the age of reason, which set up its particular form 

of adequate order and even of ultimate purpose." 

Ultimately, then, the role of environment in early twentieth 

century American geographic thought can be traced to the realm of 

belief. Environment, the physical manifestation of natural law, the 

basis for a rational interpretation of the earth and its inhabitants, 
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substi tutes for a divine creator in a world view from which Christ ian 

teleology has been banished.  The result  is  a hol ist ic framework which 

retains the basic structure of  the design argument in a context that  

is consistent with the prevai l ing evolut ionary phi losophy.  

The Ideas of  a Designed Earth and of  the 
Earth as Environment:  A Comparison 
of  the Two Conceptual  Frameworks 

In the f inal  analysis,  my assert ion that  early twentieth 

century American geographic thought was based on the transformation,  

not replacement,  of  the idea of  a designed earth into the idea of  the 

earth as environment must be based on signif icant structural  similar i 

t ies between the two conceptual  frameworks i f  the issue is not to 

degenerate into an argument over semantics.  At  this point  the struc

ture of  each of  the two relevant conceptual  frameworks has been dis

cussed in suff icient detai l  that  such a comparison and evaluation is 

possible,  so the remainder of  this chapter wi l l  consist  of  an examina

t ion of  the relevant aspects of  each body of  thought.  

Several  points of  similar i ty exist  and provide the basis for 

my posit ion.  Those which wi l l  be discussed include their  hol ist ic 

world views, their  theories of  the development of  civi l izat ion,  their  

determinist ic phi losophies,  their  concepts of  the earth as the home 

of  man, and their  approaches to the organism-environment relat ionship.  

The two principal  areas of  divergence are the rel iance on Christ ian 

teleology versus an evolut ionary phi losophy,  and the presence of  a 

strongly dual ist ic concept of  environment in early twentieth century 

American geographic thought.  These dif ferences,  however,  are not 
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significant in terms of the overall frameworks because they represent 

comparable solutions to different problems. 

The idea of a designed earth, especially as developed in the 

writings of Carl Ritter and Arnold Guyot, is unquestionably holistic. 

The holistic basis of early twentieth century American geography is a 

good deal more problematic, and the explicit emphasis is on a dualistic 

approach. However, I have noted several areas within the American 

framework which can be interpreted as evidence of a holistic viewpoint. 

The assumption of a causal link between inorganic and organic phenomena 

suggests that the two parts are believed to be linked to form a whole. 

This assumption, as noted earlier, was critical to the relationship 

definition of geography as formulated by Davis, and was criticized by 

Sauer (.1924, p. 18) as undermining scientific objectivity. The bridge 

concept is also clearly predicated on the belief that the inorganic and 

organic are parts of a larger whole. In addition, the assumption that 

inorganic and organic phenomena behave according to similar laws, and 

that the relationship between them can be described in terms of such 

laws, suggests the existence of holistic laws governing the behavior 

of the earth as a whole. The lack of attention to the mechanism of 

environmental influence would also suggest such an assumption. 

Finally, the earth-oriented approach to the organism-

environment relationship is suggestive of a holistic world view. 

This is all the more plausible as an explanation for American geogra

phers' approach when one considers the fact that many of the founders 

of American geography were earth scientists and probably conceived 
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of geography as an earth science. Their interest in organic phenomena 

was in terms of the earth as a whole, not just in terms of the 

inorganic-organic relationship. This is evident in both Tower's (1910) 

and Brigham's (1910) discussions of geography, and is suggested by 

Pattison (1981). It is significant that as the focus was shifted from 

the earth (environment) to man, the approach was reversed (Barrows 

1923, p- 3; Pattison 1981, pp. 159-60; Hartshorne 1939, pp. 123—124), 

and the relationship approached from the perspective of man. Based 

on these elements, several of which will be discussed in more detail 

below, I think that it is fairly clear that the conceptual framework 

of early twentieth century American geographic thought was based on a 

holistic world view. 

The evolutionary theories of Guyot and Ritter on the one hand 

and Semple, Huntington and Ward in the other, constitute another area 

where the similarities between the two world views are evident. The 

two theories conceive of the process of development in almost identi

cal terms. Both characterize cultural development as a holistic 

process intimately driven by earth forces according to the same 

challenge-response model. Both focus on the same physical phenomena: 

the oceans, soils, landforms, and climates, and accord them similar 

roles in the developmental process. Of equal significance is the fact 

that these similarities are not the result of convergence but are due 

to the fact that the theories of early twentieth century American 

geographers are to a large extent borrowed from pre-Darwinian writers 

(Thomas 1925; pp. 203-225). The fact that such, a relationship is 
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possible is strong evidence in support of the basic compatibility of 

the two conceptual frameworks. 

Another point of similarity lies in the deterministic philoso

phies of Guyot and Ritter on the one hand and early twentieth century 

American geography on the other. Both, frameworks are based on the 

assumption that earthly phenomena behave according to deterministic 

laws. In Ritter1s and Guyot1s conception of the earth this can be 

attributed to their teleological viewpoint (Ritter 1863,  p. 64-65).  

They assume that the apparently accidental or irregular character of 

the individual case and the apparent disorder of the whole is a 

product of the observer's limited perspective (Ritter 1863, pp. 64-65). 

There is no such thing as a random event in a probabilistic sense. All 

behavior, inorganic and organic, conforms to deterministic laws. How

ever, because of the teleological element, the idea of a divine plan, 

behavior to be lawful does not have to be explicable in terms of the 

physical environment. It does, however, have to be lawful in a 

deterministic sense. In early twentieth century American geography 

this deterministic philosophy is more closely tied to environmental 

factors. However, the end result is comparable: a world in which 

each individual event is lawful, and therefore predictable. Thus both 

conceptual frameworks are based on similar deterministic assumptions. 

A final area of similarity between the two approaches is their 

respective conceptions of the earth and the relationship between this 

view and their approach to the organism-environment relationship. 

Ignoring for a moment the question of causality, the idea of a designed 
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earth is substantially the same as that of the earth as environment 

in that both views assume that the parts are tailored to each other 

to form an harmonious whole. Furthermore, both are anthropocentric 

concepts. Both express the idea of the earth as the home of man, 

despite the fact that this relationship is the product of very dif

ferent factors. In the former it is the result of the earth having 

been molded for man, in the latter it is the result of man having 

been molded by the earth. Dryer (.1905, p. 355) expresses this same 

relationship between the two conceptions of the earth using the 

analogy of actors and a stage. 

We no longer think of the earth as merely a stage for the play 

of human life. The stage has not been arranged by the manager 
for the actors, but the actors have been fitted to the stage. 
They are what they are and no other, where they are and not 

elsewhere, and playing each his own peculiar part, because 
they have been molded, trained and adapted by means of that 

particular scene and part. 

The real significance of these two concepts of the earth is the 

support they offer for approaching the organism-environment relation

ship from the perspective of the earth.. Earlier I noted that both 

Ritter and Guyot advocated an earth to man approach because the earth 

was the physical manifestation of God's plan. Since the earth had 

been designed for man, every element of the earth must have signifi

cance for man, therefore, the study of the physical features of the 

earth would enable the investigator to understand God's plan and hence 

both the earth and man. For the early twentieth century American 

geographer a similar logical sequence led to the same conclusion. 

Since man was a product of his physical environment, then the features 
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of that environment must be significant in terms of man. Therefore, 

a study of the physical features would enable the investigator to 

understand the forces which have shaped man, and hence to understand 

man. Parker (1893, p. 125) in a passage which was also quoted earlier, 

makes this claim exactly. "Geography," he writes, "with its kindred 

sciences of inorganic matter here named, may be called the physical 

basis of life, since it deals with the environment, the support and 

the nourishment of life; it is therefore the interpretation of life." 

Thus in both the idea of a designed earth and in the idea of the 

earth as an environment the earth is seen as a kind of blueprint for 

humanity. As Taylor (1951, p. 16) asserts, "Nature's plan is obvious, 

only the state of development depends on man." It is the geographer's 

role to study that blueprint. 

These are the principal points on which the two conceptual 

frameworks are in substantial agreement. The main areas of disagree

ment are the reliance on Christian teleology on the one hand and on 

an evolutionary philosophy coupled with a concept of environment as a 

distinct entity or force. However, these apparently fundamental 

differences result in the creation of analogous structures because the 

two sets of ideas perform similar functions in their respective con

ceptual frameworks. The idea of an omnipotent, omniscient god coupled 

with that of a divine plan is equivalent to the idea of environment 

as a tangible force, the physical manifestation of natural law, while 

the belief that cultural development proceeds according to a divine 

plan is equivalent to a belief in the progressive evolution of human 

society. As was noted with respect to their theories of the 
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development of civilization, a progressive view of evolution is only 

a small step away from the idea of a divine plan. Both convey a 

sense of purpose and ultimate goal that is lacking in a Darwinian 

universe (Kuhn 1970, p. 172; Eisley 1958; Bowler 1975, pp. 111-112; 

Simpson 197^). The principal difference is that the teleological 

assumptions are explicit in the former, implicit in the latter. With 

respect to the relationship between the idea of an omnipotent creator 

and the idea of environment as a tangible force much the same can be 

said. As noted above, and earlier, environment was bestowed with many 

of the qualities formerly associated with a divine creator. It was 

"steady," "stable," "persistent," all powerful. Often it was personi

fied and in extreme statements even given a will of its own. Further

more, just as God is the principal creative force in a Judaeo-Christian 

universe, so environment was the primary creative force in the world 

of nineteenth century natural law. 

The similarities and differences outlined above are the basis 

for my characterization of early twentieth century American geographic 

thought as a product of the transformation of the idea of a designed 

earth, for while the two sets of ideas are apparently very different, 

on closer examination they exhibit the same basic qualities, and per

form similar functions in their respective conceptual frameworks. As 

such they are indicative of similar styles of thinking, similar ways 

of conceiving of the world given somewhat different starting assump

tions—on the one hand Judaeo-Christian theology, on the other, 

nineteenth century evolutionary philosophy. 
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In sum then, the basic similarity between the two models can 

be traced to the way that Darwinian evolutionary theory was accommoda

ted within an essentially pre-Darwinian conceptual framework. For 

turn-of-the-century American geographers the discovery of evolution 

did not demonstrate that Ritter and Guyot were wrong; rather it pro

vided a scientific explanation for the origins of life and of mankind, 

issues which had hitherto been relegated to the realm of theology 

(Herbst 1961). As Stoddart (.1966, pp. 697-698) observes of Darwin's 

contribution to nineteenth century thought, 

Darwin established a sphere of enquiry free from a priori 
theological ideas, and freed natural science from the argu-

"mehtsof natural theology. With the publication of Essays and 

Reviews in i860, theology itself began to turn away from 
science, and to acknowledge that in his field the Bible was 
no authority. Darwin, by empirical argument and inductive 

method, thus dismissed teleology as a live issue in scientific 
explanation. . . And finally, and in this he was alone, 
Darwin established man's place in nature, both in Huxley's 
sense, and in Haeckel's, and in so doing made man a fit 

object for scientific study. 

Science had expanded its sphere of influence but it did so not so much 

by redefining the terrain as by simply occupying the territory 

wrested from theology. The resulting changes were those that were 

necessary to develop a coherent framework that recreated the form of 

the original. Evolutionary philosophy replaced Christian theology, 

and in keeping with this change environment replaced the divine 

creator, but the basic character of the resulting world view remained 

the same. The idea of a designed earth had simply been transformed 

into the idea of the earth as environment. 



CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

In this essay I have examined the concept of environment and 

its significance in early twentieth century American geographic 

thought. I have attempted to demonstrate that the concept of environ

ment reflected the tension between holistic and dualistic elements 

which characterized American geography during this period, and that 

this tension was a product of the attempt to reconcile the idea of 

a designed earth with Darwinian evolutionary theory. The resulting 

conceptual framework, which I have called the idea of the earth as 

environment, was dualistic in that it assumed a dichotomy between 

inorganic and organic phenomena, but holistic in that the two halves 

were believed to be linked in a relationship of cause and effect. 

Geography was defined as the study of the relationship between these 

two halves. Thus it was based on a holistic world view but a dualistic 

approach to the phenomena of that whole. 

My thesis then consists of several parts which have been 

developed in various ways and in various places throughout this 

essay. The first of these is that early twentieth century American 

geographic thought was riot simply dualistic but consisted of both 

holistic and dualistic elements which are embodied in the prevailing 

concept of environment. The second is that the concept of environment 

was the central element in the structure of American geographic thought 
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in that the definition and approach taken by geographers drew their 

justification from this concept. The third is that the concept of 

environment in early twentieth century American geographic thought 

is the product of the transformation, not the replacement, of the 

idea of a designed earth as it had been developed in the first half 

of the nineteenth century. By way of conclusion I summarize the 

points made here regarding each of these parts of my overall thesis. 

The first part of my thesis, the presence of a tension 

between holistic and dualistic dimensions in early twentieth century 

American geographic thought consists of two elements: the existence 

of identifiable holistic and dualistic tendencies within the overall 

conceptual framework. Of the two, the dualistic tendency is the 

one most frequently noted by writers on the subject (Hartshorne 1939, 

pp. 120-216, 1959, pp. 65-30; Leighly 1955, p. 313), and also the one 

that is most easily demonstrated in the literature. 

As noted in various parts of this essay the division of earthly 

phenomena into two classes, inorganic and organic, was a central ele

ment of early twentieth century American geographic thought, for the 

entire question of environmental influence depended on the validity 

of a world view in which the complexity of the earth is squeezed into 

a dichotomous classification and attention focused on the relationship 

between the two resulting entities. The significance of this dualistic 

approach extends beyond this, however, for under the collective term 

environment the physical phenomena of the earth were thought to form 

a distinct entity, a concrete force which could be analyzed and its 
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influence on life determined. It was this concept of environment as 

a measurable force which was the professed basis for geography as an 

earth science studying the influence of environment on life. Thus, 

this dualistic approach to the earth as a whole was critical to the 

relationship definition as developed in early twentieth cen+,:ry 

American geographic thought. 

The holistic dimension, also reflected in the concept of 

environment, has received considerably less attention in the literature, 

although it is an equally important element of early twentieth century 

American geographic thought. Throughout this thesis I have argued that 

while the approach is dualistic the overall conceptual framework is 

holistic in the sense that all phenomena were causally linked together 

to form a whole. This assumption was the fa?son d'etre of early 

twentieth century American geography (Newbigin 1911, pp. 10-11, Smith 

1907, P- ^72, Dryer 1920, pp. 7-8). Three elements of the prevailing 

framework support my assertion that geography contained a strong 

holistic tendency: the prevailing interpretation of evolutionary 

theory, the prevailing beliefs about the behavior of inorganic and 

organic phenomena, and the prevailing approach to the organism-

environment relationship. 

The presence of a holistic dimension is most explicitly 

acknowledged with respect to the role of evolutionary theory within 

geography. Evolution was seen as a "unifying principle," as scienti

fic evidence that the inorganic and inorganic were causally connected, 

and that this set of linkages was the critical element in organic 
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and cultural evolution. It established scientifically what the design 

argument had maintained on theological grounds, that the phenomena of 

the earth, inorganic and organic, were connected to form a whole. 

Furthermore, by focusing attention on the process by which organisms 

adapted to their physical conditions, the prevailing interpretation 

of evolution validated a dualistic approach to the study of the whole, 

paving the way for environmental determinism (.Herbst 1961). Thus 

both the holism of the overall conceptual framework and the dualism 

of the environmentalist approach can be traced to the way that geogra

phers interpreted and applied evolutionary theory. 

The second major element of this holistic framework is the 

assumption that the inorganic and organic behave according to the 

same, or at least the same kinds of laws. Geography was based on a 

mechanistic view of causality in which all phenomena were thought to 

behave according to deterministic laws. Furthermore, it was assumed 

that the relationship between inorganic and organic could be described 

in terms of these laws, thereby providing a unified explanatory frame

work for the earth as a whole. Thus, in terms of the behavior of 

earthly phenomena, there was no dualism; the parts were assumed to con

form to a common set of laws which taken together would presumably 

describe the dynamics of the earth as a whole. This was a critical 

assumption, and, as Leighly (1955, p. 313). points out, the collapse 

of the environmentalist tradition in its more extreme form can be at 

least partially attributed to the recognition that human social 
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processes cannot be adequately explained by the same kinds of laws 

used to describe inorganic processes. 

The third major point is that the characterization of the 

organism-environment relationship and the resulting approach to that 

relationship are both products of a holistic world view in which 

environment is equated with the whole. One of the most revealing 

pieces of evidence with respect to this point is the discrepancy 

between the geographic concept of environment and that of the organism. 

In addition, by characterizing the envi ronment-organ irsm relationship 

as one of cause and effect, and by approaching the relationship from 

the perspective of environment, geographers were making the implicit 

assumption that the behavior of the organism is insignificant relative 

to that of environment, and therefore, that organisms are to be under

stood in terms of their physical environments. The logic here is one 

often found in holistic models, e.g. the ecosystem. If environment 

and organism are parts of a whole, and if environment is the primary 

causal variable in the behavior of the organism, then the whole reflects 

the character of environment. A truly dualistic model would posit two 

sets of factors and study their interaction. 

Furthermore, the organizing principle, as Hartshorne (1939, PP-

124-125) has pointed out, is in terms of the earth, not the organism. 

This is evident in Davis' (1904) proposal for the classification of 

organic and inorganic phenomena, in the organization of Semple's 

Influences of Geographic Environment, and in Brigham's Geographic 

Influences in American History. Hartshorne (.1939, p. 120) attributes 
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this approach to an overemphasis on the earth sciences. However, there 

is more involved here than simply a disciplinary bias, for the result 

of this approach is to bring together inorganic and organic phenomena in 

terms of the earth. The interest in human phenomena, as Pattison (.1981) 

points out, was a logical extension of the interest in earth processes. 

Organic phenomena were regarded as the product of physical processes, 

and the logical approach given this view was one that extended outward 

from an earth science base. 

Given then that environment was a collective term for the phys

ical conditions of the earth, that it was considered to be the primary 

causal agent in the environment-organism relationship, and that organic 

phenomena were to be organized in terms of environment, it becomes clear 

that environment was considerably more than one side of a dichotomy; 

it represented the earth as a whole. When these points are added to 

the fact that all phenomena of the earth were causally connected and 

that they were thought to behave according to the same kinds of laws, 

it is evident that the prevailing world view in early twentieth century 

American geographic thought contained a substantial holistic dimension. 

There is, then, considerable evidence of both holistic and 

dualistic tendencies in American geography during this period. Both 

are assumed in the prevailing definition of geography for the relation

ship definition depends on the validity of a dichotomous classification 

and on the existence of a causal link between the two parts to form a 

larger whole. They also provide the logical basis for the bridge 

concept. As Hartshorne has pointed out, the idea that geography is a 
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bridge unifying the inorganic and organic presupposes the existence of 

a dichotomy to be bridged. Thus, the tension or ambiguity created by 

the coexistence of holistic and dualistic tendencies is an integral 

part of the conceptual framework of early twentieth century American 

geographic thought. 

The second critical issue is the origin of both the concept of 

environment and the conceptual framework of early twentieth century 

American geographic thought. I have argued here that it is a transi

tional phenomenon, a product of the attempt to reconcile pre-Darwinian 

and Darwinian views on man, nature, and the relationship between them. 

In this process of reconciliation the pre-Darwinian views, expressed 

in the idea of a designed earth, were transformed into the idea of 

the earth as environment. I have characterized this process as a 

transformation, not a replacement, because the idea of the earth as 

environment is very similar in many key respects to the idea of a 

designed earth. They share many of the same elements, and where they 

differ the differences seem to me to be indicative of similar ways of 

thinking, comparable approaches to different problems. Therefore, I 

see the idea of the earth as environment as an essentially pre-Darwinian 

conceptual framework in which certain key features, the idea of a 

divine creator and that of a divine plan, have been replaced with the 

Darwinian ideas of evolution and environment. This substitution 

reversed the relationship between the earth and man which lies at the 

core of the idea of a designed earth, thereby transforming it into 

the idea of the earth as environment. 
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One could argue that the idea of the earth as environment 

simply replaced the idea of a designed earth, and emphasize the dis

continuity in the transition where I have emphasized the continuity. 

Admittedly, there is an important element of discontinuity. The idea 

of the earth as environment is significantly different from the idea of 

a designed earth, and the differences between them are a product of 

the profound changes brought about by the introduction of Darwin's 

theory of evolution. However, to characterize the process of change 

as a replacement is to miss the primary role of the idea of the earth 

as environment in the development of nineteenth and early twentieth 

century western thought. The really significant discontinuity is that 

between pre-Darwinian and Darwinian world views. The idea of the earth 

as environment is neither. It is a post-Darwinian framework but it is 

not Darwinian. It lies partly between the pre-Darwinian and Darwinian 

frameworks, incorporating elements of both. It represents the attempt 

of people accustomed to a pre-Darwinian world to incorporate into that 

world view what they believed to be the significant contributions of 

Darwinian evolutionary theory.. Thus, its affinities lie primarily with 

what came before. The idea of a transformation captures this relation

ship, the idea of replacement does not. Therefore, I have characterized 

this process of accommodation and change as a transformation in order 

to highlight the historical role played by this framework. 

Kuhn's theory of scientific revolutions provides another frame

work for analyzing the relationships between pre-Darwinian, Darwinian, 

and post-Darwinian thought (Kuhn 1970; Greene 1971). In Kuhnian terms, 
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the publication of Darwin's The Origin of Species precipitated a 

scientific revolution in biological and social thought (.Greene 1971; 

Kuhn 1970, pp. 171172). In terms of the conventional interpretation 

of Kuhn, the acceptance of Darwin's theory signalled the end of a 

period of extraordinary science, and the beginning of a phase of normal 

science based on a Darwinian paradigm. I have argued that this sequence 

did not take place, that the replacement of pre-Darwinian biology with 

Darwinian evolutionary theory was postponed until the turn of the 

century (.Freeman 197*»; Greene 1971; Hofstadter 1955). Instead a 

conceptual framework emerged which combined elements of both. Harvey 

(1973, pp. 121-128), following Johnson (1971), has characterized this 

kind of situation as a counter-revolution. He argues that theories, 

especially those with implications for the society at large, reflect 

the social relationships which exist in that society, and therefore 

that scientific revolutions can only occur if they are accompanied by 

comparable changes in the social relationships of society. A counter

revolutionary theory then, is one which is proposed by the proponents 

of the status quo, i.e. the traditional theory, in order to coopt the 

revolutionary theory (Harvey 1973, p. 125). This is done by proposing 

a theory which incorporates enough elements of the revolutionary theory 

to have the superficial appearance of the revolutionary theory, and 

yet still support the social relationships of the status quo. The 

counter-revolutionary theory, then, is a product of the status quo. 

Its ties are backwards to what existed prior to the introduction of 

the revolutionary theory, and it is formulated in such a fashion that 
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it preserves what are considered to be the critical elements of the 

pre-revolutionary theory. 

Harvey does not indicate whether the counter-revolutionary 

theory is a transitional form or simply one of two states in a system 

which resonates between revolution and counter revolution. From a 

non-Marxist perspective it seems quite reasonable to view it as a 

transitional phase. Kuhn characterizes the process of paradigm con

version as a gestalt switch. However, many scientists do not make 

the switch. Either they never convert to the new theory (see Kuhn 

1970, p. 19; and Johnston 1978, p. 199; 1979, p. 185), or they inter

pret the revolutionary theory in terms of the traditional world view. 

For a time the counter-revolutionary theory assumes a dominant position 

in the debate between competing theories, but as the debate continues 

the revolutionary theory gradually replaces the counter-revolutionary 

theory, thereby initiating a new period of normal research. 

This modification of Kuhn's framework mirrors exactly what I 

have argued took place in the aftermath of the publication of Darwin's 

The Origin. Instead of a normal science-revolution-normal science 

sequence, the process of change consisted of a normal science-

revolution-counter-revolution-normal science sequence, with the 

counter-revolution serving as a transitional phase in the process of 

moving from a pre-Darwinian to a Darwinian paradigm. The idea of 

earth as environment, then, was a counter-revolutionary theory, one 

which incorporated significant elements of tlie revolutionary theory 

and yet still retained the basic structure of a pre-Darwin ian worl d view. 
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There is another theme which underlies those which have been 

discussed thus far, and which provides the logical justification for 

the approach taken in this essay. This is that early twentieth 

century American geography was based on a coherent conceptual yframe-

work, that it was not simply a bastardized interpretation of evolution

ary theory as Stoddart (1981). implies, nor a convenient strategy for 

popularizing physical geography as Pattison (.1981) argues. It was much 

more than this. It was one manifestation of a larger trend which 

dominated late nineteenth and early twentieth century thought. As 

such, early twentieth century American geography drew from a well 

developed body of ideas loosely grouped into a category called "social 

Darwinism" (Hofstadter 1955; Bannister 1979; Herbst 1961). Thus early 

twentieth century American geographic thought was a legitimate expres

sion of its time, and as I have attempted to show, was based on a 

logically consistent and coherent body of thought. 

In a sense, the approach taken in this essay depends on the 

validity of this assertion, for in taking a static approach and limit

ing my focus to the roughly twenty years between 1895 and 1915, I have 

assumed that there was a coherent body of thought developed around the 

idea of environmental influence which would not be the case if the 

literature from a longer period of time was examined. I base this 

assumption on the fact that the first quarter of the twentieth century 

was a period of tremendous dynamism both within and without geography. 

Outside the discipline, a Darwinian world view was replacing the older 

nineteenth century evolutionary philosophies (Hofstadter 1955; Leighly 
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1955), thereby undercutting the hroader philosophical justification 

for geography as an earth science studying environmental influence. 

Within geography this process of change was coupled with a growing 

restlessness as geographers, dissatisfied with the prevailing defini

tion, sought a different basis for defining their discipline. 

Brigham's (1915) presidential address marks the beginning of the 

turning point iri the move away from the theme of environmental 

influence. James and Martin (.1981, pp. 318-32*0 also point to the 

participation of American geographers in World War I as an important 

factor in this process of change. Whatever the precise timing or 

source of influence, it is clear that by the early twenties the con

ceptual framework of early twentieth century American geographic 

thought was in tatters. While the relationship definition survived, 

it did so within a totally different context. This is evident in 

Barrowfe presidential address of 1923. Geography was to be a social 

science, not an earth science. The approach was to be from the 

direction of man, the emphasis on human adjustment and reciprocal 

relations, not environmental influence. Evolution was not mentioned. 

The holistic basis of early twentieth century thought, grounded in 

geography as a science of the earth as a whole and in a unifying 

evolutionary philosophy, was no longer a dominant theme. The dualism 

survived but environment was no longer a thing, a concrete force whose 

impact on life could be scientifically analyzed according to the 

methods of the earth sciences. Virtually every significant element of 

the conceptual framework of early twentieth century American geographic 



143 

thought was being questioned, and within a few years even Barrows! 

approach had been pushed out of the mainstream of geographic activity. 

Thus, in a relatively short period of time the set of ideas which 

had provided the foundation for the drive to establish geography as 

a legitimate field of study had hecome an historical relic. 

It is this set of ideas, already missing from Barrows' state

ment of 1923, which has been the primary concern of this essay. I 

have attempted to demonstrate that these ideas form a coherent world 

view embodied in the idea of the earth as environment, and constitute 

a legitimate expression of prevailing thought on the relationship 

between the earth and man. The principal theme which has been developed 

here is that the idea of the earth as environment was a transitional 

phenomenon, a product of the attempt to reconcile two radically dif

ferent conceptions of the world: the idea of a designed earth, and 

Darwinian evolutionary theory. In the process of reconciliation the 

idea of a designed earth was transformed. Whereas before the earth 

was thought to have been created for man according to a divine plan, 

afterwards life was believed to have been created by earth forces 

through a process of adaptation to surrounding conditions. Thus, the 

earth gained a role and a significance within the overall conception 

of the cosmos which had previously been attributed to a divine creator. 

It is this new role which accounted for the prevailing view in American 

geography that the physical environment was a creative force, an 

embodiment of the lawful order of the universe. Therefore, it was 

this view of environment and its role in the world which was, 



ultimately, the basis for the definition and approach taken in early 

twentieth century American geographic thought. 

Early twentieth century American geography, then, was a 

product of the intellectual upheavals of the 19th century. The 

Darwinian revolution had had a profound impact on western thought, 

changing fundamentally the way people conceived of themselves and 

of their relationship to the earth. It hadplacedthe scientific 

investigation of human phenomena on a footing which had previously 

been reserved largely for the inorganic world, and it had linked 

the inorganic and organic worlds scientifically in a way that 

encouraged investigations into the relationships between them. In 

sum, it had opened up an entirely new world view, and brought to 

the fore a set of issues, questions, and problems which had never 

before been the subject of serious scientific debate. 

Early twentieth century American geography represented one 

of the first serious attempts to investigate this set of questions 

in a manner consistent with the prevailing interpretation of the 

relationship between man and environment. True, the conception of 

the problem was simplistic and the questions so general as to admit 

of only the crudest of answers. 

However, geographers of the early twentieth century had some

thing we no longer have, a vision of the earth and its inhabitants as 

parts of a unified whole, and a vision of geography as the science of 

that whole. In abandoning this overall picture in favor of its 

constituent elements we have gained much in terms of our understanding 



145 

of the parts, but we have gained this at the expense of a grasp of 

the whole. More important, in abandoning a holistic vision of the 

earth and its inhabitants we have lost what is probably the strongest 

justification for geography as a unified science. 
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