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Geographical Thought in Comparative Perspective

David HOOSON

This paper is partly an outgrowth of my experience as Chairman of the International
Working Group on the History of Geographical Thought and, in particular, a lengthy journey
through Europe, the Soviet Union, China and Japan in 1984-85. Tt arises from a growing
conviction that geography is inevitably becoming more internationalized, along with most other
aspects of our lives, and that therefore this needs to be reflected in.the recognition of a new
“polycentrism” in Geographic Thought.

It begins with an affirmation of the need for a strong geography in all countries today,
because of all the problems which increasingly have taken on a vital geographical component.
Some countries show a much greater understanding and recognition of the value of geography
in education and in public affairs than others. Our international Working Group is interested
in finding out how and why these differences have come about, and how the less fortunate
among us can learn from the experience of the more successful.

The rapidly growing internationalization of geography in the post-war period is noted,
particularly through the dispersion of the International Geographcal Congress beyond Europe --
and alongside this, the increasing role of English as the international medium of exchange of
ideas. This is followed by a description of the “Western legacy” in the history of geography,
overshadowing other cultural traditions.

The geographical traditions of the Soviet Union and the United States are then analysed
in some detail and compared. Pre-Soviet Russia had built up a rich and varied tradition especially
in integrated studies of the natural environment and the humanized landscapes, equal to any
other “schools” at the time. But in Stalin’s time geography became transformed into a largely
physical science and the vigorous reaction to this situation came with the Anuchin revolution
around 1960, which aimed at restoring the broader. humane, integrated type of geography from
the pre-Sovier traditions.

In the United States, by contrast, the so-called Quantitative Revolution —about the same
time— was primarily technical and theoretical and did not in any way hark back to earlier
American traditions, which had been rejected. There has similarly been a reaction in the United
States towards more ecological, behavioral and cultural approaches, but the last decade or so
has seen the introduction of a confusing plethora of different philosophies and methods often
displaying a lack of application to the problems of the real world and rather difficult to under-
stand, even in English.

Finally, while noting the progress and originality of Japanese, and also lately the resurgence
of Chinese, geography, I expressed the wish for more confident, “non-Western,” National
Schools in world geography. I hope that Japan, along with other countries that are developing
or rejuvenating their own national geographies in line with both national traditions and specific
needs and priorities, will feel able to do so without looking too anxiously over their shoulders

to see what the Americans are doing, and to export its best contributions. The time seems
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ripe for the evolution of a genuinely “polycentric” structure of world geographical thought, to

gradually replace the long-time hegemony of “the West.”
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