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Preface

It is a unique privilege to be so intimately involved with a distinguished
international organization such as the International Geographical Union
(IGU) as it celebrates one hundred years since its formal establishment. The
present volume reflects on this illustrious history in great depth and detail
and, in doing so, offers an important viewpoint at a critical juncture—not
only on the organization itself, but on the nature and development of the
discipline of geography in general. So much has changed in a 100-year
period of history that has been punctuated by the cataclysmic World War II,
countless national and regional conflicts, political revolutions, sundry eco-
nomic disasters and stock market crashes—and now even a global pandemic
that has taken its toll, one way or the other, on just about everybody on the
planet. This has indeed been a tumultuous period. Despite such massive
challenges, since the establishment of a scientific union for Geography in
1922 and its acceptance as a member of the recently hatched International
Research Council—itself a product of negotiations that took place at the end
of the First World War—our beloved discipline has flourished and continues
to gain in significance.

Over above the turbulent political and economic events that have char-
acterized the last one hundred years, we now find ourselves facing problems
of titanic proportions that have arisen due to the unsustainable utilization
of the earth’s rich but limited resources expressed. What we now refer to as
the climate emergency is the most obvious manifestation of a wider and
continually evolving human–environmental crisis. In straddling the natural
and social sciences and humanities, geography aims to integrate the study of
both natural and human realms and their interactions, focusing on space,
places, and regions, addressing and questioning both short-term and
longer-term processes and their resultant patterns. In this sense, geography is
a science that is critical to understanding the processes, patterns, and tra-
jectories of our future Earth, an understanding that is vital if we are to give
future generations any chance at all of an equitable and sustainable future. As
an international organization, the IGU oversees a discipline attempting to
grapple with some very big issues indeed. It is no mean responsibility.

As this volume surely demonstrates, the IGU has evolved to be a diverse,
even heterogeneous, body but one that has consistently demonstrated its
effectiveness as a platform for synthesis. It should, therefore, continue to
prove to be a highly valued source of intellectual reinforcement for the
discipline. One hundred years down the line, we can of course pat ourselves
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on the back for presiding over an increasingly dynamic organization, but
the nature and scale of the current challenges confronting humankind sug-
gests that this is no time to rest on our laurels—there is much work ahead.
I express the sincere hope that the IGU President in 2122 will be able to look
back with pride on what will then be our bicentennial and feel a sense of
satisfaction that this work was indeed well done!

Cape Town, South Africa Michael E. Meadows
President: International Geographical

Union 2020–2024
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1Introduction

Vladimir Kolosov, Jacobo García-Álvarez,
Michael Heffernan, and Bruno Schelhaas

The International Geographical Union (IGU) is
the only global organisation representing the
entire discipline of Geography. The IGU brings
together geographers from more than 100 coun-
tries, as scholars, teachers, and practitioners.
Formally established in Brussels under the aus-
pices of the International Research Council in
1922, the IGU is one of the oldest scientific
associations in the world, though it was preceded
by a sequence of ten International Geographical
Congresses (IGCs), inaugurated in Antwerp in
1871.

In July 2022, the IGU will celebrate its cen-
tenary at an extraordinary congress in Paris. This
provides an opportunity for the global commu-
nity of geographers to reflect on the internation-
alisation of Geography and the IGU’s role in

fostering this process and the wider cause of
scientific international cooperation. The interna-
tionalisation of Geography, initiated more than a
century before the current, turbulent era of
globalisation, has been a remarkably resilient and
creative endeavour that has overcome many
reversals and diversions during two World Wars,
severe economic depressions, Cold War military
and geopolitical conflicts, the imposition and
collapse of dictatorships, and the end of com-
munism in most parts of the world.

As the IGU’s history makes clear, interna-
tionalism and the interdisciplinarity are mutually
sustaining aspirations. Geography’s internation-
alism has always been closely associated with the
discipline’s productive diversity and inherent
interdisciplinary character. Inspired by traditions
of teaching and research inherited from the nat-
ural sciences, the social sciences, and the
humanities, Geography’s internationalisation,
revealed by the expanding range and quality of
collaborations between geographers in different
parts, facilitated by the IGU, has greatly expan-
ded the discipline’s conceptual ambition and
empirical evidence.

Like most sciences, Geography has continually
evolved over the past century. The pace of change
has accelerated in recent decades in response to
rapidly changing economic, social, political and
above all environmental challenges. New research
directions have emerged across the discipline,
enabled by the rapid development of new infor-
mation and communication technologies and new
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methods and theoretical approaches. Modern,
twenty-first century Geography, now more
diverse and interdisciplinary than ever, is perfectly
attuned to a world of complexity. It provides a
unique disciplinary perspective on the most diffi-
cult global problems, from climate change to the
diffusion of pandemics. As an international edu-
cational science, modern Geography also deepens
popular understanding of the nature-society
interface, the widening gap between the global
North and global South, the growing geographical
inequalities that impede the economic, social, and
cultural prosperity within regions and nation-
states, and the processes of social fragmentation
and polarisation that have arisen in recent years.

The IGU has been critically important to
Geography’s development as an international,
interdisciplinary project. The IGU’s many activ-
ities are carried out by 43 Commissions, some
associated with specific sub-disciplines such as
Geomorphology and Political Geography, others
organised regionally or thematically such as
those concerned with Coastal Systems, Cold and
High Latitude Regions, Geographical Education,
the Mediterranean Basin, Latin America, and
Africa. Each IGU Commission is itself a global
association with memberships that range from a
few hundred to several thousand.

This volume of newly commissioned essays is
not the first to reflect on the IGU’s history and
significance. Two important volumes reviewed
aspects of the IGU’s history and current situation
in the early 1970s and mid-1990s. The first
volume, published to mark the centenary of the
first IGC and the 50th anniversary of the IGU in
1972, was entrusted by the IGU’s Executive
Committee to Philippe Pinchemel, the founding
chair of the IGU Commission on the History of
Geographical Thought (renamed in 2008 as the
Commission on the History of Geography). The
volume focused mainly on the history of the
IGCs, reviewing in six chapters, co-written by no
fewer 15 authors, the organisation and leading
participants at these events, as well as their role
in the development of different branches of
geographical inquiry (Union Géographique
Internationale 1972).

The second volume, published as the IGU
prepared to celebrate its 75th anniversary in
1997, was edited by Marie-Claire Robic, Anne-
Marie Briend and Mechtild Rössler. It was
written mostly by five researchers belonging to,
or associated with, the EHGO team at CNRS-
Université Paris I created by Philippe Pinchemel
and directed at that time by Marie-Claire Robic.
Organised into five sections and 18 chapters,
Géographes face au monde was the product of
thorough and systematic research on the history
and the development of IGU after World War
Two, and was illustrated with dozens of maps,
statistical tables, and photographs. The editors
and authors made use of an extensive bibliogra-
phy of published work in the history of science
and science and technology studies. The volume
also included some of the first essays to make
systematic use of previously unknown archival
documentation, complemented by personal tes-
timonies and recollections from five prominent
geographers (Robic et al. 1996).

It is not our intention to replicate, challenge or
replace these outstanding commentaries, both of
which contain richly diverse and carefully
researched essays that will remain fundamental
works of reference. That said, a great deal of new
unpublished documentation on the IGU’s history
has emerged in the past 25 years, including con-
gress proceedings, excursion guides, collected
volumes by commissions and national commit-
tees, newsletters, journals, reports, minutes, key-
note lectures and presented papers, as well as
unpublished correspondence. These resources,
partially reviewed in the substantial body of new
published work since 1996, provides an oppor-
tunity to reconsider the history of the IGU as it
marks its centenary and to reflect on its role
within the discipline over an entire century.

The story of the IGU’s archival records,
recounted in some of the essays in this volume, is
an interesting commentary on the complex pro-
cess of Geography’s internationalisation since
1922 (see also Hodder et al. 2021). Like many
international organisations, the IGU has never had
a permanent office. The organisation’s adminis-
tration, and associated archives, have continually
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moved from place to place, following each newly
elected Secretary, though some IGU documents
have been purloined for more sinister political
reasons, notably during the German occupation of
Paris in World War Two. This constant mobility
prevented any systematic attempt to catalogue the
collection, or even to preserve the documentary
record, until 1982 when attempts were made to
establish a more professional archive of materials
covering the years from 1956 onwards (Schelhaas
and Pietsch 2020). The archive’s mobility did not
end there, however, as documents were relocated
to London and then Rome before finally moving
to their permanent home at the Leibniz Institute
for Regional Geography in Leipzig where they are
now available for consultation by any interested
scholar.1

Geoffrey Martin, a renowned US-based his-
torian of Geography, established the first cata-
logue of the IGU archives in 2002. He gathered
together 214 boxes of documents and developed
a useful organising structure for the collection
based on twelve series. Many of these documents
were derived from the offices of IGU Secretaries
and Presidents. The material focuses mainly on
the Executive Committee, IGCs, member coun-
tries and commissions. Besides these written
sources, the IGU archives also contains visual
materials, including a collection of videos, the
‘Dialogue Project’, that features interviews with
leading twentieth century geographers. Many of
these are available online on YouTube2 and the
website of University College Dublin.3 The IGU
is always interested in receiving new documents
related to its history in any format—paper, dig-
ital, or audio-visual. Several essays in this vol-
ume, especially in Part One, draw on materials
from the IGU archive.

This new volume of essays is divided into
four parts, in an attempt to provide both
chronological and thematic coherence. The six
chapters in Part One, edited by Federico Ferretti,
provide a historical perspective focusing on the
evolution of Geography as an international sci-
ence before and after the foundation of the IGU
in 1922. The first two chapters, by Michael
Heffernan and Bruno Schelhaas, provide new
accounts of Geography’s institutional interna-
tionalisation, focusing on the IGCs, the creation
and early history of the IGU, and its relations
with other organisations. Both chapters make
extensive use of the IGU’s archives. The next
four chapters explore specific historical and
geographical themes within this broad context.
Based on the experiences of geographers in the
USSR, China and Poland, Vladimir Kolosov,
Marek Więckowski, Debin Du, and Xionghe Qin
consider how Geography’s internationalisation
was simultaneously challenged and facilitated by
the geopolitical divisions of the Cold War within
socialist countries, a story in which the IGU
played a fascinating role. In their chapter, Trevor
Barnes and Michael Roche provide a critical
commentary on the circulation and dissemination
of geographical ideas, especially mathematically
based theories and concepts associated with the
so-called ‘quantitative revolution’, emphasising
once again the importance of the IGU as a forum
for international exchange. In the final two
chapters in this Part, Heike Jöns and Joos
Droogleever Fortuijn explore the complex
meaning of scientific internationalism, drawing
on recent research in science and technology
studies. These two chapters provide detailed,
extensively illustrated analyses of recent IGCs
and the structures, commissions, and personali-
ties that have shaped the values and practices of
the IGU in the post-Cold War era.

The five chapters in Part Two, edited by
Marcella Schmidt di Friedberg, address some of
the current challenges facing the international
community of geographers. The authors of these
chapters consider how the IGU has responded to
these challenges and what further actions might
be necessary in the future. The impact of the
Internet, information technologies and open

1 See https://igu-online.org/igu-archives/. For more infor-
mation, please contact Bruno Schelhaas, the IGU
archivist, at archiv@leibniz-ifl.de.
2 https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC1WzSi02jYP3Qg
jseHxKB3g and https://www.youtube.com/channel/
UCH2zyPfp_AaPpxZFJfX62BA.
3 https://www.ucd.ie/geography/research/lifeexperienceas
catalystforcross-disciplinarycommunication/.
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access journals is addressed in the first chapter by
Denise Pumain and Christine Kosmopoulos. In
the second chapter, Rindra Raharinhjanahary,
Nathalie Lemarchand and Louis Dupont discuss
the importance of linguistic diversity in the cre-
ation and dissemination of geographical knowl-
edge in a context where English has become the
globally hegemonic form of scientific commu-
nication. The third chapter, by Rafael de Miguel
González and Karl Donert, is a critical overview
of the past, present, and future of international
geographical education, focusing on the impor-
tance of the IGU and its connections with
UNESCO and other educational agencies. The
fourth chapter, by Pascal Clerc and André Reyes
Novaes, provides a novel intellectual history of
the most fundamental of geographical divisions,
between the ‘global South’ and the ‘global
North’, which has shaped the development of the
modern discipline of Geography, as well as the
policies and practices of the IGU. In the fifth
chapter, Mireia Baylina, Maria Dolors García-
Ramón and Janice Monk, chart the interwoven
histories of feminism and internationalism in
modern Geography, emphasising the role of the
IGU’s Commission on Gender and Geography in
promoting women’s voices in the discipline
across all parts of the world and as an institu-
tional space in which previously overlooked
questions and perspectives can be formulated and
debated.

The five chapters in Part Three, edited by
Alexander Murphy and Michael Meadows, offer
a more prospective approach and reflect on the
twenty-first century challenges confronting
international Geography and the IGU in partic-
ular. This Part considers Geography’s capacity as
a ‘bridging discipline’ between the natural, social
and human sciences, and its potential as an
integrative, interdisciplinary project. This theme
is explored with reference to the human-
environmental problems of the Anthropocene in
the first chapter, by Ruishan Chen, Annah Zhu,
Yingjie Li, Pengfei Li, Chao Ye and Michael
Meadows. In the second chapter, Benno Werlen
demonstrates how the International Year of

Global Understanding, an IGU contribution to
the UNESCO International Years programme
initiated in 2016, promises a new geographical
paradigm and worldview for the twenty-first
century. The final three chapters review the
potential contribution of Geography and IGU for
the analysis and resolution of some of the main
questions relating to environmental and territorial
sustainability, discussed by Jorge Olcina; the
information society, analysed by Michael
Goodchild; and a range of social, demographic
and educational questions considered by
Alexander Murphy and Virginie Mamadouh. As
the title of this Part suggests, these chapters
consider Geography’s potential as a ‘dream dis-
cipline’, the ‘science of the twenty-first century’,
that can make valuable contributions to the
challenges of the present and offer a vision of a
better and more secure world. The volume closes
with a critical concluding essay by IGU Past
President Ronald Abler.

This volume includes contributions from 35
authors based in 16 countries from all regions of
the world. They include physical geographers,
human geographers, and specialists in Geo-
graphical Information Science. As such, the
volume mirrors the richness and diversity of
contemporary international geographical inquiry.
We hope these essays will be of interest to all
those concerned with the past, present, and future
of the IGU and of international Geography.
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2Internationalising Geography,
1871–1945

Michael Heffernan

Abstract

This chapter provides a critical commentary
on attempts to internationalise the discipline
of Geography before and after the establish-
ment of the International Geographical Union
in 1922. Drawing on previously unused
archives, the chapter analyses how a liberal
geographical internationalism was created and
performed at ten International Geographical
Congresses, from Antwerp in 1871 to Rome
in 1913, in an ultimately unsuccessful attempt
to challenge the intellectual influence of
nationalism and imperialism. The early history
of the International Geographical Union and
the controversies associated with the Interna-
tional Geographical Congresses in Cairo
(1925), Cambridge (1928), Paris (1931), War-
saw (1934) and Amsterdam (1938), discussed
in the second and third sections of the chapter,
illustrate how Geography’s fragile internation-
alism was repeatedly compromised through
the interwar period.

Keywords

Internationalism � History of Geography �
International Geographical
Congresses/Union � Late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries

2.1 Introduction

Science is essentially international, and every
worker finds, from time to time, the need of freeing
himself from the intellectual preoccupations of his
fellow-countrymen. This is especially the case with
geography, which, of all the branches of knowl-
edge, requires most to be studied from the stand-
point of a citizen of the world.

This quotation, from the personal recollections
of British geographer Charles Arden-Close (1947,
144), expressed a widely-shared view about
Geography’s international affinities after World
War Two. Geography’s internationalism, mea-
sured by the discipline’s enthusiasm for interna-
tional congresses, organisations and research
projects, waxed and waned in the decades before
Close wrote these words, in productive tension
with the competing ideologies of nationalism and
imperialism that exerted more obvious and
extensively researched influence (Bell et al. 1995;
Godlewska and Smith 1995; Driver 2001). This
chapter provides a brief history of Geography’s
internationalism from the 1870s to the 1940s in
the belief that the discipline’s international future
can only be assured by a critical engagement with
its contested international past.
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2.2 Internationalism Performed:
International Geographical
Congresses, 1871–1913

Geographywas one of thefirst sciences to embrace
the spirit of internationalism, barely a generation
after the first geographical societies were estab-
lished in Paris (1821), Berlin (1828) and London
(1830). The ten International Geographical Con-
gresses (IGCs) organised between 1871 and 1913
reflected a growing enthusiasm for international
scientific conferences whose number increased
from 40 in the 1870s to 200 by the 1900s
(Table 2.1; Feuerhahn and Rabault-Feuerhahn
2010; Fox 2016, 19; Rasmussen 1990; Robic
2010, 2013; Schroeder-Gudehus 1990).1

These early IGCs attracted between c. 400 and
c. 1500 delegates, the latter figure reached only at
the London and Berlin congresses in 1895 and
1899. The first IGC, organised in Antwerp seven
months after the Franco-Prussian war, provided a
geopolitical template for subsequent congresses
by emphasising how international scientific col-
laboration could improve otherwise tense rela-
tions between rival nation-states. International
collaboration was never the unchallenged moti-
vation, however, and most IGCs reflected local
and national ambitions, often forcefully expres-
sed during the debates at every congress about
the location of the next meeting.

Most early IGCs were organised by geograph-
ical societies whose number, size and wealth
increased exponentially in the late nineteenth
century. Surviving photographs suggest IGCs
delegates were mainly though not exclusively
male (Robic and Rössler 1996b). Financial sup-
port was often provided by the municipal author-
ities of host cities, anxious to associate themselves
with prestigious international conferences. The
IGCs in Antwerp (1871), Berne (1891), and
Geneva (1908) benefitted from a conviction,
equally prevalent inBelgium andSwitzerland, that
small, politically neutral countries were the natural

custodians of modern internationalism (Herren
2017; Herren and Zala 2002; Laqua 2013). These
three IGCs attracted fewer than 600 delegates each
but were among the most international in terms of
nationalities represented.

Delegates at the 1871 Antwerp IGC were
invited to consider 87 questions ranging from the
general (‘What are the best ways of teaching
geography?’) to the highly specific (‘What would
be the consequences of creating a man-made
inland sea in the northern Sahara?’) (Briend 1996,
pls I-VIII). Subsequent IGCs adopted a similar
approach, with questions linked to continually
changing congress themes. The c. 50 questions
circulated for the 1881 Venice IGC included
inquiries about the geography of nervous ailments
and the nature of geographical causality, the latter
prompted by post-Darwinian debates about the
influence of the physical environment on human
activity (Arden-Close 1947, 151).

As the IGC series became better established,
local organising committees arranged increasingly
elaborate social events, partly to encourage media
interest. The tradition of inviting heads of state,
royal patrons and aristocratic grandees to gala
events began at the 1881 Venice IGC where the
opening ceremony was attended by King
Umberto I and Queen Consort Margherita. At the
1889 Paris IGC, delegates were entertained at the
private residence of Prince Roland Bonaparte,
traveller, anthropologist and photographer whose
fabulous wealth derived not from his famous
family but from his wife’s controlling stake in the
Monte Carlo casinos. For the 1895 London IGC,
Queen Victoria and the Prince of Wales were the
official patrons and theDuke ofYork (later George
V) presided at the opening ceremony. Prince
Albrecht of Prussia, cousin of Kaiser Wilhelm II,
performed a similar role at the 1899 Berlin IGC.

Several IGCs were associated with public
commemorations, anniversaries and urban
expositions. The 1871 Antwerp IGC, the brain-
child of Charles Ruelens, keeper of the Royal
Library in Brussels, was part of a campaign to
promote the importance of Flanders in the history
of cartography which focused initially on two
proposals, conceived separately in 1869, to erect
statues of Abraham Ortelius in his native

1The proceedings of the IGCs discussed in this chapter
were published in various formats and with titles too
lengthy to repeat. Bibliographical details are listed in
Briend 1996, 321-323.
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Antwerp and Gerardus Mercator at his birthplace
in nearby Rupelmonde (Shimazu 2015).

The 1889 Paris IGC, overseen by Ferdinand de
Lesseps, architect of the Suez Canal and president
of the Paris Geographical Society (SGP), was one
of hundreds of international scientific conferences
that took place in the French capital during the
Exposition Universelle, a six-month celebration of
the French Revolution’s centenary that attracted
more than 32 million visitors (Rasmussen 1989).
The Paris Exposition ‘served as an unfailing
source of amusement and recreation’ for the 530
IGC delegates whose programme included visits to
exhibitions of Bonaparte’s disturbing photographs
of indigenous peoples (Morgan 1889, 552).

Delegates at the 1904 IGC in the United
States assembled at Hubbard Memorial Hall in
Washington DC, the National Geographic Soci-
ety’s newly-built headquarters, before travelling
by chartered train to Philadelphia, New York,
Niagara Falls, Chicago, and Saint Louis, where
their programme was absorbed into the Interna-
tional Congress of Arts and Sciences, the intel-
lectual centrepiece of the 1904 World’s Fair to
mark the centenary of the Louisiana Purchase.
The 1904 IGC was intended to symbolise the
westward advance of the American frontier and
some delegates continued their journey to Santa

Fe, the Grand Canyon, the Rocky Mountains,
San Francisco and Mexico.

Most IGCs made their own contributions to
urban expositions in the form of public exhibi-
tions of maps, globes and instruments of survey
and exploration. The tradition began at the 1871
Antwerp IGC with a modest exhibition celebrat-
ing the Flemish origins of modern cartography
(Briend 1996, pl. III). For the 1875 Paris IGC, a
more ambitious and politically contentious exhi-
bition was organised in the Palais de l’Industrie,
created for the 1855 Exposition Universelle. This
featured hundreds of ‘objects connected… with
the science and practice of Geography’ supplied
by commercial and educational companies in the
hope of winning official prizes.2 Pride of place
was given to a huge wall-map of France, roughly
10 m square, on which the ‘lost provinces’ of
Alsace-Lorraine, ceded to the new German
Empire four years earlier, were defiantly repre-
sented as part of ‘la mère patrie’, albeit with a
dark shaded border (Dunlop 2015, 152–3, pl. 8).

Table 2.1 International
Geographical Congresses
1871–1938. The varying
durations reflected differing
approaches to field
excursions, some of which
took place during the
proceedings, especially in
earlier congresses, though
most were arranged
afterwards and are
excluded from these dates

Year Host city

1871 (14–22 August) Antwerp

1875 (1–11 August) Paris

1881 (15–22 September) Venice

1889 (5–10 August) Paris

1891 (10–14 August) Berne

1895 (26 July–3 August) London

1899 (28 September–4 October) Berlin

1904 (8–22 September) Washington DC, and other US cities

1908 (27 July–6 August) Geneva

1913 (27 March–4 April) Rome

1925 (1–9 April) Cairo

1928 (18–25 July) Cambridge

1931 (16–24 September) Paris

1934 (23–31 August) Warsaw

1938 (18–28 July) Amsterdam

2Quoted in a parliamentary question by Richard Monck-
ton Milnes, Baron Houghton, to Foreign Secretary
Edward Stanley, Earl of Derby, asking the British
government to fund a representative to take charge of
the British exhibits in Paris. See Hansard (House of
Lords) 28th May 1875, vol. 224, cc 1005-7.
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The 1875 map exhibition opened two weeks
before the IGC and continued for a month
afterwards, a tactic repeated at the 1881
Venice IGC. The success of these exhibitions,
which were widely reported in newspapers,
prompted mutterings of discontent that the sci-
entific work of both congresses had been over-
shadowed by commercial ventures (Arden-Close
1947, 151). In response to these concerns, the
cartographic exhibitions at the 1889 Paris IGC
were self-consciously educational and scientific.
Historical maps from French and European
libraries were displayed in the Palais des Arts
Libéraux, one of the cavernous Exposition
buildings, alongside richly coloured demo-
graphic and medical maps of France prepared by
Victor Turquan, the new head of the French
Statistical Bureau.

The desire to incorporate international scien-
tific conferences into urban expositions partly
explains the irregular sequence of IGCs before
1914. The 1891 Berne IGC took place just two
years after the 1889 Paris IGC under pressure
from the Swiss government, determined to attract
international conferences to its federal capital
during the 700th anniversary celebrations of its
foundation. Conversely, the 1913 Rome IGC,
originally scheduled to take place during the
city’s Esposizione Internazionale d’Arte in 1911
to mark the 50th anniversary of Italian unifica-
tion, was repeatedly postponed, thereby under-
mining the original rationale to locate the
congress in the Italian capital.

Only 400 delegates attended the 1913 con-
gress, confirming a growing scepticism among
serious-minded university geographers that IGCs
prioritised social events and commercial ventures
over scientific discussion. Some argued that
congresses should avoid large capital cities where
social and cultural distractions were many and
varied. Recalling the 1913 IGC, Close noted that
‘even those who knew Rome fairly well could not
resist the temptation of prowling about the city
when they should have been attending to the
affairs of the Congress’ (Arden-Close 1947, 169).

The failure of early IGCs to convert high-
sounding resolutions into sustainable long-term

projects prompted an important organisational
change at the 1891 Berne IGC when commis-
sions were created to develop international
research projects between congresses (Collignon
1996, 117). One of the most important commis-
sions was established in response to a lecture at
the Berne congress by Albrecht Penck, professor
of Geography at the University of Vienna and
later the University of Berlin, who challenged
national cartographic agencies to collaborate in
the compilation of a new 1:1 million Interna-
tional Map of the World (IMW) based on com-
mon conventions and symbols (Penck 1892).

The IMWwas endlessly discussed at successive
IGCs but little was achieved before two important
conferences, in London in 1909 and Paris in 1913,
secured the necessary international agreements,
despite the withdrawal of the United States on the
eve of the second conference (Robic 1996b; Pear-
son et al. 2006; Pearson and Heffernan 2015;
Rankin 2017). The outbreak of World War One
halted progress on the IMW and other IGC initia-
tives, including a proposal at the 1913Rome IGC to
establish aWorld Union of Geographical Societies,
a recognition that Geography’s internationalisation
required a permanent co-ordinating organisation
(Arden-Close 1947, 169).

2.3 Internationalism Interrupted:
World War One,
the International Research
Council, and the International
Geographical Union

Geography became a science of war in most bel-
ligerent nation-states between 1914 and 1918.
Dozens of Germany’s most distinguished scien-
tists, including Fritz Haber, Ernst Haeckel and
Max Planck, signed the ‘Manifesto of the 93’ in
October 1914 expressing full support for the
German cause (MacLeod 2018). As Haber later
wrote, ‘the duty of the scientist is to humanity in
peacetime but the fatherland inwar’ (Harris 1992).

The geographical societies in London, Paris
and New York, home to substantial map collec-
tions and specialist cartographic facilities, were
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partially converted into military and strategic
research centres linked to government depart-
ments (Heffernan 2000a). Existing geographical
projects, including those originally conceived as
international collaborations, were made to serve
narrower national objectives associated with the
war effort. British cartographers in the Royal
Geographical Society (RGS), led by the society’s
waspish secretary, Arthur Hinks, re-configured
their hesitant pre-war work on the IMW into a
new project to prepare an outline 1:1 million
base-map of Europe and the Middle East for
future peace negotiations (Heffernan 1996).

Longstanding personal friendships and pro-
fessional collaborations were broken, sometimes
permanently. Sven Hedin, the Swedish explorer
of Central Asia, previously feted by the RGS and
the SGP and awarded an honorary knighthood by
the British government, was expelled from both
geographical societies early in the war following
his vocal support for the German cause. Shortly
after he was awarded the RGS Founders’ Medal
on the eve of World War One, Penck was
arrested as an enemy alien and placed under
house arrest in London until January 1915
(Heffernan 2000b).

Geography’s mobilisation continued into the
post-war period when some of the discipline’s
most distinguished figures were recruited as sci-
entific experts to advise national delegations at
the Paris Peace Conferences. Isaiah Bowman,
Director of the American Geographical Society
(AGS) in New York, was Chief Territorial Spe-
cialist to the US delegation, and Emmanuel de
Martonne, professor of Geography at the Sor-
bonne, played a similar role for the French del-
egation. Both men were prominently involved in
wartime American and French geopolitical
‘think-tanks’, the House Inquiry and the Comité
d’Études, based in the AGS and the SGP
respectively (Heffernan 1995, 2001, 2002;
Lowczyk 2010; Prott 2014; Reisser 2012; Smith
2003, 113–80; Souton and Davion 2015).

Delegations from aspiring nations seeking
independence from old European empires also
relied on geographical experts at the Peace
Conferences. Jovan Cvijić was an eloquent

advocate of Serbia-Yugoslavia and Eugeniusz
Romer played a similar role for the Polish dele-
gation. Countries hoping to avoid dismember-
ment also drew on geographical experts. The
Budapest geographer Pál Teleki, later the coun-
try’s Prime Minister, was a prominent member of
the Hungarian delegation (Crampton 2006; Győri
and Withers 2019; Seegel 2018; Warmoes et al.
2016). The small, hastily assembled German
delegation, to whom peace terms were dictated,
had no scientific advisers to contest putative
territorial changes. The German academic
advisers, sociologist Max Weber and historian
Hans Delbrück, focused on challenging the ‘war
guilt clause’ in the Versailles Treaty that insisted
Germany and its allies bore sole responsibility
for the war.

The Peace Conferences confirmed the war-
time impression of Geography as a science of
territory, land and power. Some geographers
celebrated this new-found political importance
but others were concerned by the discipline’s
renewed association with nationalism and
imperialism. From their perspective, a reformed
international Geography was necessary to reflect
the ‘esprit de Genève’ embodied in the League
of Nations and other international organisations.
The International Committee on Intellectual
Cooperation (ICIC), established in 1922 and
directed by luminaries such as Henri Bergson,
Albert Einstein, Marie Curie, Thomas Mann and
Gilbert Murray, sought to encourage interna-
tional collaboration in the arts and sciences, a
project later co-ordinated from the Paris-based
International Institute of Intellectual Coopera-
tion (IIIC) (Renoliet 1999). This included pro-
grammes for a new university science of
International Studies and reviews of school
textbooks in History and Geography to persuade
reluctant education ministries to emphasise
international peace and cooperation in national
curricula (Fleure 1934; Unstead 1934; McCar-
thy 2011).

Unfortunately, the International Research
Council (IRC), created by the Versailles Treaty
to facilitate international scientific collaboration,
undermined these ambitions by limiting the
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geographical scope of international scientific
renewal. The IRC emerged from meetings in late
1918 and early 1919 involving senior represen-
tatives from the Royal Society in London, the
Academy of Sciences in Paris, and the National
Academy of Sciences in Washington DC
(Greenaway 1996, 1–18). Formally constituted in
Brussels on 28th July 1919, the IRC sought to
establish a network of international scientific
unions across all disciplines that would act in a
coordinated manner according to agreed rules
(Greenaway 1996, 19–32).

Despite their rhetorical support for scientific
internationalism, the IRC’s Executive Committee
was determined to destroy Germany’s scientific
pre-eminence.3 Scientists from Germany and its
war time allies, including Austria, Hungary and
Bulgaria, were to be excluded from international
collaborations, including scientific congresses
organised by affiliated IRC associations. Even
scientists from neutral countries were viewed
with suspicion and only welcomed into IRC
associations to prevent their potential recruitment
by an alternative, German-led international
coalition (Cock 1983; Fox 2016, 45–73; Irish
2015; Reinbothe 2019; Schroeder-Gudenhus
1966, 1973, 1986, 2014). The IRC policy was
absurdly self-defeating. In the decade before the
outbreak of war in 1914, more than 40% of sci-
entific papers in Chemistry and Physics were
published in German, 33% in English, and 12%
in French. By excluding German scientists from
international collaboration, the IRC was cutting
itself off from almost half the world’s experts in
many scientific disciplines (Richard 1990, 401;
see also Forman 1973; Iaria et al. 2018).

The IRC initially comprised four international
unions for Astronomy (IAU), Chemistry
(IUPAC), Geodesy and Geophysics (IUGG), and
Radio Science (known by its French acronym
URSI). Two additional unions were established

for the Biological Sciences (IUBS) and Mathe-
matics (IMU) in 1919 and 1920. At the second
IRC general assembly in Brussels in July 1922,
new international unions were created for Phy-
sics (IUPAP) and Geography. The International
Geographical Union (IGU) was primarily a
French proposal, initiated by Guillaume Grandi-
dier, the SGP secretary, with support from
Charles Lallemand, the French president of the
IUGG, the French Service Géographique de
l’Armée, and several Belgian and Italian geog-
raphers (Robic 1996a). The explicit objective
was to eradicate Germany’s previously dominant
influence from the discipline.

The RGS initially opposed this idea. Hinks
had no objection to the document’s anti-German
objectives but was innately hostile to all inter-
national ventures, including the IMW. ‘Interna-
tional scientific congresses of the non-official
kind have been useful in the past for making
acquaintances and exchanging ideas’, he
claimed, ‘but it is doubtful if they have con-
tributed to science any positive results com-
mensurate with the labour they have absorbed’
(Hinks 1920, 142).

Grandidier’s proposal was welcomed by the
IRC’s Executive Committee, however, and a full
constitution was formulated at the 1922 General
Assembly, with input from previously sceptical
British geographers. Bonaparte, by then SGP
president, was elected as the first IGU president,
with Close, recently retired as director of the
Ordnance Survey (OS), as Secretary. A chas-
tened Hinks reluctantly accepted the new
arrangements (Hinks 1922).

An IRC-compliant IGU was viewed with
dismay by the German geographical community,
justifiably proud of its leading role in the disci-
pline’s history. Relations between German
geographers and their colleagues in other coun-
tries, notably France, had been difficult in the
past but the IRC’s systematic anti-German policy
caused deep and lasting resentment (Rössler
1990). Penck, who became Rector of the
University of Berlin during the war, was espe-
cially aggrieved. As the IMW’s main progenitor,
Penck had now to accept the humiliating pro-
spect of exclusion from the project’s delayed

3The committee included Arthur Schuster, a German-born
British physicist and secretary at the Royal Society; Émile
Picard, a French mathematician and permanent secretary
at the Academy of Sciences; George Ellery Hale, an
American astronomer and foreign secretary at the
National Academy of Sciences; and Georges Lecointe,
director of the Belgian Royal Observatory.
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post-war development. Rejecting his pre-war
internationalism, Penck spent most of the 1920s
challenging the geopolitical injustices of the
Versailles treaties, especially the allocation of the
Danzig ‘corridor’ to Poland, intensifying his
acrimonious dispute with Romer, a former stu-
dent (Hagen 2009; Labbé 2018; Seegel 2018).

2.4 Internationalism Re-launched:
From Cairo to Cambridge

The IGU’s first task was to decide where the next
IGC should be located. A decision taken at the
1913 Rome IGC to hold the next congress in St
Petersburg (then Petrograd and soon to be Len-
ingrad) was no longer viable as the Soviet Union
was excluded from the IRC. Bonaparte, sup-
ported by some Italian geographers, agreed to a
hastily prepared proposal from the Egyptian
government to organise an IGC in Cairo in 1925
to mark the 50th anniversary of the Royal
Egyptian Geographical Society (EGS) (Reid
1993).4

Close was angered by this decision, partly
because he was not consulted but mainly because
his contacts in the British Foreign Office sug-
gested the new Egyptian King, the Italian-
educated Fuad I who had served as EGS presi-
dent from 1915 to 1918, intended to use the IGC
to promote an anti-British message at a time
when the Foreign Office was blocking attempts
by the Egyptian government to join the League
of Nations. Close also suspected Bonaparte’s
motives. The EGS, which Fuad proposed to
refurbish at enormous expense, was immediately
adjacent to the Institut d’Égypte, the headquar-
ters of the Napoleonic survey of Egypt estab-
lished by Bonaparte’s great uncle in 1798. Close
feared a Cairo IGC, located in this historically
significant setting, would draw an unhelpful
contrast between Britain’s imperial legacy in
independent Egypt, revealed by its continuing
military presence, and France’s sophisticated

cultural influence, suggested by an international
scientific congress likely to be conducted in
French.

Close’s anxieties worsened when he was
informed that the congress organisers, unaware
that the IGU was bound by IRC rules, had sent
invitations to geographical societies in Germany,
Austria, Hungary, Bulgaria and Turkey. Special
invitations had even been issued to the family of
the German explorer Georg August Schwein-
furth, the EGS’s inaugural president. Faced with
this embarrassing situation, Close decided to
resign as IGU Secretary and was only persuaded
to remain, following appeals from de Martonne
and Bowman, on condition that invitations to
‘ineligible’ organisations were rescinded, appar-
ently unmoved by the indignation this confusion
generated in Germany.

Hinks refused to accept the validity of the
Cairo proposal, repeating his opposition to con-
gresses in capital cities, ‘where hotels are
expensive’, and his preference for ‘small, less
well-known, and geographically interesting pla-
ces’ (Hinks 1922, 294). IGCs should have ‘no
banquets, receptions, gala performances at the
Opera, or other costly impediments to work’, he
insisted, and should be located ‘in a University
town, or a quiet health resort, or in any pleasant
place with comfortable but simple accommoda-
tion, and a sufficiency of meeting rooms that
could be borrowed or hired… Such a Congress
would not attract a crowd, and would be all the
better for that; but if it did not attract the right
kind of serious geographers, then perhaps the
present international congresses are better left
uncalled’ (Hinks 1923, 443).

Despite this blustering, preparations continued
in Cairo. Bonaparte died, at the age of 65, a few
months before the congress began and was
replaced as IGU president by Nicola Vacchelli,
director of the Istituto Geografico Militare,
president of the Italian Geographical Society, and
the official geographer of Mussolini’s Fascist
regime. Close overcame his reservations and
played a prominent role in the Cairo congress,
later describing it as an ‘interesting gathering’
(Arden-Close 1947, 172). The congress gener-
ated five volumes of published proceedings and

4The following discussion draws on unpublished materi-
als in the papers of Charles Arden-Close in the archives of
the RGS-IBG, CFA1-6.
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was less bacchanalian than Hinks feared, though
there were several languid social interludes,
including a tea party beside the Pyramids, hosted
by Fuad, a visit to the Opera, and lengthy
excursions along the Nile to Luxor and Howard
Carter’s recently excavated archaeological sites
in the Valley of the Kings (Martonne 1925).

It was agreed in Cairo that the next IGC should
take place in Britain in 1928, away from the
bright lights of London. Close’s self-serving
suggestion that the congress should be organ-
ised in his home town of Winchester was sensibly
rejected in favour of a proposal from Cambridge,
where Hinks taught surveying, with a preliminary
IMW meeting at the RGS in London. Prepara-
tions began in earnest, overseen by a local com-
mittee chaired by Frank Debenham, co-founder of
the Scott Polar Research Institute in Cambridge
and a veteran of Robert Falcon Scott’s ill-fated
Terra Nova expedition to the Antarctic in 1910–
13. Close, by now RGS president, produced a
colourful conference logo and persuaded the OS
to prepare a new map of Cambridge highlighting
the conference buildings.

As the IRC’s anti-German policy had long
since unravelled, especially after the 1925
Locarno Treaties opened the door to German
membership of the League of Nations, Close
expected full German participation at the Cam-
bridge congress (Robic and Rössler 1996a).
A few months before the congress was due to
begin, however, Debenham learned that German
geographers were planning a ‘counter-boycott’
and would refuse to accept their invitations.
Close, aware that the RGS’s international repu-
tation had been tarnished by an unfortunate dis-
pute with the Norwegian explorer Roald
Amundsen, asked Bowman and a senior Foreign
Office official to write to the Berlin Geographical
Society reinforcing the importance of German re-
engagement (Hinks 1927).

The German geographers stood firm, how-
ever, as did most of their colleagues from pre-
viously excluded countries. Their absence was
widely lamented, not least by the British Foreign
Secretary Austen Chamberlain, one of the
architects of the Locarno Treaties and guest of
honour at the congress dinner, hosted at Trinity

College by the Nobel Prize winning physicist
J. J. Thomson. Chamberlain noted that ‘German
statesmen’ had re-joined the League of Nations
two years earlier and were ‘welcomed to that
great society as colleagues and friends’. It was a
matter of deep regret, he concluded, that German
geographers ‘would not do what the German
government had done, and accept the welcome
that was waiting for them’ (quoted in Hinks
1928, 264).

The Cambridge IGC attracted more than 450
delegates from 30 countries and improved the
previously marginal position of Geography in the
city’s ancient university. Shortly after the con-
gress, the university established a professorial
position in Geography, awarded to Debenham in
1931 (Ogilvie 1928). Four separate IGC map
exhibitions were arranged at the British Museum
and the RGS in London, and at the University
Library and the Geography Department in
Cambridge. Five new IGC commissions were
established, in addition to the existing three,
including a spin-off IMW project, devised by the
socialist archaeologist O. G. S. Crawford, whom
Close appointed at the OS, to compile an inter-
national 1:1 million map of the Roman Empire,
the Tabula Imperii Romani (Hauser 2008; Robic
1996c).

2.5 Internationalism Compromised:
International Geographical
Congresses 1931–1941

These projects were reaffirmed at the next three
IGCs in Paris, Warsaw and Amsterdam. The
1931 Paris IGC was chaired by de Martonne and
took place during the Exposition coloniale
internationale, a bizarre six-month celebration of
colonialism, presented by the organisers as a
progressive, modernising and international pro-
cess inaugurated by the French occupation of
Algiers a century earlier. Close to nine million
people visited the Exposition’s pavilions in the
Bois de Vincennes to marvel at exhibits that
included carefully recreated African villages and
a perfect replica of the Angkor Wat temple
(Morton 2000).
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The 750 IGC delegates in Paris included rep-
resentatives from 41 countries, though the
majority were French (Clout 2005, 2012). More
than 100 British geographers attended, the largest
foreign delegation, though some senior figures,
notably Close, stayed away. The continuing
absence of German geographers was by now a
serious embarrassment, made worse by the sym-
bolic decision to organise a German-language
geographical conference at the same time in the
‘international’ city of Danzig (Clout 2005, 16).

As Marie-Claire Robic (1996d, 2009) has
shown, the 1931 Paris IGC reinforced the main
trends of geographical research at the time,
including population growth, migration, urbani-
sation, and urban and regional planning, all
enhanced by more experimental forms of the-
matic cartography (Arrault 2007; Bashford
2014). Bowman was installed as the new IGU
president in 1931 and his grand proposals for
large-scale population resettlement across the
world’s ‘pioneer fringe’ exemplified these
themes (Bowman 1931; Smith 2003, 211–234).

The large Polish delegation in Paris, led by
Romer and generously supported by the Polish
government, successfully campaigned for the
1934 IGC to be organised in Warsaw, further
alienating German geographers still resentful at
the loss of territory to the new Polish state. The
Warsaw IGC was a highly-charged event over-
seen with characteristic energy by Romer who
organised, among other things, a major carto-
graphic exhibition to reinforce the legitimacy of
Poland’s international borders. Bowman, who
played an important role in securing these bor-
ders at the Paris Peace Conference, was feted as a
national hero (Smith 2003, 281).

More than 700 delegates attended, less than
half from Poland. Forty-four countries were
represented. The 87 French geographers, the
largest foreign delegation, far outnumbered their
colleagues from Britain, Italy and the United
States. Thanks to Bowman’s tireless efforts and
skilful diplomacy, a 50-strong German delega-
tion also attended, alongside smaller groups from
Austria, Hungary and Bulgaria. A handful of
Soviet geographers, enthusiastically courted by

Romer, also took part (Clout 2013; Górny 2018;
Jackowski et al. 2014).

Whatever satisfaction Bowman felt at Ger-
many’s long delayed re-engagement with the
IGU was tempered by the obvious irony that their
involvement had been facilitated by the newly
installed Nazi regime in Berlin, ostensibly hostile
to internationalism yet determined to re-assert a
German presence in each and every international
arena. The disciplined German delegation in
Warsaw, led by Ludwig Mecking from the
University of Münster, was dominated by
younger academics, including several Nazi party
members, whose presentations were carefully
vetted by the new Deutsche Kongress-Zentrale
(DKZ) to ensure consistency with Nazi ideology
(Herren 2002; on Mecking, see Fahlbusch et al.
1989; Mecking 1934).5

Close, who was disturbed by the political
content of German presentations in Warsaw,
replaced Bowman as IGU President and worked
diligently to prepare for the next IGC in Ams-
terdam in 1938. This was organised by anthro-
pologist Johannes Pieter Kleiweg de Zwaan and
Edward John Voûte, secretary of the Royal
Dutch Geographical Society. Lectures took place
in the Koloniaal Instituut where Queen Wil-
helmina, the congress patron, was a regular vis-
itor. Eleven volumes of proceedings were printed
in advance of the congress in an attempt to
shorten verbal presentations (Arden-Close 1947,
174–9).

More than 1230 delegates attended the Ams-
terdam congress, two-thirds from outside the
Netherlands. The French and German delega-
tions (147 and 137) were of comparable size and
easily outnumbered representatives from the UK
(94), the USA (73), Poland (61) and Italy (46).
The German delegation included Mecking, by
then at the University of Hamburg, but was
officially overseen by Wolfgang Panzer from the
University of Heidelberg. Voûte’s careful
scheduling ensured Panzer and his German

5Close’s diary of his visit to the Warsaw IGC includes
fascinating photographs and oblique comments on the
political activities of German delegates (RGS-IBG
archives, CFA1).
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colleagues were protected from critical scrutiny
by other delegates. As a direct result of his
obliging administration, Voûte became mayor of
Amsterdam during the Nazi occupation and was
later condemned to a lengthy prison sentence for
collaboration (Meershoek 2013). On the eve of
World War Two, international Geography had
become an ideological contest played out with
strained politesse in IGC lecture halls, exhibition
spaces, gala dinners and field excursions.

The political significance of international
geographical organisations and congresses was
highlighted during World War Two, often in
tragic ways. Geographers in some occupied
countries, notably Poland, were identified as
dangerous intellectuals and enemies of the Reich.
Romer survived the war under an assumed
identity as a humble labourer but many Polish
geographers were arrested, imprisoned and even
killed. Stanisław Pawłowski, professor of Geog-
raphy at Poznań University, where he also served
as rector, and IGU vice-president from the
Amsterdam congress in 1938, was arrested by
the Gestapo in October 1939 and murdered on
6th January 1940. His children, Przemysław and
Wanda, later died in Auschwitz. Following the
Sonderaktion Krakau of November 1939, which
targeted academics at Jagiellonian University, the
geographer Jerzy Smoleński was imprisoned in
Sachsenhausen and died there two months later
(Jackowski et al. 2019).

In order to monitor and control scientific
internationalism, the SS officer in charge of the
DKZ, Karl Franz Schweig, personally directed a
‘special action’ in Paris on 30th July 1940 to seize
IGU archives from de Martonne’s offices in the
Sorbonne. These documents were relocated to
Berlin and subsequently lost or destroyed, as were
other papers stolen the following month from the
offices of Paul Michotte, the IGU’s recently
appointed secretary-general, at the University of
Louvain (Herren 2002, 81–82). In December
1941, a new geographical society was established
in Berlin, the Deutsche Geographische Gesell-
schaft (DGG), to co-ordinate the existing geo-
graphical organisations and ensure more efficient
control by the Nazi regime. The DGG organised
an international geographical ‘congress’ in

Würzburg in March 1942, attended by a handful
of compliant European delegates from Italy,
Spain, Bulgaria and Finland whose deliberations
were published in an expensively bound volume,
edited by the Berlin geographer Norbert Krebs
(Krebs 1943; see also Praesent 1942; Rössler
1990, 196; Troll and Fischer 1949, 119–120).

The minimal international presence in Würz-
burg prompted attempts to entice scholars in
occupied countries to join forces with German
geographers on projects deemed valuable to the
Nazi authorities. In May 1942, the Kiel geogra-
pher Oskar Schmieder, who had previously
worked with Carl Sauer in Berkeley, was dis-
patched to France in a futile attempt to ‘recruit’
leading geographers, including Roger Dion.6

French geographers trained in the liberal,
republican tradition of Paul Vidal de la Blache
resisted these inducements even though their
own government in Vichy was no less deter-
mined than the Nazis to develop ideologically
amenable forms of geographical inquiry. Vichy
educational reforms paved the way for a new
agrégration in Geography that enhanced the
discipline’s independent status in higher educa-
tion, separate from History under which it was
previously subsumed (Clout 2015; Ginsburger
2017; Ginsburger et al. 2021; Heffernan 2005).

2.6 Conclusion

Several different forms of geographical interna-
tionalism jostled for pre-eminence in the decades
considered in this chapter (Robic 1996a, 27–30;
Meadows 2020). During the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, many leading geogra-
phers advocated a liberal scientific internation-
alism in order to challenge the aggressive
nationalism and imperialism of the time. Their
efforts to internationalise Geography were con-
tinually undermined by entrenched national
rivalries, however, most obviously during and
after World War One. Internationalism was also
defined in this period in geographically restricted

6DKZ Records, Hoover Institution Archives (Stanford
University), 126/G3.

18 M. Heffernan



terms, as an aspiration relevant only to Europe,
the United States and a handful of mainly British
‘settler’ colonies. Attempts to include perspec-
tives from ‘the global south’, notably at the
Cairo IGC in 1925, proved contentious.

During the 1930s, geographers associated
with authoritarian, ultra-nationalist regimes in
Italy, Germany and elsewhere proposed alterna-
tive geographical internationalisms that rejected
liberal democracy and promoted instead various
kinds of racial theorising and distinctive inter-
pretations of human-environment interactions.
This intellectual detour had tragic moral and
political consequences during World War Two.

As the next chapter shows, a liberal geo-
graphical internationalism was re-established after
1945 under the auspices of a re-launched IGU.
International collaborations were constrained,
however, by the intensifying Cold War that lim-
ited interaction between geographers on either
side of the East-West divide. The end of the Cold
War raised the enticing prospect of a new era of
international intellectual and scientific cooperation
but this opportunity has only partially been rea-
lised. It is difficult to predict what forms of geo-
graphical internationalism are likely to emerge in
the twenty-first century, though one thing seems
certain: as we confront deepening environmental
crises, the inexorable growth of China’s intellec-
tual and geopolitical power, intensifying nation-
alism and populism in Europe and North America,
and a global pandemic whose long-term conse-
quences remain unclear, international geographi-
cal perspectives are more urgent than ever.
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3The International Geographical
Union in the Post-war Period

Bruno Schelhaas

Abstract

This chapter introduces into the history of the
International Geographical Union after the
Second World War and the development in
the 1950s and 60s. After a short period of
re-organisation, the Union’s life re-started with
the International Geographical Congress at
Lisbon 1949. The international and often
complicated political circumstances formed the
basis for the Union’s work. IGU was still a
Western European and North American dom-
inated union, but with several attempts of
integration and cooperation within the interna-
tional community of geographers. Many com-
munities from Africa, Latin America and Asia
played only a very marginal role, with only
some exceptions. A special focus is on the
Union within the East–West Conflict, with the
complicated integration of China and the East-
ern bloc members, and with the special case of
German geography with its double structures
between 1960 and 1990. Besides the political
background, the chapter provides also insights
into biographies of some leading figures within
twentieth century IGU history. Among others,
the Swiss geographer Hans Boesch was one of

those celebrities, with extraordinary devotion
for international geography, often under com-
plicated circumstances and faced with financial,
diplomatic and interpersonal problems.

Keywords

History of geography � International
Geographical Union � International science
organisations � International relations

3.1 Introduction

The century since the foundation of the Interna-
tional Geographical Union (IGU) in 1922 is a
long time in modern academic as well as political
history, and encompasses many different expe-
riences of several generations of geographers. It
is only possible in this chapter to present selected
facets of the IGU’s past, with a focus on the post-
war years and subsequent Cold War period, and a
few important figures and events from these
years. Fortunately, we can benefit from some
standard works on the IGU’s history and a larger
number of IGU publications (see Pinchemel
1972; Robic, Briend and Rössler 1996). The
often complicated international circumstances
that informed the IGU’s work before World War
Two, outlined in the preceding chapter, contin-
ued after 1945, characterised by diverse attempts
at integration and cooperation within the inter-
national community of geographers.
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3.2 Restart and Continuation
After 1945

The International Geographical Congress
(IGC) at Amsterdam in 1938 was the last official
IGU event before the World War Two. The
newly elected Executive Committee (EC) in-
cluded Emmanuel de Martonne, from France,
previously the IGU’s Secretary, as President
(Delfosse 2001; Dresch 1988) and Paul
Michotte, from Leuven in Belgium, as Secretary
General (Dept 1945; Ghellinck 1945; Hegen-
scheidt 1943; Lefèvre 1941).1 The Paris-Leuven
axis was henceforth fundamental for the IGU’s
administration, and French became the preferred
language for most of the IGU’s communication.

These arrangements reflected the excellent
personal relations between the geography
departments in Paris and Leuven, and the strong
influence of Emmanuel de Martonne on geogra-
phers in Belgium and across Europe. The new
EC also included, as Vice Presidents, Charles
Close from the UK, who had been closely con-
nected with the IGU from the very beginning;
Claude Hale Birdseye from the USA; Willem
Everhard Boerman from the Netherlands; Lud-
wig Mecking from Germany; Stanisław Paw-
łowsky from Poland; and Antonio Renato
Toniolo from Italy. After Michotte’s sudden
death in 1940, his assistant Marguerite Alice
Lefèvre replaced him as secretary (Denis 1986;
Polspoel 1964, 1965, 1968). Lefèvre, the first
female geographer in the IGU’s inner circle, was
a member of the Paris geography group from
1922 to 1927 and greatly influenced by both de
Martonne and Albert Demangeon. She was very
active in several IGU commissions, especially
those devoted to Rural Habitats, Erosion Sur-
faces, and Pliocene and Pleistocene Terraces, and
attended every IGC from Cambridge in 1928 to
London in 1964 (Droogleever Fortuijn 2019;
Robic and Rössler 1996).

We have very little information about the
activities of the IGU from 1938 to the end of the
war (Schelhaas and Pietsch 2020). The German

occupation in Belgium and France in 1940 pre-
vented most scientific activities, including those of
the IGU, though de Martonne noted immediately
after the war that: “Cependant les hostilités écla-
tèrent et en novembre 1940 le Bureau décidait de
réduire l’activité du Comité Exécutif de l’Union
aux questions administratives, sans exclure toute
action scientifique qui pourrait rester possible dans
chaque pays” (Martonne 1946: 40).

The IGU’s activities did not restart immedi-
ately after the liberation of Belgium and France
in the summer of 1944, nor indeed after end of
the war a year later. The Gestapo had dismantled
the IGU’s offices in Paris and Leuven, in July
and August 1940 respectively, and transported
the records to Berlin, whence they were partially
returned to Belgium two years later a state of
considerable disorder (Herren 2002: 81–82;
Martonne 1946: 40; see also Schelhaas and
Pietsch 2020: 129–131, and Chap. 1.1).

These wartime arrangements were retained
until the 1949 Lisbon IGC, the first after World
War Two. In her report to the Lisbon General
Assembly on the IGU’s activities since the 1938,
Lefèvre noted that: “Lorsque en 1946 on songea
à remettre l'Union en marche, il fallut com-
mencer par reconstituer le Comité Exécutif”
(Lefèvre 1950: 86). A new committee was duly
elected, led by Martonne and Lefèvre as Presi-
dent and Secretary respectively, assisted by a
new team of Vice Presidents that included Her-
bert John Fleure from the UK; Roberto Almagià
from Italy; Willem Everhard Boerman from the
Netherlands; George B. Cressey and John K.
Wright from the USA); and Eugeniusz Romer
from Poland. This group was a combination of
longstanding IGU officers such as Fleure, Boer-
man and Romer (who had each served as Vice
Presidents from 1931 to 1938) and new but
already established authorities such as Almagià,
Cressey and Wright. Romer was elected to
replace his Polish colleague Stanisław Paw-
łowsky, murdered by German forces in 1940,
though Lefèvre admitted that Romer would be
unable to attend meetings from war-shattered
Poland due to the difficulties of travel across the
newly created Iron Curtain (Lefèvre 1950: 86;
see also Olszewicz 1968; Wilcynski 1992).

1For all EC members 1922–2022, see Chap. 7 and Volle
1996b.
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The IGU had 24 member states in 1946,
provisionally without representatives from the
losing nations in World War Two, Germany and
Japan, and six commissions (Tables 3.1 and 3.2;
Stratton 1946: 83–84; see also Volle 1996a;
Collignon 1996; Chap. 7). The status of some
countries that had been members of the IGU
before the war was at the time still unclear,
especially Brazil, Bulgaria and Chile.

The first meeting of the EC took place in July
1946 in London and was followed by meetings in
Paris (July and November 1947), Brussels
(September 1948) and Lisbon (April 1949)
(Lefèvre 1950: 87). It seems that the meetings in
1946–48 were combined with general assemblies
or other events of the International Council of
Scientific Unions (ICSU) for which de Martonne,
Boerman and Lefèvre were representatives for
geography (Lefèvre 1950: 93; Stratton 1946: v
and 45).

The affiliation with ICSU and UNESCO was
very strong in the first post-war decade, mainly
because of financial support (Rössler 1996). As
Secretary Kimble reported at the General
Assembly in Washington 1952: “Needless to say,
this substantial program could not have been
carried out without the assistance of UNESCO.
Since Lisbon, the IGU has received nearly
$40,000 from this organization, or approximately
twice the income over the same period from
dues” (Kimble 1957: 16).

3.3 International Geographical
Congresses, 1949–56

The IGU General Assembly at Amsterdam in
1938 agreed to organise the next IGC four years
later at Lisbon, but this decision was impossible
to implement in 1942. After the first period of re-
organising the IGU, the 1949 IGC at Lisbon was
the ‘official’ re-start of IGU after the war. The
main figure behind the organisation of the
meeting was Orlando Ribeiro (Belo 1999;
Daveau 2011, 2012; Ribeiro 2003), an interna-
tionally well-known scholar with very close
connections to Emmanuel de Martonne. Ribeiro
served as Vice President (1949–52) after the

congress and then as first Vice President (1952–
56). Ribeiro and Ernesto de Vasconcelos (VP
1924–28) are the only delegates from Portugal,
an IGU founding member, to have worked in the
IGU’s inner circle to date. The Lisbon congress
proceedings show about 700 participants were at
the congress, coming from 37 countries, but half
of them in absentia. Nevertheless, the meeting
was a first success for the re-established IGU,
only a few years after the end of the war.

The first post-war General Assembly saw the
election of four new members, all of them of
special interest: China, India, Hungary and Tur-
key. Remarkably, in the official list of congress
participants we can find only one Chinese dele-
gate,2 three from Turkey,3 but no-one from
Hungary or India. The Eastern bloc was only
represented by four delegates from IGU member
Poland (including former Vice President Euge-
niusz Romer) and four from full member Cze-
choslovakia, but nobody from the Soviet Union,
which was not affiliated with the IGU at the
time.4 The actual participation of the Polish and
Czechoslovak geographers is unclear, possibly
only joining in absentia as John K. Wright
reported: “Geographers from the U.S.S.R., Cze-
choslovakia, and other countries behind the ‘iron
curtain’ did not participate in the sessions,
though Poland was unofficially represented by a
Polish resident in Great Britain” (Wright 1949:
484).

The delegates also elected a new EC for the
period 1949–52 at the Lisbon General Assembly.
George B. Cressey became the new President
while George Kimble became Secretary (DeVivo
2015: 61–66; Herman 1965; James 1964; James
and Perejda 1981). Both men were well estab-
lished within international science and political
affairs. Cressey was a well-travelled expert on
Asia, especially China and the Soviet Union, and
had already served as IGU Vice President since

2Lin Chao, the director of the Institute of Geography at
Nanjing in the PR of China.
3Hakki Akyol from Istanbul University, together with
Suzan Akyol, and Cemal Arif Alagöz from Ankara
University.
4The third IGU full member in 1949 from the Eastern bloc
was Romania, also not present at the Lisbon IGC.
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1946. His academic home since the 1930s was
Syracuse University, in upstate New York, and
during the war he was also engaged in military
and governmental affairs. Originally British,
Kimble was the first head of the geography
department at McGill University in Montreal
from 1945 (Bird 1995) and had close connec-
tions to the American Geographical Society
(AGS), where the IGU office was hosted between
1949 and 1956. He was later closely involved
with the influential think-tank, The Twentieth
Century Fund, in New York City.

The IGU was still a Western European and
North American dominated organisation but for
the first time elected two Vice Presidents from
the southern hemisphere: Christovam Leite de
Castro from Brazil and George Kuriyan from
India. Officials from those two countries would
play a role in the IGU for the following years,
specifically Hilgard O’Reilly Sternberg (VP
1952–60), Speridiao Faissol (VP 1976–84) and
Bertha Becker (VP 1996–2000) from Brazil, and
Shiba P. Chatterjee (President 1964–68, VP
1968–72), Mohammed Shafi (VP 1984–92) and
Ram Babu Singh (VP 2012–18, Secretary 2018–
21) from India.

The 1949–52 term of office and the institu-
tional re-organisation of the IGU was mainly
based on two activities: the publication of the
Newsletter, the IGU’s official periodical, and

several visits around the globe by Cressey and
Kimble. Cressey’s idea to publish an English-
French newsletter was very successful and the
series was soon established as the official series
of the Union providing information, announce-
ments, minutes and reports of commissions and
national committees. For more than a decade
after 1956, all printed IGU works were printed
and distributed by a central institution, Geo-
graphical Publications Ltd., based in the small
town of Bude in Cornwall, England, close to
where the IGU President Dudley Stamp lived, in
some splendour, at Ebbingford Manor. After
Stamp’s sudden death during the Latin American
Regional Conference in Mexico City in August
1966 (Kimble 1967: 246), the IGU Publication
Office was transferred to the headquarters of the
British Geographical Association in Sheffield and
Alice Garnett became the new publication offi-
cer, a position she held for several years.5

The second strategy from the IGU’s re-
organisation in the early 1950s were official but
usually informal visits by IGU officers to several
countries. As Cressey reported: “During the past

Table 3.1 IGU Member Countries, 1946

Argentina France New Zealand Sweden

Belgium (Germany) Norway Switzerland

Canada Greece Poland United Kingdom

Cuba Italy Portugal USA

Czechoslovakia (Japan) Romania Yugoslavia

Denmark Morocco South Africa

Egypt Netherlands Spain

Source: Stratton 1946: 84

Table 3.2 IGU Commissions, 1946

Study of population problems Climatic variations Aerial photographs

Pliocene and Pleistocene Terraces Early maps Cartography of Tertiary levelling surfaces

Source Stratton 1946: 83–84

5Besides Lefèvre, Garnett was another female protagonist
within this generation of European geographers. She was
Professor of Geography at the University of Sheffield,
Vice President of the Royal Geographical Society and the
first woman President of the Institute of British Geogra-
phers (Maddrell 2009: 189–195).
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two years [1949/50] I have visited 38 countries
on behalf of the International Geographical
Union” (Cressey 1951: 3). The enormous volume
of travel was a new development in the IGU’s
history under Cressey and Kimble and replicated
by later presidents, especially Stamp and Chat-
terjee. As the official record of the 1952 IGC
noted: “Professor Stamp expressed the hope that
he would continue the work of his distinguished
predecessor, though he did not expect to be able
to compete with him in the matter of mileage—or
miles per hour!” (Closing General Assembly,
August 15, 1952. In: Proceeding IGC Washing-
ton 1952: 11). After Stamp’s term of office,
he finally eclipsed Cressey by visiting 41 coun-
tries (Proceedings IGC Rio de Janeiro 1956:
183–184).

One output from the personal visits and data
collected about member countries was the vol-
ume “The status of geography in countries
adhering to the International Geographical
Union” (Moorman 1952), with brief descriptions
on the state of geography in member countries,
excluding France and Eastern Europe. This vol-
ume was part of the publications prepared for the
1952 IGC in Washington which was connected
with the centenary of the American Geographical
Society. This was both a consequence of, and an
arena for, the growing influence of American
geography, and the event was certainly a per-
sonal success for Cressey and Kimble.

The model of organising the IGC at the
President’s home was continued several times in
the following years, at Stockholm (1960), New
Delhi (1968), Sydney (1988), Washington (1992)
and The Hague (1996), and there was always a
connection between the EC and the host country.
Around 1200 participants from 62 countries
attended the 1952 meeting but many of them,
including the delegates from Czechoslovakia and
Poland, were registered in absentia. China was
listed with ten participants present (six as asso-
ciated) and one in absentia (Proceedings IGC
Washington 1952: 68–76). The General Assem-
bly elected new members, from Europe: Austria
and Finland; from Latin America: Colombia,
Dominican Republic, Mexico, Uruguay and
Venezuela (associated); and from Asia: Pakistan,

Indonesia, Israel and Sri Lanka (associated). The
internationalisation of the IGU progressed, but
not in Africa. The Washington Assembly deci-
ded also to exclude the partly long-time members
Argentina, Bulgaria, Chile, China (PR), Hun-
gary, Poland, Romania and South Africa,
because of missing payments for three years. The
problem of continually changing membership
payments would be a cause of concern for the
IGU until recently.

The reconstruction period of the IGU ended
after the Washington meeting, with a growing
number of members and commissions, but still
only representing a part of international geogra-
phy without geographers from the Eastern bloc
and China, and so many communities from
Africa, Latin America and Asia. The following
IGC at Rio de Janeiro in 1956 was a highly
international event in IGU history, as the first
congress in Latin America, with 1084 partici-
pants from 59 countries and with six official
languages (Lamego 2020). A closer look at the
list of participants shows a different picture, with
639 participants from the host country Brazil and
103 from the USA; the French delegation
(63) followed by some distance (Proceedings
IGC Rio de Janeiro 1956: 4–5). After the further
election of new members, the IGU had 42 full
member countries and six associated members in
1956. European dominance was still substantial
with 23 countries, while Latin America (8),
Africa (8) and Asia (7) followed by some
distance.

3.4 The IGU and the East–West
Conflict

With the election of the Soviet Union as a full
IGU member at the Rio General Assembly in
1956, a new chapter started, influenced by
political developments and the Cold War
(Chap. 4). Soviet participation had been thor-
oughly prepared, especially through the organi-
sation of the influential Soviet geographer
Innokenti Gerasimov and his secretary, Mikhail
Gournung. The USSR delegation, comprising 12
participants, was able to present a comprehensive
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volume in French and Russian on the progress of
Soviet geography at the Rio congress (Essais de
géographie 1956). On the other hand, the Soviet
proposal to have Russian accepted as an official
IGU language was not successful at the Rio
General Assembly (Proceedings IGC Rio de
Janeiro 1956: 187–188).

Two members from the Eastern bloc, the
Soviet Union and Poland, would play an
important role in the following decades. Geog-
raphers from both countries had been highly
connected with IGU activities, especially Inno-
kenti Gerasimov (VP 1960–68), Stanislav
Kalesnik (VP 1968–72), Feofan F. Davitaia (VP
1972–80) and Vladimir Kotlyakov (VP 1988–
96) from the Soviet Union and Eugeniusz Romer
(VP 1931–38, 1946–49), Stanisław Leszczycki
(VP 1964–68, 1972–76, President 1968–72) and
Jerzy Kostrowicki (VP 1976–84) from Poland,
which had been an IGU member from 1924.6

The leading figure of the Eastern bloc geog-
raphers in the 1950s and 60s was undoubtedly
Innokenti Gerasimov (Dresch 1986; Zimina and
Mashbits 1988), who was a special character as
former IGU Secretary Leszek Kosiński, who had
moved from socialist Poland to Canada in 1968,
pointed out: “Gerasimov… believed he had the
right to represent the world of socialist states.
Before each congress he would convene a meet-
ing in Moscow, a meeting during which a joint
course of action was decided, for instance, whom
to vote for or whom to admit to the Union…. In
1964 Gerasimov was a candidate for the Presi-
dency of the IGU, but shortly before the vote a
telegram came from Moscow saying that he could
not stand; no reason was given. It was too late for
him to appeal from this decision and he had to
withdraw. He was very displeased and worried,

but others were happy, even showing this quite
clearly—like the Poles for example—or more
‘diplomatically’, like the Czechs. In the end, at
the last moment Professor Shiba Chatterjee from
India was put forward as a candidate; he was
elected for the 1964–1968 term” (Kosiński 2014:
290; see also Harris 1996: 294–295).

3.5 A Special Case: Germany

A very difficult and highly political point was the
question of re-integrating German geography
into the IGU, and connected to that, the inde-
pendence and international acceptance of GDR
geography (Schelhaas 2005). Here we are faced
deeply with Cold War politics and see the pro-
cess of the separation of German geography.
Germany’s position within the IGU after World
War II was confusing. At the first post-war IGC
in Lisbon (in 1949) no German delegation was
present, although the official congress proceed-
ings listed a group of nine German participants.
Hermann Lautensach, who was very close to
Orlando Ribeiro, only attended as a private
scholar. On his visit to Europe in summer 1950,
President George B. Cressey met with German
geographers in East and West. In the GDR he
visited Harry Waldbaur and Joachim Heinrich
Schultze, and in the FRG, Hermann Lautensach,
Emil Meynen, Herbert Louis and, later IGU
President, Carl Troll. There was strong interest,
mainly among the US community, to integrate
Germany in the IGU as soon as possible. As
Cressey pointed out very briefly: “Germany.
A member, but inactive. Visited by Professor
Cressey, August, 1950” (IGU Newsletter 2,
1951, 2: 27), and in more detail: “It is hoped that
Germany may soon rejoin the Union, but the
situation is complicated by the de facto division
of the country into East and West. At present no
single scholarly organization is able to serve as
the adhering body for Germany as a whole. Nor
are there suitable academies or research councils
in the two zones. As soon as the proper adhering
organization exists, Germany will automatically
resume her membership, either as one unit or as
two” (Cressey 1951: 3).

6Aside from the representatives from the Soviet Union
and Poland, there was only one EC member from another
Eastern bloc between 1946 and 1990: György Enyedi
from Hungary who served as IGU Vice President from
1984 to 1992. There were no representatives from
Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, GDR and Romania, and none
have been elected from the post-communist regimes in
these countries. For more detailed information, see
Chap. 4; and for more on Poland, see Degórski (2015);
Kosiński (2008) and (2014).
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According to the IGU statutes, a full mem-
bership was only possible through national aca-
demies or research organisations, which delegate
National Committees. In West Germany, the
German Research Foundation (Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft) offered the institutional
frame for a National Committee. The situation in
the GDR was more complicated. While the
German Academy of Science was an eligible
organisation, geography was under-represented
within the Academy at that time. Günther Köhler
was the first geographer to be elected to the GDR
Academy in 1956, followed by Edgar Lehmann
and Heinz Sanke some years later.

At the next IGC at Washington DC in 1952, a
delegation of 20 German members participated
but no-one attended from the GDR. At the
General Assembly, the Federal Republic of
Germany was elected as a full IGU member and
re-integration was officially finished. At this
point, there existed one National Committee for
all German geographers. As Cressey explained:
“Due to the division of Germany there was no
such single body to continue the long-standing
membership which Germany has held in the
Union. Following extensive consultation with
many geographers and with the International
Council of Scientific Unions, the Executive
Committee at its meeting in London in 1950
voted to extend a simultaneous invitation to the
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft of the Federal
Republic and the Deutsche Akademie der Wis-
senschaft at People’s Republic. I am happy to
report that the former organization has accepted
our proposal, so that Western Germany resumes
its adherence. Unfortunately, no reply has been
forthcoming from Eastern Germany. Since the
statutes make no provision for dropping a
country except for non-payment of dues, it is our
position that Germany has continued to be a
member of the Union but was inactive during the
period when it lacked a proper adhering body.
No action is called for by the Union with regard
to the participation of the Deutsche Forschungs-
gemeinschaft or with regard to the Deutsche
Akademie should it care to adhere on behalf of
its respective area” (Cressey 1952: 12–13).

The IGC in Rio de Janeiro in 1956 was the
first congress at which geographers from the
GDR were invited to participate though one two
—Harry Waldbaur and Ernst Neef—attended. At
the General Assembly, delegates voted by a
majority of 15 to accept GDR geographers as a
full and independent member, though the initia-
tive eventually failed due to some formal pro-
cedural problems and because the GDR lacked
its own national committee of geographers.
President Ahlmann ruled that the election of the
GDR had to be regarded as “sub judice”, and
devolved the case to the new Executive Com-
mittee. The decision to postpone the acceptance
of GDR geography was a failure for the officials
involved in GDR science policy. In the following
months, geographers in both West and East
Germany were preoccupied with many difficult
diplomatic debates.

A special German-German committee for
geography was installed, comprising Johannes F.
Gellert, Theodor Hurtig, Julius Büdel and Horst
Mensching, but was unable to establish a single
German National Committee representing both
the GDR and the FRG. Attempts by IGU offi-
cials, including Hans W. Ahlmann (President),
Hans Boesch (Secretary), Jan Peter Bakker, and
Georges Chabot, to mediate between the two
German communities ended in failure. Conse-
quently, the National Committee of the GDR was
founded in 1959 within the East German Acad-
emy of Science, and Johannes F. Gellert was its
first chair (followed by Horst Kohl, Heinz
Lüdemann and Fritz Hönsch). At the 1960 IGC
in Stockholm, the GDR was finally accepted as a
full IGU member, with 17 votes in favour, eight
votes against and seven abstentions. Bulgaria and
Romania were also elected which completed the
Eastern bloc’s IGU representation. The whole
context was highly political, in both East and
West Germany, but according to GDR policy the
involvement of the country’s geographers in the
IGU was viewed as a great success. On the other
hand, the West German delegation and their chair
Erich Otremba were under massive pressure and
urged by several ministries and authorities to
explain why the IGU was so willing to accept
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geographers from the GDR. This conflict even-
tually calmed down but the German division
within the ranks of the IGU remained a curious
geopolitical fact for many years (Schelhaas 2005:
117–125).

From the 1960s, West German influence
within IGU increased in several commissions,
especially after the election of Carl Troll as
President from 1960 to 1964 and when Walther
Manshard served as Secretary from 1976 to
1984. GDR geographers were unable to partici-
pate in a similar way though some East Germans
became commission members. One prominent
GDR representative was Edgar Lehmann, the
long-time chair of the Commission for National
Atlases and very active in several fields of
managing geography under complicated political
conditions. In comparison to West Germany,
however, geographers from the GDR had limited
opportunities to travel to western countries and
their involvement was always dependent on
political circumstances. Finally, we have to bear
another detail in mind: IGU meetings allowed
East–West- and German-German encounters, a
very important way to keep in contact during the
Cold War. Until 1990, two German National
Committees were part of the IGU. At an IGU
meeting in Beijing on 16th August 1990, the two
German chairmen Eckart Ehlers (FRG) and Fritz
Hönsch (GDR) presented their decision to merge
both committees. This came into existence on 3rd
October 1990, the day of German reunification.

3.6 Hans Boesch and the IGU
Family

Organisations—and international scientific net-
works—are only as successful as the people
within these communities. The history of IGU
was, and partly still is, dominated by a group of
male geographers who were mostly, but not
always, trained in a European or North American
scientific and cultural background. We can easily
find influential figures with a deep devotion to
the IGU in the list of officers, but the simple
schedules of Presidents and Secretaries say
nothing about the staff, the ordinary IGU

members and the many supporters behind the
more important officials. The tradition starts with
Charles Close, then Emmanuel de Martonne,
Marguerite Alice Lefèvre and, after the war, with
George Kimble, Hans Boesch, Chauncy D.
Harris, Walther Manshard, Lesek Antoni
Kosiński, Eckart Ehlers, Ronald Abler, Vladimir
Kolosov and Michael Meadows. They all spent
much of their lifetime on the administration and
advancement of the IGU, often under compli-
cated political conditions.

One influential and long-time member of the
IGU family was Hans Boesch (Kishimoto 1980;
Spiess 1978). The Swiss geographer was a
remarkable and certainly interesting figure in
twentieth century geography, especially within
the German-speaking community but also in
international geography. He was an example of a
global scientist and science manager, multilin-
gual and with extensive experience in applied
and academic geography, especially from a
European and North American background. We
know him as the long-time Secretary and
organiser of the IGU but also an acknowledged
expert in global economic geography and land
use studies. His native town of Zurich, with its
two universities and the Geographical Society,
was Boesch’s academic and private home for his
whole career. The Swiss metropolis was a centre
for academic, applied and popular geography,
but also an excellent place to travel from for
scientific and business purposes around the
world.

The special cultural and political situation of
Switzerland in the twentieth century, with its
neutrality, wealth and different cultures and lan-
guages, allowed Hans Boesch to develop an
impressive and accelerated career based on huge
ambition, tremendous work, some coincidences
and influential contacts. After Boesch’s years as
a geologist, he started teaching geography in
1939 at the University of Zurich. In his early 30s,
and under difficult circumstances during the war,
Boesch already obtained influential academic
positions, notably as director of the Geography
Department at the University of Zurich in 1942,
which he retained until 1978. He was the
undisputed and generally accepted director. After
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World War Two, Boesch was able to widen his
international relationships through travel, espe-
cially across the western hemisphere. Obviously,
Boesch focused first on the German-speaking
community. Boesch was the first foreign geog-
rapher to lecture in Germany after World War
Two and was internationally significant too when
he accepted an invitation to a guest lectureship at
the University of Zurich in 1948–49 from future
IGU President Carl Troll. This was a very
important step for the re-integration of German
geography into the international scientific com-
munity, occurring only four years after the end of
war.

With regard to Switzerland’s position within
international geography in the past, we have to
certainly mention the two International Geo-
graphical Congresses at Berne, in 1891, and at
Geneva, in 1908. Switzerland has been a full
IGU member since 1928. The IGU was a sig-
nificant arena for Boesch to realise his vision of a
global science. At the Lisbon meeting in 1949,
he assumed the position of Vice President. At the
ninth General Assembly of the 1956 Rio de
Janeiro IGC, Boesch was elected Secretary and
Treasurer. He succeeded George Kimble, and
remained in those positions for three periods of
office from 1956 to 1968. This was only com-
parable with Charles Close, Emmanuel de Mar-
tonne, Ronald Abler and Michael Meadows, who
served for long terms of office as Secretary or
later as President.

Zurich was the headquarters of the IGU for
many years. Boesch also benefitted from two
personal relationships within the IGU family:
Dudley Stamp, President from 1952 to 56, and
Carl Troll, President from 1960 to 64. He was
close to both since at least the 1940s. It was
apparent that Boesch was the first choice for the
position of Secretary and Treasurer. His Swiss
origin and the country’s political neutrality were
certainly helpful in garnering a majority within
the General Assembly; his ability to speak dif-
ferent languages fluently and his knowledge of
the inner workings of the IGU were also of great
advantage.

One statement from the newly elected Presi-
dent Carl Troll, at the closing ceremony of the

IGC at Stockholm in 1960, underlines their sat-
isfaction with the Secretary and Treasurer: “As
president of the Union you were lucky to have
the experienced cooperation of our Secretary-
Treasurer, Prof. Hans Boesch. In the IGU-
correspondence the collegiality between presi-
dent and Secretary-Treasurer is clearly docu-
mented: ‘Dear Hans’ from one side, ‘dear Hans’
from the other, and ‘Dear Hans and Hans’ in
letters from Executive members to both. We all,
during these days, were witnesses of Prof.
Boesch’s astonishing ability in everything, his
masterly clarity, his familiarity with statutes,
languages and organization techniques. The
activity of the different commissions and the
budget document Boesch’s eagerness, care and
skill in obtaining funds for the benefit of our
extensive work” (IGC Stockholm 1960, Final
Congress Report: 15).

Such exorbitant praise was certainly part of
the closing ceremony genre, but we can also
interpret Troll’s description of Hans Boesch as a
perfectly genuine desire to give credit for his
exemplary organisation. Boesch served under
three IGU presidents—Hans W. Ahlmann, Carl
Troll and Shiba Prasad Chaterjee—and clearly
found professional and practicable solutions to
administrative and financial challenges, sup-
ported by his colleagues from the Geography
Department at Zurich. In his farewell address at
the New Delhi IGC in 1968, Boesch presented a
sentimental review of his time at IGU: “one day
the first President whom I had the privilege to
serve, George Cressey, swivelled around in his
chair and suddenly asked me, ‘Would you like to
become a Vice-President in 1949.’ And I said,
‘Why not.’ I had no idea at that time what the
IGU was and what the Vice-President would
have to do. I accepted and I was elected almost
unanimously. I think procedures were not exactly
democratic” (IGC New Delhi 1968 Congress
Proceeding: 113).

Another detail from his review is also telling:
Boesch had no deep interest in becoming IGU
President after a long period as Secretary. As he
explained: “they asked me, would I like to
become President of the Union; I said, ‘No, I
want to continue to work’” (IGC New Delhi
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1968 Congress Proceeding: 113). The move from
Secretary to President was one possible career
trajectory within IGU, however, realised by
Charles Close and Emmanuel de Martonne in the
past and by Ronald Abler and Michael Meadows
more recently.

3.7 The IGU as Global
and Professional Scientific
Organisation

Hans Boesch’s successors continued the IGU’s
established and well-organised administration.
These were Chauncy D. Harris (1968–76),
Walther Manshard (1976–84), Leszek Antoni
Kosiński (1984–92), Eckart Ehlers (1992–2000),
Ronald Abler (2000–08) and Michael Meadows
(2010–18), all enormously devoted to interna-
tional geography, who often served under com-
plicated circumstances and faced financial,
diplomatic and interpersonal problems.

Besides focusing on the Secretaries, a simple
view at the list of Presidents offers several kinds
of interpretation too. After George B. Cressey
and Dudley Stamp, the General Assembly
unanimously elected Hans Wilhelmsson Ahl-
mann from Sweden (President 1956–60) and
Carl Troll from Western Germany (1960–64).
Western European dominance was clear in this
period. With the election of Shiba P. Chatterjee
from India (1964–68), the IGU had for the first
time a geographer from the southern hemisphere
in its highest position, but who also happened to
be very familiar with French and British geog-
raphy (Mookerjee 1998). As mentioned before,
he was only a substitute choice because the
dedicated President, Innokenti Gerasimov, with-
drew some hours before the London General
Assembly in 1964. The Polish geographer Sta-
nisław Leszczycki (1968–72) was the first and
only from the Eastern bloc to occupy this posi-
tion, although coming from Europe again. Jean
Dresch (1972–76) and Michael John Wise
(1976–80) followed, which showed that the
President was still rooted in Europe, although
both characters also had a strong international
background.

Akin Mabogunje from Nigeria was the first
African President (1980–1984), with experience
as Vice President from 1972 onwards. The
African representation within the IGU was, and
partly still is, marginal with some exceptions.
The Kingdom of Egypt was an IGU founding
member, Morocco and South Africa followed in
1926, but both with a strong colonial back-
ground. We also have to mention two officers
from Egypt, Ahmed Hassanein Bey (VP 1924–
31) and Hassan Awad (VP 1956–64).7 Since the
1960s, several African countries have joined but
with varying times of participation.

Peter Scott, Roland J. Fuchs, Herman Theo-
door Verstappen, Bruno Messerli, Anne But-
timer, Adalberto Vallega, José Luis Palacio
Prieto, Ronald Abler, Vladimir Kolosov and
Yukio Himiyama would continue the IGU’s
agenda. But we still have to keep in mind that the
IGU was and is much more than a long list of
famous Presidents, Secretaries, and Vice Presi-
dents. The IGU commissions and events, some of
them dating back to even before 1922, are
essential for any international scientific
exchange.8 Finally, the IGU was and remains a
fruitful arena for geographers and their allies. It
provides a context for scientific and social
encounters, for the formulation and promotion of
policy in science and society, and for building
friendships without cultural or political barriers.
The following chapters expand on the past, pre-
sent and future of international geography, with
many additional details about the IGU, its
members, commissions and events.

Acknowledgements I wish to thank my co-editors and
Philip Jagessar for their support and advice during the
final elaboration of this chapter.

7It was not until 1992 that Folasade Iyun (Nigeria) was
elected Vice President from Africa again, followed by
Lindisizwe M. Magi (South Africa) 2004.
8For the development of the commissions between 1922
and 2022, see Chap. 1.6.
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4Internationalization of Geography
in the Bipolar World: Socialist
Countries During the Cold War

Vladimir Kolosov, Marek Więckowski,
Debin Du, and Xionghe Qin

Abstract

The chapter’s purpose is to examine interac-
tions between geographers of socialist coun-
tries with IGU and the world geographical
community at large in 1945–1990. The
authors consider some specific national trends
in the development of geography in the former
USSR, Poland, and China under the condi-
tions of ideological constraints and geopolit-
ical tensions. A special attention is paid to the
forms and impact of internationalization on
geography in these countries and the ways of
the dissemination of scientific information.
The authors show that participation of
geographers from their countries in the activ-
ities of IGU was of particular importance in
the extension of international contacts. It

improved the positions of geography in the
country and at the same time stimulated the
use of new methods and approaches in
geographical studies, and allowed spreading
of national geographical concepts abroad.
A particular role in internationalization
belonged to academic leaders. In general, the
development of geographical science in
socialist countries follows the global
paradigm.

Keywords

Internationalization � Geography � Cold war �
Russia � China � Poland

4.1 Introduction

The internationalization of geography, like other
disciplines, developed unevenly in time and
space and depended not just on the size, geo-
graphical location, and level of development of
each country and the scale of research under-
taken but also, of course, on the political situa-
tion in the world. World War Two and the
material difficulties of the restoration period, the
confrontation between the military-political blocs
in the era of the bipolar world, local wars and
armed conflicts, and ideological constraints
together limited interactions between scientists
(Robic et al. 1996). In socialist countries, a
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planned state economy and the centralization of
power largely determined the differences in the
directions and methodology of geographical
research, the nature and territorial pattern of
international contacts of geographers. Discrimi-
nation and persecution of individual geographers
for political reasons provoked a sharp reaction
from the scientific community, which led to
boycotts and new restrictions on contacts. As a
result of fundamental shifts that began in the
1980s and led to radical changes in the economic
and political map of the world, most of the
political factors that limited international scien-
tific cooperation seemed to have disappeared into
oblivion (Paasi 2015; Meadows 2020). However,
the deterioration of the political situation in the
2010s has reminded us once again of the ghosts
of the past.

The usual indicators of the internationaliza-
tion of research are the number of joint papers;
the number of references to foreign authors;
double and multiple affiliations; the number and
composition of participants in international pro-
jects; the number of international conferences
and their participants, academic exchanges, etc.
The use of most of them, however, became
possible only recently. The authors addressed
earlier written sources, in particular, reports
about IGU events and the participation in them of
geographers from their countries, and documents
of national geographical societies and
associations.

The objective of this chapter is to analyze the
impact of the split of the world on two political
systems in the twentieth century on interactions
between geographers of socialist countries and
the rest of the world. What forms did it take,
what role did IGU play in it? To what extent did
the development of geographical science in
socialist countries follow the global paradigm?
The authors of this chapter try to answer these
questions using the cases of their countries—the
USSR, Poland, and China. The degree of open-
ness of these countries and the general situation,
history, structure, and organization of geograph-
ical science differed significantly, but they also
had common features.

4.2 Despite Geopolitical
and Ideological Constraints:
The Internationalization
of Soviet Geography

4.2.1 Political Context: Geography
Under the Socialist
System

There is a widespread opinion about the closed-
ness of the Soviet Union and the limited possi-
bilities of Soviet scientists to participate in
international collaborations. This statement,
however, can only be fully attributed to a rela-
tively short period of the late 1930s—early
1950s, which covered the years of World War II
and the apogee of the Stalin dictator-
ship. The USSR officially joined the IGU only in
1956, after the death of Stalin.

However, even in the early 1930s small Soviet
delegations took part in the International Geo-
graphical Congresses in Paris (1931) and War-
saw (1938). But at most of the post-war IGCs,
Soviet participants made up one of the largest
groups. Despite these obstacles, Soviet geogra-
phy was developing in a wide international
context. Firstly, foreign publications were
accessible. The abstract monthly journal Geog-
raphy consisted of separate thematic and regional
issues. They contained not only bibliographic
information, but also detailed one to three-page
summaries of the most valuable articles from
foreign journals. The All-Union Institute of Sci-
entific and Technical Information in Moscow
(VINITI), which ran these journals, also pub-
lished reviews of the state of the art in different
areas of geography. Secondly, the leading
libraries were subscribed to almost all interna-
tional and national geographical journals.
Thirdly, a special Moscow publishing house
Progress translated the most interesting books
into Russian. Fourthly, since the 1970s geogra-
phers of the academic institutes and leading
universities had the opportunity to implement
international projects—first of all, with col-
leagues from socialist countries, but also from
Western countries. These were, for example,
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projects of the UNESCO program “Man and
Biosphere”, and later, in the 1980s—Interna-
tional Geosphere-Biosphere Program, “Human
Dimension of Global Change”, and others. In the
late 1970s, Soviet and French geographers initi-
ated a unique interdisciplinary comparative pro-
ject “Alps—Caucasus”. Soviet-Polish seminars
on population geography held alternately in two
countries were notable milestones in the devel-
opment of Soviet human geography.

The largest event in the history of Soviet
geography was the XXIII IGC in Moscow
(1976). It remained for a long time unsurpassed
in terms of the number of participants (about
4000) and scope. Within the framework of the
congress, 28 symposia were held in the capitals
of all union republics and in many large cities
(Gerasimov 1976; Gerasimov et al. 1976)
(Figs. 4.1 and 4.2).

Finally, many foreign scientists visited the
Soviet Union on an individual basis. In many
foreign countries, there was an undoubted inter-
est in Soviet geography, a sign of which was, for
example, the establishment in the USA of the
journal “Soviet Geography: Review and

Translations” (1960) later transformed into
“Eurasian Geography and Economy”.

Historically, Russian geography was closely
connected with German anthropogeography and
relied on a developed landscape analysis. Geog-
raphy has always been considered in Russia and
the USSR as part of Earth sciences. The number
of scholars in human geography is significantly
less than in physical geography, which partly
includes some disciplines that belong to geo-
physics in the West (glaciology, etc.). This situ-
ation had its own advantages: Soviet human
geography traditionally paid much attention to
the use of natural resources and environmental
protection. Many ambitious projects (e.g.,
atlases) have been implemented in close collab-
oration between physical and human geogra-
phers. At the same time, paradoxically, the
concept of integrated geography as a science that
studies the geographic envelope of the Earth in
the integrity of its natural and human elements
made its way with great difficulties and became
generally recognized only in the 1960s, since
dogmatic Soviet Marxism strictly divided “nat-
ural laws” and “laws of the development of

Fig. 4.1 The opening ceremony of the XXIII International Geographical Congress was held in the Palace of
Congresses in the Moscow Kremlin. Photo: Tamara Galkina, 1976
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society” (Kolosov and Treivish 2009). In 1966
Soviet geographer David Armand, a brilliant
scholar, who spoke five languages fluently,
published the book For Us and Grandchildren
grounding many principles of the concept called
later “sustainable development” (Armand 1966).
The unity of geography became the basis of the
concept of constructive geography aimed at
transforming the environment, promoted by
Academician Innokenty Gerasimov, the leader of
Soviet geography in 1950–1985.

The historical centralization of the Russian
state and its high role in society contributed to
the development of original economic and geo-
graphical theories. They had a significant impact
on human geography and the practice of territo-
rial planning in the socialist countries of Central
and Eastern Europe and developing countries.
According to Ivan Aleksandrov and Nikolay
Baransky, who founded in the 1930s the so-
called regional school of economic geography,
the task of economic geography is to ground a
new efficient territorial division of labor between
different parts of the country. The objective was
to optimize within the boundaries of a certain

territory (economic region) the use of natural
resources, historically accumulated material val-
ues, and skills of the population, together with
new technologies and a rational combination of
economic branches. The boundaries of this ter-
ritory should be delimited in the course of a
geographical study.

The concept of territorial production com-
plexes (TPCs) was another well-known Soviet
geographical and economic theory developed in
the early 1950s. TPC was understood as a terri-
torial combination of industrial enterprises,
infrastructure and services created for the devel-
opment and maintenance of the main branch(es)
of industry on a given territory thanks to favor-
able conditions. A TPC included enterprises that
supplied the main industries with raw materials,
energy, equipment, and processed by-products,
and infrastructure and industries destined to meet
the internal needs of the region’s population.
Some premises of the TPC theory are similar to
the concept of industrial cluster proposed much
later by M. Porter, which provoked in post-
Soviet Russia a series of publications comparing
these approaches (Kolosov 2017).

Fig. 4.2 Preparing the XXIII International Geographical
Congress. From left to right: Secretary General of the
congress Dr. Vladimir Annenkov, Chair of the Local

Organizing Committee Academician Innokenty Gerasi-
mov, Academician Vladimir Kotlyakov, and Professor
Valery Chichagov. Photo: Tamara Galkina, 1976
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4.2.2 Processes and Channels
of Internationalization

Perhaps the most regular and comparable data are
found in the reports on International Geographi-
cal Congresses. Forty articles and other publi-
cations in the leading Soviet geographical
journals before and after each IGC since 1956 are
a mirror of the attitude of Soviet geographers to
international cooperation and the IGU. Extensive
reports on the results of the IGCs contain the
assessments of Soviet geography against a global
background and a look at the state of world
geographical science.

Soviet geographers paid much attention to the
participation in the activities of IGU. Various
institutions and departments published before
each monographs in English and Russian sum-
marizing the results of research on individual
sub-disciplines and areas. On the one hand, the
IGU and its congresses were one of the main
channels for informing foreign colleagues about
geographical research in the Soviet Union and
increasing its influence through, for example,
disseminating the experience of Soviet territorial
planning. The reports always included detailed
information on the election of Soviet geogra-
phers as commissions’ members and Chairs and
Vice-Presidents of IGU. Soviet geographers were
usually well represented in the IGU Executive
Committee: after Gerasimov, a Georgian geog-
rapher Feofan Davitaya served from 1972 until
his death in 1979 and Academician Vladimir
Kotlyakov was also a EC member from 1988 to
1996.

Any Soviet publications passed ideological
filters, the “density” of which changed over time.
In articles on international cooperation, a tribute
to the official ideology was paid, especially until
the 1980s, by including phrases about the
advantages of Soviet (Marxist) geography,
information on the ratio of reports submitted to
IGCs by scientists from socialist, developing and
capitalist countries, and complaints about the
petty topics of their presentations in comparison
with the Soviet ones.

Presentations at the IGCs were divided into
“progressive” and “apologetic”. “Progressive”

presentations contained, for example, criticism of
former colonial powers or large companies and
transnational corporations not interested in the
development of territories in developing coun-
tries, or an analysis of depressed areas and
unemployment (Gerasimov and Annenkov
1975). The geographical journal of Moscow
University noted that IGCs helped “to define new
lines of ideological struggle between progressive
and conservative forces among geographers in
capitalist and developing countries” (Gerasimov
1969; Saushkin 1969, 1977). The “indisputable
ideological advantage” of Soviet geography was
seen in its constructive approach, that is, the
hypothetical possibility to implement the ideas
proposed by geographers in a centralized planned
economy.

Radical socio-economic differences between
the USSR and its allies, and other countries
resulted in the fact that some sub-disciplines
could not be developed in socialist countries in
principle not only because of ideological taboos,
but also the absence of the subject of study itself
—for example, electoral geography. The geog-
raphy of retail trade, based on market principles,
was noted by Saushkin as a new field of research.

The convictions or illusions of the possibility
and expediency of complete controllability and
centralization of social processes were indirectly
reflected in the positions of Soviet representa-
tives in the IGU. Gerasimov advocated reducing
the number of commissions and “eliminating
spontaneity” in their emergence. These proposals
were approved by the XX IGC Program Com-
mittee but rejected by the IGU General
Assembly.

The leadership of the Soviet National Com-
mittee was particularly wary of the meetings on
political geography since in the USSR there was
a risk of its association with geopolitics, which in
turn had long been identified with Nazi geopol-
itics. The official Soviet delegation and Soviet
members of the IGU Executive Committee were
obliged to note and, if necessary, to fight “the use
of congresses for political declarations” (for
example, “in the report on national identity of
French-speaking population in Quebec” at the
22nd IGC in Montreal). However, after the
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XXV IGC in Paris, Gerasimov changed his mind.
Upon his return, he urged the development of
political geography in the USSR. However, at his
insistence, the term “political geography” in the
name of the IGU working group created at the
congress was replaced by the euphemism “world
political map”.

By the mid-1980s, after Gorbachev came to
power, ideological accents disappeared alto-
gether. The report on the Sydney IGC in 1988
contains no ideological motives at all and ends
with complaints about the insufficient represen-
tation of Soviet geographers in the IGU, espe-
cially young scholars, the lack of funds for the
extension of remote sensing, and the acquisition
of scientific equipment abroad (Kotlyakov and
Annenkov 1989).

The journal reports allow to identify the topics
of the greatest interest to the Soviet official del-
egation—new methods of collecting, analyzing,
and mapping information, new theoretical con-
cepts, areas, and trends in the development of
geographical research. For Soviet geographers,
particularly important were the papers on the
holism of geography, the protection of environ-
ment and rational use of natural resources, car-
tography, geographical education, and other
“integrating” topics.

A great attention was paid to the “method-
ological rearmament of science” (in the expres-
sion of Gerasimov): new methods of remote
sensing and study of the Earth from space,
sources of geographic information, and mathe-
matical and statistical methods of its analysis. At
the London IGC in 1964, Soviet geographers
actively supported the creation of a commission
on quantitative methods in geography (Gerasi-
mov 1965). Interest in them evolved in the Soviet
Union almost simultaneously with the “quanti-
tative revolution” in the West. Since the mid-
1960s, for about 10–15 years, the application of
mathematical methods was one of the most
“fashionable” trends in Soviet geography. Yulian
Saushkin and Konstantin Salishchev, the leaders
of Soviet human geography and cartography,
respectively, were among the most prominent
advocates of new methods in Moscow State
University. At the Institute of Geography, Yuri

Medvedkov contributed much to the develop-
ment of mathematical methods (later, he emi-
grated to the USA). In the late 1970s, as in other
countries, there was a certain disappointment
with the limited heuristic potential of mathe-
matical methods. The fascination with them gave
way to a new trend characteristic also of Soviet
geography: humanization.

They were related, in particular, to the accel-
erating processes of the emergence of new areas
and sub-disciplines. In accordance with the
dogma on the primacy of material production,
not by chance, human geography has long been
called economic geography. However, since the
1950s population geography gradually gained
strength. It quickly contributed to the emergence
of urban geography. In the 1970s, rural geogra-
phy and the geography of services, and then
social and political geography appeared. These
processes resulted from the complication of the
structure and needs of society, but also
undoubtedly from the influence of the tendencies
in world geography and the creation of the
respective IGU commissions.

“Environmentalization” was another impor-
tant trend in world geography in the 1970s. The
leaders of the “integral” Soviet geography based
on the focus on the nature-society interface,
claimed leadership in this area. Characteristi-
cally, the central event at the 1976 Moscow IGC
was the symposium “Man and Environment”,
which brought together the full color of world
geography and took place aboard a specially
rented vessel moving along the Don and Volga.
The topics of this symposium were environ-
mental changes and monitoring, the quality of
information, and natural disasters. Considerable
attention was paid at the Moscow IGC to
anthropogenic climate changes and fluctuations
of glaciers as their indicator, and the conse-
quences of the greenhouse effect.

Soviet geographers maintained close ties with
their Polish colleagues. In Poland, long before
the Second World War, original and well-known
schools emerged in many branches of geography.
Polish geographers were keeping more contact
with Western scholars than in other socialist
countries. Soviet-Polish conferences and joint
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participation in international research projects
served as another channel for internationalization
of geography.

4.3 Polish Geography’s Way
to the West

4.3.1 Political Context: Geography
Under the Socialist
System

Under communism, human geography in Central
and Eastern Europe was forced to adapt to a Soviet
model of geography; and to communist decision-
makers, the old human geography, with its
achievements and rich tradition, reeked of “bour-
geois” ideas (Jackowski et al. 2014). Instead, it
was recommended that geography should adopt
Marxist methodology. Luckily, these decisions
were never fully implemented and the Marxist
methodology never became obligatory. Indeed,
Polish geographers found the theoretical and
methodological studies of their Western col-
leagues very appealing. Although contacts with
Soviet science were encouraged, if from the
position of humble “younger brothers”; while
contacts with “fraternal countries of people’s
democracy” were tolerated, these contacts were
anyway regulated quite closely. On the other hand,
all attempts at contact with the “bourgeois West”
were treated with great suspicion (Kosiński 2008).

There was a dispute between specialists in
regional geography and so-called applied geog-
raphy to explain to what extent geography should
serve society. There was a very serious dispute at
the time over political geography, whether it
should exist, and if so, to what extent and in
which direction. Of course, disputes also con-
cerned geopolitics, but at this time the “climate”
for these kinds of research was unsuitable. In the
1960s and the 1970s, many publications could
appear only under censorship. Motivations
should come from the USSR, and comparisons
with the Soviet experience should be made.
A typical example of a motivation of the coun-
try’s division for the needs of planning and

administration by the reference to the Soviet
concept of region can be found in a work by K.
Dziewoński.

A similar problem, although in an even more acute
form, arose in Russia after the October Revolution,
when the demands of socialist planned economy
created the necessity of setting up a new network
of basic administrative units (which ex definition
was to be at the same time units of planning and of
economic management) as well as of an additional
network of larger units of planning (grouping
together several administrative areas of the highest
rank — the Gosplan regions), In this way the
establishment of the optimal regional administra-
tive and political division of the federal state
became, right from the beginning of the planned
economy, one of the leading tasks facing the state
authorities. (Dziewoński et al. 1964)

However, in the post-war period, Polish
geographers made significant and original con-
tributions to the development of such fields as the
theory of economic regions and settlement sys-
tems (K. Dziewoński and J. Kondracki), the
agricultural geography of the world (J. Kostrow-
icki), and urban planning (B. Malisz). The most
often quoted works include publications by S.
Leszczycki, A. Kukliński, P. Korcelli, Z. Cho-
jnicki and R. Domański. Scholars who were not
Communist Party members, but wanted to make a
serious career, did not have much of a chance. But
in the Institute of Geography of the Polish
Academy of Sciences, the situation was different
(Śleszyński and Kosiński 2014). Profes-
sor J. Kondracki became a member of the IGU
Commission on regionalization and organized its
symposium in Jabłonna (1963), one of the most
important conferences in Polish geography at that
time. Reports on the activity of this Commission,
which had existed for several years, were pub-
lished in Poland. Professors Andrzej Wróbel
(1928–1999) and Kazimierz Dziewoński (1910–
1994) played an active role in these conferences
and publications. They concluded that it was
necessary to distinguish between different types of
economic regions: those defined for practical
planning purposes and economic regions consid-
ered as phenomena to be studied by geographical
and other sciences. The authors believed that
efforts should be made to further clarify their
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mutual relations and to avoid misunderstandings
in using these terms correctly. The need to
develop an international system of terms in this
field, recognized by all principal languages, was
emphasized (Dziewoński et al. 1964).

One of the leading Polish geographers of the
1970s, J. Kostrowicki chaired the IGU Com-
mission on Agricultural Typology. He saw its
major achievements in discussing and adopting a
general concept of agricultural typology, the
criteria, methods, and for identifying the types of
agriculture worldwide. This concept was applied
to modeling the spatial organization of agricul-
ture and planning agricultural development
(Kostrowicki 1977). Kostrowicki believed that
classification is fundamental for the progress of
any discipline and any valid classification is to be
based on the commonly agreed principles.
According to him, the scientific objectives of an
agricultural typology could be summarized as
follows: (1) developing agricultural geography as
a scientific discipline; (2) putting into order the
existing knowledge on world agriculture and its
areal similarities, differences, and interrelation-
ships; (3) contributing to a better understanding
of agriculture as a complex phenomenon on a
world, continental, and national scale (Kostrow-
icki 1970).

4.3.2 Processes and Channels
of Internationalization

The leading human geographers (S. Leszczycki,
K. Dziewoński, and J. Kostrowicki) published in
foreign journals though finding a way into and
place in Western periodicals was a near impos-
sibility for Poles throughout the communist era.
As early as in the 1950s it was decided that it was
necessary to inform foreign geographers about
the achievements of Polish geography. First,
abstracts in English and Russian were added to
the papers in the revived Czasopismo Geo-
graficzne (Geographical Journal) and Przeglad
Geograficzny (Geographical Review. There was
also a plan to issue special publications to mark
international conferences, in particular, a special
issue of Przeglad Geograficzny which was

eventually published in 1956 before the Congress
in Rio de Janeiro). Ultimately, there was a plan to
publish a continuous series of publications in a
Western language.

International congresses and conferences have
always served as pretexts for publishing special
issues of Polish academic journals. They regu-
larly reported about the most relevant interna-
tional events. Geographia Polonica—Poland’s
oldest scientific journal in the field of geography
published in English—prepared many special
issues devoted to the IGU congresses. Particu-
larly detailed was the report on the 25th Congress
held in Paris in 1984. So, information circulated
the other way as well.

The desire to organize bilateral encounters can
also be listed as one of the reasons behind the
founding of Geographia Polonica. The first of
these was a Polish-British seminar devoted to
human geography held in September 1959 in
Nieborów. Meetings with British geographers
were followed by the workshops with American,
French, Czech, Hungarian, and other scholars.
There were about a dozen such meetings over two
decades, which contributed to the establishment
of many friendly contacts maintained for years.
Thanks to these seminars, Poland played a key
role in academic exchanges in this part of Europe
where the West and the East met (Śleszyński and
Kosiński 2014). Looking back, we can see that
the collaboration of Polish geographers with their
Western colleagues was unique, not only in
comparison with other countries of the “Soviet
Bloc”, but also when compared with other aca-
demic disciplines in Poland. Foreign literature,
too, was more easily accessible in Poland than in
other countries of the Eastern bloc.

There were no Polish participants at the first
post-War IGC in Lisbon in 1949 nor at the
Washington IGC in 1952, though a five-person
delegation attended the 1956 IGC in Rio de
Janeiro. An important breakthrough came with
the 1960 IGC in Stockholm which paved the way
for Stanisław Leszczycki’s election to the IGU
Vice Presidency at the London IGC in (1964)
and the President at the New Delhi IGC in 1968.
This marked a new high point in the history of
Polish geography. Professor Leszczycki was one
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of Polish scholars who perfectly understood the
importance of international cooperation and,
thanks to his position, his colleagues in Poland
enjoyed a period when foreign contacts were
easier (Kosiński 2008).

In 1953 Leszczycki became co-chair of the
Polish Committee for the IGU and then took over
the chairmanship for the twenty years from 1956
to 1976. He represented Polish geography in the
IGU, managed preparation for its congresses and
conferences, and usually was the head of the
Polish delegation. He was the most visible Polish
geographer at international fora, which reflected
his dominant position in Poland, too, thanks not
only to his organizational skills, great energy, and
diligence, but also diplomatic talent and valuable
relations with the authorities (Kosiński 2008). He
concluded his presidential term at the 22nd IGC
in Montreal in 1972 by delivering a speech in
which he presented his views on geography and
its future (Leszczycki 1972, 1973). Speaking
about the numerous attempts to establish a defi-
nition of its object, he concluded that the search
for a too precise definition did not make much
sense, especially in a situation where various
disciplines and branches of science overlap on
many fronts. Geography was defined by a spatial
approach, whereby phenomena and processes
occurring on the Earth’s surface, including the
relationship between humans and the environ-
ment, were studied. In recognizing Professor
Leszczycki’s merits, the IGU awarded him an
honorific Laureat d’Honneur in 1988. It was
stressed that he had played an important role in
rebuilding scientific life in Poland after the war,
and in developing scientific cooperation between
scientists from different countries, especially
those with different political systems at a time
when this cooperation was particularly difficult.

The participation in the International Geo-
graphical Olympiad (iGeo) was also a sign of the
internationalization of Polish geography. Toge-
ther with the Netherlands, Poland was one of the
Olympiad’s initiators and the Polish team has an
outstanding record of achievements in this com-
petition (Barwiński et al. 2014). Since 1974, a
national Geography Olympiad has been held
annually in Poland.

The evolution of geographical science in
China proceeded in a completely different way
than in the Soviet Union or Poland, but at the
same time, it also had features in common with
them, associated with the extreme difficulty of
personal contacts with foreign scientists, a great
contribution to the process of internationalization
of scientific leaders, institutions and academic
journals headed by them.

4.4 The Impact of Geopolitical
Issues
on the Internationalization
of Geography in China

4.4.1 Political Context: Geography
Under the Socialist
System

Modern geography in Chinese universities is
undoubtedly a field of knowledge imported from
the West. In the early period before the Xinhai
Revolution of 1911, Chinese geography devel-
oped under the impetus of western modern sci-
entific and democratic revolutionary ideas. In the
period 1927–1937, tireless efforts were made by
renowned scientists to ensure the rapid develop-
ment of modern Chinese geography (Hu 1936).
Kezhen Zhu, who graduated in the United States
founded in 1921 the first department of geogra-
phy in China at the Southeast University (the
predecessor of Nanjing University), and in
cooperation with other geographers—the Journal
of Human Geography. Before the foundation of
new China, the circulation of western geo-
graphical thought and the emergence of a large
number of geographical departments and
research institutions led to the creation of con-
temporary Chinese geography.

World War Two had a major impact on geo-
graphical research. During the war, it was diffi-
cult to obtain sustainable national funding, and
geographic research stalled. For example, the
department of geography of Nanjing National
Central University trained no more than 100
graduates (Ren 1943). Under the slogan of sci-
entific salvation, the Chinese Anti-Japanese War
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inspired the patriotism of Chinese geographers.
After the war, the long-term goal of geography
was to use its achievements for building New
China (Gu 1936). About 1200 geoengineers
participated in the country’s reconstruction and
economic recovery. The war against Japan
strengthened patriotic sentiments in Chinese
society which sustained the use of geography in
the construction of new China (Gu 1936).

During the Cold War era, Chinese geography
went through a period of differentiation and
established closer contacts with other disciplines,
especially ecology, economics, and sociology.
The theoretical level and the spectrum of meth-
ods used in geographical studies significantly
improved (Wu and Zhang 1999; Zhu 2004).
Progress in Chinese geography was backed by
learning from the experience of Soviet geogra-
phy, in particular the theories of the regional
school and the concept of the TPCs.

In Soviet science, the value of economic
geography was determined by its contribution to
the study of factors of production and the opti-
mization of industrial development. During the
Cold War, this branch of geography was domi-
nated by economic utilitarianism, which was
actively supported by state funding. Other sub-
disciplines of human geography (such as urban
geography, political geography, etc.) were viewed
as bourgeois fabrications (Li 1981). For example,
geographic theories related to geopolitics have
been considered as justification for the expansion
of Western empires (Qian and Zhang 2021).

The dogmatic model of the development of
physical and human geography in the Soviet
Union weakened the integrity of geography. In
many areas of human geography research ceased
for almost 30 years (Wu et al. 2002). The situa-
tion changed only after the beginning of reforms
and the policy of openness. Combined with the
theories and methods of Western geography,
Chinese research in human geography began to
enrich itself. There has been a shift from cultural
and relational turns in human geography to
quantitative paradigms (from central place theory
to Krugman’s geographical economics). Thus,
geopolitical factors significantly influenced the
assimilation and application of the theories and

practices of Soviet and Western science in Chi-
nese geography.

4.4.2 Processes and Channels
of Internationalization

Though in the early twentieth century some
geographical research institutions were created in
Beijing, Shanghai, and other cities, there was no
coordination of their activity (Weng et al. 1934)
and no organization that could cooperate with
IGU and foreign geographical societies (Zhang
et al. 2019). From 1949 onwards, Chinese
geographers began to establish international
contacts, mainly with Soviet geographers. Some
books published in the Soviet Union were
translated into Chinese (Vitver 1956; Baransky
1956; Kalesnik et al. 1956). Although China was
formally admitted into the IGU in 1949, prior to
1978 the Geographical Society of China
(GSC) hardly ever communicated with Western
geographical societies. Chinese geographers
were almost unknown and seldom cited in the
West.

During the reforms, China established diplo-
matic and cultural relations with a large number
of countries around the world. The GSC main-
tained close cooperation with the IGU and pro-
moted the internationalization of geography with
its assistance. In 1984, the GSC resumed its full
membership in IGU and formed the National
IGU Committee. Chinese geographers began to
attend the IGU congresses and other associated
events. Since 1988, the GSC has shaped Chinese
delegations at the General Assembly. Chinese
geographers are usually the largest group of
participants at IGCs. With the help of the IGU,
Chinese geographers strengthened academic
exchanges and disseminated the results of their
studies around the world.

China’s most well-known geographers, such
as Chuanjun Wu, Changming Liu, Dahe Qin,
Chenghu Zhou, and Bojie Fu, were successively
elected as Vice Presidents of the IGU. They set up
the Commissions on Geography for Future Earth,
Agricultural Geography, and Land Engineering.
The IGU enables Chinese geographers to enhance
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cooperation with other commissions and inter-
national geographical organizations.

In 1983 and 1989, respectively, the GSC
joined the International Frozen Soil Association
and the International Geomorphology Associa-
tion. The GSC established bilateral exchanges
with geographical communities in Japan, France,
South Korea, the United States, Russia, India, the
United Kingdom, and Kazakhstan, and hosted
the China-Japan-Korea Joint Conference on
Geography and the Asian Geography Confer-
ence. The 33rd International Geographical Con-
gress in Beijing (2016) was one of the largest in
IGU history by the number of participants. The
success of these fora reflects the contribution of
Chinese geography to the IGU and contributes to
the internationalization of geography.

4.4.3 Scientific Journals
and Publications

The international activities of geography resulted
in internationalization of geographical publica-
tions in terms of their structure and research topics.
The language and the presentation of geographical
publications much more often meet the require-
ments of foreign readers. In the journal of the
Geographical Society of China founded in 1934,
each article has always had an English abstract.
Publications in this journal have also changed
accordingly and are complemented by English
references to meet the needs of international
readers (Geographical Society of China 1954).

The study of geopolitical issues was also one
of the important indicators of the international-
ization of geography. In the early 1970s, under
the dual pressure from the United States and the
Soviet Union, China’s diplomatic strategy had
gradually turned to unite with the third world to
fight against hegemonism. In this context, con-
siderable attention was paid to maritime law and
national interests of different countries. Chinese
geographers advocated Peru’s claim of a 200-
mile maritime economic zone, which directly
threatened the so-called navigation freedom and
fishing rights of the United States, the Soviet
Union, and the other maritime powers in the

waters around the Latin America (Li 1978). The
geopolitical problems of the war in the Middle
East drove Professor Jinxi Qian and his team to
publish many influential papers in the field of the
world energy geopolitics, which still has impor-
tant implications for the geography of interna-
tional energy (Qian 1984).

4.4.4 International Exchanges

International exchanges also affected the process
of geography internationalization. In the early
twentieth century, the Chinese government
received the Boxer Indemnity voluntarily
returned by the Eight Power Allied forces. This
was used to fund Chinese students to study in
Western countries (Tang 1989). For example,
Kezhen Zhu was admitted to the United States
for the second term of the Boxer Indemnity
program and studied in the agricultural college of
the University of Illinois, and then returned home
to found modern Chinese geography.

In the early Cold War, because of good rela-
tions between China and the Soviet Union, many
Chinese studied geography and theories of
industrialization in the Soviet Union. In its turn,
the Soviet Union sent many geographers and
experts to China to help in the reconstruction of
China’s national economy. After the start of
reforms and opening up, Chinese geographers
were more prone to go to study in Europe and the
United States. Coming back home, these geog-
raphers became the backbone of the development
of Chinese geography and made a great contri-
bution to internationalization of geography. Some
world-renowned Chinese geographers have also
worked in Western countries for many years and
became important intermediaries for international
academic exchanges with foreign countries.

4.5 Conclusion

The economic capabilities of the country, the
needs of the national economy and the principles
of its functioning, the role of the state in research,
and historical traditions of national geographical
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schools determine the development of geo-
graphical science: the relationship between dis-
ciplines, theoretical and methodological
equipment, connection with practice. But the
political regime, the geopolitical situation, and
the country’s place in the geopolitical world
order were ultimately the strongest factors. Two
world wars and the arrival to power of commu-
nist regimes significantly influenced geography
in many countries. In the most difficult years, the
interaction of Soviet, Chinese, and Polish geog-
raphers with their foreign colleagues practically
ceased or was extremely limited. The USSR and
post-war Poland joined the IGU only in 1956,
and China renewed its membership only in 1984.

However, thanks to leading scholars who
studied at foreign universities or kept close con-
tacts with partners abroad, even in these years,
geography in these countries were by no means
isolated from the rest of the world. The access to
foreign publications played a significant role. As
soon as shifts in the international situation
improved geographers immediately profited from
these new opportunities. The participation of
geographers from socialist countries in the activi-
ties of IGU played an invaluable role and for some
time became almost the main form of internation-
alization of geographical studies. On the one hand,
it helped to strengthen the prestige and institutional
positions of geographers in their country, and on
the other, and most importantly, it gave impetus to
the development of new directions, theoretical
approaches, and methods. New ideas made their
way, despite ideological prohibitions that only
slowed down the emergence of pioneering topics.
The activity of IGU created a platform for pro-
fessional contacts and networks. The number of
publications abroad was increasing, including in
cooperation with foreign co-authors, academic
exchanges were gradually expanding, and joint
projects began to be developed. In general, the
development of geography on the other side of the
“Iron Curtain” followed global patterns: further
differentiation, “quantitative revolution”, followed
by powerful trends toward humanization and “en-
vironmentalization”—the integration of physical
and social geography on a new theoretical and
methodological basis.
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5The International Circulation
and Dissemination of Geographical
Concepts and Ideas

Trevor Barnes and Michael Roche

Abstract

Using the examples of both regional geogra-
phy and the new geography, this chapter’s
purpose is to examine how IGU conferences
and symposia for the fifty-year period 1920–
1970 were part of a larger apparatus that
allowed the international circulation of geo-
graphical ideas along with their development,
amendment and reproduction. The chapter is
divided into three sections. First, we discuss
the role of the conference as a site in the
circulation of disciplinary ideas. We stress the
importance of both travelling scholarship and
conferences as sites for performing new
knowledge. Second, we discuss the role of
the IGU in formalising and disseminating
regional geography. While the region was an
object of geographical research from the late
nineteenth century, it was not formally recog-
nised by the IGU as a separate thematic interest
until 1938. Third, we turn to the new geogra-
phy that emphasised abstract theory and
quantification, which received its first IGU
exposure in 1938 with Walter Christaller’s

presentation on central place theory. It was not
until after the War, however, that the new
geography became a general methodological
approach. That was the significance of the
1960 Lund IGU Symposium in Urban Geog-
raphy and from 1964 furthered by the IGU
Commission on Mathematical Geography.

Keywords

Conferences � Knowledge circulation � New
geography � Regional geography

5.1 Introduction

On 21st July 1938, at the 15th International
Geographical Congress (IGC) in Amsterdam, the
German geographer, Walter Christaller (1938:
21–22), presented Rapports fonctionnels entre
les agglomérations urbaines et les campagnes.1

It was a summary of his central place theory
developed five years earlier in his doctoral dis-
sertation at the University of Erlangen, Die zen-
tralen Orte in Süddeutschland (Christaller 1933).
Christaller’s paper based on a stark hexagonal
geometry, numerical data drawn from many
Southern German telephone users, and a belief in
a law-governed geographical order was all a bit
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1The title in the congress programme was in French, but
the printed paper was in German. It is highly likely that
the paper was presented in German (Christaller 1938).
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too much for several regional geographers who
attended and returned “communications”.2 Even
before those comments were aired, however, the
session’s président, the Swiss regional geogra-
pher, Charles Biermann, felt compelled to weigh-
in, chiding Christaller for a presentation that:

seems too rigid to me…. Man becomes a machine
which obeys the laws of natural science and in
which urban agglomerations are arranged accord-
ing to a geometric series. I do not believe that the
human trial takes place in this mathematical order.
Besides … I do not find a word about life and
society and the problems of the countryside.
(quoted in Djament and Covindassamy 2005,
Section 47, our translation)

So it was that the dispute began between an
older regional geography and what came to be
known as “the new geography”, or “spatial sci-
ence”, or “the quantitative revolution”—theoret-
ical, mathematical, scientific, law-like. Twenty-
two years later, Christaller gave a second paper at
another International Geographical Union
(IGU) event, this one in Lund, Sweden in 1960.
Linked to the main IGC in that year in Stock-
holm, the IGU Symposium in Urban Geography
was a full-throated celebration of what the new
geography had become since 1938 in Amster-
dam. Now Christaller was accorded pride of
place: the opening speaker of the symposium.
Many of the subsequent papers at the symposium
were also devoted to his central place theory,
given by European and especially American
acolytes.3 The new geography had arrived.
Moreover, on this occasion, despite the presence
of notable regional geographers including per-
haps the then most well-known of all, Richard
Hartshorne, there was no open criticism.

By using the examples of both regional
geography and the new geography, the purpose
of this chapter is to examine how IGU confer-
ences and symposia are part of a larger apparatus
allowing the international circulation and dis-
semination of geographical ideas along with their

development, amendment and reproduction.
Staying with our two exemplar cases, regional
and the new geography, though, means we have
restricted our study of the IGU and its role in the
circulation of geographical ideas to roughly only
a 50-year period in the middle of the twentieth
century (ca. 1920–1970). Nonetheless, we
believe that our larger conceptual framework
developed in the next section is robust enough to
be applied to other eras within the history of the
IGU.

The chapter is divided into three sections.
First, we discuss the role of the conference as a
site in the circulation of disciplinary ideas. We
stress the importance of both travelling scholar-
ship and conferences as platforms for performing
new knowledge. Second, we discuss the role of
the IGU in formalising and disseminating regio-
nal geography. Its academic origins were in the
nineteenth century associated with geographers
in France and Germany. Strangely, though, the
region was not formally recognised as a separate
thematic interest by the IGU until 1938, although
de facto it was an object of interest much earlier
(Kish 1972b: 86). Thirdly, we turn to the new
geography that as already discussed received
IGU exposure in 1938 with Christaller’s pre-
sentation. While the use of mathematics in
geography was longstanding, linked to survey-
ing, geodesy and cartography, it was not until the
post-Second World War period that mathemati-
cal geography was transformed from an analyti-
cal technique to a general epistemological
approach. That was the significance of the 1960
Lund IGU Symposium in Urban Geography and
from 1964 furthered by the IGU Commission on
Mathematical Geography.

5.2 Conferences, Performance
and Circulation

No conferences, even IGU congresses and sym-
posia, are innocent. They are always political
events, creatures of their time and place, with
power coursing through them at various scales.
They serve and maintain, and on occasion frus-
trate, assorted social interests that inter alia are

2The paper was written and circulated before the congress,
receiving 15 written “communications” (discussed and
quoted in Djament and Covindassamy 2005: Section 48).
3The participant list and programme are in Norborg
(1962: vi–vii).
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personal, disciplinary, institutional, national,
epistemological and ideological.

The most immediate function of the earliest
International Geographical Congresses (IGCs)
was to legitimate, shape and institutionalise pri-
marily European geography. In 1871, the first
IGC in Antwerp attracted some 600 subscribers
—400 attendees—from 20 countries and lasted
eight days (98% of participants were from Eur-
ope; Kish 1972a: 49). Martin (1992: 5) writes, it
“was the first time that so many people interested
in things geographic were assembled in one
place”. They included academics, diplomats,
government administrators, educationists, mili-
tary officers, cartographers and assorted geo-
graphical “savants” (Martin 1992: 5). They gave
the IGC the provenance to advertise the virtues
of the discipline especially to European govern-
ments. In the terms of the sociologist of science,
Latour (1987), the early IGCs demonstrated that
geography commanded strong and diverse allies,
stabilising the discipline, fostering at selected
sites its institutionalisation and the gathering of
what Martin (1992: 6) calls its “paraphernalia”.

The early version of the discipline at the IGCs
was a geography “in the wild” (Callon 2008). It
was unruly, lacked formalisation, made up of a
set of radically varied practices derived from
diverse users of geographical knowledge who
included travellers and explorers, amateur local
geographical societies, military strategists,
diplomats, colonial civil servants, makers of
gazetteers and atlases, business owners and
commerce students, and academics (see Driver
2001: Chapters 1 and 2). In this sense, geography
was a “boundary object”, meaning different
things to different communities, but nonetheless
garnering sufficient overall support to be sus-
tained (Star and Griesemer 1989). Increasingly
over the first half-century of the IGC’s existence
there were calls to domesticate geography, to
tame it, to discipline the discipline. But it was not
until 21st July 1922 in Brussels that those efforts
were realised following the establishment of the
International Geographical Union. It became the
governing body for the IGC, emphasising above
all geography as an academic science along with

associated rigorous forms of communication and
discussion (Kish 1972b).

It was those communications and discussions
that circulated and travelled, that shaped the
discipline often far from where those ideas were
first articulated. As Raj (2013: 344) writes, the
term circulation.

serves as a strong counterpoint to the unidirec-
tionality of “diffusion” or even of “dissemination”
or “transmission”… which all imply a producer
and an end user. “Circulation” suggests a more
open flow—and especially the possibility of the
mutations and reconfigurations coming back to the
point of origin. Moreover, the circulatory per-
spective confers agency on all involved in the
interactive processes of knowledge construction.

Recognition that ideas travel is critical. From
the 1960s sociologists of science argued that
scientific ideas are produced within local histor-
ical contexts rather than the product of a uni-
versal rationality (Secord 2004: 657). This begs
the question, though, of how locally produced
ideas become generally accepted, seemingly true
all over? The consensus now is that it is through
travel, the movement of ideas from one local
context to another. As Ophir and Shapin (1991:
16) put it, the belief that “ideas float free in the
air … [as] heavenly knowledge” has been
abandoned, replaced by an emphasis on “lateral
movements between mundane places”. Conse-
quently, as Secord (2004: 664) asserts, even
more important than “science in context” is
“knowledge in transit”. Circulation becomes a
central concept, emphasising the continual flow
of knowledge into and out of particular sites,
which as it does is amended and revised.

Large conferences such as the IGC are one of
those sites around which geography’s knowledge
circulates. In the case of the IGC, the actual
geographical site changes for each meeting
affecting who attends and from where, as well as
the kinds of issues discussed and how they are
discussed. At those conferences, knowledge is
produced through the performances of those
attending. Participants dress up, rise to their feet,
go on stage often with a script in hand and with
various props perform knowledge in front of an
audience (Craggs and Mahoney 2014). In many
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cases, that knowledge ends there, on the con-
ference floor. It stops because the presenter runs
out of time, or poorly executes, or is in a lan-
guage not widely understood,4 or is too spe-
cialised, or jargon-laden, or is achingly dull, or
regurgitates existing knowledge.5 But just
sometimes the performance takes on an extended
life, it circulates, moving beyond the micro-
geography of the conference hall to scale up,
travelling to outside spaces, to regions, countries,
the world. As it does, it can be changed and
modified, even returning to future IGCs in
revised forms and subject to yet further revision.

That is what happened to Christaller’s (1938)
Amsterdam presentation. Performed in German,
subsequently it circulated elsewhere through the
journeys of the conference “Records” and per-
haps even more importantly through the corporeal
travels of those who were there, or even those
who heard of the event second- or third-hand.6

While there were criticisms of Christaller by the
session chair, there were also several discussants
who praised him, calling his approach “funda-
mentally significant” (Djament and Covindas-
samy 2005: Section 48, our translation). The
Dutch geographer Willem Boermann, who
organised the Amsterdam meeting, was a fan and
at least indirectly likely behind his invitation (van

Meeteren forthcoming). Consequently, it was not
so surprising that in 1960, having languished for
some time in a post-War wilderness, Christaller
circulated back onto the IGU conference stage at
Lund with his central place theory but this time he
and it were lionised (Norborg 1962: 157–165). In
the interim his central place theory had been
reinterpreted, changed and modified by a group of
especially young North American trained urban
and economic geographers. They then did in
Lund what Christaller had done in 1938 in
Amsterdam: they performed central place theory
at the lectern, propelling its yet further circulation
including to future IGU conferences, consolidat-
ing the hitherto inchoate new geography. The
twin processes of performance and circulation at
the IGC were of course not peculiar to Christaller
and his central place theory. They were part of the
choreography of any international circulation of
geographical ideas that we now discuss using our
two case studies.

5.3 Regional Geography
and the IGC

Our first example is regional geography (Liv-
ingstone 1992: Chapter 8). While there were
papers about the region at early IGCs, it was only
after the establishment of the IGU in 1922 that
they became a staple. The importance of the
region was readily apparent at the 1928 IGC at
Cambridge. Despite IGU President General
Nicola Vacchelli, Director of the Instituto Geo-
grafico Militare of Florence, saying that “the
period of discoveries is far from finished”, aca-
demic discussion about the region was prominent
(Anon 1928: 259). There were 17 presentations
listed under “Regional Geography”. Probably,
however, regional geography’s greatest impact at
that meeting was through the publication for
attendees of the volume, Great Britain: Essays in
Regional Geography. Edited by Alan Ogilvie and
eminent agricultural scientist Russell (1930), it
comprised 24 chapters, mainly by senior geog-
raphers. Even Vacchelli, in his closing address,
gave “high commendation to the ‘Regional
Studies of Great Britain’” (Anon 1928: 266).

4Until 1960, the IGU allowed presentations in six
languages: French, English, Italian, German, Spanish
and Portuguese; Harris (2001: 675). Afterwards it was
two, French and English.
5The diary of the New Zealand geographer, George
Jobberns, who attended the 1952 IGC in Washington DC,
recorded many of these performative failings: poor time
management, poor chairing, the challenges of multilingual
sessions even when translation services were offered, and
overly specialised papers (Roche 2019: 148).
6It is not known how many conference attendees under-
stood German, but before World War One German
academics dominated the social sciences and many non-
Germans academics, including Americans, necessarily
learned the language. Even during the interwar period, the
American geographers Carl Sauer, Richard Hartshorne,
Edward Ullman, Chauncy Harris and Edward Ackerman
could read and speak German. This became less common
after World War Two with implications for IGU events
(discussed further below). But with English becoming the
global academic lingua franca over the last 25 years or so
the issue is no longer so acute, although it clearly puts
non-native English speakers at a disadvantage.
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The 1931 congress in Paris was even more of a
stage for regionalism, particularly that of the
French school derived primarily from writings of
Paul Vidal de la Blache (Clout 2005a, 2012).
Vidal was already dead, but his influence
remained through the conference performances of
his many students. In 1931, the number of French
university geographers was still small—a total of
18 geography professors and five other teaching
staff (Clout 2012: Paragraph 8). Because of
Vidal’s earlier work, however, rather than being
seen as “a poor relative of history”, French
geography was “self confident … developing its
own identity” (Clout 2005a: 15). Especially
important was the regional monograph that
offered meticulous studies of typically French
rural pays that seamlessly integrated physical and
cultural landscape processes. Apart from featuring
papers about the French regional method and its
execution, the Paris congress included several
pre- and post-congress field trips. Vidal’s son-in-
law, Emmanuel de Martonne, wrote and organ-
ised an accompanying set of matchless guide-
books. Led by doctoral students, experienced
professors and physical scientists, the field-trips
“introduced congress-goers to the practice of
academic geography in France” (Clout 2012: 3).
In turn, such performances, according to Clout
(2005a: 15), “provided inspiration for teachers of
geography in the UK, the USA and elsewhere
who were seeking to set their subject on a firm
footing”. More generally, the 1931 IGC estab-
lished French regional geography as dominant,
eclipsing its long-time rival from Germany.
Indeed, German geographers had been banned
from IGC events as punishment for Germany’s
involvement in the First World War. That was
rescinded by the Paris IGC, but the Nazi party
took umbrage and although still not in power
urged German geographers not to attend—only
seven came (Fig. 5.1).

That changed significantly at the 1934 IGC in
Warsaw. Poland was viewed by the Nazis, by then
the German government, as Germany’s lost
lebensraum. Fifty German geographers attended,
the same number that came from the UK, and
twice as many as from America even though the
IGU President was the American Isaiah Bowman

(Clout 2005b: Paragraph 3). According to some
observers, French regional geographers at this
conference were treading water, stuck in rural
studies, lacking their earlier “cohesion and vig-
our” (Clout 2005b: Paragraph 9). “Section V
Regional Geography” included only 11 presen-
tations, with, as one reviewer noted, “in nearly all
the cases regional studies methodology receiv
[ing] incidental treatment” (Anon 1935: 143; Kish
1979).7 The action was with the Polish geogra-
phers who were exploring the geography of
urbanisation and industrialisation, deploying
quantification and referencing even laws of loca-
tion (Clout 2005b: Paragraph 9; see also Jack-
owski et al. 2014). That trend continued at the
1938 Amsterdam congress, except the new work
was carried forward by a German, Christaller.8

Regionalists were still well represented at that

Fig. 5.1 Emmanuel de Martonne (1873–1955) 70 years
old. Source Archives privées de la famille Birot

7Some presenters listed did not attend—a conspicuous
example being New Zealand geomorphologist Sir Charles
Cotton who had papers printed in both the Lisbon and
Washington congresses but participated in neither.
8Tragically, many of the Polish geographers who pre-
sented at Warsaw and who in some ways prepared the
ground for Christaller were murdered by the Nazis after
they invaded that country in September 1939 (Clout
2005b, Paragraph 19).
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meeting, however, with 35 regional geography
presentations, reacting so strongly against Chris-
taller’s work.

The first post-war IGC was in Lisbon, 1949.
For Freeman (1972), its structure and concerns
were more closely linked to the past than the
post-war world. There were only seven presen-
tations in the Regional Geography Section, but
related issues were discussed in “section VII
Methodology, Teaching and Bibliography”.
According to one British participant: “Atten-
dances were largest and discussions most vigor-
ous in sessions devoted to papers dealing with
theory and practice in the delimitations of geo-
graphical regions” (Anon 1949: 80). The leading
discussants were Yann-Moruvan Globet,
Orlando Ribeiro and Fábio de Macedo Soares
Guimarães. Globet spoke on La formation et
l'évolution des régions anthropo-géographiques.
His Ph.D. was on the political geography of
Ireland and although Professor of Commerce at
the École des Hautes Études Sociales in Paris, he
was not part of the French geographical estab-
lishment. Orlando Ribeiro was the leading figure
in Portuguese geography in the 1940s and 1950s.
He studied under de Martonne at the Sorbonne
and also grasped German approaches to regional
geography. Fábio de Macedo Soares Guimarães
was Director of the Brazilian Geography
National Council. His initial geographical train-
ing was guided by French regional geographers
teaching in Brazil and shaping his major work, a
Vidalian inflected study of Brazilian regions. In
1945, he pursued further geographical training in
regional planning in the United States, later
helping to consolidate geography at the Brazilian
Institute of Geography and Statistics.

In sum, while immediate post-war French
regional geography may have lost some cohesion
and vigour, it remained in circulation in Lisbon.
But, as a sign of things to come, as we will discuss
in the next section, also presenting at Lisbon was
Edgar Kant of Lund University who gave a paper
on geographical terms (Anon 1949: 80).

The 1952 Washington IGC gave voice to an
American version of regional geography. There
were 25 presentations in the IGC section
“Regional Geography”. That showing was in part

a result of the influence of Richard Hartshorne’s
tome, The Nature of Geography (1939), which
celebrated regional geography. Significantly,
Hartshorne drew on German rather than French
regionalism, especially as articulated by Alfred
Hettner. Congresses had always provided an
opportunity for the hosts to present national
points of view. Given Hartshorne’s influence in
American geography, it was unsurprising that
regional geography was so prominent at the
Washington IGC.

Regions also remained an important organis-
ing principle for geographers outside America.
Carl Troll and Borivoje Z. Milojević, professors
of geography at the universities of Bonn and
Belgrade respectively, jointly presided over
Section V, Regional Geography. They believed
the section “offered an opportunity for the con-
sideration of what must always be regarded as
one of the central objectives of geographical
study” (Edwards 1953: 86). Troll worked on
landscape ecology, climatology and mountain
lands, while Milojević developed regional geo-
graphical methods and published on regions in
Yugoslavia (Stanković 2006). George Chabot
(Sorbonne), an active participant at the 1931
congress spoke in Washington on La valeur
scientifique de la géographie régionale. Never
one to hide under a bushel the merits of French
regionalism, he believed that American geogra-
phy was 50 years behind French thinking and
familiar “only with the generalizations of the
French school” (Freeman 1972: 207). In contrast
“advancing an American view of regional study,
Professor Derwent Whittlesey (Harvard), while
[following Hartshorne in] denying the existence
of the region as a self-given entity, emphasized
its importance as a tool for geographical work”
(Edwards 1953: 86).9

George Jobberns, who in 1937 was the inau-
gural university geography appointment in New
Zealand, kept a diary of the Washington con-
gress. Jobberns espoused a non-doctrinaire

9Whittlesey was more well-known as a political geogra-
pher. This serves as a reminder that many geographers of
the 1930s to 1950s combined systematic and regional
interests and some appeared in quite different sections at
successive congresses.
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regionalism, influenced as much by Sauer’s
cultural geography as Hartshorne’s rigorous areal
differentiation. For Jobberns (2010: 109), the
Washington congress was far “too large and too
diverse for any one person to cope with”. He
believed regional geography should be accessible
to any properly trained geographer. He was
especially critical of James Speers (Cambridge)
who “laid down the law” about the origins of a
wave cut platform—“it must be very comfortable
to be so sure” Jobberns (2010: 108) wrote. As an
afterthought, he added that European geogra-
phers were somewhat disappointed with their
American counterparts. The “profound scholar-
ship in some special field” displayed by Euro-
pean geographers was at odds with the more
“discursive and descriptive” geography of the
Americans (Jobberns 2010: 109).

The 1956 Rio de Janeiro congress was the first
to take place in the Southern Hemisphere. The
presidential address by Britain’s Dudley Stamp
(1958) on “The measurement of land resources”
was concerned with natural resources and eco-
nomic development. There were now only nine
presenters in the Regions section. Other regional
papers were subsumed within the symposium on
“Problems of grasslands in tropical regions”. The
paucity of presenters in the Regional section was
glossed over by Charles Hitchcock in the Geo-
graphical Review who emphasised the vibrancy
of the regional discussion: “a paper on the geo-
graphical regions of Canada by J. Lewis Robin-
son (Canada) evoked considerable discussion
and a paper on Cuban landscapes by Salvador
Massip (Cuba) also received favourable com-
ment”. Robinson emphasised the pragmatic value
of the region as a distinctive disciplinary con-
ceptual tool (Hitchcock 1957: 121), while Mas-
sip offered a five-fold classification of Cuban
landscapes (Massip 1956).

Regional geography remained a major section
heading at the 1960 (Norden), 1964 (London),
1968 (New Delhi), and 1972 (Montreal) con-
gresses. But by 1960, as we will discuss in the
next section, the new geography was gaining
momentum and becoming on par if not exceed-
ing regional geography. This was not immedi-
ately reflected in the 1960 congress programme

although by the 1972 Montreal meeting only 35
or 7% of the papers presented were in the
Regional Geography Section (Fairchild 1973).

The 1960 congress subsumed “regional
geography” within Human and Economic Geog-
raphy and accounted for 18% of those presenta-
tions (Fairchild 1961: 111). Significantly, it also
provided the setting for a symbolic contest
between regional geography and the new quan-
titative geography. The Soviet geographer Yulian
Saushkin (1961: 40), later a founding member of
the Commission on Mathematical Geography,
attended two separate unscheduled talks, one by
Hartshorne and the other by the arch quantifier
cum regional scientist, Walter Isard. According to
Saushkin (1961: 40), Hartshorne’s “paper was
declarative in character and gave the impression
that the speaker [was] merely ‘renovating the
front to the building’ without changing any of the
concepts expounded in his well-known theoreti-
cal works, The Nature of Geography and Per-
spective on the Nature of Geography”. Saushkin
(1961: 41) also “heard negative comments about
the ‘schematic constructivism’ and ‘technicism’
of Isard’s work”. In contrast, Saushkin (1961: 41)
observed a “skeptical attitude among geographers
of the middle and younger generation toward the
views stated in American Geography; Inventory
and Prospect, especially with regard to the con-
cept of subjectivism in regionalization, which is
so evident in that volume”. Interestingly, while
attendees of the Stockholm IGC received the
regionally oriented A Geography of Norden
(Somme 1961), those who showed up at the
affiliated IGU Lund Symposium got something
very different as we discuss in more detail below.

Clearly the tide was turning. At the 1968 New
Delhi congress, only the paper by David Hooson
(Berkeley), “Rejuvenating regional geography:
ends and means”, offered a conceptual discussion
of the region. At the following 1972 IGC in
Montreal, systematic geography dominated, as
well as several quantitative papers (collected in
Yeates 1974). Steele and Watson (1972: 141)
observed that at the Montreal meeting there was
a “move away from regional geography…. [C]
ertainly, many geographers now seem more
concerned with process than with place—and
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sometimes it would seem, more with statistical
manipulations than with environmental reality”.
Nonetheless, the regional tradition was not yet
dead. The local organisers at the Montreal IGC
prepared six volumes of local regional descrip-
tion as well as several field trips for IGC atten-
dees (Fairchild 1973: 94).

Regional geography never occupied a hege-
monic position at congresses. Once IGCs were
dominated by academics, there was always a
mixture of regional and systematic geography.
Early on IGCs served to foster especially a
Vidalian conception of regionalism. But from the
mid-to-late 1930s, IGCs increasingly became
sites where regional geography and systematic
geography in combination with quantitative
methods sat albeit uneasily side-by-side. That
continued through the IGCs of the 1950s and
1960s with regional geography more and more
overshadowed by systematic geography. Regio-
nal geography continued to exist but as it circu-
lated among IGC meetings it was amended,
relabelled under other categories of geography.
That said, because local organising committees
were made up of established disciplinary figures
who often specialised in regional geography,
regional geography remained alive, and on
occasion even gave a robust performance.

5.4 The New Geography, the IGU
and the Commission
on Quantitative Methods

Christaller’s reception at the 1938 Amster-
dam IGC might have been mixed, but some
geographers already recognised the novelty of
his work, welcoming its radical implications for
the discipline and propelling its circulation to
new international spaces (Fig. 5.2).

One of them was Estonia. The Estonian
geographer Edgar Kant read Christaller’s (1933)
doctoral thesis within a year of its publication,
recognising its enormous potential. By 1935,
through Kant’s influence at the University of
Tartu, Christaller’s central place theory was used
to re-plan Estonia’s administrative territories
(Tammiksaar et al. 2018: 82). The Second World

War changed everything, however. In 1940,
Christaller left his university position at Freiburg
to work for the Nazis, using his central place
theory to plan the conquered eastern territories,
especially the annexed region of Poland around
Poznań (Barnes 2012; Olwig 2018).10 Then in
summer 1944, after a fraught period during
which Estonia was occupied by the Soviets,
followed by the Nazis, and finally by the Soviets
again, Edgar Kant first by motorbike then by
motorboat fled to Sweden as a political refugee,
albeit taking his commitment to Christaller with
him (Barnes and Abrahamsson 2017: 117).
Finding work as an archivist, later as a
researcher, at the Department of Geography,
University of Lund, in 1947 Kant was assigned a
first-year departmental graduate student, Torsten
Hägerstrand, to help him with Swedish, one of
the few European languages he could not speak
(Barnes and Abrahamsson 2017: 117). Kant
introduced Christaller’s work to Hägerstrand,
and Hägerstrand introduced Kant, and by proxy
Christaller, to other Swedish geographers.

Christaller’s work also circulated to another
international space, almost as unlikely as Esto-
nia: the US Pacific Northwest, specifically, the
University of Washington, Seattle. Steeped in the
regionalist tradition, in 1950 the Department of
Geography appointed in retrospect a Trojan-

10Christaller lived a turbulent life. Born in 1893, he served
in the German army during World War One. After a
protracted undergraduate education, he wrote his famous
1933 Ph.D. thesis in only nine months at the University of
Erlangen. A socialist, he fled briefly to France in 1934 as a
political refugee from the Nazi regime that had come to
power the previous year. But he was soon lured back to
Germany to complete his Habilitation in 1937 at the
University of Freiburg. After three years lecturing there,
he joined the Nazi Party in 1940, recruited by Konrad
Meyer, head of the Planning and Soil Office of Himmler’s
Reich Commission for the Strengthening of Germandom.
Christaller’s task was to use his central place theory to
plan the occupied territories of the German East, one part
of Himmler’s Generalplan Ost. After the War, Christaller
became a communist, accused at one point of spying for
the Stasi. He never worked at another university, spending
his post-war years as a travel agent. He died in 1969. On
Christaller’s life and work see Hottes et al. (1977),
Rössler (1989), Preston (2009), Barnes (2012) and Olwig
(2018).
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horse candidate, the newly minted Assistant
Professor, William Garrison,11 and, a year later
from Harvard, the more established, Edward
Ullman. A decade earlier, Ullman (1941) as a
graduate student at the University of Chicago had
written a paper that introduced and summarised
Christaller’s central place theory for an English-
speaking audience. Garrison’s link to Christaller
was more indirect, although by the end more
influential, certainly in its impact on the IGU. It
came through Garrison’s role as muse, minder,
teacher, paymaster and provocateur to a group of
talented, ambitious and energetic male graduate
students who pioneered the new geography.
Nicknamed the “space cadets”, the group’s
members who had all arrived in Seattle between
1954 and 1958 drew heavily on central place
theory.12 Side-by-side with their allegiance to
Christaller went their derogation of the old

descriptive conception of the region as unique,
synthetic and holistic—“mere” description.

These two connected branches of an incipient
new geography, Baltic and Pacific Northwest,
met when Donald Hudson, chair of the
Department of Geography at the University of
Washington, wrote to Torsten Hägerstrand on
9th December 1957 inviting him to come to
Seattle as a visiting professor.13 Hägerstrand
accepted and spent the spring quarter of 1959 in
Seattle, later writing to Garrison that he had
arrived as “a missionary” but departed as “a
student”.14

It was during the Seattle visit that Hägerstrand
conceived the idea to organise with Edgar Kant
the IGU Urban Symposium in Lund as an
ancillary meeting to the main 1960 IGC held in
Stockholm (Tammiksaar et al. 2018: 86).15 The
symposium would celebrate the new geography,
and especially the alliance between Baltic and

Fig. 5.2 Edward Ullman
(L) and Walter Christaller
(R) at the IGU Symposium in
Urban Geography, Lund,
Sweden, 1960. Photo:
Chauncy D. Harris. Source
University of North Carolina,
Department of Geography

11Garrison had given one of the only quantitative papers
on the programme at the 1952 IGC in Washington, D.C.
on “Quantitative changes in the structure of employment”
(Freeman 1972: 207). His struggle to leave behind
regional geography and become a new geographer at
the University of Washington is described in his memoir
(Garrison 2002: 102–110).
12An English translated version of Christaller’s Central
Places in Southern Germany existed on microfiche and
was passed between cadets. It was Carl Baskin’s 1957 Ph.
D. thesis completed at the Department of Economics,
University of Virginia.

13Donald Hudson to Torsten Hägerstrand, 7th December,
1957, Papers of Torsten Hägerstrand, volume 3, Lund
University.
14Torsten Hägerstrand to William L. Garrison, 15th
September, 1959, Papers of Torsten Hägerstrand, volume
5, Lund University.
15A brilliant as yet unpublished paper about the Lund IGU
Urban Symposium has been written by Michiel van
Meeteren, “Writing blue notes in the march of geograph-
ical history: revisiting the 1960 Lund Seminar in Urban
Geography”.
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Pacific Northwest versions. What began at the
IGC in Amsterdam returned to the IGU 22 years
later. This time Christaller was given pride of
place with many of the symposium’s contributors
chosen because of their connection with the cir-
culation of his ideas: Kant, of course, as well as
Hägerstrand along with other Swedish geogra-
phers and the Seattle group, both Garrison and
Ullman and among the cadets, Brian Berry,
Michael Dacey, Duane Marble, Bob Mayfield
and Dick Morrill.

With 87 participants from 17 countries, held
over five days, the Lund Symposium was tape
recorded, its proceedings published in a 600-
page volume (Norborg 1962). The symposium
offered a stage for performances, although for the
most part one needed to understand English to
appreciate them (the dominant language for the
event). There were polylingual participants like
the American geographer Chauncy Harris and
the British geographer Robert Dickinson who
acted as linguistic bridges, but there was only so
much they could do. Even the multi-lingual Kant
was effectively shut out because of his limited
English. That applied even more so to the star of
the show but linguistically challenged, Chris-
taller. It was the Americans and the space cadets
who stole the limelight. Their version of the new
geography became ascendant.

The Lund Symposium demonstrated that a
new set of geographical concepts and ideas had
arrived on the disciplinary scene turning on for-
mal theorisation, quantification and statistical
analysis. The IGU’s response was to launch a
new Commission, “Commission XV”, on
Quantitative Methods. In 1964, Garrison became
its chair along with five “regular members”: Dick
Chorley, Torsten Hägerstrand, Akin Mabogunje,
Vaddiparti Prakasa-Rao and Yulian Saushkin.
The Commission’s establishment was the IGU’s
formal recognition that the new geography had
officially arrived.

It took some time before anything happened,
though. It was not until the middle of 1966 that the
Commission set out its objectives. Garrison
thought the most important task was to facilitate
“training” including the provision of “materials
for use by students, special seminars and summer

programs for dissemination of new ideas”.16 He
believed this essential for consolidating the new
geography because, given the prior impress of
regional geography, few geographers were ever
taught quantitative methods. Garrison’s emphasis
on training also likely arose from his 1961 par-
ticipation in a National-Science-Foundation-
funded summer institute in the United State. In
effect, that was a “boot camp” for non-quantitative
American geography professors and graduate
students, offering intensive instruction in remedial
math.

There is no indication that the Commission
ever attempted to run such training sessions and,
given the international institutional structure of
the IGU, it is not clear that they could ever have
been run anyway. The rationale of the IGU was
as a forum of international exchange not of
educational catch-up. Possibly Garrison realised
this because in late 1966 he called for a discus-
sion among the Commissioners to rethink aims.17

Between 14th and 18th August 1967, a meeting
was organised in the Department of Geography
at Cambridge University, hosted by Chorley.18

The minutes of the meeting suggest only a gen-
eral discussion but there were some specific
action items: the preparation of a handbook; the
compilation of a bibliography highlighting non-
published sources on quantitative methods; the
promotion of sites of exchange between profes-
sionals and students; and planning for the 1968
Delhi IGC.19 Only the last of those tasks was
completed, but it became important for the new
geography.

At the 21st IGC in Delhi, from 1st to 5th
December 1968, there were two sessions put on
by the Commission on Quantitative Methods,

16William L. Garrison to Hans Boesch, IGU Secretary,
27th June, 1966, p. 1. IGU Commission on Quantitative
Methods, Volume 5.
17William L. Garrison to Members of the Commission on
Quantitative Methods (IGU), 30th October, 1966. IGU
Commission on Quantitative Methods, Volume 5.
18Only five of the six Commissioners attended. Saushkin
was absent.
19Meeting of the Commission on Quantitative Geography,
Cambridge, England, 14th–18th August, 1967. IGU
Commission on Quantitative Methods, Volume 5.
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one on the theory of those methods, the other on
their application (Congress and ICA Programmes
1968, 49, 54–55). In addition, there were two
joint sessions run with other commissions (ibid.,
40–41). In total, 18 papers were given. Further-
more, between December 10th and 12th there
was also a separate “Symposium in Quantitative
Methods in Geography” run by R. P. Misra at
Mysore University, Southern India. 16 papers
were given, 12 by Indians and four by non-
Indians (Proceedings of Symposium on Quanti-
tative Methods in Geography 1971).

Just as importantly, at the same congress it
was agreed that the Commission be “reconsti-
tuted for the four-year period 1968–72” with a
former space cadet, Brian Berry, as the new
chair, and Forrest “Woody” Pitts appointed in the
new position of “Executive Secretary” (Berry
and Pitts 1970: no page number). Berry and Pitts
(1970: no page number) said that “the first step of
the Commission was to try … to review the state
of the art in terms readily comprehensible to a
world-wide and non-technical audience”. To
meet that objective, a group of high-profile
quantitative geographers, a third from the Uni-
ted States, were asked to be “corresponding
members” of the Commission. In turn, it was
they who in summer 1969 were asked to provide
state-of-the-art reviews of the field in two parallel
IGU sponsored symposia, one in London, the
other in Ann Arbor, MI.20 Pitts (2002: 286) went
on to convene eight more international confer-
ences, which according to him yielded “many
influential publications … extend[ing] quantita-
tive methods into many areas of traditional con-
cern to geographers”.

Perhaps the most important of those publica-
tions was the first, published in June 1970, as a
special supplement to the flagship journal Eco-
nomic Geography. It contained a suite of classic
review papers gathered from the “Proceedings”
of those two 1969 “IGU Commission on Quan-
titative Methods” symposia. The contributors

were a who’s who list of quantitative geogra-
phers including two former space cadets (three if
Berry, the co-organiser, is counted). Striking,
however, was the absence of any paper on central
place theory. Indeed, there was barely mention of
Christaller. Over the decade since the Lund
symposium, the geographical revolution that
Christaller partly sparked significantly widened
and diversified. Also, that revolution had become
technically recondite, producing a large chest full
of new geographical tools and techniques and
reviewed in the supplement: models of spatial
diffusion, measures of spatial autocorrelation,
Markov-Chain analysis, entropy maximisation,
spatial filtering and discriminant analysis. More
broadly, ideas from the IGU Lund symposium
had continued to circulate, to provoke and to
stimulate, to be augmented and extended,
attracting new allies and resources. They then
returned as new performances at future IGU
events and publications such as in Delhi, or in
Mysore, or in London, or in Ann Arbor, and
became materially embodied in the June 1970
supplement to volume 46 of Economic Geogra-
phy, which was sent around the world.

In sum, the IGU along with its congresses,
symposia and publications were fundamentally
entangled with the development and circulation
of one of the most significant post-Second World
War disciplinary approaches, the new geography.
While the IGU did not cause the new geography,
because of its existence and patterns of circula-
tion it distinctively marked the new geography.
The IGU made its applications broader, its jus-
tification more convincing, its influence wider,
and its effectiveness in challenging regionalism
likely stronger.

5.5 Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter is to illustrate the role
of the IGU in the international circulation and
dissemination of geographical ideas and con-
cepts. We used, as case studies, regionalism and
the new geography. In both cases, changing
conceptions of the region and quantitative
methods geographically circulated through

20The conferences were by invitation with roughly 30
geographers attending each venue and 32 papers given in
total. The local organisers were Nigel Spence in London
and Waldo Tobler in Ann Arbor (Berry and Pitts (1970:
57).
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various kinds of performances at IGU con-
gresses, symposia and publications, especially
commission-sponsored proceedings. Those con-
ceptions influenced the broader discipline which,
through a process of circulation, later travelled to
other IGU events and were further elaborated and
amended.

The IGU’s institutional structure shaped which
geographers came to its events, the performances
that were put on, and their subsequent circula-
tions. In this sense, the IGU created its own
geography rather than geography creating it. Until
the 1956 Rio IGC, congresses were European
events (14 of the first 17 IGCs were held in Eur-
ope). Even when the 1925 IGC was held in Cairo,
56.5% of delegates still originated from Europe
(Kish 1972a: 49). Thus, participants likely knew
one another, or at least knew of one another’s
work, shared basic assumptions about the disci-
pline, and held senior positions (if you did not you
would be unlikely to be invited or able to afford to
go). Key German and French thinking about
regions pre-dated the 1922 IGC or, in the case of
Hartshorne, was codified in the US. There was no
single towering figure performing regional geog-
raphy at the IGC during the 1920s and 1930s.
Rather, a second generation of internationally less
renowned French geographers continued to
articulate the regional case. They were joined by
regional geographers in other countries, including
leading national figures, some with French con-
nections who continued to champion regional
geography into the 1950s. The result was a rela-
tively narrow, distinctively European, ex cathedra
view of geography buttressing the status quo. That
began to change from the mid-1950s, with espe-
cially Americans becoming more prominent—at
the 1960 Stockholm IGC American geographers
were the largest single national group (over 300
attended; Kish 1972a: 46). With cheapening
international travel, the global expansion of
geography and universities, and less patrician
attitudes, that change has only accelerated.

Further shaping what was performed, and
how, and what happened afterwards was a result
of changing rules set internally by the IGU. Until
1952, presenters were required to address in their
sections pre-circulated questions. The use of

sections siloed debate, while the use of “Com-
munications” effectively acted like a set of
“shelves” that separated issues that might threaten
the appearance of disciplinary cohesion. It was
only because of the (fortuitous) assignment of the
regionalist Charles Biermann as président at
Christaller’s session that produced the exchange
between regionalism and the embryonic new
geography at the 1938 Amsterdam’s IGC. Then
there were the problems inherent within all large,
international conferences: the uneven quality of
the research; poor presentation styles; insufficient
discussion time; problems of communication
because of either too many languages or too few
(see Footnote 5); and national jingoism.

Despite these various constraints, since the
beginning and until recently, the IGU has been
one of the key institutional disciplinary forums
allowing the geographical word to spread around
the world. Ironically, however, as the world has
become more international and the study of
geography even more important, the IGU appears
to be losing its significance as national organi-
sations, especially the Association of American
Geographers, becomes ever-more global and
hegemonic. In stark contrast to its beginning,
possibly the main role of the IGU should now be
counter-hegemony, to use its congresses to cel-
ebrate the diversity of local geographies.
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6The ‘International’ in Geography:
Concepts, Actors, Challenges

Heike Jöns

Abstract

This chapter critically interrogates the notion
of the ‘international’ in the discipline of
geography. Drawing on interdisciplinary con-
ceptual debates about internationalisation
strategies in higher education, the analysis
compares the geographical reach of the four
International Geographical Congresses (IGCs)
in Paris 1984, Sydney 1988, Cologne 2012,
and Beijing 2016. This chapter shows that
between the last decade of the Cold War and
the greater geopolitical multiverse in the first
decade of the twenty-first century, geograph-
ical knowledge production and exchange not
only diversified and decentralised on a global
scale but also experienced a profound shift
from a distinct Anglo-American international-
ism towards a more complex multicultural
internationalism. Consequently, I argue that
the international nature of geographical knowl-
edge production and exchange is relational
because international conference experiences
vary by the geopolitical, socio-economic,
cultural, linguistic, and academic positionality
of the event and its participants. Policy-
relevant conclusions highlight the great value

of the IGCs for facilitating international expe-
riences for growing numbers of attendees from
the events’ host countries; they stress the
important politics of choosing host cities in
different world regions and offering flexible
conference delivery formats and registration
options; and they call for a greater emphasis on
the development of intercultural skills to
achieve more equality, diversity, and inclusion
(EDI) in geography.

Keywords

Internationalism � Geography � Conference �
Geography of science � Geography of higher
education � International geographical
congress

6.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses the nature and role of
international encounters in the discipline of
geography since the 1980s as a contribution to a
wider research agenda of examining the histories
and geographies of internationalism (Hodder
et al. 2015). The focus is on a comparison of the
geographical reach of four International Geo-
graphical Congresses (IGCs) organised within
the International Geographical Union (IGU):
Paris 1984, Sydney 1988, Cologne 2012, and
Beijing 2016. This comparative and geographical
perspective on the global reach of the IGU’s
international conference series at four moments
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in time enables a critical examination of how
changing geopolitics and varying conference
locations in Europe and Asia–Pacific impacted
on the nature of international and intercultural
encounters in the discipline of geography at a
time of a prevalent but eroding Anglo-American
academic hegemony. More specifically, this
chapter compares IGC attendance during the
very different political contexts of the Cold War
in the 1980s and the greater global geopolitical
multiverse of the 2010s, a decade shaped by
considerable economic and scientific growth in
China (Gui et al. 2020). Previous publications
have commented upon the role of the IGU for
international academic exchange and collabora-
tion, including the politics of conference loca-
tions and language choices (e.g. Robic et al.
1996; Lamego 2020; Meadows 2020), and
analysed the geographies of conference atten-
dance at the first 21 IGCs (Kish 1972). Yet, the
global geographies of IGC attendance have nei-
ther been analysed for the final Cold War and the
most recent decade nor previously been visu-
alised on world maps.

Since the foundation of the IGU in 1922,
IGCs have been held about every four years
(Harris 2001). The comprehensive analysis by
George Kish (1972) of the geographical origin of
conference participants at the first 21 IGCs—
from Antwerp 1871 to New Delhi 1968—has
reconstructed the growth and geographical
decentralisation of geographical knowledge
exchange away from Europe, with European
geographers having accounted for 98% in
Antwerp 1871 and 66% in London 1964. Over
the same period, the share of US participation
increased from 1 to 22% and that of participants
from other continents from 4 to 13%. According
to Kish (1972, 49), the largest shares of confer-
ence attendees came from outside Europe and the
United States at the IGCs of Cairo 1925 (40%),
Rio de Janeiro 1956 (69%), and New Delhi 1968
(50%). This insight underlines the pivotal
importance of moving the conference location to
different world regions for a greater integration
of a more diverse set of national geographical
communities on an international scale and sug-
gests a comparative perspective for identifying

wider global shifts in more recent IGC
participation.

The choice of four case study IGCs held three
decades apart in different parts of the world is
necessarily partial but allows for a comparison of
international geographical knowledge exchange
from a long-term perspective. Based on this
analysis, I develop a threefold argument: first,
geographical knowledge production and
exchange diversified and decentralised globally
—along with the development of more complex
global power-relations, wider economic globali-
sation processes, and proliferating international-
isation strategies in higher education; second, the
IGCs experienced a considerable shift from an
Anglo-American internationalism towards a
multicultural internationalism; and third, the
international nature of academic conferences in
geography is relational because international
conference experiences vary depending on the
geopolitical, socioeconomic, cultural, linguistic,
and academic positionality of the event and its
participants. In the first of four parts of this
chapter, I discuss different conceptual under-
standings of the ‘international’ in higher educa-
tion and research. In the second part, I critically
examine the geographical diversity of the four
case study IGCs by comparing the participants’
countries of work. In the third part, I outline the
main challenges to international dialogues and
therefore also to more international equality,
diversity, and inclusion (EDI) in the discipline of
geography. In the fourth and final part, I offer
some conclusions on how geographical knowl-
edge production can benefit from more decen-
tralised and diversified international perspectives.

6.2 Concepts

A widely used definition of internationalisation
processes in higher education, proposed and
developed by higher education scholar Jane
Knight since the early 1990s, refers to the “in-
tegration of international, global, intercultural,
and comparative perspectives into the
teaching/learning process and program content”
provided in higher education institutions, either
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abroad or at home (Knight 2012, 27). Due to an
increasing role of online communication in
international higher education since the 1990s, a
team of researchers involving geographers Ash-
ley Gunter and Parvati Raghuram has differenti-
ated three main types of internationalisation—
abroad, at home, and at a distance (Mittelmeier
et al. 2021). These three types of internationali-
sation in higher education are linked to different
generations of cross-border mobilities of people,
programmes, and providers (Knight 2014; see
also Waters 2012; Rye 2014; Bauder 2015;
Waters and Leung 2017; Gunter and Raghuram
2018). The latter have proliferated since the
General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS)
was implemented by the World Trade Organi-
sation (WTO) in 1995, with the aim of making
the international provision of services such as
higher education economically more attractive by
creating a global education market through trade
regulations (Robertson 2017). Table 6.1 suggests
that such a multidimensional conceptualisation of
internationalisation in higher education could
usefully include international events, such as the
IGCs as a quadrennial event series with changing
conference locations.

This conceptual understanding of internation-
alisation processes in higher education takes into
consideration not only the international move-
ments of people but much more diverse material,
dynamically hybrid, and immaterial mobilities
that constitute academic institutions, practices,
and events (Jöns et al. 2017, 5). The acquisition of
international experiences in higher education
does thus not necessarily involve one’s own
geographical mobility but can also be obtained by
the majority of internationally immobile students,
researchers, and academics through the interna-
tional mobility of peers, programmes, and pro-
viders and by accessing online education
provided at a distance from their home coun-
try (Knight 2014). In this chapter, the notion
of home country/countries of internationally
mobile individuals—as opposed to their host
country/countries—is flexibly understood as the
current country/countries of education or work,
rather than the country of birth, citizenship,
and/or residence, because institutional affiliations

are documented in the lists of conference partic-
ipants. In regard to internationally mobile con-
ference series, the location(s) of the individual or
institutional organiser(s) usually determine(s) the
home country/countries, whereas the place(s) of
delivery serve(s) as host country/countries. Yet,
in the case of the IGU Secretariat, which resides
where the Secretary-General (or President) is
located, all event locations are addressed as host
countries.

6.2.1 International and Intercultural
Experiences

In her well-known definition of internationalisa-
tion in higher education, Knight clarified that the
term “international” would be used for “the sense
of relationships between and among nations,
cultures, or countries”, whereas “internationali-
sation relating to the diversity of cultures that
exists within countries, communities, and insti-
tutions,” would be addressed by the term “in-
tercultural” (Knight 2004, 11). This chapter
emphasises that a geographical analysis of
internationalisation processes through the lens of
the IGCs held in different countries and cultural
contexts requires the differentiation of interna-
tional and intercultural experiences for both
participants from the event’s host country and
visitors from abroad. Comparing international
and intercultural experiences in this way, as
discussed by Tebbett et al. (2021, 5) for inter-
nationalisation processes at home, is important
because encounters with culturally diverse con-
ference participants may provide intercultural but
not necessarily international experiences for
delegates from the same home country, given
that in some countries a larger presence of
racialised and other ethnic minorities provide
more culturally diverse environments than in
others. Internationally mobile conference partic-
ipants may also gather different international and
intercultural experiences depending on the
degree to which their interactions focus on fellow
nationals and delegates who speak the same first
language (Derudder and Liu 2016). Finally,
intercultural challenges can impact in very
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different ways on monolingual geographers’
international experiences, knowledge exchanges,
and collaborative networks when compared to
linguistically better positioned or more versatile
peers (Aalbers and Rossi 2007). Attending an
international conference, with at least some del-
egates working in different countries, thus not
only constitutes an important aspect of what
Clare Madge, Parvati Raghuram, and Patricia
Noxolo called “international study” (Madge et al.
2015, 684) for both internationally mobile and
immobile conference participants but may also
provide—to varying degrees—an intercultural
experience. Hence, I suggest that comparing
international and intercultural experiences helps
to understand the relational nature of the
‘international’.

6.2.2 International Events as Centres
of Circulation

International conferences have been conceptu-
alised as temporary clusters of diverse actors and
resources in different economic sectors and
political contexts, facilitated through heteroge-
nous mobilities and aiming at knowledge
exchange and networking, sometimes in highly
politicised and controversial ways (e.g. Maskell
et al. 2006; Craggs 2014). Annual business
conferences have been characterised as cyclical
clusters because of their constitutive role in the
yearly operational rhythm of firms (Power and
Jansson 2008), which can be compared to the
organisational rhythm of the academic year when
conceptualising academic conference series as
cyclical clusters. For example, the Annual
Meeting of the American Association of Geog-
raphers (AAG) usually takes place in the spring,
the Annual International Conference of the Royal
Geographical Society (with the Institute of Bri-
tish Geographers) in the late summer, and the
Biannual German Congress for Geography in the
autumn. From a geographical perspective, aca-
demic conferences have also been conceptualised
as “centres of circulation” with varying material,
social, and intellectual geographies (Momm and
Jöns 2020, 106–107). Viewed from this triadic

thought perspective, conferences constitute
nodes of incoming and outgoing flows of people,
dynamically hybrid and (im)material resource
ensembles whose wider geographical reach can
be analysed from multidimensional thematical
and multiscalar geographical perspectives.1 Fur-
ther studies have analysed the politics of local
movements, performances, and exchanges within
the conference settings (Weisser and Müller-
Mahn 2017) and uncovered strikingly gendered
behaviour in conference sessions at the German
Congress for Geography (Aufenvenne et al.
2021). Based on a conceptual understanding of
the IGCs as temporary and cyclical centres of
circulation, this chapter examines the interna-
tional reach and intercultural diversity of four
IGCs in two different decades through a com-
parison of the conference locations and partici-
pants’ countries of work.

6.2.3 The Importance of a Contextual
Approach

Historical geographical analyses have underlined
the particular significance ascribed to personal
gatherings in the discipline of geography because
exploring the event locations and wider regions
in organised and private excursions has con-
tributed to at least three important epistemic,
social, and political outcomes of international

1 Analysing the national reach of two academic confer-
ence series in urban and regional planning in Brazil from
2004 to 2013 has shown that the geographies of these
biannually organised cyclical centres of circulation
decentralised on the national level over time, but that
this process varied in regard to the conferences’ material,
social, and intellectual dimensions (Momm and Jöns
2020). Materially, the conference locations of the mobile
event series focused on state capitals in coastal states and
that of the immobile conference series on a medium-sized
city in the most southern state. Socially, the workplaces of
conference paper authors acquired national reach but
clustered in the scientifically most resourceful and
productive southeastern and southern regions. Intellectu-
ally, geographical knowledges and imaginations commu-
nicated in conference presentations showed the widest
geographical reach within the country but were shaped by
similar east-west and south-north disparities as the
authors’ workplaces.
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conference participation beyond the immediate
conference setting: first, the production of place-
specific geographical knowledges and imagina-
tions; second, the (re)production of academic
networks; and third, the encouragement of
friendly international relations (Collignon 1996;
Withers 2010; Roche 2019). Prior to the global
coronavirus pandemic of 2020–21, there was a
widespread expectation that participation in
international geography conferences required
physical co-presence in specific conference
locations, even if remote participation would
have been technically possible, occurred occa-
sionally, and was increasingly discussed in calls
for less in-person and more online participation
as a strategy for mitigating climate change
through reduced conference travel (Hopkins et al.
2016). This expectation changed during the
coronavirus pandemic lockdowns when restric-
tions on travel and in-person interactions meant
that conferences were organised either entirely
online, or as hybrid, dual-delivery events with
limited in-person interaction alongside online
events. It is likely that the hybrid conference,
successfully introduced in recent months, will
become the dominant format in the future,
including for future IGCs.2 In this new context of
profoundly changed modes of international aca-
demic communication, the second decade of the
twenty-first century, analysed in this chapter, will
most likely be the last decade in which in-person
attendance at international conferences was the
norm rather than an alternative to online partic-
ipation (see section on challenges below). Yet, in
conceptual terms, it is worth noting that the
notion of centres of circulation accommodates
the geographies of in-person, dual-mode deliv-
ery, and online conferences because this concept
considers various ontologies of mobilities, rang-
ing from material via human to virtual (Momm
and Jöns 2020, 106).

As large-scale international and cyclical
events with a long history and varying

conference locations, the IGCs are particularly
well-suited for interrogating how the interna-
tional nature of geography as a discipline and
practice has changed over time. The following
analysis adopts a contextual approach that criti-
cally examines geographical knowledge produc-
tion and exchange in multiscalar individual,
institutional, national, and international contexts
from multidimensional political, economic,
environmental, social, cultural, and intellectual
perspectives. Such a contextual approach has
been prominently developed by historians of
geography (e.g. Livingstone 1992; McEwan
2000; Withers 2010; Ferretti 2019) to comple-
ment existing approaches to the history of
geography, such as Anne Buttimer’s (1983)
widely praised collection of autobiographical
essays in the international dialogues project, but
it has been less often used for interpreting
geography’s more recent global histories.
Informed by critical geopolitics, the following
contextual analysis thus provides an account of
changing yet contingent international practices in
geography (Agnew 2001).

6.3 Actors

The IGU’s eleven statutory articles focus on the
term ‘international’ and include international
standardisation as an explicit aim, when charac-
terising the purposes of this institution and its
events. More varied understandings of ‘intercul-
tural’, ‘global’, ‘comparative’, and ‘transna-
tional’ relationships that feature in broader
definitions of internationalisation processes in
higher education (Knight 2012, 27) are not
included in the IGU statutes. At a time of post-
structural and postcolonial diversity in Anglo-
phone geographical thought and praxis
(Cresswell 2013), as well as international efforts
of decolonising the geography curriculum (Esson
2020; Schelhaas et al. 2020), it can therefore be
argued that these new sensibilities in geographi-
cal research and praxis could be considered more
explicitly by referring to intercultural experiences
and exchanges in the IGU statutes in order to
create a greater awareness about (1) cultural

2 The 34th IGC in Istanbul, scheduled as an in-person
meeting in August 2020, was first postponed due to the
COVID-19 pandemic by one year and then held virtually
from 16 to 18 August 2021. For details, see Turkey
Geographical Society (2021).
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diversity in geographical theory and praxis;
(2) the advantages of using different languages in
the production and communication of geo-
graphical knowledges; and (3) the emergence of
epistemological pluralism as an alternative to
epistemological orthodoxy.

Yet, some linguistic diversity is assured in the
IGU statutes through the identification of English
and French as the working languages of the IGU
and at the IGCs, with the possibility of including
other conference languages if translation facili-
ties are provided (International Geographical
Union 2021, Statute VIII.C and Statute IX.E).
Cultural respect and understanding are also
explicitly requested: “There shall be no dis-
crimination as regards race, ethnic group, citi-
zenship, religion, sex or political opinion within
the Union or in the meetings organized by it or
held on its behalf” (International Geographical
Union 2021, Statute VIII.D). The IGU statutes
further contain key ideas of a wider human rights
agenda that are represented by a commitment to
EDI principles and practice, such as “the free
circulation of scientists” (International Geo-
graphical Union 2021, Statute VIII.E) as a prin-
ciple conveying the ideal of equal access to the
IGCs across the world.

The following analysis focuses on conference
participants because comparable data were
available for all four IGCs.3 Yet, one limitation
of the analysis has to be considered: the statistics
for Beijing 2016 include only the number of
participants for countries with at least ten con-
ference participants. This chapter’s first world
map thus provides to some extent a partial rep-
resentation of the geographical reach of the four
IGCs, but mapping the number of conference
participants from countries with at least ten del-
egates enables the visualisation of changing
clusters of geographers involved in international
geographical knowledge exchange and thus helps

to identify broader and shifting national interests
in IGC participation at a global scale.4 The sec-
ond world map provides a geographically more
inclusive perspective by comparing countries of
work for all participants at the IGCs in Paris
1984 and Cologne 2012.

6.3.1 Paris 1984 and Sydney 1988

The 1980s were shaped by resonant Americani-
sation that followed upon American economic
high hegemony, or capacious Americanisation
(1945–1970), and resulted in the profound polit-
ical, economic, and cultural influences of Amer-
ican ideas, practices, and products across the
westernised world (Taylor 1999). This situation
found its expression in an Anglo-American aca-
demic internationalism that shaped the global
geographies of IGC conference attendance and
the languages of conference papers. US geogra-
pher Harris (2001) analysed the use of different
languages for conference presentations at the
IGCs from 1871 to 2000. Based on his analysis, it
is possible to argue that a shift from German to
English as the lingua franca in geography is
already discernible in a comparison of the share
of English-language papers presented at the IGCs
in London 1899 (55%), Berlin 1909 (19%), and
Washington 1904 (82%). Yet, six languages
shaped the first three post-World War II IGCs in
Lisbon 1949 (28% English-language papers),
Washington 1952 (70%), and Rio de Janeiro 1956
(36%), namely English, French, German, Italian,
Portuguese, and Spanish. According to Harris

3 The data sources used for the analysis list conference
participants: Comité International d’Organisation (1985,
204–208), International Geographical Union (1988, 61–
94), Butsch (2021) on checked-in participants at the IGC
Cologne 2012 (see also Butsch 2015, 136–137 on
registered participants before the conference on 15 July
2012), and Geographical Society of China (2016, 4–5).

4 This methodology of a comparison of countries with at
least ten participants was applied in reports on the IGC
Paris 1984 (Dalmasso 1986, 157) and the IGC Beijing
2016 (Geographical Society of China 2016, 4–5). Differ-
ent numbers of participants at one and the same IGC may
be linked to varying pre- and post-conference registration
numbers (Kish 1972, 35). At the IGC 2012 in Cologne,
310 of 2,864 registered conference participants (11%) did
not visit the congress (Butsch 2015, 136), but this chapter
analyses checked-in candidates. The terminology suggests
that the published lists of participants at the IGCs in Paris
1984 and Sydney 1988 and the statistics on participants at
the IGC 2016 in Beijing also refer to actual conference
attendees (see note 3).
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(2001, 675–677), English and French became the
official IGC languages only in Stockholm 1960
(76%), resulting in 85–97% of English-language
papers at almost all IGCs between 1964 and 2000
except Paris 1984 (68%).

The IGCs in Paris 1984 and Sydney 1988
allow for a comparison of conference attendance
in the IGU’s two main language areas of French
and English and of meeting locations in the
northern and southern hemispheres during the
Cold War. These different linguistic and geo-
graphical positionalities led to varying partici-
pation numbers—1820 delegates in Paris and
1117 in Sydney, from 88 and 65 countries of
work, respectively (Comité International
d’Organisation 1985, 204–208; International
Geographical Union 1988, 61–94). These events
were large and medium-sized conferences when
compared to the earlier IGCs in the period 1871–
1992 (Collignon 1996, 92). Despite a flourishing
Anglo-American academic hegemony in science
and higher education during the second half of
the twentieth century (Paasi 2005), the greater
accessibility and attractiveness of Paris as a host
city, and the strong appeal of this event to both
Anglophone and Francophone geographers,
made Paris 1984 a larger conference than Syd-
ney 1988. The IGC 1984 was also culturally
much more diverse than the IGC 1988 because
in Paris, only 24% of all participants arrived
from the six English-language countries of the
United States, Canada, the United Kingdom,
Ireland, Australia, and New Zealand—the
countries that have driven an Anglo-American
academic hegemony—but this share reached
51% at the IGC 1988 in Sydney.

These geographies of international conference
attendance were considerably shaped by the Cold
War, with many more conference participants
arriving from the United States of America and
its allied member countries of the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) than from the
Soviet Union (USSR) and its supporting member
states of the Council for Mutual Economic
Assistance (COMECON) (Fig. 6.1). This global
rivalry between a western and eastern geopoliti-
cal bloc in the early 1980s had prominently
impacted on the cultural sphere by resulting in a

wide-ranging political boycott of the Olympic
Games 1980 in Moscow, led by the United States
in response to the Soviet invasion of Afghani-
stan. In turn, the subsequent 1984 Summer
Games in Los Angeles were boycotted by the
USSR and other eastern bloc countries, citing
security concerns (Gold and Gold 2007, 38).
Although the IGCs coincided with the quadren-
nial rhythm of the Summer Games from 1952 to
2016 (before both events were postponed due to
the coronavirus pandemic from 2020 to 2021)
and the IGC 1984, held 27–31 August 1984, took
place only four weeks after the start of the boy-
cotted Summer Games (28 July–12 August
1984), the Olympic boycott of 1984 did not find
its expression in international conference atten-
dance. On the contrary, the ten represented
COMECON countries showed a greater presence
in Paris at the IGC 1984 (7.9% of overseas par-
ticipants) than in Sydney at the IGC 1988
(3.6%).5

Highly uneven global geographies of inter-
national geography conferences also resulted
from an underrepresentation of delegates from
global south countries, especially in Central and
South America and Africa (Table 6.2). The IGC
1984 in Paris was very attractive to attend for
geographers from Africa (7%) when compared
to the IGC Sydney 1988 (4%), most likely
because of a combination of lower conference
attendance costs and the Francophone higher
education context. A similar trend can be iden-
tified in regard to the overall very low repre-
sentation of geographers from Central and South
America in those two international conferences
(4% vs. 1%). According to geographer Roche
(2019), IGC participation by geographers from
New Zealand, as an economically well posi-
tioned but remote country in Oceania, was
shaped so much by cost considerations that
Professor Kenneth Cumberland (Auckland)
regarded his upcoming election as an IGU Vice

5 The COMECON participants of 1984 worked in
Bulgaria, Cuba, Czechoslovakia, the German Democratic
Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania, the USSR, Viet-
nam, and Yugoslavia, whereas in 1988, out of these ten
COMECON countries, delegates did not participate from
Cuba, Romania, and Vietnam.
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President at the IGC 1960 in Stockholm as a
chance of securing travelling expenses to attend
future IGCs as an academic representative of
New Zealand geography (Roche 2019, 54). The
highly uneven global geographies of IGC
attendance in the 1980s, especially between
global north and global south countries, can
therefore be explained to a large extent by dif-
ferent language areas, political restrictions, and
the unequal availability and access to economic
resources for undertaking research and travelling
to international conferences.

Overall, the varying global geographies of
international conference attendance confirm that
the IGC 1984 in Paris was culturally, linguisti-
cally, and politically more diverse than the IGC
1988 in Sydney. Since geographical knowledge
production is often place-specific and context-
dependent due to the empirical nature and field-
work components of most research in both
physical and human geography, it can be argued
that more diverse geographies of conference
attendance, as empirically shown for the two
conference series on urban and regional devel-
opment and planning in Brazil (Momm and Jöns
2020), also indicate a greater diversity of study
sites, and thus more diverse and heterogeneous

epistemological spaces of geographical knowl-
edge, offering more nuanced understandings for
context-specific policy recommendations. Yet,
this wider argument about ontologically varying
geographies of conferences remains to be
empirically verified for the IGCs. What this
analysis has demonstrated so far is that the
international nature of geographical knowledge
production and exchange, resulting from paper
presentations, session attendance, and network-
ing practices of conference participants, has
continued to vary considerably by the confer-
ence’s host country during the 1980s, thus
offering very different, event-specific interna-
tional and intercultural perspectives on geogra-
phy that were shaped by an overarching Anglo-
American academic internationalism in the final
Cold War decade.

6.3.2 Cologne 2012 and Beijing 2016

In the 24 years between the IGC Sydney 1988
and the IGC Cologne 2012, the world’s rigid
geopolitical order of the Cold War was trans-
formed without a global war into what could be
regarded as a post-Cold War political multiverse.

Table 6.2 Geographical
origins of IGC participants
by world region

Geographical regiona Paris
1984

Sydney
1988

Cologne
2012

N % N % N %

(1) Overseas 1443 79 897 80 1502 59

a. North America 293 20 255 28 98 7

b. Central and South America 61 4 10 1 75 5

c. Europe 614 43 331 37 768 51

d. Africa 106 7 35 4 45 3

e. Asia 321 22 230 26 466 31

f. Oceania 48 3 36 4 50 3

(2) IGC host country 375 21 220 20 1052 41

(3) Unknown 2 0.1 0 0 0 0

(4) Total 1820 100 1117 100 2554 100

(5) Number of countries 88 65 84
a(1)–(3) Add up to 100% of all participants and a.–f. to 100% of overseas participants
(subject to rounding)
Source Comité International d’Organisation (1985, 204–208), International Geographical
Union (1988, 61–94), Butsch (2021)
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About one year after the IGC in Sydney, the
literal fall of the Iron Curtain started with a first
opening of the border between Hungary and
Austria in August 1989 and led to the first free
passing of east Germans through a gate of the
Berlin Wall from the German Democratic
Republic into the Federal Republic of Germany
on 9 November 1989. German reunification fol-
lowed suit on 3 October 1990 and by 1991, the
former eastern European socialist states with
centrally planned economies were transforming
into democratic states with capitalist market
economies (e.g. Bradshaw and Stenning 2004;
Lang et al. 2015; Drummond and Young 2020).
The new freedom of international travel between
eastern and western European states, as well as
from the successor states of the Soviet Union,
impacted significantly on global science and
scholarship, including geography. In the subse-
quent three decades, international academic
mobilities and co-publication patterns decen-
tralised and globalised considerably. At the same
time, economic growth in China went hand-in-
hand with more scientific productivity in the
natural and technical sciences and a global shift
of international academic mobilities and scien-
tific collaboration towards Asia–Pacific (Jöns
2015; Maisonobe et al. 2017; Gui et al. 2019).

The comparison of the IGCs 1984, 1988, 2012,
and 2016 shows that this international community
of geographers has grown since the 1980s and that
many more geographers of the host country have
benefitted through their attendance from interna-
tional and intercultural perspectives provided by
conference presentations and informal exchanges
(Table 6.2). In the official conference reports, the
IGCs inCologne 2012 andBeijing 2016were both
presented as the largest IGCs of all times, with
3199 and 4299 attendees, respectively (Butsch
2015, 136; Geographical Society of China 2016,
4). Overseas participants were more numerous,
too, but showed much lower shares than in Paris
1984 (79%) and Sydney 1988 (80%), with 1502
delegates in Cologne 2012 (59% of 2554 checked-
in participants; Butsch 2021) and 1950 in Beijing
2016 (45%; Geographical Society of China 2016,
4). The difference between Paris 1984 and
Cologne 2012 amounted to only 59 more overseas

geographers in Cologne, which underlines grow-
ing attendance from the national host community.
In this context, it is important to remember that
IGCs do not only cater for university academics
but also for schoolteachers in search of new geo-
graphical insights, teachingmaterials, and fieldtrip
experiences (Roche 2019, 60).

When comparing international attendance at
the IGCs during the last decade of the Cold War
with the second decade of the twenty-first cen-
tury, the geographical perspective reveals a pro-
found global shift of delegates’ countries of work
away from established centres of academic
knowledge production in the United States and
Canada towards China, India, and Russia
(Fig. 6.1). A wider shift of academic mobility
and collaboration from North America to East
Asia has also been observed in other contexts of
international academic collaboration and
exchange across different disciplines, such as
academic mobility to Germany from 1954 to
2010 (Jöns 2015) and international co-authorship
patterns (Maisonobe et al. 2017; Gui et al. 2019).
Yet, the crucial difference in geography is a
much sharper decline of North American partic-
ipation in the two recent European and East
Asian IGCs. As previously assumed by IGU
President Meadows (2020, 495), this particular
situation in geography contrasts with the devel-
opment of increasing transpacific exchanges and
knowledge networks in other disciplines, which
means that the considerable retreat of North
American geographers from the IGCs has pre-
vented a larger growth of overseas attendance.

The Anglo-American academic international-
ism that shaped the IGCs in Paris 1984 and
Sydney 1988 has thus given rise to a stronger
multicultural academic internationalism at the
IGCs in Cologne 2012 and Beijing 2016, with
important geographical variations. This transfor-
mation of the IGCs’ academic internationalisms
is first and foremost expressed in considerably
lower shares of Anglo-American geographers
from the six countries of the United States,
Canada, the United Kingdom, Ireland, Australia,
and New Zealand among all overseas partici-
pants in Cologne 2012 (16%) than in Paris 1984
(30%), the two European and non-Anglophone
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conference locations analysed in this chapter.
Many western European countries were promi-
nently represented at the IGC 2012 in Cologne,
notably Austria, France, Poland, Spain, Switzer-
land, Italy, and the Netherlands, but less so at the
IGC 2016 in Beijing, except the United Kingdom
and Germany. This situation confirms that geo-
graphical distance still matters for international
conference attendance, even if Japan continued
to show a strong presence at both IGCs. New
clusters of geographers on the global stage were
represented at the IGC 2012 in Cologne by ten or
more delegates from Portugal, Romania, Chile,
Ukraine, Hungary, Mexico, Indonesia, Thailand,
and Latvia; at the IGC 2016 in Beijing, this
applied to ten or more geographers from Mon-
golia, Singapore, Malaysia, and Nepal. In very
similar ways to other disciplines (Gui et al.
2019), geography has thus also experienced a
notable decentralisation of global clusters of
international knowledge production and
exchange (Fig. 6.1).

The comparison of shares of overseas atten-
dance from different parts of the world focuses in
this section on overseas participants only because
the nature of the IGCs profoundly changed
through a greater participation from the events’
host countries in Cologne and Beijing.6 This
shows that the decline of North American
geographers’ presence at the IGCs was more than
compensated for by an almost inverse increase of
overseas participation from Asia (Paris: 22%;
Cologne: 31%). IGC attendance from Central
and South America, notably from Brazil, Chile,
and Mexico, rose slightly between Paris 1984
(4%) and Cologne 2012 (5%), and thus also
contributed to the globalisation of international
geographical knowledge production and
exchange despite strong regional and transna-
tional networks based on well-developed con-
ference circuits in Spanish and Portuguese. The
number of South African geographers attending
IGCs grew steadily but much more could be

done, as discussed in the final section below, to
increase the share of other geographers working
across African countries, given that African
participation showed a considerable absolute and
relative decrease between Paris 1984 (7%) and
Cologne 2012 (3%). Finally, a geographical
perspective reveals that the IGC community
could have expanded more over the past three
decades, if US and Canadian geographers had
attended the IGCs in larger numbers, as they did
in the 1980s. This insight is particular striking
because the AAG 2013 in Los Angeles was
attended by 6125 US geographers (Derudder and
Liu 2016, 320), yet only 72 went to the IGC
2012 in Cologne and 99 to the IGC 2016 in
Beijing.

6.4 Challenges

Three main challenges for IGC participation can
be identified based on the preceding analysis:
first, the costs of international academic exchan-
ges; second, the demand for more intercultural
skills; and finally, the rise of online conference
participation as an alternative to in-person atten-
dance. The first main challenge is of an economic
nature because globally highly uneven access to
material resources in science and higher educa-
tion, such as funds for advanced studies, research,
and travelling, has encouraged many students and
academics either to visit or migrate to established
and emerging centres of academic research and
teaching for their education, training, and work
(Mbah 2017). Yet, vibrant geographical com-
munities exist across the world, as reflected in the
more than 60 member states of the IGU as of
2020 (Meadows 2020, 497). Given that a coun-
try’s full membership is linked to membership
fees, uneven socioeconomic circumstances are
already reflected in the global geography of IGU
membership, with the potential for more South
American, African, Western Asian, and South-
East Asian countries to join the IGU (Meadows
2020, 496). This situation highlights the impor-
tance of the IGU’s travel grant scheme for
encouraging IGC attendance in underrepresented
countries, even if visa restrictions might

6 The IGC 2012 in Cologne replaced the Biannual
Meeting of German Geographers scheduled for 2011
and thus encouraged a large contingent of domestic
geographers to attend.
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occasionally prevent IGC attendance despite a
travel grant (Meadows 2020, 502). Offering more
travel grants at institutional, national, and inter-
national levels, especially for doctoral researchers
and early career academics, seems to be of prime
importance for assuring a wide geographical
reach and sustainable future of the IGC event
series. Figure 6.2 compares all IGC participants’
countries of work for Paris 1984 and Cologne
2012, and thus may help to identify underrepre-
sented geographical communities that are more in
need of travel grant support than others because
of a profound lack of economic resources. This
economic challenge also requires the addressing
of major inequalities between geographers of
different genders and across other axes of social
difference because historically, female geogra-
phers travelled less often to conferences, and
received less financial support for their academic
travels than men, and thereby missed out on
important positive feedback effects for their aca-
demic careers (Jöns 2017).

After a career in geography that spanned more
than 60 years, Chauncy D. Harris concisely
addressed a second main challenge of interna-
tionalisation processes in geography beyond an
Anglo-Americanisation of knowledge exchange
by drawing attention to the benefits of knowing
more than one language: “Cultures can be fully
understood only if one knows the language of the
culture. Furthermore, in my own view, one can-
not fully appreciate one’s own culture unless one
can also see it through the lens of another cul-
ture” (Harris 2001, 686). The tension between
linguistic diversity and homogeneity in interna-
tional knowledge exchange remains a major
challenge for the interconnection of more than 60
national geographical communities through the
IGU and its IGCs because the widespread use of
English as lingua franca facilitates international
knowledge exchange, but at the same time, it
privileges students, researchers, and academics
who are either native speakers or were socialised
in countries that use English as an important
language of instruction in secondary and tertiary
education. In the context of Mitchell’s (2018, 46)
argument that a promotion of multiculturalism in
US education is linked to a neoliberal agenda of

state actors striving for competitiveness in the
global knowledge economy as part of a broader
“transnational capitalist logic”, it seems as if
university graduates educated in the centres of
Anglo-American scholarship may often feel
prepared through their English-language school
and university education for a globalised
English-language labour market but might not
always have acquired the intercultural knowl-
edge, skills, and understanding that makes
engaging with people from different countries,
language areas, and cultural backgrounds a
rewarding experience (Tebbett et al. 2021, 536).
Hence the widely discussed demand for the
development of more language skills in Anglo-
American universities, especially in highly place-
specific academic fields such as human geogra-
phy (Garcia-Ramon 2003; Minca 2018), should
be extended to include other intercultural skills.
More diverse language skills and cultural
knowledges could not only increase intercultural
understanding but, as this analysis suggests,
prevent the proliferation of different Anglo-
American and multicultural international confer-
ence circuits in geography, as exemplified by the
considerable varying geographies of the AAGs
and IGCs.

New challenges have been created by the
COVID-19 pandemic that has required online
conferences and dual mode delivery of lectures
and conference papers in hybrid in-person and
online spaces of interaction. Online participation
speaks to current EDI agendas in science and
higher education and should therefore be consid-
ered as a permanent alternative mode of interna-
tional conference attendance, especially because
online conference attendance can also be regarded
as a strategy for reducing one’s carbon footprint
and thus for climate change mitigation (Hopkins
et al. 2016). Yet, the professional significance of
in-person networking practices for academics,
especially for the visibility of research presented
by early career researchers at conferences (Storme
et al. 2017) and the attractiveness as well as ped-
agogic benefits of conference fieldtrips as a
learning experience (Roche 2019), provide strong
arguments for the great value of in-person con-
ference attendance within and beyond geography.
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With the aim of addressing pertinent debates
about environmental sustainability, global eco-
nomic inequality, and EDI issues across different
axes of social difference, I would argue that this
third challenge requires the creation of diverse and
flexible options of conference attendance that
consider various positionalities of potential par-
ticipants, such as in-person/hybrid/online and
low/medium/high-cost. In other words, ensuring a
sustainable international and intercultural diver-
sity at future IGCs requires a greater variety of
conference registration options and the active
advertising of the IGCs.

Reflecting on these three challenges of inter-
nationalisation in geography suggests that geog-
raphers working in different countries are facing
very different challenges shaped by uneven
socioeconomic circumstances, varying geopoliti-
cal positionalities, diverse cultural and linguistic
contexts, and differing geographical traditions (see
also Kitchin 2007). These multiple intersectional
positionalities of geographers interacting interna-
tionally have often led to complex challenges that
may require context-specific responses rather than
more standardised solutions. Further research
needs to be done in order to understand the
positive/neutral/negative, the planned/planned-
but-not-implemented/unplanned, as well as the
material/dynamically hybrid/immaterial
effects/impacts/legacies of the IGCs as large-
scale international events at micro/meso/macro
scales, in similar ways as a burgeoning interest in
the multidimensional and multiscalar outcomes of
sport mega events has recently developed wider
research agendas on event leveraging and legacies
(e.g. Gold and Gold 2007; Dawson and Jöns
2018).

6.5 Conclusions

Throughout this chapter, I have argued that the
nature of the ‘international’ in geography is
relational. This point has emerged from a com-
parison of international conference attendance at
four IGCs in the international conference series of
the IGU, namely Paris 1984, Sydney 1988,
Cologne 2012, and Beijing 2016, because the

international and intercultural experiences offered
at these events vary profoundly by the geopolit-
ical, socio-economic, cultural, linguistic, and
academic positionalities of the conference loca-
tions and the conference participants. This chap-
ter has further shown that the global geographies
of conference attendance have been considerably
shaped by spatial proximity to the host region,
mainly due to less costs of conference attendance,
and by different geopolitical contexts as important
enablers of and obstacles to international confer-
ence travel. Geographical, sociocultural, and
geopolitical proximities have, variously, helped
to mobilise conference participants with relevant
cultural and social capital, such as language skills
and personal networks. Both aspects can be seen
to have provided an important basis, as Growe
(2019) has argued, for the (re)production of
cognitive and affective trust in professional
meetings as a foundation of future interactions
and collaborations. IGC attendance has also been
influenced by geographers’ regional expertise and
their professional interest in exploring unfamiliar
locations and countries, which explains the great
importance of organised conference fieldtrips for
attracting participants and creating positive event
memories (Collignon 1996; Roche 2019).

The geographical perspective on international
conference attendance has identified a profound
shift in the international nature of the IGCs from
an Anglo-American academic internationalism in
the 1980s to a greater multicultural academic
internationalism in the 2010s. This shift has been
shaped by wider geopolitical and socioeconomic
transformations since the end of the Cold War
and through considerable economic growth in
China, resulting in globally more decentralised
conference attendance and many more partici-
pants from China, India, and Russia. A sharp
decline in the number of North American geog-
raphers at recent IGCs seems to be linked to a
growing differentiation of international geo-
graphical discourses at the quadrennial IGCs and
the annual AAGs. Over twice as many overseas
delegates attended the AAG 2013 in Los Angeles
(Derudder and Liu 2016, 320) than the IGC 2012
in Cologne (Butsch 2021). On the one hand, this
situation highlights the ongoing appeal of
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American geography and an Anglo-American
academic internationalism in the early twenty-
first century, but on the other hand, a renewed
call is appropriate, as geographers Harris (2001),
Garcia-Ramon (2003), Minca (2018) and
Lamego (2020) have previously argued, for more
Anglo-American geographers to embrace the
required intercultural knowledge and skills and
to invest the time and effort needed for making
the most of international exchanges in geogra-
phy, and thus of the multicultural academic
internationalism that has characterised the IGC
experience—for themselves and for the disci-
pline of geography.

In the interplay of internationalisation at
home, at a distance, and abroad (Mittelmeier
et al. 2021), it is crucial to stress that geographers
in the host country of large-scale international
conferences such as the IGCs benefit signifi-
cantly from gaining international and intercul-
tural experiences at home without being
transnationally mobile. This considerable posi-
tive impact of the IGCs’ multicultural interna-
tionalism on the internationalisation of
geographers at home results in an enormous
social and cultural inclusivity of geographical
knowledge production and exchange by enabling
diverse members of the different national geo-
graphical host communities—teachers, students,
doctoral researchers, postdocs, academics, and
professionals in other sectors of the economy—
to engage with various international and inter-
cultural perspectives. The IGCs thus possess
considerable value for facilitating international
geographical knowledge exchange that bridges
both physical and human geographical dis-
courses in Anglo-American and many other
language areas. Yet, this chapter has also
emphasised the great significance of the politics
underpinning the choice of host cities, the flexi-
bility of delivery formats and registration
options, and the institutional and national
encouragement and support of attendance at past
and future IGCs for a sustainable diversity and
inclusiveness of international geographical
knowledge production and exchange.
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7Internationalisation
in the International Geographical
Union: Landmarks, Periods
and Personalities

Joos Droogleever Fortuijn

Abstract

The central question in this chapter is: How
international is the International Geographical
Union (IGU)? The chapter reports an analysis
of the membership of the IGU Executive
Committee (1922–2022), the steering com-
mittees of the IGU Commissions and Task
Forces (2004–2022) and the IGU Commission
and Task Force members (2014–2019). The
literature on internationalisation in geography
focuses on the Anglo-American hegemony
and the dominance of the English language.
The analysis in this chapter demonstrates that
IGU, in terms of membership, has never
experienced a dominance of Anglophone
countries. IGU has been established 100 years
ago as a predominantly European organisation
and developed gradually into a truly global
organisation in which a shift took place from
Europe into other continents, Asia in partic-
ular. Women members are still more often
from European countries than men. The
English language, however, has become the
dominant language. While IGU was initially
multilingual, IGU, officially bilingual, devel-
oped into a monolingual, Anglophone organ-

isation. The chapter concludes with some
recommendations to increase diversity in
terms of geography, language, gender and age.

Keywords

Internationalisation � History of IGU
membership � Anglophone hegemony �
Women in geography

7.1 Introduction

The International Geographical Union (IGU) was
founded one hundred years ago as a community
of geographers worldwide. After the end of the
First World War, representatives of the Acade-
mies of Sciences from allied countries estab-
lished the International Research Council
(IRC) and to encourage the (re)creation of dis-
ciplinary unions (Hinks 1922; Robic 1996). The
second General Assembly of the IRC met in
Brussels in July 1921 and representatives of the
national geographical societies of Belgium,
France, Italy, Japan, Portugal, Spain and the UK,
a mixture of military and civil servants and a
minority of academic geographers, decided to
establish the IGU. One of the most important
tasks of the proposed IGU was to organise the
International Geographical Congresses (IGCs).
In the words of the first Secretary-General of the
IGU, Sir Charles Close, who was also President
of the Royal Geographical Society in Great
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Britain: “Science is essentially international, and
every worker finds, from time to time, the need
of freeing himself from the intellectual preoccu-
pations of his fellow-countrymen. This is espe-
cially the case with geography, which, of all
branches of knowledge, requires most to be
studied from the standpoint of a citizen of the
world” (Close 1928, 100; see also Chap. 2, by
Heffernan).

An international community of geographers
existed already fifty years before the foundation
of the IGU. In 1871, the municipality of Antwerp
invited members of geographical societies from
several countries to the first IGC and another
nine congresses took place before the foundation
of the IGU in 1922 (Table 7.1). From the IGC in
Venice (1891) onwards, the foundation of an
international geographical organisation has been
discussed (Robic 1996). The IGU was eventually
established in 1922 under the auspices of the
IRC. Members of the IGU are national commit-
tees representing geographers in their country.
The chairs of the national committees form the

General Assembly that elects President,
Secretary-General and Vice-Presidents and deci-
des on the establishment, continuation and dis-
solution of sub disciplinary Commissions and
Task Forces (CTFs).

The founding countries were six European
countries (Belgium, France, Italy, Portugal, Spain
and the UK) and Japan. The IRC was initiated by
the scientists from allied countries, and members
from the Central Powers were excluded from the
IRC and from the disciplinary unions. Although
German geographers participated actively in the
IGCs before the First World War, they were not
allowed to join the IGU until 1934 (Robic 1996;
though see Chap. 2, by Heffernan).

In the period before World War Two, IGU
membership rose from 19 members in 1928 to 30
in 1938 (Volle 1996). After 1945, the geo-
graphical diversity of the IGU’s membership
expanded further. By 1956, the IGU had 74
member countries of which a minority (30%)
were European. In 1984, 29% of the 89 members
was European (Kish 1992). The IGU currently

Table 7.1 Location of the
International Geographical
Congresses, 1871–2021
and Planned Congresses
2022–2028

I 1871 Antwerp XX 1964 London

II 1875 Paris XXI 1968 New Delhi

III 1881 Venice XXII 1972 Montreal

IV 1889 Paris XXIII 1976 Moscow

V 1891 Bern XXIV 1980 Tokyo

VI 1895 London XXV 1984 Paris

VII 1899 Berlin XXVI 1988 Sydney

VIII 1904 Washington XXVII 1992 Washington

IX 1908 Geneva XXVIII 1996 The Hague

X 1913 Rome XXIX 2000 Seoul

XI 1925 Cairo XXX 2004 Glasgow

XII 1928 Cambridge XXXI 2008 Tunis

XIII 1931 Paris XXXII 2012 Cologne

XIV 1934 Warsaw XXXIII 2016 Beijing

XV 1938 Amsterdam XXXIV 2021 Istanbul

XVI 1949 Lisbon Centennial 2022 Paris

XVII 1952 Washington XXXV 2024 Dublin

XVIII 1956 Rio de Janeiro XXXVI 2028 Melbourne

XIX 1960 Stockholm

Source Kish (1992), www.igu-online.org
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has 110 country members from all parts of the
world (www.igu-online.org), 32% of them are
European. As Volle (1996) argues, European
domination has increased since 1990, partly as a
result of the geopolitical fragmentation of Europe
after the fall of the Berlin wall and partly because
of the strict financial membership criteria, at the
expense of African, Asian and Latin American
countries. Nowadays, 32% of all IGU members
and 48% of the full (voting) members are Euro-
pean (www.igu-online.org). The central question
in this chapter is: how international is the Inter-
national Geographical Union?

7.2 Internationalisation
in Geography

In the past decades, several articles have been
published about the internationalisation in the
discipline of geography. Authors have analysed
“the geopolitics of knowledge production” (Paasi
2015) and “skewed transnationalisation” (Van
Meeteren 2019). According to Paasi “there is an
uneven geopolitics of knowledge embedded in
communication. Academic fields largely exist
through publication forums which are structural
asymmetrically in global space. Scholars oper-
ating in ‘peripheral’ writing spaces often face
substantial hindrances in publishing” (Paasi
2015, p. 511). Some authors refer to the
increased dominance of the English language in
geography, while others focus on the hegemony
of the Anglo-American geographical traditions.
However, as Garcia-Ramon (2003), Gregson
et al. (2003) and Van Meeteren (2019) argue,
languages and academic traditions are strongly
interrelated. Using the English language in aca-
demic work implies adoption of Anglo-American
academic traditions. Minca (2000) discusses the
position of geographers from “peripheral” and
“silent” European communities who perform a
balancing act: “all are forced continually and
inescapably to dialogue/work on two parallel
levels—within the context of their own national
geographies, with their rules, logics and lan-
guages, but also within the broader international
(read Anglo-American) context, with its own

logics and its own particular lingua franca”
(Minca 2000, p. 287). A few authors, however,
argue that the position of English as lingua franca
in geography is a prerequisite for communication
across language communities and promotes
diversity instead of uniformity (Rodriguez-Pose
2006). Others emphasise that the idea of an
Anglo-American hegemony denies the hetero-
geneity within Anglo-American geography
(Samers and Sidaway 2000).

The majority of the publications about the
Anglo-American hegemony focus on publica-
tions and the dominance of Anglo-American
journals. The predominantly Anglo-American
editorial boards of the high impact “interna-
tional” journals (Banski and Ferenc 2013), pub-
lished by a few large commercial publishers,
define what is relevant for publication. Authors
from non-Anglophone countries are disadvan-
taged and their work is merely seen as “just case
studies” instead of core contributions to theory
development (Aalbers 2004; Gregson et al. 2003;
Meadows et al. 2016; Minca 2000; Simonsen
2003; Timar 2004). University management,
funding organisations and assessment systems in
non-Anglophone countries perform a critical role
in the Anglo-American dominance: they require
scholars to publish in high ranked international
journals, in practice Anglo-American journals,
and they qualify publications in the national
language and non-Anglo-American journals as
less relevant.

Journal publications are an important dimen-
sion of internationalisation, but there are other
dimensions as well. De Rudder and Liu (2016)
discuss the internationalisation in the participa-
tion in academic conferences in an analysis of the
Annual Meeting of the American Association of
Geographers (AAG). The Annual Meetings of
the AAG are—with more than 10,000 partici-
pants—the largest conferences in the field of
geography, and the participation has become
more and more international. In 2005, 77% of the
participants were based at an American univer-
sity, while more than one-third of the participants
in 2013 came from a university outside the USA.
The number of countries represented at the
Annual Meeting increased from 44 in 2005 to 90
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in 2013. In 2005, 93% of the participants came
from one of the Anglophone countries, the USA,
Canada, UK, Ireland, Australia and New Zeal-
and, while 21% came from outside these
Anglophone countries in 2013 (De Rudder and
Liu 2016). The analysis of De Rudder and Liu
focuses not so much on participants in the
Annual Meetings, but on the diversity within
paper and panel sessions. They conclude that the
increased internationalisation of the conference
participants is not reflected in the sessions.
International interaction is limited (for example,
a session on Chinese cities in which only Chi-
nese geographers presented papers) and interna-
tional interaction in sessions did not increase
between 2005 and 2013.

Participation in international conferences is an
important dimension of internationalisation.
However, geographers from low-income coun-
tries are usually under-represented. I have been
responsible for the travel grant program of the
IGU that enables (young) geographers from low-
income countries to participate at the Interna-
tional Geographical Congresses and IGU
Regional Conferences. For each congress and
conference, 25–30 geographers were awarded a
travel grant, but several of the awardees were not
able to participate because of visa problems and
problems with additional funding.

This chapter discusses the internationalisation
of the IGU drawing on data on the individuals
who are responsible for the governance of the
IGU and its Commissions and Task Forces and
on the Commission and Task Force members.
The core questions are: how international is the
International Geographical Union? Is it still a
European dominated organisation? Is there an
Anglo-American hegemony? How international
was the IGU in the different periods of its
existence?

7.3 Data

The data include, first, the complete list of
Presidents, Secretaries-Generals and Vice-
Presidents since the foundation of the IGU

(1922–2022), as published in IGU Bulletins, the
IGU website and other publications on the his-
tory of the IGU (Appendix). Second, the data
includes the (almost) complete lists of chairs and
steering committee members of the more than 40
Commissions and Task Forces (CTFs) from 2004
to 2022, as published in the annual reports and
websites of the CTFs and lists provided by Mike
Meadows, President and former Secretary-
General of the IGU. The list is not fully com-
plete, because some commissions did not provide
an annual report or list every year. Third, I col-
lected data on CTF membership in 2014 and
2019. The majority of the CTFs publish the
number of their members in each country and a
few CTFs publish a list of names or email
addresses in their annual reports. I contacted the
chairs of those CTFs that did not publish a list of
members in the annual report. Some chairs
responded positively and sent the full list of
names or email addresses, others sent the lists of
steering committee members only.

Lists of email addresses were provided by
seven CTFs in 2014 and five in 2019. The
countries in which members work were identified
through the ISO country code in the email
address, though many members have email
addresses without a country code (.com or .org).
I was able to identify the university or country of
about 90% of IGU members using a simple
Google search. Some members have more than
one email address. Duplications were deleted as
far as possible. However, the final data still
contain an unknown number of duplications.
Another source of duplications is the multiple
membership: people can be a member of more
than one CTF. Finally, some people use an email
address of a country other than where they are
based (for example, several members of the
Commission on Mediterranean Basin from
North-African countries have a French email
address). As a result, the total CTF membership
of the IGU of 10,700 in 2014 and 14,100 in 2019
is an overestimate of the actual membership
insofar as this includes duplications from email
addresses and multiple membership, but is
probably also an underestimate because the data
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is also incomplete for four CTFs in 2014 and
seven CTFs in 2019.

7.4 The Geography of IGU
Membership: The Executive
Committee, 1922–2022

The IGU Executive Committee (EC) consisted of
five European geographers and one non-European
at its foundation (Appendix). The first President of
the IGU was Prince Roland Bonaparte, from
France, and the first Secretary-General was
Charles Close, from Britain. The first vice-
presidents were the Italian general Nicola Vac-
chelli, the Belgian commandant Adrien De Ger-
lache, the Spanish general Severo Gómez Nuñez,
and a Japanese professor, Naomasa Yamasaki.
Five of these men had military backgrounds or
were currently serving in the armed forces. Only
one was a professional academic (Hinks 1922).
The (West) European dominance in the EC was in
line with the 50-year history of the IGCs before
the foundation of the IGU. Between 1871 and
1922, the IGCs were located in ten European and
one non-European cities (Table 7.1).

In the 100 years of the existence of the IGU, a
total of 33 countries from all continents were
represented in the EC, half of them European,
mainly West European (Fig. 7.1; see also Volle
1996). The USA has been represented in almost
all ECs since 1928 (over a continuous period of
88 years). France (69 years), Italy (59 years),
Japan (53 years), UK (51 years) and USSR/
Russia (50 years) were also represented on the
IGU EC for at least half of its existence.

Four periods can be identified in the interna-
tionalisation of the IGU:

• From 1922 to 1949, when Europe dominated;
• From 1949 to 1976, when all continents were

represented but with strong European
domination;

• From 1976 to 2000, when a global organisa-
tion emerged in which Europe was less
dominant but other Anglophone countries in
Europe, America and Oceania featured more
prominently;

• From 2000 to 2022, when the dominance of
Europe and Anglophone countries decreased
and Asian countries became more prominent.

7.4.1 1922–1949

In this period, the EC was an almost exclusively
(West) European committee. Presidents and
Secretaries-General came from a limited number
of countries (Table 7.2) and no more than nine
European and three non-European countries were
represented in the EC. In this period 63–89% of
the EC members were European and 13–38%
came from Anglophone countries. The IGCs in
this period took place exclusively in European
cities, with the exception of the IGC in Cairo in
1925. Six European languages—French, English,
German, Italian, Spanish and Portuguese—were
used as languages of communication at these
congresses, but French remained the dominant
language until the Second World War (Harris
2001, p. 676). French was also the language of
communication in the EC.

7.4.2 1949–1976

In the post-Second World War period, the IGU
became more and more a global organisation,
although still European dominated. Presidents
came mainly from European countries, but also
from non-European countries such as the USA
and India. Secretaries-General were mainly from
the USA and Canada. A total of 21 countries
from all continents were represented in the EC,
but still 50–67% of the EC members were still
European; about a quarter of the EC members
came from Anglophone countries. The IGCs
were more widely spread around the globe. Until
1956, six languages were used during the con-
gresses; after 1960 the IGCs became bilingual
French–English. English was already the domi-
nant language: 76% of the paper presentations in
1960 were English spoken (Harris 2001, p. 676).
The EC has communicated in English since
1949.
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7.4.3 1976–2000

After 1976, the IGU became less dominated by
representatives from European countries. Half of
the Presidents and Secretaries-General came
from European countries; the share of Euro-
pean EC members was 30–50%. Anglophone

countries became more prominent. Half of the
Presidents and 20–40% of the EC members came
from Anglophone countries. The IGCs were
located in European as well as non-European
cities. Although officially bilingual, English
remained the dominant language of communi-
cation in the EC and during the congresses. Since
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Fig. 7.1 Countries represented in the IGU Executive
Committee, 1922–2022. Source Reports of the Interna-
tional Geographical Union, 1922–1938, Reports of the
International Geographical Congresses 1928 and 1949,

Birdseye (1939), Do Amaral (1968), Newsletters of the
International Geographical Union 1950–1956, Bulletins
of the International Geographical Union 1956–2016,
www.igu-online.org
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1980, more than 90% of the paper presentations
were in English, with the exception of the Paris
congress in 1984 (Harris 2001, p. 676).

7.4.4 2000–2022

In this period, the EC was no longer dominated
by representatives from Europe and the share of
members from Anglophone countries was sub-
stantially lower than in the period 1976–2000.
Presidents were more often from outside Europe
than from European countries, and the four
Secretaries-General were all from outside Eur-
ope. 33–50% of the EC members were European
and 9–22% came from Anglophone countries.
Asian countries in particular were more repre-
sented in the EC and formed 36 percent of the
EC membership between 2016 and 2020. The
majority of the IGCs were located in non-
European countries.

7.5 The Geography of IGU
Membership: Commission
and Task Force Steering
Committees, 2004–2024

In the steering committees of the Commissions
and Task Forces (CTFs) between 2004 and 2022,
European countries are more dominant than in
the Executive Committee. More than 40% of the
CTF steering committee are European, mainly
from West European countries, although the
share of members from Eastern Europe, from
Poland and Russia in particular, increased
slightly (Table 7.3). The presence of Asian, Latin
American and African countries in the steering
committees increased, from China Beijing, India,
Brazil and South Africa in particular. More
prominent, however, is the diminishing share of
steering committee members from Anglophone
countries.

Table 7.2 Presidents and Secretaries-General of the IGU 1922–2022

President Secretary-General

1922–1924 Roland Bonaparte, France
1924–1928 Nicola Vacchelli, Italy
1928–1931 Robert Bourgeois, France
1931–1934 Isaiah Bowman, USA
1934–1938 Charles Close, UK
1938–1949 Emmanuel de Martonne, France
1949–1952 George Babcock Cressey, USA
1952–1956 Laurence Dudley Stamp, UK
1956–1960 Hans Ahlman, Sweden
1960–1964 Carl Troll, Germany
1964–1968 Shiba Chatterjee, India
1968–1972 Stanislaw Leszcycki, Poland
1972–1976 Jean Dresch, France
1976–1980 Michael John Wise, UK
1980–1984 Akin Mabogunje, Nigeria
1984–1988 Peter Scott, Australia
1988–1992 Roland Fuchs, USA
1992–1996 Herman Verstappen, Netherlands
1996–2000 Bruno Messerli, Switzerland
2000–2004 Anne Buttimer, Ireland
2004–2006 Adalberto Vallega, Italy
2006–2008 José Luis Palacio-Prieto, Mexico
2008–2012 Ronald Abler, USA
2012–2016 Vladimir Kolosov, Russia
2016–2020 Yukio Himiyama, Japan
2020– Michael Meadows, South Africa

1922–1928 Charles Close, UK
1928–1931 Filippo de Fillippi, Italy
1931–1938 Emmanuel de Martonne, France
1938–1949 Paul Michotte/Marguerite Lefèvre, Belgium
1949–1956 George Kimble, Canada
1956–1968 Hans Boesch, Switzerland
1968–1976 Chauncy Harris, USA
1976–1984 Walther Manshard, Germany
1984–1992 Leszek Kosínski, Canada
1992–2000 Eckart Ehlers, Germany
2000–2008 Ronald Abler, USA
2008–2010 Woo-ik Yu, South Korea
2010–2018 Michael Meadows, South Africa
2018–2021 RB Singh, India
2021– Barbaros Gönençgil, Turkey

Source www.IGU-online.org
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Several new CTFs have been formed since
2004, among them the regional focused Com-
mission on African Studies and on Latin Ameri-
can and Caribbean Studies. The new CTFs have a
larger share of steering committee members from
Latin America and Africa and a lower percentage
of steering committee members from Europe, Asia
and Anglophone countries than the older CTFs.

Physical geography Commissions have a larger
share of steering committee members from Asian
countries and less from Europe and Anglophone
countries, while human geography Commissions
have less steering committee members from Asia
and—due to the regional focused Commissions
Mediterranean Basin, African Studies and Latin
American and Caribbean Studies—more from
Africa and Latin America (Table 7.4).

7.6 The Geography of IGU
Membership: Commission
and Task Force Members,
2014 and 2019

The total number of CTF members increased
substantially between 2014 and 2019: from
10,700 to 14,100, an increase of 32%. The
growth is the result of the formation of new CTFs
as well as an increased membership in the older
CFTs. The growth in membership goes hand in
hand with a rising number of countries: from 139
countries in 2014 to 161 in 2019, in Asia, the
Caribbean and Africa in particular. However,
“white spots” can still be identified (Fig. 7.2).
Parts of Africa, Latin America, the Caribbean,

Table 7.3 Steering Committee members of the IGU Commissions and Task Forces by continent, 2004–2022

2004–2008 2008–2012 2012–2016 2016–2020 2020–2022

Europe 162 (41.3%) 179 (45.3%) 191 (48.0%) 194 (43.2%) 196 (41.6%)

Asia 86 (21.9%) 83 (21.0%) 84 (21.1%) 109 (24.3%) 111 (23.6%)

Latin America 21 (5.4%) 23 (5.8%) 26 (6.5%) 40 (8.9%) 44 (9.3%)

North America 61 (15.6%) 53 (13.4%) 46 (11.6%) 45 (10.0%) 48 (10.2%)

Africa 28 (7.1%) 28 (7.1%) 20 (5.0%) 35 (7.8%) 44 (9.3%)

Oceania 34 (8.7%) 29 (7.3%) 31 (7.8%) 26 (5.8%) 28 (5.9%)

Totala 392 (100.0%) 395 (100.0%) 398 (100.0%) 449 (100.0%) 471 (100.0%)

Anglophoneb 123 (31.4%) 114 (28.9%) 106 (26.6%) 94 (20.9%) 97 (20.6%)
a Data are missing of 3 Commissions and Task Forces in 2004–2008, 2 in 2008–2012 and 3 in 2012–2016
b Australia, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, UK and USA
Sources Lists provided by the President of the IGU; Annual Reports and websites of the IGU Commissions and Task
Forces

Table 7.4 Steering
Committee members of
IGU Commissions and
Task Forces by continent
and subdiscipline, 2020–
2022

Physical geography Human geography Mixed

Europe 48 (37.2%) 98 (42.2%) 50 (45.5%)

Asia 42 (32.6%) 43 (18.5%) 26 (23.6%)

Latin America 13 (10.1%) 25 (10.8%) 6 (5.5%)

North America 13 (10.1%) 23 (9.9%) 12 (10.9%)

Africa 7 (5.4%) 28 (12.1%) 9 (8.2%)

Oceania 6 (4.7%) 15 (6.5%) 7 (6.4%)

Total 129 (100.0%) 232 (100.0%) 110 (100.0%)

Anglophonea 21 (16.3%) 50 (21.6%) 26 (23.6%)
a Australia, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, UK and USA
Source see Table 7.3
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Central Asia and the Middle East are regions
with few or no members.

The USA, the UK, Germany, China Beijing
and India are the “big five” in terms of CTF
membership in 2019 (Fig. 7.3). USA, UK, Ger-
many, Japan and Canada were the top-five in
2014, but the membership in Japan and Canada
decreased, while membership in China Beijing
and India (and South Africa and Portugal) grew
by more than 100%.

The number of CTF members increased in all
continents except Oceania (Table 7.5). Europe
and North America had a moderate increase and
Asia, Latin America and Africa a substantial
growth in membership. The membership in the
Anglophone countries declined.

The IGU is still European dominated in terms
of CTF membership in 2019. Almost half of the
CTF members are European. Around a quarter of
the members come from Anglophone countries.
European and Anglophone domination decreased
between 2014 and 2019. This might be a result of
the growing internationalisation of the Annual
Meeting of the American Association of

Geographers that has increasingly become the
most important international meeting for many
geographers from Anglophone countries and
Europe (De Rudder and Liu 2016). Many geog-
raphers from these countries with a budget for
one international meeting prefer the AAG meet-
ings. At the same time, the international orien-
tation of geographers from Asian and African
countries has increased in the past few years.

Although CTF membership can be charac-
terised as global, not all CTFs demonstrate a
diverse geography. Membership of some Com-
missions is dominated by one or two countries
only, for example the Commission on Environ-
mental Evolution with 59% members from
Russia, and the Commission on Biogeography
and Biodiversity with 49% members from Ger-
many and 16% from India. Other Commissions
are more diverse, for example the Commission
on Marginalisation, Globalisation and Regional
and Local Responses and the Commission on
Geography of Governance with no more than
10% members from one country. European
domination is relatively low in the new regional

Fig. 7.2 IGU Commission and Task Force members 2019
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focused Commissions (African Studies and Latin
American and Caribbean Studies), in some
physical geography Commissions and the Young
and Early Career Task Force (Fig. 7.4). Domi-
nance of Anglophone countries can be found in
the Commissions on Applied Geography and on
Dynamics of Economic Spaces, while physical
geography Commissions usually have relatively
few members from Anglophone countries
(Fig. 7.5).

7.7 Women in the IGU

In the first decades of its existence, the IGU was
a male-dominated organisation. As Rössler
(1996) reports, only a few women participated in
the IGCs of 1891 and 1904 (see also Close
1928). The list of participants of the Rome
congress (1913) includes six women among
several hundreds of male participants. “Women

Fig. 7.3 Membership IGU Commissions and Task Forces 2014 and 2019 (countries with more than 200 members).
Source Annual Reports of the IGU Commissions and Task Forces 2014 and 2019

Table 7.5 Members and
membership increase of
IGU Commissions and
Task Forces by continent,
2014 and 2019

Members 2014 Members 2019 Increase 2014–2019 (%)

Europe 5288 (51.2%) 6463 (48.6%) 22.2

Asia 2044 (19.8%) 3022 (22.7%) 47.8

Latin America 545 (5.3%) 818 (6.1%) 50.1

North America 1544 (14.9%) 1679 (12.6%) 8.7

Africa 337 (3.3%) 809 (6.1%) 140.1

Oceania 577 (5.6%) 513 (3.9%) −11.1

Totala 10,335 (100.0%) 13,304 (100.0%) 28.7

Anglophoneb 3159 (30.6%) 3108 (23.4%) −1.6
a Country unknown: 395 in 2014, 873 in 2019
b Australia, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, UK and USA
Source See Fig. 7.3
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Fig. 7.4 Members of IGU Commissions and Task Forces from European countries 2019 (percentages). Source See
Fig. 7.2

Fig. 7.5 Members of IGU Commissions and Task Forces from Anglophone countries 2019 (percentages). Source See
Fig. 7.2
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in sciences existed in two forms: outside the
scientific institutions and universities or as
wives, daughters or secretaries accompanying
male scientists” (Rössler 1996, p. 259; see also
Monk 2003) participating in the “ladies pro-
gramme” of the congress. The people who took
the initiative to establish the IGU were all men,
several of them high-ranking members of the
military.

Prior to 1984, the only woman member of the
EC was Marguerite Lefèvre from Belgium who
served as Secretary-General from 1938 to 1949
(BESTOR 2021). Lefèvre had a remarkable
academic career, different from male geographers
but rather typical for women geographers in early
twentieth century (Droogleever Fortuijn 2019;
Monk 2004). Before entering an academic
career, she trained as a primary school teacher
and was employed in that capacity when she
became secretary to Professor Paul Michotte at
the Catholic University of Louvain. She studied
geography initially in Louvain and later in Liège
where she was allowed, for the first time, to take
courses in physical geography. After graduation,
she attended geography courses at the Sorbonne
in Paris and later completed her Ph.D. at the
same institution. She returned to Louvain and
was elected as IGU Secretary-General jointly
with Michotte. In 1940, Paul Michotte, at that
time Director of the Geographical Institute at the
Catholic University of Louvain, died but Mar-
guerite Lefèvre retained her position as IGU
Secretary-General and later succeeded Michotte
as Director of the Geographical Institute. In

1960, she became the first female full professor
at Louvain. In 1984, Maria Gutiérrez de Mac-
gregor from Mexico became the first woman
Vice-President of the IGU, and from then
onwards all ECs had one or two female mem-
bers, with three women serving continuously in
the 1996–2000. The current EC is the first to
include four women.

The IGU had a total of 25 Presidents since the
foundation in 1922, and only one of them was a
woman: Anne Buttimer from Ireland, who was
President in 2000–2004. Her academic career
was exceptional: after graduation from Univer-
sity College in Cork, she became a nun in the
Dominican order in Seattle and completed her
PhD at Washington University in that city. She
had a cosmopolitan career in Belgium, France,
Canada, UK and Sweden before she returned to
Ireland where she became full professor at
University College Dublin in 1991 (Ferretti and
Jones 2018).

The representation of women in the current
steering committees of the Commissions and
Task Forces is similar to the EC: one-third of the
members are women. The percentage of women
has increased since 2004 (Table 7.6). Steering
committee members from Europe and Latin
American are more often women than steering
committee members from Asia, Africa, North
America and Oceania (Table 7.7). Nine CTFs
have a majority of women in the steering com-
mittee. The share of women is lower in physical
than in human geography Commissions
(Fig. 7.6).

Table 7.6 Steering
Committee members of
IGU Commissions and
Task Forces by gender,
2004–2022

Women Men Alla

2004–2008 98 (25.0%) 294 (75.0%) 392 (100.0%)

2008–2012 102 (25.9%) 292 (74.1%) 394 (100.0%)

2012–2016 108 (27.1%) 290 (72.9%) 399 (100.0%)

2016–2020 141 (31.4%) 308 (68.6%) 449 (100.0%)

2020–2022 163 (34.6%) 308 (65.4%) 471 (100.0%)
a Missing data: see Table 7.4; gender unknown of 1 Steering Committee member in
2008–2012
Source See Table 7.3
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7.8 Conclusions

The IGU was established a century ago as a
predominantly European project. Six of the seven
founding countries and five of the six members
of the first EC were European. The central
question addressed in this analysis of IGU
membership is: how international was and is the
IGU?

The IGU remained very much European
dominated until the end of the Second World
War. After 1949, the IGU became more and
more a global community in which all continents
were represented, although Europeans were still
dominant until 1976. From 1976 onwards,
Europeans formed a minority in the Executive
Committee and in the 1976–2000 period the
Anglophone countries from Europe, North
America and Oceania became more prominent.

Table 7.7 Steering
Committee of IGU
Commissions and Task
Forces by gender and
continent, 2020–2022

Women Men All

Europe 83 (42.3%) 113 (57.7%) 196 (100.0%)

Asia 28 (25.2%) 83 (74.8%) 111 (100.0%)

Latin America 17 (38.6%) 27 (61.4%) 44 (100.0%)

North America 15 (31.3%) 33 (68.8%) 48 (100.0%)

Africa 13 (29.5%) 31 (70.5%) 44 (100.0%)

Oceania 7 (25.0%) 21 (75.0%) 28 (100.0%)

Total 163 (34.6%) 308 (65.4%) 471 (100.0%)

Anglophonea 35 (36.1%) 62 (63.9%) 97 (100.0%)
a Australia, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, UK and USA
Source See Table 7.3

Fig. 7.6 Percentage of women in Steering Committees of IGU Commissions and Task Forces 2020–2022. Source See
Table 7.3
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Since 2000, a shift has taken place from Euro-
pean and Anglophone countries to other conti-
nents, Asia in particular. These shifts can be
observed in EC membership as well as in the
steering committees of the CTFs between 2004
and 2022 and in the CTF membership between
2014 and 2019. At the same time, diversity grew
with the increase in the share of women geog-
raphers on the EC and CTF steering committees.
Women members, however, are more often from
European countries than men who are more
prominent among members from Asia and
Africa.

At its centenary, the IGU has become, in the
words of former President Vladimir Kolosov,
“the only truly global organisation reuniting
geographers from about 100 countries” (Kolosov
2014, p. 73). However, Europeans still form half
of the CTF members and around 40% of the EC
and CTF steering committees.

In terms of membership, the IGU has never
experienced Anglophone dominance. The IGU
can be characterised more as a European than an
Anglophone organisation. However, according to
Hodder et al. (2015, p. 3) “international … is
almost invariably used as an adjective rather than
a political concept worthy of interrogation in its
own right”. The IGU and the early IGCs started
as a multilingual project in which geographers
communicated in French, English, German,
Italian, Spanish and Portuguese (Harris 2001).
Nowadays, the IGU is formally bilingual—

French and English—but English has become the
main or only language of communication. As
argued by Garcia-Ramon (2003), Gregson et al.
(2003) and Van Meeteren (2019), language and
academic traditions are interrelated. In line with
Minca (2000), the IGU could consider initiating
multilingual experiments—not only in English
and French—and special sessions to discuss how
diverse national geographies contribute to geo-
graphical knowledge and theories.

The IGU aims to strengthen its role as a global
organisation with a diverse community of geog-
raphers in terms of geographical background,
gender and age (Kolosov 2014). Women are still
under-represented in IGU membership, espe-
cially from low-income countries (except Latin
America). The challenge for the IGU in the
coming years is to increase diversity in terms of
geography as well as gender and age. The elec-
tion of a woman as President (after 25 years) or
as Secretary-General (after 86 years) would
make progress in terms of gender diversity. The
creation of instruments such as travel grants,
paper awards and training workshops that are
accessible and attractive for women, young
generations and people from low-income coun-
tries can be important in making the IGU a truly
global and inclusive community of geographers.

Acknowledgements I would like to thank Bruno
Schelhaas for his support in compiling the list of members
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and Sjoerd de Vos for designing Fig. 7.2.
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Appendix

List of IGU Executive Committee members 1922–2022

Name Country Gender

1922–1924

President Roland BONAPARTE France M

Secretary-General Charles CLOSE UK M

First Vice-President Nicola VACCHELLI Italy M

Vice-President Adrien DE GERLACHE Belgium M

Vice-President Severo GÓMEZ NUŇEZ Spain M

Vice-President Naomasa YAMASAKI Japan M

1924–1928

President Nicola VACCHELLI Italy M

Secretary-General Charles CLOSE UK M

First Vice-President Robert BOURGEOIS France M

Vice-President Adrien DE GERLACHE Belgium M

Vice-President Severo GÓMEZ NUŇEZ Spain M

Vice-President Naomasa YAMASAKI Japan M

Vice-President Ahmed HASSANEIN BEY Egypt M

Vice-President Ernesto DE VASCONCELLOS Portugal M

1928–1931

President Robert BOURGEOIS France M

Secretary-General Filippo DE FILLIPPI Italy M

First Vice-President Nicola VACCHELLI Italy M

Vice-President Charles CLOSE UK M

Vice-President Naomasa YAMASAKI Japan M

Vice-President Ahmed HASSANEIN BEY Egypt M

Vice-President Isaiah BOWMAN USA M

Vice-President Severo GÓMEZ NUŇEZ Spain M

1931–1934

President Isaiah BOWMAN USA M

Secretary-General Emmanuel DE MARTONNE France M

First Vice-President Robert BOURGEOIS France M

Vice-President Severo GÓMEZ NUŇEZ Spain M

Vice-President Eugeniusz ROMER Poland M

Vice-President Nicola VACCHELLI Italy M

Vice-President Harold St. John Lloyd
WINTERBOTHAM

UK M

1934–1936

President Charles CLOSE UK M

Secretary-General Emmanuel DE MARTONNE France M

First Vice-President Nicola VACCHELLI Italy M

(continued)
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Name Country Gender

Vice-President Isaiah BOWMAN USA M

Vice-President Willem Everhard BOERMAN Netherlands M

Vice-President Giotto DAINELLI Italy M

Vice-President Ludwig MECKING Germany M

Vice-President Eugeniusz ROMER Poland M

Vice-President Harold St. John Lloyd
WINTERBOTHAM

UK M

1936–1938

President Charles CLOSE UK M

Secretary-General Emmanuel DE MARTONNE France M

First Vice-President Isaiah BOWMAN USA M

Vice-President Willem Everhard BOERMAN Netherlands M

Vice-President Giotto DAINELLI Italy M

Vice-President Ludwig MECKING Germany M

Vice-President Eugeniusz ROMER Poland M

Vice-President Harold St. John Lloyd
WINTERBOTHAM

UK M

1938–1940

President Emmanuel DE MARTONNE France M

Secretary-General Paul MICHOTTE/Marguerite Alice
LEFÈVRE

Belgium M Michotte Ɨ 1940

First Vice-President Charles CLOSE UK M

Vice-President Willem Everhard BOERMAN Netherlands M

Vice-President Claude Hayle BIRDSEYE USA M

Vice-President Stanislaw PAWLOWSKY Poland M Ɨ 1940

Vice-President Antonio Renato TONIOLO Italy M

Vice-President Ludwig MECKING Germany M

1940–1946

President Emmanuel DE MARTONNE France M

Secretary-General Marguerite Alice LEFÈVRE Belgium F

First Vice-President Charles CLOSE UK M

Vice-President Claude Hayle BIRDSEYE USA M Ɨ 1941

Vice-President Willem Everhard BOERMAN Netherlands M

Vice-President Ludwig MECKING Germany M

Vice-President Antonio Renato TONIOLO Italy M Ɨ in Second World
War

1946–1949

President Emmanuel DE MARTONNE France M

Secretary-General Marguerite Alice LEFÈVRE Belgium F

First Vice-President Herbert John FLEURE UK M

(continued)
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Name Country Gender

Vice-President Roberto ALMAGIÀ Italy M

Vice-President Willem Everhard BOERMAN Netherlands M

Vice-President George Babcock CRESSEY USA M

Vice-President Eugeniusz ROMER Poland M

Vice-President John K. WRIGHT USA M

1949–1952

President George Babcock CRESSEY USA M

Secretary-General George Herbert Tinley KIMBLE Canada, USA M

First Vice-President Marguerite Alice LEFÈVRE Belgium F

Vice-President Hans BOESCH Switzerland M

Vice-President Christovam LEITE DE CASTRO Brazil M

Vice-President Orlando RIBEIRO Portugal M

Vice-President George KURIYAN India M

Vice-President Laurence Dudley STAMP UK M

1952–1956

President Laurence Dudley STAMP UK M

Secretary-General George Herbert Tinley KIMBLE Canada/USA M

First Vice-President Orlando RIBEIRO Portugal M

Vice-President Hans AHLMAN Norway M

Vice-President Hans BOESCH Switzerland M

Vice-President George CRESSEY USA M

Vice-President George KURIYAN India M

Vice-President Maximilien SORRE France M

Vice-President Hilgard O’REILLY STERNBERG Brazil M

1956–1960

President Hans AHLMAN Sweden M

Secretary-General Hans BOESCH Switzerland M

First Vice-President Hilgard O’REILLY STERNBERG Brazil M

Vice-President Hassan AWAD Egypt M

Vice-President Chauncy HARRIS USA M

Vice-President Maximilien SORRE France M

Vice-President Dudley STAMP UK M

Vice-President Fumio TADA Japan M

Vice-President Carl TROLL Germany M

1960–1964

President Carl TROLL Germany M

Secretary-General Hans BOESCH Switzerland M

First Vice-President Hans AHLMAN Sweden M

Vice-President Hassan AWAD Egypt M

Vice-President Kenneth CUMBERLAND New Zealand M
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Vice-President Innokenti P. GERASSIMOV USSR M

Vice-President Chauncy HARRIS USA M

Vice-President Pierre MONBEIG France M

Vice-President Fumio TADA Japan M

1964–1968

President Shiba CHATTERJEE India M

Secretary-General Hans BOESCH Switzerland M

First Vice-President Innokenti P. GERASSIMOV USSR M

Vice-President Kenneth CUMBERLAND New Zealand M

Vice-President Arch GERLACH USA M

Vice-President Ferdinando GRIBAUDI Italy M

Vice-President Stanislaw LESZCZYCKI Poland M

Vice-President Pierre MONBEIG France M

Vice-President Carl TROLL Germany M

1968–1972

President Stanislaw LESZCYCKI Poland M

Secretary-General Chauncy HARRIS USA M

First Vice-President Ferdinando GRIBAUDI Italy M

Vice-President Shiba CHATTERJEE India M

Vice-President Jean DRESCH France M

Vice-President Torsten HÄGERSTRAND Sweden M

Vice-President Stanislav KALESNIK USSR M

Vice-President Michael John WISE UK M

Vice-President Mariano ZAMORANO Argentina M

1972–1976

President Jean DRESCH France M

Secretary-General Chauncy HARRIS USA M

First Vice-President Michael John WISE UK M

Vice-President Feofan Farneevich DAVITAYA USSR
(Georgia)

M

Vice-President Torsten HÄGERSTRAND Sweden M

Vice-President Shinzo KIUCHI Japan M

Vice-President Stanislaw LESZCZYCKI Poland M

Vice-President Akin MABOGUNJE Nigeria M

Vice-President Mariano ZAMORANO Argentina M

1976–1980

President Michael John WISE UK M

Secretary-General Walther MANSHARD Germany M

First Vice-President Akin MABOGUNJE Nigeria M

Vice-President Feofan Farneevich DAVITAYA USSR
(Georgia)

M
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Name Country Gender

Vice-President Jean DRESCH France M

Vice-President Speridião FAISSOL Brazil M

Vice-President Shinzo KIUCHI Japan M

Vice-President Jerzy KOSTROWICKI Poland M

Vice-President John ROSS MACKAY Canada M

Vice-President Peter SCOTT Australia M

1980–1984

President Akin MABOGUNJE Nigeria M

Secretary-General Walther MANSHARD Germany M

First Vice-President Peter SCOTT Australia M

Vice-President Speridião FAISSOL Brazil M

Vice-President Roland FUCHS USA M

Vice-President Jerzy KOSTROWICKI Poland M

Vice-President John ROSS MACKAY Canada M

Vice-President Ooi Jin BEE Singapore M

Vice-President Juan VILÁ-VALENTÌ Spain M

Vice-President Michael John WISE UK M

1984–1988

President Peter SCOTT Australia M

Secretary-General Leszek KOSIŃSKI Canada M

Past President Akin MABOGUNJE Nigeria M

First Vice-President Roland FUCHS USA M

Vice-President György ENYEDI Hungary M

Vice-President María GUTIÉRREZ DE
MACGREGOR

Mexico F

Vice-President Ooi Jin BEE Singapore M

Vice-President Mohammad SHAFI India M

Vice-President Herman VERSTAPPEN Netherlands M

Vice-President Juan VILÁ-VALENTÌ Spain M

1988–1992

President Roland FUCHS Japan M

Secretary-General Leszek KOSIŃSKI Canada M

Past President Peter SCOTT Australia M

First Vice-President Herman VERSTAPPEN Netherlands M

Vice-President Etienne DALMASSO France M

Vice-President György ENYEDI Hungary M

Vice-President María GUTIÉRREZ DE
MACGREGOR

Mexico F

Vice-President Vladimir KOTLYAKOV USSR M

Vice-President Mohammad SHAFI India M
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Vice-President Chuan-jun WU China
Beijing

M

1992–1996

President Herman VERSTAPPEN Netherlands M

Secretary-General Eckart EHLERS Germany M

Past President Roland FUCHS USA M

First Vice-President Vladimir KOTLYAKOV Russia M

Vice-President Folasade IYUN Nigeria F

Vice-President Bruno MESSERLI Switzerland M

Vice-President Alain METTON France M

Vice-President Warren MORAN New Zealand M

Vice-President Chuan-jun WU China
Beijing

M

Vice-President Masatoshi YOSHINO Japan M

1996–2000

President Bruno MESSERLI Switzerland M

Secretary-General Eckart EHLERS Germany M

Past President Herman VERSTAPPEN Netherlands M

Vice-President Warren MORAN New Zealand M

Vice-President Ronald ABLER USA M

Vice-President Bertha BECKER Brazil F

Vice-President Anne BUTTIMER Ireland F

Vice-President Folasade IYUN Nigeria F

Vice-President Chan LEE South Korea M

Vice-President Adalberto VALLEGA Italy M

2000–2004

President Anne BUTTIMER Ireland F

Secretary-General Ronald ABLER USA M

Past President Bruno MESSERLI Switzerland M

First Vice-President Adalberto VALLEGA Italy M

Vice-President Nikita GLAZOVSKY Russia M

Vice-President Changming LIU China
Beijing

M

Vice-President Markku LÖYTÖNEN Finland M

Vice-President Lindisizwe MAGI South Africa M

Vice-President José Luis PALACIO-PRIETO Mexico M

Vice-President Hiroshi TANABE Japan M

2004–2006

President Adalberto VALLEGA Italy M Ɨ 2006

Secretary-General Ronald ABLER USA M

Past President Anne BUTTIMER Ireland F
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First Vice-President José Luis PALACIO-PRIETO Mexico M

Vice-President Nikita GLAZOVSKY Russia M

Vice-President Changming LIU China
Beijing

M

Vice-President Markku LÖYTÖNEN Finland M

Vice-President Lindisizwe MAGI South Africa M

Vice-President Hiroshi TANABE Japan M

Vice-President Woo-ik YU South Korea M

2006–2008

President José Luis PALACIO-PRIETO Mexico M

Secretary-General Ronald ABLER USA M

Past President Anne BUTTIMER Ireland F

First Vice-President Vladimir KOLOSOV Russia M

Vice-President Changming LIU China
Beijing

M

Vice-President Markku LÖYTÖNEN Finland M

Vice-President Lindisizwe MAGI South Africa M

Vice-President Hiroshi TANABE Japan M

Vice-President Woo-ik YU South Korea M

2008–2010

President Ronald ABLER USA M

Secretary-General Woo-ik YU South Korea M

First Vice-President Vladimir KOLOSOV Russia M

Vice-President Irasema ALCÁNTARA AYALA Mexico F

Vice-President Giuliano BELLEZZA Italy M

Vice-President Ruth FINCHER Australia F

Vice-President Yukio HIMIYAMA Japan M

Vice-President Aharon KELLERMAN Israel M

Vice-President Markku LÖYTÖNEN Finland M

Vice-President Dahe QIN China
Beijing

M

Vice-President Dietrich SOYEZ Germany M

2010–2012

President Ronald ABLER USA M

Secretary-General Michael MEADOWS South Africa M

First Vice-President Vladimir KOLOSOV Russia M

Vice-President Giuliano BELLEZZA Italy M

Vice-President Aharon KELLERMAN Israel M

Vice-President Ruth FINCHER Australia F

Vice-President Irasema ALCÁNTARA AYALA Mexico F

Vice-President Dietrich SOYEZ Germany M
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Vice-President Yukio HIMIYAMA Japan M

Vice-President Dahe QIN China
Beijing

M

Vice-President Markku LÖYTÖNEN Finland M

2012–2014

President Vladimir KOLOSOV Russia M

Secretary-General Michael MEADOWS South Africa M

Past President Ronald ABLER USA M

First Vice-President Dietrich SOYEZ Germany M

Vice-President Giuliano BELLEZZA Italy M

Vice-President Yukio HIMIYAMA Japan M

Vice-President Joos DROOGLEEVER FORTUIJN Netherlands F

Vice-President Aharon KELLERMAN Israel M

Vice-President Qin DAHE China
Beijing

M

Vice-President RB SINGH India M

Vice-President Jarkko SAARINEN Finland M

2014–2016

President Vladimir KOLOSOV Russia M

Secretary-General Michael MEADOWS South Africa M

Past President Ronald ABLER USA M

First Vice-President Dietrich SOYEZ Germany M

Vice-President Joos DROOGLEEVER FORTUIJN Netherlands F

Vice-President Jarkko SAARINEN Finland M

Vice-President Elena DELL’AGNESE Italy F

Vice-President Chenggu ZHOU China
Beijing

M

Vice-President Iain HAY Australia M

Vice-President RB SINGH India M

Vice-President Yukio HIMIYAMA Japan M

2016–2018

President Yukio HIMIYAMA Japan M

Secretary-General Michael MEADOWS South Africa M

Past President Vladimir KOLOSOV Russia M

First Vice-President Joos DROOGLEEVER FORTUIJN Netherlands F

Vice-President Chenggu ZHOU China
Beijing

M

Vice-President Elena DELL’AGNESE Italy F

Vice-President Nathalie LEMARCHAND France F

Vice-President Iain HAY Australia M

Vice-President RB SINGH India M
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Vice-President Barbaros GÖNENÇGIL Turkey M

Vice-President Rémy TREMBLAY Canada M

2018–2020

President Yukio HIMIYAMA Japan M

Secretary-General RB SINGH India M

Past President Vladimir KOLOSOV Russia M

First Vice-President Joos DROOGLEEVER FORTUIJN Netherlands F

Vice-President Elena DELL’AGNESE Italy F

Vice-President Nathalie LEMARCHAND France F

Vice-President Iain HAY Australia M

Vice-President Barbaros GÖNENÇGIL Turkey M

Vice-President Bojie FU China
Beijing

M

Vice-President Rubén Camilo LOIS GONZÁLEZ Spain M

2020–2021

President Michael MEADOWS South Africa M

Secretary-General RB SINGH India M Ɨ 2021

Past President Yukio HIMIYAMA Japan M

First Vice-President Iain HAY Australia M

Vice-President Nathalie LEMARCHAND France F

Vice-President Elena DELL’AGNESE Italy F

Vice-President Barbaros GÖNENÇGIL Turkey M

Vice-President Bojie FU China
Beijing

M

Vice-President Rubén Camilo LOIS GONZÁLEZ Spain M

Vice-President Holly BARCOS USA F

Vice-President Céline ROZENBLAT Switzerland F

2021–2022

President Michael MEADOWS South Africa M

Interim Secretary-
General

Barbaros GÖNENÇGIL Turkey M

Past President Yukio HIMIYAMA Japan M

First Vice-President Iain HAY Australia M

Vice-President Nathalie LEMARCHAND France F

Vice-President Elena DELL’AGNESE Italy F

Vice-President Bojie FU China
Beijing

M

Vice-President Rubén Camilo LOIS GONZÁLEZ Spain M

Vice-President Holly BARCOS USA F

Vice-President Céline ROZENBLAT Switzerland F
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8The Role of Internet and Open Access
Journals in the Internationalisation
of Geography

Denise Pumain and Christine Kosmopoulos

Abstract

The IGU took advantage of the Internet for
collecting and promoting geographical infor-
mation all over the world and developing its
international networks. The use of remote
sensing and the development of computerised
models in spatial analysis preceded in dedi-
cated IGU Commissions the explosion of
georeferenced information generated through
GPS and Internet. This evolution of the last
three decades deeply modified the conceptions
and practices among geographers and greatly
amplified the internationalisation of geogra-
phy to which IGU is dedicated over one
century of existence. In order to reduce
existing inequalities in the access to geo-
graphical scholarship and especially digital
divide, open scientific journals may bring new
opportunities for sharing geographical

resources. Combined with initiatives of the
many scholars involved in a diversity of IGU
commissions, the development of an open
geographical science is a promising avenue
that will increase synergies and ethical prac-
tices for addressing the ambitious challenges
in the future of IGU.

Keywords

Internet � Geographical information �
Geocomputation � Global thinking � Open
access journal � Open geographical science

8.1 Introduction

The introduction of the Internet in the 1990s is
equivalent in terms of disruptive innovation to
the spread of movable type and printing press, as
early as the eleventh century in China, in the
fifteenth century in Europe. The Internet would
be the fourth “cognitive revolution” in the history
of humankind (after the emergence of language,
the advent of writing and the so-called Gutenberg
galaxy) (Harnad 1991). Even if thirty years later
less than 60% of the world’s population has
access to the Internet, the digital communication
network has brought about considerable qualita-
tive changes, directly and indirectly, in many
human activities and in all parts of the world. In
science, the Internet has not only facilitated
access to publications, while contributing to their
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exponential multiplication, but introduced subtle
epistemological changes in the interactions
between theory and practices. In less than one
generation, the Internet launched new sources of
data, new methods and new concepts, for dis-
playing, collecting and handling information, in
repeated surges of innovation. Geography is
concerned in a very particular way by these
upheavals (see Chap. 16). The influx of georef-
erenced data and the speed of their dissemination
with the smartphone technology and algorithmic
applications have placed the discipline in its
broadest acceptance at the heart of global infor-
mation sharing activities. More significantly,
geography became commonplace by widely
disseminating its basic mapped productions in all
continents, and at the same time required more
and more high-level skills to extract meaningful
knowledge from the massive quantity of newly
collected data. Without being able to deal with
this immense subject in this brief chapter, we
give a few examples of the changes brought
about by the Internet in the practices of geogra-
phy and in its internationalisation, by detailing a
little more the question of open access journals.

8.2 Internet and the Triumph
of Geography: How Geolocation
of Information Accelerates
the Trends Towards
Internationalisation

The growth of the Internet as a global network is
still in its exponential stage. Some 4.7 billion
people are connected to the web in 2021, while
there were less than one billion in 2005. The
rapid diffusion of smartphones since 2000
accelerated the connections, even in less wealthy
regions of the world such as Africa. However,
Africa remains well behind the global level with
only 12% of its population connected to the
Internet. The number of websites was close to
one billion in 2014 and is above 1.8 billion in
2021.1 The proliferation and multiple uses of the

so-called social networks online added to the
overwhelming diffusion of the innovation.

Three major trends in digital economy,
sometimes interpreted as “empirical laws” char-
acterise this extraordinary development:
“Moore’s law”, enunciated in 1965, describes the
exponential growth of power and decrease of
costs for computer components; “Metcalfe’s
law”, from 1980, measures the value of a
telecommunication network as the square of the
number of connected terminals; and “Reeds’
law”, in 2000, reveals the added value growth
through networks of collaborative and coopera-
tive work (Reed 2004). The nonlinear amplifi-
cation of the value of these infrastructures and
the diversity of their uses led towards an
oligopolistic configuration of very large groups
at their head. Combined with the previously
engaged trends in globalisation of trade and
expansion of multinational firms (Thrift and
Leyshon 1994; Agnew 2009), this gave rise to
the exceptional concentration of the financial
value and power to innovate among a few groups
such as GAFAM (Google, Amazon, Facebook,
Apple and Microsoft) in USA and BHATX
(Baidu, Huawei, Alibaba, Tencent and Xiaomi)
in China. Geographers participate in this evolu-
tion because geolocation is among the main
technical devices implicit in networking digital
activities and provides an enormous quantity and
diversity of new data for them. They develop
new concepts and methods for handling digitised
web traces and also provide reflexive views
about the emergence of a Cyberspace or
Geospatial web that challenge the geopolitical
economy as well as generating more diverse
networks at all scales.

8.2.1 Internet and the Digital
Revolution: Three Steps
for Geography

Although computerisation per se is not directly
responsible for the internationalisation of geog-
raphy and the related epistemological changes, it
certainly opened the way to a broader diffusion
of new ideas and technical skills between1https://www.internetlivestats.com/total-number-of-websites/.

108 D. Pumain and C. Kosmopoulos

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-05419-8_16
https://www.internetlivestats.com/total-number-of-websites/


continents. During the period 1960–1990, the use
of computers enabled geography to draw full
benefits from concepts and methods that had
already been invented sometimes decades earlier
and promoted under the expression of theoretical
and quantitative geography (Tobler 1959; Burton
1963; Haggett 1990; Unwin 1999; Sheppard
2001). While in the nineteenth century the IGU’s
precursor International Geographical Congresses
developed commissions on “mathematical
geography” with reference to topographical sur-
veys and map projections, from the 1970s several
IGU commissions have focused on quantitative
geography and mathematical modelling across
physical and human geography (Yeates 1974).2

Besides GIS (Longley et al. 2005), other IGU
Commissions using remote sensing data, such as
the Commission on Land Cover and Land Use,
also had an uninterrupted longevity.

The digitisation of geographic information
preceded by at least three decades the arrival of
the Internet. However, its widespread use was
relatively slow, limited by a lack of equipment or
skills among users. Shifting from printed maps
towards digital databases, with new tools for
processing and visualising information, took
about a single generation. Digital data were at
first extensively used for research and regional
planning through remote sensing. After the
launch of the first Sputnik satellite in 1957 by the
Soviet Union, and the production of images for
military or meteorological purposes, the National
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA)
launched satellites for earth observation in the
1970s. The Landsat program was initially inten-
ded for mapping, for geology and agronomy.
Subsequently, Soviet (Resurs), French (SPOT)
and Indian (IRS) satellites developed their uses in
the 1980s and China followed after 2000 (Yao-
gan, Gaofen). For many years, remote sensing
work has been focused on identifying observa-
tions between satellite signal and field and
negotiating the interpretation of land use and

land cover data for designing harmonised inter-
national nomenclatures. However, it was the
Internet that triggered the development of geo-
graphic data infrastructures in the 1990s. In
1992, the Federal Geographic Data Committee in
the USA published its standards, and in 1994,
those of the ISO/TC 211 technical committee
“Geographic Information/Geomatics”. The Open
Geospatial Consortium (OGC) created in 1994 to
ensure the interoperability of geographic infor-
mation systems now brings together 500 gov-
ernment agencies, companies and universities to
negotiate standards for geomatics. Today, the
Global Geospatial Information Management
(UN-GGIM, established in 2011) and the United
Nations Geospatial Information Section provide
cartographic products for the United Nations
Secretariat. The group devoted to earth obser-
vation (GEO) includes a structured partnership of
more than 100 member states and 100 partici-
pating international and non-governmental
organisations that coordinate the development
of a Global Earth Observation System of Sys-
tems (GEOSS) (Giuliani et al. 2017). Between
2007 and 2017, the European Union established
a comprehensive project to standardise national
and regional map repositories with the imple-
mentation of the INSPIRE Directive. This first
step summarises two essential characteristics that
deeply transformed the geographer’s work dur-
ing these decades: maps become digital data-
bases, potentially dynamic, and these data can
more easily expand at transnational scales.

A second step in this evolution started in the
2000s and is clearly linked to the web 2.0 whose
technology facilitates the contribution and
exchanges of information. The civil use of the
Global Positioning System (GPS) initiated in
1978 has considerably developed the production
and use of georeferenced information including
by laymen.3 The applications Google Maps
launched in 2004 and Google Earth in 2005 were
described by Goodchild (2007, 213) as “de-
mocratization of GIS”. The Beidou system used

2The longevity of this quantitative geography IGU
commission is remarkable, though it has operated under
slightly variable names, i.e. Mathematical Modelling
Group and nowadays Modelling Geographical Systems.

3Since then, other geolocation systems have been
launched by Russia (Glonass), Europe (Galileo) and
China (Beidou).
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in China is expanding similar applications in
neighbouring countries. The IGU took its part in
that history by developing in the 2000s a Com-
mission on Geographical Information Science
that is now co-chaired from China and USA.
Integrating data from different sources or adding
information on web maps (according to a carto-
graphic mashup) enabled to considerably diver-
sify the visualisation tools used by geographers
and enlarge their abilities to create new types of
representation (Cöltekin et al 2018; Cura 2019).
Very quickly the diffusion of smartphones
equipped with GPS enabled people to contribute
to topographic mapping, giving birth to a “vol-
unteered geography” that is “a special case of the
more general Web phenomenon of user-
generated content” (Goodchild 2007, p. 212).
The success of an international operation such as
OpenStreetMap (Bennett 2010; Mericksay and
Roche 2011; Burini 2016; Duféal and Noucher
2017) is remarkable in a field previously con-
fined to specialised national institutions. The
difficulty of producing harmonised maps is well
known at IGU where the project aiming at the
1:1,000,000 mapping of the planet decided at the
end of nineteenth century was hardly half
achieved by the Second World War (Pinchemel
1972; Robic et al. 1996; Pearson and Heffernan
2015). Such a project can now be done at all
scales with a high precision and updated any
time. The enlarged participation of the public to
geographic work also is another consequence of
the multiple uses of the Internet (Lopez and
Olvera-Lobo 2018).

The third step fully developing the potentiali-
ties of computerised geographywas anticipated by
a visionary pioneer such asTobler (1959).He early
detailed the potential of computers to process
geographic information in its spatial and temporal
dimensions, to produce animated and interactive
maps and explore dynamic models through sim-
ulations. Thanks to the Internet, it is now possible
tomonitor crisis situations in real time in almost all
parts of the world, to anticipate the effects of dis-
asters through simulations (as well illustrated from
the IGU Commission on Hazards and Risks), to

anticipate the possible consequences of planning
decisions or to produce interactive multiscale
atlases. There are numerous examples of these,
either dedicated to mapping forests in Cameroon
(Mertens et al. 2012), explaining results of votes,
displaying the internal social structure of cities
(https://atlas.brussels/), their daily mobility
(https://mobiliscope.cnrs.fr/) or migrations in
India linked with the Covid19 pandemic (Denis
et al. 2020), to quote only a few… It is likely that
people’s spatial cognition (Couclelis et al. 1987) is
undergoing upheavals induced by these new
instruments. A new “geography of software” is
emerging (Thrift and French 2002). Georeferenc-
ing has generated and organised a new global
information space, the Geospatialweb or Geoweb
(Joliveau 2011). The Geoweb is built on a multi-
form material infrastructure, and completed by
semantics it produces a new kind of geographical
information, consciously by many persons on
websites, blogs, social networks or platforms or
passively collected from the traces they leave on
fixed or mobile sensors (Goodchild 2007). Not
only physical movements of individuals can be
precisely mapped and located but a wide range of
individual and social behaviours, activities or
opinions that before required tedious survey’s
work now become accessible for building more
geographical knowledge. New geographies are
emerging from the exploratory analysis of deep
learning tools of social networks messages, such
as Weibo (Liu and Wang 2015) or Twitter
(Takhteyev et al. 2012). The technologies of web
scraping extract huge volumes of georeferenced
information that require non classical processing
techniques for handling these big data. Indeed,
methods for using the Internet in surveys already
raised bestseller books (for instance Dillman
(2011) for designing surveys or Mitchell (2018)
for web scraping). Related ethical problems are
emerging: “The right of everyone to access
geospatial data, but also the right of everyone to
preserve the confidentiality of the traces they leave
on the Geoweb, are becoming major themes in
geospatial data management” (Joliveau 2011,
p. 162).
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8.2.2 Managing Big Data Towards
Multipolar Global
Thinking in Geography

The “avalanche” or “deluge” of georeferenced
Big Data has certainly encouraged not only
geographers but also many other scientific dis-
ciplines, including the hard sciences, to take an
interest in classical geographical questions. The
contributions of these new participations to the
geographical knowledge and to a greater inter-
national networking of geography are very
unequal. A new light has been thrown on spatial
interactions at the micro-geographic (individual)
level that was little documented before. A good
example was provided by Ratti et al. (2010)
mapping the network of telephone exchanges in
Great Britain and finding a configuration that is
very close to the delimitation of administrative
regions. A country such as Estonia, previously
little visible in international geography, was able
to come to the forefront, because its cell phone
operators allowed access to personal data related
to individual travel that is usually difficult to
obtain (Calabrese et al. 2010). However, the first
uses of GPS-tracked mobility have often only
“rediscovered” basic knowledge about spatial
interaction patterns that were already well
established in geography (González et al. 2008).

As Goodchild (2016) points out, the novelties
that remain a challenge for geographers are not
so much the volume of these data, nor their
variety, but their velocity and undoubtedly also
the veracity or validity that it is possible to
attribute to them. As far as velocity is concerned,
“real-time” applications have been designed, for
example, to locate crowds gathered for major
events using cell phone traces (Lucchini et al.
2011), to analyse the pulses of urban life (Fen-
Chong 2012; Pucci et al. 2015) or to quickly
restore maps after catastrophic accidents—the
2010 earthquake in Haiti was one of the first
examples. Combining “more than 24 million
satellite photos, two petabytes of data, and 2
million hours of CPU processing time to create a
4.4-terapixel interactive view”, the recent
“Timelapse” application of Google Earth show-
ing changes in landscapes over a 30 years period

until 2020 is advertised as “a powerful and
interactive way [for] a closer understanding of
the kind of impact humans and natural phe-
nomena have on our planet”.4 Observations of
the 2020 pandemic, however, have shown how
difficult it is yet to establish data quality and
comparability in order to predict or even analyse
and understand its paths (Boulos and Geraghty
2020).

The United Nations agencies have taken on
the task of producing all types of data that must
be used to solve major global issues, including
development inequalities and environmental
problems. Since 2015, the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDG) are the global reference
framework for most international, national and
local policies. The SDGs are a set of 17 goals
(broken down into 169 targets). The SDG is
currently referred to by most of the IGU Com-
missions in their yearly reports. The integration
of localised databases is conceived to produce
and continuously update global indicators for
sustainable development (Rohat et al 2018).
After the pioneer attempts to escape the national
boundaries in designing a global grid map of
population (Tobler et al. 1997), a new challenge
is to disaggregate global representations at infra-
national scale and even to integrate sporadic
information to deal with socio-spatial transfor-
mation associated with climatic change or envi-
ronmental problems. A recent IGU book explores
new possible contributions to sustainable devel-
opment goals (Sikka et al. 2021). The use of big
data will be a great help for entering this new
way of displaying and processing geographical
information.

A very promising exploitation of big data in
geography is that of synthetic data generated by
simulation models, which allow the validation of
agent-based models used in the social sciences as
a substitute for experimentation. Big data for
observation and synthesis thus become comple-
mentary instruments for the advancement of
geographic science. In the field of urban studies,
a new “science of cities” has emerged (Batty

4https://gizmodo.com/google-earths-new-3d-time-lapse-
feature-shows-how-human-1846685339.
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2013). This seminal book referred to advances in
the fields of geocomputation and geodemography
for the morphological and societal urban analy-
sis, including fractals and networks on the
quantitative side and concentration of stake-
holders among methods for planning design.
Less than one decade later, very significant
advances are reported in urban modelling meth-
ods, including debates about scaling laws (Cot-
tineau et al. 2017; Arcaute and Hatna 2020;
Finance and Swerts 2020) and the validation of
simulations through genetic algorithms and dis-
tributed computing (Pumain and Reuillon 2017;
Pumain 2020). Huge progress has been made in
measuring network effects and co-evolution
regimes in the dynamics of urban systems
(Raimbault 2020).

Such advances in the theories and models of
geography are now conceptualised in fully
international and interdisciplinary research envi-
ronments. Compared to previous national histo-
ries of geography, the geographers’ ambition to
“cover the world” (Robic et al. 2006) is now
achieved in international teams. Among recent
books about trends in world’s urbanisation one
may quote Rozenblat et al. (2018) that was
published in a series directed by R. B. Singh
from IGU in collaboration with the UN Habitat
Division. The content relies on global data bases
and the contributions bring together geographers
and urban scientists from all regions of the world
in chapters designed for international compari-
son. Such advances support a multiplicity of
theories that are tested through a careful checking
of evidence rather than imposing a unified vision.
Debates initiated from a “Western” perspective
have questioned the universality of urbanisation
processes, such as Brenner and Schmid (2012).
Scott and Storper (2015) rightly called for a
greater multiplicity of viewpoints and the
necessity of more contextualised knowledge
(Sheppard et al. 2013). The Internet has facili-
tated the propagation of these debates and has
given rise to responses illustrating the inanity of
a concept such as the “Global South” and
underlining the diversity of forms of subaltern
urbanisation and “ordinary towns” under similar
global pressures (Denis and Zérah 2017). The

global thinking included in urban theories today
enables to question and measure the relative
originality of genuine local processes and
demonstrate to what extent the cultural idiosyn-
crasies, historical path dependent trajectories or
political incentives may or not influence the ter-
ritorial development (Wu 2020).

Although the uses of artificial intelligence and
deep learning methods are still in infancy and
until now restricted to limited domains of geog-
raphy, for tackling climate, environmental or
agronomy problems (Kanevski et al. 2008;
Grekousis 2019; Amato et al. 2020), the Internet-
related computerised technologies may introduce
new visions of the nature and production of
geographical space. Relational spaces defined by
all possible kinds of relationships or semantic
similarities are making the word “map” becom-
ing a common metaphor for multiplied ontolo-
gies of our sensible environment, possibly
leading towards a “non-representational” theory
of geography (Thrift 2008) and suggesting to
rethink cartography as “processual rather than
representational science” (Dodge et al. 2009).

The new stage of massive production of geo-
referenced data has given rise to the parallel
development of new questions. The hypothesis of
a “data-driven” geography received critical
observations (Kitchin 2014; Miller and Good-
child 2015). Some authors see big data as trans-
forming the epistemological bases of scientific
work, by providing a substitute for the classic
approach of surveys and experiments: the mass of
information would compensate for its imperfec-
tions, and its fine granularity (in general, at a
micro-geographic or “individual” level) would
make it possible to revise the foundations of
theories constructed for other levels of observa-
tion. However, most of the big data collected
from web scraping strategies are not produced for
research purposes and many of their applications
to social sciences are not well adapted to sound
scientific inquiries and experimental protocols.
The many problems remaining to solve before
making a fully meaningful use of the increasing
flows of big geodata, fortunately, are not
favouring the prospect of a data-driven geography
in the near future (Graham and Shelton 2013).
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8.3 Towards Open Access and Open
Science

The more than exponential multiplication of data
through the Internet also is manifested by the
proliferation of scientific publications. This
strong and uncontrollable growth encourages the
development of open science to make publica-
tions accessible to all scholars having Internet
access in the world. We detail an example of the
viability of open access publishing for
geography.

8.3.1 Explosion of Scientific
Publications

The increase in visibility of scientific works
through the Internet accompanied the growing
number of scholars, the spirit of competition
exacerbated by the race for research funding (the
“publish or perish” rule) and the attractive
strategies of editorial platforms and scientific
social networks. In the sixties, it was still possi-
ble for a university professor in France to declare
having read all doctorate thesis in geography,
whatever physical or human, three or four major
geographical journals published each less than
ten articles on paper per trimester and the lan-
guage barriers reduced the interest for other
publications to the production of merely three
other countries, even if she attended the IGU
congresses that already managed to organise
really global scholarly meetings in its sections
and commissions. Nowadays, maintaining an
updated review of the literature in one’s own
specialised subfield of geography has become a
superhuman effort. We face a plethora of books,
and not a handful but thousands of scientific
journals. For all fields of social sciences and
humanities (SSH) the pioneering tool Jour-
nalBase enumerates about 15,000 journals,
among which 1300 are in open access (Dassa
et al. 2010).5 There are some 683 geography
journals in JournalBase that are accessible with
the Internet.

The community of geographers is still far
from fully exploiting the opportunities offered by
the digitisation of these online publications.
Constructing any state of the art has become a
hazardous exercise because of the proliferation of
scientific papers and journals, the blurring of
disciplines boundaries and the explosion of dis-
tinctive vocabulary choices in contemporary
social sciences. The rapid review of the contri-
butions of the Internet to the internationalisation
of geography that we attempted in the first part of
this chapter would probably have been more
representative of the most frequent practices and
influential works if we had used an advanced
technique for that bibliographic exploration,
either through citations networks or searching for
phylomemetic patterns (Chavalarias and Cointet
2013). Such scientometric methods have been
used for exploring the literature in specialised
domains such as natural hazards (Emmer 2018)
or transportation geography (Liu and Gui 2016).
Peris et al. (2018) reconstituted the genealogy of
studies on systems of cities and Raimbault
(2019) explored the scientific landscape of urban
sciences. Indeed, spatial scientometrics has
emerged as a new research programme in geog-
raphy and already provided significant results
(Maisonobe et al. 2017). Web scraping and
semantic mapping for detecting paradigmatic
similarities, convergences or intellectual niche
creation could become a compulsory step not
only when starting a new research but all along
the research process (Zhuang et al. 2020).
Moreover, and unfortunately, new “intelligent”
publication strategies also could become driven
from the observation of these scientometric net-
works such as possibly revealed by analysing
successful scholar trajectories (Sebastian and
Chen 2021).

8.3.2 The Open Access Movement

The development of the Internet has been a
“breakthrough” innovation to facilitate and
accelerate exchanges, which has renewed models
and practices for transmitting scientific informa-
tion. What determines the value of scientific5https://journalbase.cnrs.fr/.
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knowledge, as opposed to opinion or ideology, is
the possibility of its reproduction, its repetition,
its validation by “peers”. Peers are competent
people, certainly in the context of the paradigm
of the moment, of a state of scientific knowledge
that by definition is provisional and revisable.
When scientific work is well done, its statements
gradually become organised in a coherent man-
ner, scientific knowledge becomes cumulative,
not in the form of sedimentary layers that would
cover each other without eroding, but in the
manner of a spiral that rises while revisiting,
reformulating in a more precise and/or more
encompassing manner existing knowledge.

In a time of knowledge-based economies
(David and Foray 2003) the processes of circu-
lating and sharing scientific information become
of crucial importance for explaining and possibly
monitoring social change (Lane et al. 2009).
Scientific knowledge has a value that can even-
tually be monetised, but it is not an economic
good like any other. It does not lose its value
when it is shared. On the contrary, the exchange
of knowledge is often what allows new knowl-
edge to be created (Leeuw 2020). A very large
part of scientific research is carried out mainly
through public funding, through public pro-
grams. Its evaluation is almost entirely carried
out by researchers, most of whom practice it
freely, transparently and in an impartial way,
without remuneration (Garfield 1963; Harnad
1991). The ArXiv platform, created by Paul H.
Ginsparg in 1991, offered scientists the possi-
bility of depositing documents of various kinds
and formats and making them freely accessible to
all Internet users.6 In 2009, the European Com-
mission launched the OpenAire platform (Open
Access Infrastructure for Research in Europe).7

To date, OpenAire2020 has harvested over 5700
directories worldwide and the number of open
access publications collected is close to 18 mil-
lion. On 17 July 2012, the European Commission
put forward a recommendation on scientific
information, based on the assumption that wide
free access to publicly funded research is

“speeding up scientific progress”. Four years
later, on 17 May 2016, the Council of the
European Union recommended rolling out this
model to all Member States in order to make
open access a “default option by 2020” (Langlais
2016).

For fighting the formalisation of the open
access movement, the major scientific publishing
houses (Elsevier, Taylor and Francis, Springer,
etc.) have diverted that label from its initial
objective. “In fact, there are now in what is
defined as “Gold Open Access” hundreds of
journals in which authors (and institutions) are
required to pay to be published in free access,
these so-called ‘Article Processing Charges’
(APC) supposed to cover all the costs of posting
online articles to which access is open […].
Moreover, there are also the so-called ‘hybrid
journals’, i.e. partially in open access (for articles
whose authors have paid) and whose subscrip-
tions are still charged to institutions! The finan-
cial impact is enormous […] imposing huge costs
on taxpayers and citizens, knowing that these
benefits do not go back to research, but mainly to
financial investors. […] Quantitative evaluation
scoring, measures based on reputation (altmet-
rics), or “professional” social networks, etc. have
been set up to complete the system around these
private distribution monopolies” (Kosmopoulos
and Pumain 2018 16–17).

8.3.3 Diamond Open Access as a True
Alternative
to Scientometrics

Alternative uses of the Internet for really open
access to scientific publication are possible and
sustainable such as attested by the example of
Cybergeo, European Journal in Geography.
Choosing Cybergeo may appear anecdotal and
immodest but is rather representative of the
energy and ability of anticipation that are
required to develop viable alternative solutions in
the David against Goliath struggle of global
publications. This pioneered entirely digital
journal was launched as early as 1996. Without
any cost to the author or the reader since its

6https://arxiv.org/.
7https://www.openaire.eu/.
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creation, Cybergeo is a scientific journal open to
all themes and currents in geography and related
disciplines, with a multilingual content and a
trilingual interface. It ensures a worldwide dif-
fusion of research whose quality is guaranteed by
several international reading committees. The
doubly anonymised peer review system respects
the highest scientific and ethical criteria. To
promote cumulative, reproducible, and open
geographic science, the journal launched a Model
papers section in 2014 and a Data papers section
in 2017. (To our knowledge, this is the only
journal in geography to date that publishes this
type of article). Cybergeo cares about interna-
tional audiences with an interface in French and
English, and all metadata (titles, abstracts and
keywords) published in four languages (French,
English, Spanish and Chinese). Regarding its
economic model, Cybergeo joined the alternative
Freemium8 publishing model independent of
commercial publishers and launched in 2012 by
OpenEdition. The open access application
CybergeoNetworks (Raimbault et al. 2021)
reveals the journal’s spatial relationships and
impact through citation network and semantic
content analysis.

Thus the Diamond Open Access model is an
“authentic open access”, without cost for readers
and authors.9 According to a recent survey,10

there are 12,000 journals in all scientific disci-
plines in Diamond Open Access, whereas the
DOAJ (Directory of Open Access Journals) itself
announces (at the end of March 2021) that an
identification number has been given to some
16,232 journals among which 11,674 without
APCs, representing almost 6 million articles in
80 languages and 125 countries. Thus, Open
access is widely diffused but not yet all over the
world.

8.4 Hubs and Gaps
in Internationalisation

A striking feature accompanying the tremendous
success of the Internet is how much inequalities
it generates among the populations. A full pro-
gramme of satellite launching is in preparation
for filling the white zones in Internet access,
especially to reach the most remote territories in
Africa or South America. However, inequalities
do exist as well in most developed countries, and
one estimates for instance that in France the
digital divide leaves behind 14% of the popula-
tion. From a geographical view, the current
image of the Internet connecting the whole world
is hiding many holes in the World Wide Web.
The visualisation tools used, for example, to
depict the expansion of social networks on the
surface of the globe has been the subject of
debate (Joliveau 2011). Most of the “raw” car-
tographic documents representing the flows
exchanged on social networks, or the broadcasts
of messages on Twitter, do not so much represent
the globalisation of exchanges, but first illustrate
the location of the main masses of the connected
population, that of the wealthiest countries.
Moreover, internationalisation may appear now
not so much between nations and states, but as
directed by multinational firms. This is true in the
activity of scientific publishing.

The JournalBase statistics speak alone: more
than 70% of journals in social sciences and
humanities are issued from the USA and UK.
This absolute domination is ensured by the
concentration of journals in an oligopolistic
structure of publishing companies. Although we
do not consider it as a reliable source of infor-
mation, the Scimago web site—that represents
the views of Elsevier Group via the list of jour-
nals they gathered in the Scopus database for
competing the WOS, provides a ranked list of
geographical journals that is supposedly world-
wide. Some 728 journals are labelled in the cat-
egory “geography, planning and development”
of which only 177 are open journals, most of
them probably with APCs. In that list, 463
journals (two thirds) are published in the UK,

8For more information on Freemium: http://www.
openedition.org/14043.
9https://www.coalition-s.org/diamond-unearthed-shining-
light-on-community-driven-open-access-publishing/.
10Bosman et al. 2021: https://zenodo.org/record/
4558704#.YEtA9tzjKUk.
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North America and the Netherlands. The whole
Asiatic continent has only 34 titles while all
BRICS countries have 39. There are just five
journals from China and two from Africa. The
world of publishing in geography is definitely
organised according to a centre-periphery model
with a steep gradient of inequality. That strongly
unbalanced internationalisation was consolidated
in the last decades by the action of many of these
major journals organising conferences and other
marketing operations in Asiatic countries for
collecting sources of new scientific articles,
attracting local scholars and opening
subsidiaries.

In this context of high domination and
because of the adoption by a majority of scien-
tists of English as a lingua franca for publication,
one may conclude that internationalisation is in
progress. Artificial intelligence and deep learning
have boosted the immense progress of automated
translation between a few world languages (Fan
et al. 2020) although human reading remains
necessary to avoid deep misunderstanding, such
as coined in the still relevant Italian expression:
traduttore, traditore. Nevertheless, for social
sciences the question of language remains, more
so than in other scientific disciplines, a difficult
problem. The question is not so much in choos-
ing vocabulary, even writing fluently and making
an enjoyable use of gimmick, but in determining
which questions are on the research agenda and
how to formulate them. In human geography.
Despite their supposed inspiration from the so-
called French theory, or other Europeans such as
Karl Marx, Henri Lefebvre or Michel Foucault,
the new fashionable topics that successfully
emerged during the last three decades were all, if
not always fully invented, truly elaborated,
fashioned and institutionalised in the USA: crit-
ical and radical geographies (Harvey 1973; Peet
1977; Johnston 2000), humanistic geography
(Buttimer 1976; Tuan 1976; Ley and Samuels
2014), post-modern geography (Soja 1989;
Smith 1992), gender studies (Monk and Hanson
1982; Pratt and Hanson 1994), cultural geogra-
phies revised as post-colonial geography (Blunt
and McEwan 2003; Hart 2004). One could
extend the enumeration as well as name dropping

over many pages. The intensity of debates, the
speed of fashion renewals and the vitality of
communication processes together with the large
size of a wealthy market are complementary
factors explaining the leadership and ability to
ensure a worldwide diffusion of the American
scientific agenda in geography. Foreigners par-
ticipating in AAG meetings frequently were
extremely struck by the huge number of parallel
sessions dedicated to minorities. Perhaps it is not
random if the sense of ethics in geography is also
made explicit and developed under a moral
North-American inspiration (Smith 1997).

The inequalities and asymmetries in the
internationalisation processes of geography in the
digital age and Internet era are easily under-
standable with our common geographic knowl-
edge. They are part of today’s world economy
and geopolitics. The IGU strategy fully supports
the current counteracting trends in political
economy that may bring about a more polycen-
tric pattern in the next decades (Kolosov et al.
2017). Most of the internationalisation process
has positive effects in encouraging knowledge
creation and intellectual debates. A more careful
attention may be paid to its possible negative
effects when distorting some local and regional
hierarchies of research agenda, and sometimes,
worse but fortunately rarer, possibly inducing
distortion of scientific discourses.

8.5 Conclusion: Still an Ambiguous
Game

Technologies play an important role in social
evolution. They transform individual practices
and social interactions, with consequences that
are partly beneficial and partly problematic. But
in many ways they do not revolutionise the
habits of economics and geopolitics. What has
been conceptualised by Western imperialism as
the “Gutenberg revolution” has accelerated the
circulation of knowledge leading to the succes-
sion of two industrial and service revolutions,
while affirming the construction of nation-states
in colonialisms and conflicts, sometimes of glo-
bal magnitude. The Internet revolution extends
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and accelerates the diffusion of information in a
quasi-instantaneous way on the scale of the
whole planet. But this expansion and the
increased speed of globalisation processes,
without having put an end to previous sources of
conflict, are also taking place in the expanded
confrontation between multinational companies
such as GAFAM or BHATX and international
regulatory institutions. For scientists, the Internet
represents a formidable lever for knowledge
production, methodological experimentation and
the implementation of artificial intelligence tools.
Geographers see the scope of their work poten-
tially multiplied and enriched by the universals
of georeferencing. They use massive data pro-
duced by sensors, satellite or personal, new
institutions and all kinds of instruments of stan-
dardisation and validation. They are accessible in
principle all over the world and participate in the
enterprise of internationalisation of geographic
knowledge which is one of the reasons for the
existence of the IGU. Learned societies such as
the IGU amplify their long-standing contribution
to the internationalisation of knowledge. The
movement towards open science is however not
yet complete and requires their full support.
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9To Be or Not to Be International:
Geographic Knowledge,
Globalization and the Question
of Languages

Rindra Raharinjanahary, Nathalie Lemarchand,
and Louis Dupont

Abstract

Even before geographers started to conceive
the global world and the way it affected
established worlds, their own scientific world
has already changed. As IGU congresses
show, starting in the 1960s English became
the language of global science. However, this
process did not go without questions and
worries about languages from IGU prominent
geographers; there has been recently a
renewed interest among geographers. The
authors focus here on the questions of
production and transposition of knowledge,
although the latter cannot be dissociated from
its publication. The central question is: Can
the global scale, which may offer a way out of,
say, regional or national normative grips, have
become itself normative. Say differently: does
the acceptance of English as the international
communication device ends all discussions on
the hegemonic normative position it has on
scientific productions? Is going global the

same as being international? Does meeting
the global scientific standards suffice for your
research to be considered, “universal”? The
authors do not pretend here to be able to
answer all those questions completely and
satisfactory, the merit of their contribution
might simply be to shed a new light on some
of them.

Keywords

Globalization � Language � Normativity �
Knowledge

9.1 Introduction

In our era of global science, a geographer living
somewhere on this planet called Earth may
wonder what it takes to be ‘international’, and
what it means to be an ‘international geogra-
pher’? Does presenting a paper in English at an
International Geographical Congress make you
international? Are international journals of
human geography really international, a question
posed by Gutiérrez and Lopez-Nieva (2001), or
are they simply ‘Anglo American’ as Bański and
Ferenc (2013) suggest? A geographer living in,
say, Madagascar, may wonder what the word
‘international’ means for native English speakers
who participate in their national conferences. For
that matter, British geographers felt the wind of
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globalization when they started to call their
national conference, now located mostly in
London, the ‘RGS-IBG International Annual
Conference’ in 2003.1 For French geographers,
the act of crossing the Channel to attend the RGS
International Annual Conference provide an
international status in their university, whereas
before 2002 they would merely have been
attending an interesting conference in a friendly,
if somehow exotic northern country. In the IGU,
one can organize sessions and present papers in
French. The vast majority of geographers,
including some French-speaking colleagues,
wonder why French is included, however, as
they usually recognize that their linguistic hege-
mony has long since passed. We could call this a
linguistic heritage, though some would say it’s a
vestige of the past! Why French and not Spanish?
Or Chinese?

There is no use denying that geographers need
to communicate on their research, make com-
parisons and debate their conclusions. These
exchanges contribute to the advancement of sci-
ence, and a better understanding of the worlds we
inhabit. We have to make do with the global
scale, and to reach this state of affairs we need to
communicate in a common language. But does
the acceptance of English as the international
communication device end all discussions on the
hegemonic normative position—on form and
content—it has on scientific productions? We
argue that it should not, that the matter remains
open for discussions, especially in the social
sciences and humanities, and even more in
geography. Our general goal here is to look at
what is left to be seen beyond the necessary
horizon of English as the scientific globalized
language of communication.

The material we went through confirms the
impression we had when raising related ques-
tions on the subject at different venues: the more
globalized geographic knowledge becomes, the
less questions and discussions on the hegemonic
place of English seem to matter.2 Surprisingly,
this was not the case at the beginning of the
modern globalization of knowledge, circa 2000.
Different issues and questions were raised by
geographers who worried that a one-language
science could impoverish the knowledge of the
overlapping space, regions and places geogra-
phers seek to explore, analyse and try to under-
stand. Why should we go back to those questions
and issues? Maybe because twenty years later,
we have a better grasp of globalization, and its
impact on the scientific world. Some questions
come to mind. First: Beyond English as a com-
munication device, how does the so-called
English-language hegemony affect the nature of
geographic knowledge? Second: What is lost or
gained in translation? How do we transpose
one’s world into someone else’s words? Third:
How have national and international scientific
institutions reacted, adjusted to the existence of
the global scale? Finally, we may wish to add
epistemological questions: Is going global the
same as being international? Does meeting the
global scientific standards suffice for your
research to be considered ‘universal’? We do not
pretend here to be able to answer all those
questions completely and satisfactorily, the merit
of our contribution might simply be to shed a
new light on some of them.

The three authors have the French language in
common, different language skills, and somehow
an international profile (Africa, North America,
Europe): one has to navigate through three lan-
guages in a post-colonial context, the other is
quite familiar with the dominance of English, the
last has to cope with a national language in a
multilingual European. We do not bring issues

1From 1996 (when the Royal Geographical Society joined
forces with the Institute of British Geographers, which
represents the discipline in UK higher education) to 2002,
the annual meeting of the joint Society-Institute was
simply called the ‘Annual Conference’, with no explicit
reference to its international reach and significance. URL:
https://rgs.koha-ptfs.co.uk/cgi-bin/koha/opacdetail.pl?
biblionumber=246022&query_desc=an%3A%2212369%
22.

2Although the question is interesting, we cannot deter-
mine whether American or British English is hegemonic
or dominant in writing or in presenting papers. It is a
debate in itself that tends to put forward the concept of
‘international English’ as a common scientific language.
See Paredes et al. (2002); Johnston and Sidaway (2004).
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about language to go back to some sort of good
old (French) time; this question is moot. Rather,
we use this opportunity to reflect on the place of
language, all languages, in the production of
geographic knowledge in this modern global era.

9.2 Language and the Geographic
Knowledge of Overlapping
Worlds

The 2000/2010 decade saw many articles being
published on the globalization of knowledge in
geography, and the hegemonic/dominant posi-
tion of English. They were for the greater part
written in English, in Anglo American journals,
and, for a lesser part, by English-speaking
geographers. In the 2020s, we think that those
worries are giving way to reconsidering lan-
guages in the production of geographic knowl-
edge, and to looking at ways to have more
exchanges in different languages. Said exchanges
are seen as contributing to the betterment of
geographic knowledge, and to the redefinition of
what it is to be international.

9.2.1 English, the Modern Global
Scientific Language

In an article published in the Geographical
Review (91:4) by the American Geographical
Society of New York, Harris (2001) looks at the
evolution of geographic international organiza-
tions through the lens of languages. He provides
numbers that clearly show the extent of this
transformative process. He examined more than a
hundred years of international geographical
congresses (IGC), starting in 1871 in Antwerp
where 76% of the communications were in
French, up to the IGU-run international congress
in Seoul, where 97% of the papers were in
English. He notes that between 1871 and 1938,
four languages, French, English, German and
Italian, were in use in congresses, while Por-
tuguese and Spanish were also officially present
from 1938 to 1956. However, the 1952 IGU
congress in Washington, where 70% of papers

were in English compared to 28% in Lisbon in
1948, can be seen as the date when geography’s
scientific world started to be seen and expressed,
decisively, in English on the international, not
yet called global, stage. IGU’s executive busi-
ness, run mostly in French since its creation in
1921, shifted predominantly to English after the
Second World War. Afterword, sessions in
another language than English tend to be held in
the language of the congress’s host (including we
expect IGU Paris 2022 congress), and attended
mostly by ‘local’ geographers.

Likewise, American journals, which had
already established a tight evaluating system as a
way to show accountability and measure of
excellence to their society, took precedence on the
world stage. The UK and other English-speaking
countries soon followed suit in adopting the same
system of evaluation, thus contributing to a
worldwide competition between Anglo American
journals. In the non-English-speaking world, the
national systems had to adjust to the open access to
theworld stage.With the aim of reaching theworld
stage, many European (national) journals started
to be published in English.3

Reacting to this linguistic shift, Kitchin
(2005) stated that the globalized knowledge
economy is liable to intensify the dominance of
English as science’s lingua franca. Indeed, Paasi
(2005) details how the academic world took,
during that period, a capitalist turn. Congresses
such as those associated with the Association of
American Geographers, the Royal Geographical
Society-Institute of British Geographers, and the
IGU itself adopted a business model that pro-
vided the global structural foundation for the
domination of English.

In a detailed analysis of international con-
gresses in geography, Vollé (1996) explored the
language policies and practices of the IGU. She
distinguishes three periods, from an open multi-
lingualism to a de facto monopoly of English,
with an in-between period of French–English

3Of the 27,000 journals included in the Web of Science
(WoS) indexes, only 9000 are published in a language
other than English. According to Curry and Lillis (2013),
most of these non-English journals are excluded from the
most prestigious indexes.
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‘duopoly’ during the 1960s. Seen from today,
this change in language policy puts IGU in a
paradoxical position: maintaining a bilingual
French–English façade in its official written
communication, while running congresses and
businesses in English. The bilingual burden rests
mostly on the French-speaking member(s)
(Robic, Briend and Rössler 1996), on the good
will of others, sometimes on automatic transla-
tion which is a less than perfect way to fill in the
blanks.4 Nevertheless, the presence of the French
language as heritage, vestige or simply as a sig-
nal means that the IGU recognizes the impor-
tance of language in the production of
geographic knowledge. In many ways, this dif-
ferentiates the IGU from the AAG, where the
majority of congress participants are not native
speakers. In an interview published in Chimera,
Anne Buttimer shared Chauncy Harris’s con-
cerns on the effect of the dominance of English
has on geographic knowledge: “language pro-
vides an invaluable key into the lived situations
of people in environment. There are so many
instances of ‘untranslatable taken-for-granteds’
in people’s everyday worlds. For the geographer
of twenty-first century, language competence
may be among the most important requirements”
(Nally and Costello 2000, 20; see also Short
et al. 2007).

9.2.2 Issues and Perspectives

We think these worries and positions on lan-
guage(s) by two IGU historical figures still res-
onate today, as geographers are increasingly
studying different interconnected worlds that co-
exist at different scales. How can we manage the
interplay of language(s), national institutions and
the globalization of science?

The first issue is the normative effect the
dominance English imposes on geographic
knowledge and practices. Kitchin (2005) worries
that the dominant global trend could disregard
certain geography, and create double standards in

conferences, where, for instance, a normative
way of presenting and questioning marginalizes
non-native English speakers (even when they
master English as a communication device). The
Dutch Manuel Aalbers (2004), presenting his
article as reflecting a ‘non-Anglo American per-
spective’, goes further in suggesting a “creative
destruction” of this hegemony in publications. In
both cases, the intent is somehow political, but
they also point to the fact that this system affects
how we conduct research and write about them.5

One of the most telling examples is certainly the
casestudyification of the local/national, as if
every world we study becomes an exemplifica-
tion of normative conceptions, theories or, even,
vision of the world. Getting into trouble water,
Desbiens and Ruddick (2006) wonder what type
of universality this trend entails, and conse-
quently, point out to its relativistic definition in
the globalization of scientific knowledge.

Raising other issues, some geographers have
moved away from a confrontational Anglo vs.
non-Anglo perspective. Looking at those trans-
formations at the national level, especially in
Europe, Timár (2004) concludes that the central
issue of concern for geography is not the Anglo-
American linguistic hegemony but rather the
wider western hegemony that sets the limits on
the nature of geographical inquiry. This is cer-
tainly true of the IGU membership, including
many IGU commissions where the problem is
not that English is the dominant language but that
themes and subjects identified for investigation
reflect western intellectual priorities. Let say that
there are cultural and epistemological differ-
ences, not to say political, that support Tilmar’s
point. Best (2009) suggests adopting a post-
colonial, or decolonial critical perspective, as a
way to appreciate the geography of the ‘others,’
and other geographies. As the editors acknowl-
edge, this has an impact on the more reflexive

4In this case French speakers can easily detect it, and
quickly go to the English version.

5It is worth mentioning that some native English speakers
also have to adapt to this normative and conformist
international scientific English. In some corners of
geography, and in certain topics, this creates resentment
which translates into an epistemological debate on the
nature of geographical knowledge. See Schmitz (2013),
Timmis (2002), Kong and Quang (2019).
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approaches and innovative methodologies used
in some articles published in the journal Social
and Cultural Geography (Shaw et al. 2015).

Houssay-Holzschuch and Milhaud (2013)
offer an interesting perspective in their essay
“Geography after Babel: a view from the French
province.” Inspired by Fall and Minca (2012),
they suggest using the geographical ‘centre-
periphery’ model to better articulate the global
system, with the peculiarities of other geogra-
phies. Following Wismann (2012: 51), they
“point to some of the challenges and—crucially
—advantages of practicing a multilingual geog-
raphy and ‘thinking in between languages’”.
A good example is provided by Fall and Rosière
(2008) in their exchange “On the limits of dia-
logue between Francophone and Anglophone
political geography.”

To sum it up, the point is not anymore to
challenge the dominance of English as a com-
munication device at the international scale, but
how we can translate and transpose the diversity
of the many worlds we geographers study, into a
scientific perspective. The question of language,
and it is especially true in Europe, also chal-
lenges the ways the ‘inter-national’ can be
achieved, in thinking in between languages. We
would like to examine those issues and per-
spectives in the next two sections.

9.3 Navigating Through Languages
as a Geographer in Madagascar

As a late decolonized country, Madagascar
offers an interesting window to the complexity
of languages in Africa, as such in their respec-
tive society and cultural area, but also in regard
to the scientific production. In Madagascar,
hesitation in language policy has had an impact
on the choice of official language(s), and con-
sequently on the adoption of the languages of
communication and of education. Over the past
fifteen years, the country has oscillated between
two and three official languages, it is now down
to two with French and Malagasy. In this way,
Madagascar resembles the case of “most African
countries [that] continue to use the language of

the former colonizing country as the main lan-
guage of education and government of the
country” (Ouane and Glanz 2010: 5). This
choice is above all political in the face of the
lack of mastery of foreign languages by the
population, and as a consequence of the degra-
dation of the quality of education in general,
even if French is taught in elementary school (6–
10) and English starting in college (11–14).
While every language has the power to say
everything (da Silva Machado 2013), the con-
tribution of the Malagasy language thus deserves
to be questioned vis-à-vis research in geography
since, to this day, published works in Malagasy
are non-existent.

9.3.1 From French Heritage
to English Necessity

Despite the Malagasyization programs under-
taken in 1975 in basic education, the language
used at the university has never been subject to
this process because the Malagasy language was
not solicited in scientific matters during the dec-
ades of colonization and decolonization—the
period 1960–1972 during which France remained
very present (Ranaivoson 2007). This is why in
geography, the legacy of the founding fathers
such as Gérald Donque, René Battistini, Hildebert
Isnard, remains deeply rooted in the transmission
of geographic knowledge, because the language
of instruction was, and remains, French.

The first generation of Malagasy geographers
who inherited the discipline maintained the lan-
guage of Molière, all the more so since they
continued to work with the French authorities
until the 1990s.6 This first generation taught in
French and bequeathed this linguistic heritage as
the language of teaching and research. They
thus produced their work through translation.7

6Currently there are four departments of Geography in
Madagascar, though the first teachers in the other
provincial universities were trained by the same cooper-
ates who taught in Antananarivo.
7The current teachers are of the second, third and fourth
generation after the French who taught in the department.
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However, today the use of ‘vary amin’anana’,8

the ‘language of the place’, or, literally, ‘rice
cooked in brèdes’, in teaching beginners with
explanations in French and Malagasy has become
a regular practice. The use of the mixture of the
two languages is seen by teachers as a means to
better integrate new notions, and to provide a
better understanding of the theoretical contexts,
because “in a mixed discourse, the alternation of
languages is de rigueur and is invested as a sci-
entific mode of communication where the two
linguistic systems subsist in a permanent face-to-
face that does not hinder in any way those who
practice them” (Rhaïb 1996, 153).

The appropriation of the country’s geography
is nevertheless evident through the publication of
numerous works in Madagascar’s Revue de
Géographie, the country’s only geography jour-
nal, where the issues it deals with are specific to
the country, and are not those of the ‘Western-
ers’. This reaction is similar to that express by
Garcia-Ramon (2003, 2) when she states that:
“Recent studies show that geographers from a
large number of countries (some of which have a
long and productive geographical tradition) are
reluctant to publish their work in this type of
journal, preferring instead to publish in their own
countries. There are several reasons that might
explain this situation”. However, the language of
publication remains French, which has never
been the subject of debate in the editorial policy
of the journal; we are convinced that writing in
French allows us to be more widely read on a
national and international scale, and yet, we
know that reaching the level of language of
international publications is quite problematic.
Moreover, in Africa, no one doubts of the power
of English and French, they become a sine qua
non condition to have access to international
colloquiums, organized both locally and inter-
nationally, and that they constitute a means to
maintain this ‘bridge’ between the country and
the international, the local and the global.

French or English are conceived as both a tool
and a lingua franca in debates on the imple-
mentation of international projects for poverty
alleviation, water management in urban and rural
areas, landscape dynamics, biodiversity, and
remote sensing. All these vocabularies are
translatable into Malagasy but only the latter is
used when interacting with the target population,
as well as in national debates on programs such
as the National Urban Forum or World Cities
Days, where the audience is composed of mayors
from all the communes of Madagascar. The ‘vary
amin’anana’ is then the language of exchange
through a projection in French and a presentation
in Malagasy, since the use of the official Mala-
gasy language is strongly recommended (Ranai-
voson 2007). In the field of geography research,
the influence of foreign languages on Malagasy is
far from diminishing, even if efforts have been
made to enhance the value of this language at the
national level. The national challenge is far from
being met, whereas historically the geographical
elements of the different Malagasy natural
regions were described entirely in Malagasy by
Street and Andrianaly (1870) during the period
of the kingdoms.

9.3.2 Geography and Geographic
Words

In geographical research, national languages
such as Malagasy do not have their place and it is
not an exception since African geographers use
French or English in spite of the importance of
the works on the continent since colonization
until nowadays. However, some Malagasy words
are known internationally, the impetus of a
deterministic geography advocated at that time
justifies these words related to geomorphological
or hydrological phenomena such as lavaka by
Riquier (1954), whose meaning is simply a
‘hole’, but takes another meaning and dimension
in translation: “roughly ovoid excavations with
steep walls, shaped in the alterites of crystalline
and metamorphic rocks by runoff and under-
flow.” (p. 169) The word tanety, which means
high ground, hillside, hill (Webber 1853), was

8This is a way of cooking rice by adding lots of water as if
to make soup and then mixing in several kinds of green
leaves, like a salad.
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also internationalized by Hallanger (1973),
whose definition in geography is “ferralitic soils
characterized by their acidity and low phospho-
rus availability.” Finally, baiboho, spelled baibo
in Webber’s dictionary, is also widely used, its
meaning is “a field, a plantation at the
water’s edge,” whereas for geographers it means
literally ‘land flooded by floods’ (Guebourg
1997, 246).

The 1990s saw a new turn, not towards a total
questioning of the language(s) and a desire to
write everything in Malagasy, but rather towards
the selection deployment of a geographical
vocabulary in Malagasy words are used without
translating them, even if they are not interna-
tionally known. This coincided with various
actions claiming an essential place for the
Malagasy language. The Academy’s Language
Center, created in 1993, sought to provide reg-
ular scientific work in order to make it suitable
for all the needs that the context imposes. The
indirect objective was to consolidate, through the
“heritage and the values it conveys”, the culture
and identity of Malagasy speakers (Ranaivoson
2007). Likewise, Rakoto-Ramiarantsoa (1995)
adopted many Malagasy for ethno-geographic
research, as a way of “valuing vernacular
knowledge”, illustrated by the title of his best-
known work, Flesh of the Earth. This was a
deliberate attempt to keep the meaning of words
in Malagasy even if it does not call into question
the language of writing. Flesh of the Earth means
‘soil’ in pedology, whereas the soil has no flesh,
but only layers. Of course, there is never a direct
translation but to speak of ‘soil’ would take away
the true meaning for Malagasy farmers. Climate-
related phenomena are also described in Mala-
gasy because their “approach … combines geo-
climatological analysis with a reflection on local
knowledge and cultural dimensions relating to
atmospheric elements” (Rakoto-Ramiarantsoa
and Peyrusaube 2007: 323), with notions such
as fahavaratra, ‘time of lightning’, mitohatra,
‘clouds that swell as they ascend’, Erika, ‘fine
precipitation or drizzle’, or lohataona ‘head of
the year’.

As such, using Malagasy words accounts for
expressing a world according to the practices and

habits of the inhabitants, such as mpiantsoantso
tavoahangy, ‘bottle shouters’ or mpitsindroka
‘crumb collectors’ (Raharinjanahary 2011), or
else mpamatotra entana, translated as ‘the one
who ties up luggage’, that is, the person who
helps the taxi-brousse driver in bus stations
(Raharinjanahary and Rajoelina 2018). The first
cited word can find its equivalence, but not its
meaning, with ‘ragpickers or biffins’. Keeping
the meaning with Malagasy words is a way to
stay with the social representations of the actors,
as for mpamatotra entana, the fact of writing it in
Malagasy contributes to the knowledge of the
local practices. Authors such as Vololonirainy
and Finoalahy (2017) also maintained rama-
rasana, which is ‘the following of plots after
three years of cultivation’, a cultivation tech-
nique in the north-eastern part of Imerina
described as ‘an operation in a slash-and-burn
system’.9 It is a local variant in this region of
tavy, or hatsake, vocabularies reflecting slash-
and-burn practices in the east and south of the
country, and now known in the world of research
on Madagascar (Ramandraiarivony 2017).

It takes a real revolution for researchers to be
convinced to write everything in Malagasy, but
already these new expressions written in the
national language are a way to decolonize
geography through the prism of the daily life of
the inhabitants and their values. This is a good
perspective and even a challenge to be pursued,
because Ramanambelina (2013) says during her
PhD defence: “The way on the dissemination and
publication of new terms deserves reflection if
we really want to give a considerable place to the
Malagasy language.” The use of a language is
always a political fact of “self-affirmation”.
Blanc-Pamard and Rakoto-Ramiarantsoa (2000)
provided a Malagasy abstract of their work
instead of an English version to demonstrate that
more is possible.

9Imerina is part of the natural region of Madagascar’s
Central Highlands.
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9.4 From the French Desk

The economic globalization of the twenty-first
century is based, among other things, on what
has been called the knowledge society, which
Lesemann (2003) associates to the knowledge
economy. In this context, governments tend to
increase the pressure on academics working in
universities and laboratories, private and public
(Castells 1998). In most countries, the academic
world has adapted to this neoliberal incentive,
not always easily, not always happily. Whatever
transformations that ensued, they all have to take
into account the existence of the global scale. In
this light, for the last twenty years, we have been
able to observe this slow but assertive transfor-
mation of the French national system, where the
global is mediated by the supranational, that is by
Europe. As Best (2009) explains, in most Euro-
pean countries a new intellectual ‘elite’, profes-
sors who speak and write English, and who can
afford travelling and attend international con-
gresses, became in these nations the relay to the
global system.

9.4.1 From National to International
Conformism?

“Is there an ‘Anglo American’ domination in
human geography. And, is it bad?” Rodríguez-
Pose (2006) questions the extent of the English
hegemonic position. He points out to the global
scale liberating dimension from the “normative”
national scale. Seen from the French desk, it
appears this is an important issue that has not been
well documented in European countries, including
France. Were these European elites looking for
ways to free themselves from the grip of a national
normative system? Or put themselves above the
pack, with the help of a global/international var-
nish? We do not have extensive factual informa-
tion to answer this question adequately, but our
experiences, observations and exchanges with
scholars from other European countries tend to
show that it was the case, most notably in sub-
fields of geography in connection with the
humanities and the social sciences.

The geography of gender, sexes and sexuali-
ties provides a good case in point in the French
context. Although famous French scholars,
including feminists, provided an important and
essential contribution to the theorization and
critic of modernity, and the power structure of
liberal societies, the question of gender and
sexualities did not make any official inroad
within French universities before the 2010s. Up
to that decade, they were often derided by self-
declared serious scholars as an Anglo-American
fad. Notwithstanding, a generation of geogra-
phers, influenced by the ‘cultural turn’ that went
global, started to connect with the theoretical
debates and practical research going in the
geography of the Anglosphere. SciencePo, the
famous French academic institution was the first
to officially create in 2010 a research centre
dedicated to gender and feminist research
(PRESAGE); the CNRS follows suit in 2012
with LEGS (Laboratoire d’études du genre et
des sexualités), and in 2014 with the Institut du
genre, a multidisciplinary forum for researchers,
teaching programs, and research centres. Inspired
by this scientific advancement in the social sci-
ences, French geographers, at ease with English
and with the theoretical debate, put into place the
‘biennale du genre’ in 2010. In so doing, they
helped to shake up French geography’s norma-
tive grip, thus contributing to the renewal of a
well-established social geography, as well as the
development of a more critical cultural geogra-
phy. It was a period of many firsts: the first Ph.D.
thesis on gender and geography; the first MA
thesis on the question of sexuality and queer
geography, etc.

In Homo Academicus, Bourdieu (1984)
highlighted the social hierarchy that comes along
with the academic hierarchy. The establishment
of a scientific order prioritized by the importance
attributed to the global/international dimension
of scientific exchange has contributed in Euro-
pean countries to the advancement of a “global”
class of scholars. In the French context, this
change of guards, so to speak, did not come
without raising some tensions and debates that
were both epistemological and social, not to say
political, in nature. The best piece of evidence is
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certainly the debate on postmodernism in geog-
raphy that went on in the office of L’Espace
géographique, at the invitation of Brunet (2004),
its founder. For more than thirty pages, the
debate, at times intense, has continued as Bru-
net’s social and political geographical analysis
associates those changes with American trends,
not with the globalization of knowledge. Like-
wise, in a very interesting collective work,
Chivallon et al. (1999) try to understand these
changes by comparing French and British
geographies in connection to their respective
‘cultural contexts’. In a related but different
register, Fall and Rosière (2008) try to under-
stand divergences and convergences in Anglo-
phone and Francophone political geography, in
light of the globalization of knowledge as well as
political events around the world.

Beyond these debates on the values of the
global scale and its new ‘international’ class,
French academic institutions, led by the national
government, resolutely took a European turn,
which means aligning to European standards and
norms, themselves the product of an adaptation
to the global sphere dominated by the English
language (Berman 2007). For many scholars,
these changes translated into meant a diminish
national attraction: journals, conferences, regio-
nal studies took a hit. Consequently, some of the
new French generation of geographers with an
International-European profile, and networking
inside the English-speaking network, ignore—do
not know—the heritage of French geographers,
for example, in Regional Geography! Therefore,
some French geographers turned their back to
what they saw as an international science dis-
connected to the social, cultural and political
fabrics of society. But, ultimately, those two
movements converged in reconsidering more
positively the local/global interactions in the
global scientific context. It can be advanced that
the pressure of the international has favoured the
construction of an internationalized researcher
profile, becoming paradoxically more and more
homogeneous. Faced with this trend, the national
and international levels seem to be able to con-
tribute to restoring meaning and dynamism to the

International in infusing the global with diverse
forms of geographic diversities.

9.4.2 Diversity of Knowledge
and International
Dynamism: Some
Avenues to Explore

The world of research is made up of many peo-
ple, spread across different public and private
organizations, who are associated with the aca-
demic world. Becoming a member of this com-
munity requires a curriculum that includes, in
addition to a high-quality thesis, elements that
demonstrate the ability to do scientific work, to
present and debate one’s work and results by
putting them up for discussion through commu-
nications, and increasingly to build them up in
scientific networks. If we look at the different
elements of a curriculum, we can see that it is
ranked according to two criteria: interdisciplinary
and international networking, usually implied
outside the national language. This situation
gradually leads to choices that can encourage the
abandonment of scientific projects, and also of
collaborations that are nevertheless of impor-
tance to one’s society. The internationalization of
exchanges can take place in many different ways,
one of them being the setting up of binational
and bilingual meetings (Müller M 2007).

(a) Binational Meetings and Bilingualism

We argue that a full recognition of the plurality
of scientific expressions favours innovation. In
geography, as in all human and social sciences, it
is essential to maintain all scales of analysis and
exchange. These feed each other and offer new
perspectives. It was through observing his own
society that Michel Foucault (1971) wrote L’or-
dre du discours in which he denounced the
rigidity of a partitioned normative system in
academia, especially the French educational
system in which he was educated. His local
observations have reached the global scale.
Elsewhere, the British geographer David Harvey
forged a new critical social geography by
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working within his national contexts, in the UK
initially and later in the USA. Many geographers
from various countries were inspired by these
works. In many ways, it is difficult in geography
to think about space without the interconnections
of scales. There is a continuum, not a hierarchy.

Favouring internationalism while ensuring the
diversity of its expressions must be based on
meetings that are less complex to organize than
the very large international congresses, such as
binational meetings. Through the logistical and
linguistic flexibility that they offer, they make it
possible to promote the construction of scientific
networks as well as to preserve or even encour-
age research on territories that may be gradually
marginalized in research or simply become case
studies. Indeed, in a competitive international
scientific context where the curriculum is con-
structed through scientific communication in the
dominant networks and in a common English
language, the effort that the younger generations
of geographers must make may lead them to
privilege the study of the dominant cultural and
linguistic areas, which brings together the time of
study and communication in the same tempo-
rality. Moreover, the current scientific situation
in geography, as in other disciplines, regularly
leads to ‘blind spots’ in geographical knowledge.
This situation is amplified through the linguistic
bias when the recognition of conceptual and
theoretical innovation is closely associated with
dominant media of dissemination.

Setting up binational meetings can help
maintain a specific and valued research in two
different linguistic areas and feed the multilateral
scale. Moreover, these meetings are more easily
organized by a small team of geographers and
therefore with reduced costs. These meetings can
then be promoted in recognized national scien-
tific journals, often with one or two issues
devoted to them. The IGU can be an active
promoter of this type of meeting. As we know,
IGU’s cornerstones are its commissions, and one
of its actions is to promote—and rewards—joint
sessions, where, for instance, the Cultural
Approaches commission and the Urban Geogra-
phy Commission propose sessions on ‘urban
cultures’. In the same way, it can set an incentive

to the joint French-Spanish sessions on certain
topics, where members of different commissions
can intervene. They can be held before congress,
as some commissions do, or during. This will
ensure that we move away from local-language
sessions in congresses where only native speak-
ers participate.

(b) Journals

Scientific journals can be discussed in many
ways: as commercial scientific publishers
charging outrageous costs; by reference to the
ranking that comes with the evaluation of jour-
nals dominated by Anglo American journals and
which generally dominate the portfolios of
commercial scientific publishers; as predatory
platforms, facilitated by open-access science; or
in terms of the publication timelines imposed on
volunteer researchers. All these points have been
widely debated in numerous articles and reports,
including the International Science Council’s
‘The Future of Scientific Publishing’.10

Encouraging other international scientific
publications while upgrading public academic
journals can be done by exchanging articles
already accepted by a journal to be published in a
journal of another language within the frame-
work of agreements. This practice would offer
the advantage to journals of having articles ready
for publication. The exchange of journal issues
was a common practice when publications were
made only in paper format. Agreements allowed
libraries to make recent scientific production
available to their readers, researchers, teachers,
students, etc. Nowadays, the digitization of
journals and the continuous on-line publication
of articles on platforms dedicated to scientific
publication have eliminated this practice. We
admit that this sounds good in theory, while
difficult to put in place in practice. Translation
adds extra cost most journals cannot cover, and
automatic translation, although improved, needs
reviewing and, for a great deal, is as costly as
direct translation. However, binational meetings

10URL: https://council.science/actionplan/future-of-
scientific-publishing/
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can help generate co-publication between two
national journals (Germes M, Husseini de Araújo
S 2016) .

Geographical journals continue to be pro-
duced in all countries in their national language,
with editorial boards and reviewers, often vol-
unteers, that defend this model of disseminating
geographical knowledge. These journals are
necessary because they are as close as possible to
local systems of thought, models of innovation
and knowledge production. They are able to
measure the progress and emergence of new
theories and new territorial concepts. As we have
mentioned above, one solution for national
journals is to decide to publish only in English.
The goal is more to have local geographers being
read by other geographers globally, although the
journal remains peripheral to Anglo-American
leading journals. However, their contribution
might be to help geographers to have access to a
diversity of works done in a language other than
English, even if they cannot read it (and here
automatic translation, imperfect as it is, can be
useful). It can in principle enhances scientific
knowledge in providing more international ref-
erences. This might help to move away a little
from normative conceptions, theories or, even,
vision of the world.

Often underestimated by restrictive public
research policies, these alternative forms of geo-
graphical dissemination must retain their place in
geography’s research landscape. The vitality and
motivation of these non-English journals can be
demonstrated in many ways and they would
benefit from exchanging some of their articles
with other academic journals to accelerate the
dissemination of work internationally. For the
authors who publish in these journals, reciprocal
agreements of this kind would allow them to
broaden their readership without being accused of
self-plagiarism, an argument that could lead
authors to restrict their support to journals that are
already ranked internationally. The dissemination
of results in several languages is therefore
achieved by valorizing the work of translation,
which allows a wider audience to access a more
diverse production.

9.5 Conclusion

The IGU has a long history of engaging with the
challenges posed by language. We think the IGU
still has a role to play in a debate it helped to
initiate in geography as science has grown stea-
dily more global. The IGU’s diverse member-
ship, covering all cultural and linguistic parts of
the world, means that it remains the principal
international forum in which the relationship
between geography and language can be
explored for the betterment of geographical
knowledge. As is widely acknowledged, not least
by the IGU itself, language plays an important
role in the production of geographical knowledge
about the complex and overlapping worlds that
geographers seek to understand and explain.
Translation is not itself a problem in this respect,
but transposing is. The relationship between
language and geographical knowledge needs to
be more carefully studied, and the IGU is well
placed to encourage this. The question of con-
formism and the possible exclusions this can
produce should also be investigated. We suggest
creating a commission on languages and the
production of geographic knowledge. As we
have suggested above, encouraging bi-national
meetings within and between commissions can
also help. Being aware of the problems and
keeping the discussions open should be, in this
context, the best attitude.
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10Geography and International
Education

Rafael de Miguel González
and Karl Donert

Abstract

International geographic education emerged at
the beginning of the nineteenth century, as a
consequence of the progressive implementa-
tion of modern educational systems in Euro-
pean countries. This process coincided with
the consolidation of geography as a scientific
discipline and with the creation of different
national geographical societies. The founda-
tion of the IGU in 1922 fostered the diffusion
of the concept of international understanding
in educational curricula, first at the various
International Geographical Congresses, and
later with UNESCO's initiatives for the inter-
national teaching of geography, which led to
the creation of the IGU Commission on
Geographical Education in 1952. Source
Books for Geography Teaching (1965 and
1982), International Charters on Geographical
Education (1992 and 2016), Symposia of
Commission on Geographical education, col-
laboration with other associations (like
EUROGEO, AAG, SEAGA), international
projects and publications, International Geo-

graphical Olympiads, etc., have contributed to
the internationalisation of geographical edu-
cation. Thus, geography educators worldwide
can network, share experiences in curriculum,
pedagogies and assessment, collaborate in
good practices and instructional resources like
geospatial technologies, or promote global
understanding and a planetary citizenship
seeking a sustainable development.

Keywords

Geographical education � IGU-CGE �
EUROGEO � International understanding �
Curriculum � Source book � International
charter

10.1 Introduction

In 2022, we celebrate the centenary of the
International Geographical Union (IGU). Geog-
raphy is, of course, a much older discipline,
dating back to the time of ancient civilisations
but it is consolidation as a science coincides with
the establishment of the universal education
systems for the entire school population imple-
mented in European countries during the nine-
teenth century. Since then, geography education
has been conceived from a national perspective
and was codified by different national geo-
graphical societies and geographical education
associations. This trend continued until the end
of the first half of the twentieth century.
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Despite the creation of International Geo-
graphical Union (IGU) in 1922 and the organi-
sation of various International Geographical
Congresses (IGCs), both before and after the
IGU was established, it wasn't until the 17th IGC
in Washington DC in 1952, when the Commis-
sion on Geographical Education (IGU-CGE) was
formalised to promote international geographical
education with the support of UNESCO. Since
then, the internationalisation of geographical
education has been promoted by the IGU-CGE in
four ways: (i) by organising its own symposia
and geographical education sessions at IGCs;
(ii) by publishing various Source Books for
geography teaching; (iii) by proclaiming different
International Charters and Declarations; and
(iv) by working with national and international
geographical organisations. However, the IGU-
CGE has focused on concepts such as interna-
tional understanding, international cooperation,
an international action plan on global under-
standing, as well as collaboration with other
important associations dealing with geography
education, such as the National Council for
Geographic Education (NCGE), the European
Association of Geographers (EUROGEO), the
Geographical Association (GA) and the Ameri-
can Association of Geographers (AAG) (Bourke
and Lane 2018; De Miguel 2020).

Initiatives like the International Network for
Learning and Teaching (INLT) were promoted to
strengthen links between geography higher edu-
cation, education research and school education
through teacher education and education research
international networking (Bednarz et al. 2000).
Other initiatives like the HERODOT project or
the Center for Global Geography Education
(CGGE) have implemented more collaborative
and integrative international education develop-
ment in networks, too (Shepherd et al. 2000;
Donert et al. 2011; Higgitt et al. 2008; Klein and
Solem 2008).

Authors such as Martin Haigh decisively
contributed to the intellectual definition of
internationalisation in geography education,
described as having diverse forms as it is both
complex and multi-layered (Haigh 2014) ranging
from international collaborative learning and

teaching, to curriculum creation in higher edu-
cation (especially in the European Higher Edu-
cation Area) and the development of
international projects. Internationalisation has
advantages like the dissemination of good prac-
tices and instructional resources thanks to new
information and communication technologies, or
the promotion of a planetary citizenship seeking
a future sustainable in environmental, social and
ethical terms. There are also disadvantages as
internationalisation can be viewed as the off-
spring of economic globalisation seeking finan-
cial gains (Haigh 2008).

In contrast, and predominantly working at a
different scale, the European Association of
Geographers (EUROGEO) was established ini-
tially as an international open institution for all EU
countries and with the support of the European
Union. The association is thus an original,
transnational and cooperative organisation pro-
ducing relatively more integrated and balanced
geography education outcomes among most
European countries and with the inclusion
of scholars, teachers, educators and other
stakeholders from the wider world. This study
examines, using a critical historiographical
methodology, a century in the evolution of key
ideas, paradigms, periods and milestones of
international geographical education led by the
aforementioned institutions, as well as their claims
for increasing international collaboration among
geography educators in a world today charac-
terised by global trends like digitalisation or glo-
bal challenges like sustainable development.

10.2 Early Steps Until 1922

Geography is a scientific discipline born in Eur-
ope. And the same is true of geography educa-
tion. If Ancient Geography was created in
Classical Greece, Modern Geography was
developed first in Germany, the country of both
Alexander Humboldt and Carl Ritter, the foun-
ders of Modern Geography. Humboldt’s best-
known publication, Kosmos (1845–1862), laid
the groundwork for systematic geography. Ritter
attained the first ever Chair of Geography in
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1820 at the University of Berlin where he com-
pleted his main work Die Erdkunde (1822–
1859). Both lived and wrote through the Indus-
trial Revolution, where economic development
required the constant search for raw materials
and markets beyond national borders, and
through an age of political revolutions when
modern national identities were established,
especially in Europe. Both transformations—
economic and political—contributed to an
increase in rivalry between European powers,
and to the transformation of colonialism and
imperialism. Furthermore, these political and
economic changes had a strong social impact on
the demographic transition in Europe, on the
growth of cities and on the acquisition of
essential political individual rights such as uni-
versal education in recognition of citizenship.

This was the time, during the first half of the
nineteenth century, when geographical societies
were created as institutions to promote the
advancement of geographical knowledge, but
also to support colonial exploration mainly in
Africa and Asia as they had a strong support
from the mercantile, diplomatic and military
classes. The Societé de Geographie de Paris was
founded in 1821, and subsequent institutions
were created: the Geographical Society of Berlin
(1828), the Geographical Society of London
(1830) (later the Royal Geographical Society),
the Russian Geographical Society (1845), the
American Geographical Society (1851) (with the
National Geographic Society following in 1888),
the Austrian Geographical Society (1856), the
Italian Geographical Society (1867), the Spanish
Real Sociedad Geográfica (1876), the Associa-
tion of American Geographers (1904), etc.

In 1819, the first geography textbook was
published in London specifically for use in
schools under the title A Grammar of General
Geography. It was written by an English cleric,
the Reverend J. Goldsmith (Fig. 10.1). By 1850,
geography was widely extended as a school
subject in primary and secondary education in
several European countries. Furthermore, the
results of the Franco-Prussian War accelerated an
academic institutionalisation of geography as a
scientific discipline and as a school subject. After

1870, political reasons related to a reaffirmation
of national identity, supplemented by imperial
expansionism, the advancement of natural and
social sciences, and in particular by the new legal
status of basic education led to the creation of
national geographical curricula for schools in the
resulting political regimes of the French Third
Republic and German Empire.

In 1870, an Act to provide for public Ele-
mentary Education in England and Wales was
set. In the USA, education was compulsory in
Massachusetts after 1852 and District of
Columbia after 1864, but eighteen States
between 1870 and 1883. As expressed by John-
ston (2018): ‘Geography is one of the few aca-
demic disciplines, particularly in Europe, to have
been established in universities as a result of
pressure to produce people who could teach it in
schools. As the demand for geographical infor-
mation increased, more people required a foun-
dation of geographical knowledge’.

Three main institutions supplied this demand
for teachers of Geography: universities, geo-
graphical societies and associations for geogra-
phy education. Thus, after many decades of
Ritter’s Chair in Berlin, a new Chair of Geog-
raphy was established at the University of Leip-
zig in 1871, awarded to Oscar Peschel. In France,
Paul Vidal de la Blache became Chair of Geog-
raphy at the University of Nancy in 1872. The
first Chair of Geography was created at the
University of Amsterdam in 1877, and one dec-
ade later the University of Oxford created the
first British Readership in Geography in 1887. In
the USA, William Morris Davis taught geogra-
phy at Harvard University from 1876 (Mama-
douh 2005). In Spain, Eloy Bullón was awarded
the first Chair of Geography in 1907 at the
University of Madrid. Geographical societies
began to play an important role in publishing
textbooks and maps for teaching geography in
primary and secondary education (Bosque 2004;
Arroyo 2014). But in some countries, organisa-
tions specifically devoted to promoting geogra-
phy education were created, including the
Geographical Association (GA) in the UK
(1893), the Association des Professeurs d'His-
toire et de Géographie in France (1910), the
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Verband Deutscher Schulgeographen in Ger-
many (1912) and the National Council for Geo-
graphic Education in the USA (1915).

One way or another, these three types of
institutions were nationally based, so their out-
comes in terms of what geography was taught or
how to teach geography was influenced by their
historical context, by the national identity reaf-
firmation and by the territorial ambitions of the
imperial governments funding them. In other
words, an international approach to geography
education did not exist at this time. In spite of
this, in 1871 the First International Geographical
Congress was held in Antwerp. Until 1922

subsequent meetings had been held in Europe,
except for the meeting in 1904 in Washing-
ton DC, but in the IGU archives, geography
education is not referred to during this period.

10.3 The International
Geographical Union,
1922–1952

The academic references on international geog-
raphy education—and consequently the impor-
tance of teaching geography as a factor in the
construction of peace between nations—goes

Fig. 10.1 Cover of the
reverend J. Goldsmith’s
Grammar of General
Geography (1819)
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back more than three decades before the creation
of the IGU-CGE. The Treaty of Versailles,
signed on 18th June 1919, included repeated
references to cooperation between nations to
guarantee peace and international security after
the war. The first part of the Treaty (Articles 1 to
26) included the Covenant of the League of
Nations based on the concept of international
understanding. In education, these ideas directly
inspired the World Federation of Education
Associations (WFEA), created de facto in 1923
in San Francisco and de jure in 1925 at its first
World Conference in Edinburgh (Smith 1944).

The first issue of the GA’s journal, The Geo-
graphical Teacher, published in 1901, included
some preliminary references to international
geography education. In 1920, the GA was
opened to geographers from outside the UK and
members were welcomed from all continents in
the world in an explicit attempt to internation-
alise geographical education on a British model.
The geographer H.J. Fleure (1919) emphasised
the potential role of geographical education in
‘efforts for international understanding’ just
several weeks after the Treaty of Versailles was
signed. Later, the GA’s 1920 Annual Report
recognised that the growth of overseas member-
ship was helping education and international
understanding as ‘the continuous growth in
importance of international questions makes our
claim ever stronger: geographical education is
one of the essentials for the development of
international peace’ (Fleure 1921). This idea was
later supported by Atwood (1922) and Fairgrieve
(1926) in their Geography in School, one of the
most influential books on geography education
(Thomas 1932).

The international institutionalisation of geog-
raphy only formally occurred with the founding of
the IGU in 1922 (Robic 1996; Schelhaas and
Pietsch 2020). This was clear from reports pub-
lished in the journals of the major geographical
societies whose representatives had attended the
inaugural meeting of the IGU in Brussels from
25–29 July 1922 (Fig. 10.2; Hinks 1922; Societé
de Géographie de Paris 1922; Buen and Gómez
Núñez 1923; Tur 1923). Few of these participants

had been educated as geographers. Many were
from the armed forces, and most were trained as
engineers, surveyors, biologists or astronomers.

From the eight national geographical societies
that took part in that inaugural meeting and the
twenty-two founding delegates, only two of them
had a significant scientific production in geog-
raphy and geographical education (Buen 1909,
2003; Martonne 1911). Their participation
reflects on the importance of renewing their sci-
entific methods as well as engaging in less tra-
ditional learning and more outdoor learning.
Emmanuel de Martonne was later President of
the IGU between 1939 and 1949, at the important
time to establish the most productive partnership
between the IGU and UNESCO for the dissem-
ination of international geography education.
Odón de Buen (born and raised in Zuera, Zar-
agoza) inherited the powerful contributions to
geographical education from other fellows at the
Real Sociedad Geográfica like Martín Ferreiro,
Rafael Torres and Ricardo Beltrán, and many
years before the founding meeting of the IGU
Odón de Buen had strongly advocated for geo-
graphical education, while he was Spanish
Senator (Buen 1909).

The formal establishment of the IGU as a
permanent organisation in 1922 was an important
milestone. The IGU relaunched the series of
IGCs, but it took a long time for geography
education to be recognised. There is no record of
a group of participants for geography education
at either the IGCs in Cairo (1925), Cambridge
(1928) or Paris (1931). The Warsaw IGC (1934)
was the first to include an individual track on
education. The fourth section in the Warsaw
Congress was entitled ‘Methods of teaching
geography’, with sixteen contributions. At the
Amsterdam IGC (1938), twenty-nine papers
were presented in its sixth section on methodol-
ogy and didactics). One paper, related to inter-
national education by teaching the ‘geography of
human relations’ based on the good understand-
ing among the people of the planet (Orford
1938), was unfortunately written against the
historical context of the Munich Agreement and
confrontation prior to World War Two.
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In 1939, the International Bureau of Educa-
tion (IBE, later integrated into UNESCO) pub-
lished the first report on ‘The Teaching of
Geography in Secondary Schools, according to
the data provided by Ministries of Education’.
This contributed to reinforce the international
perception of geography education. The year also
marked the end of the dream for international

peace as World War Two started. After the War,
two international organisations were established,
the UN and UNESCO. The Constitution of
UNESCO, reaffirming the main principles
expressed in the Charter of San Francisco,
established as its main purpose the promotion of
mutual knowledge and understanding among
nations as a means to maintain world peace and

Fig. 10.2 Reports on the establishment of the IGU in British, French and Spanish journals from the geographical
societies in those countries, 1922–1923
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avoid a World War Three. As described by the
second President of the Commission on Geo-
graphical Education (Brouillette and Vilá Valentí
1971), UNESCO was interested in geography,
history and social sciences as strategic disciplines
for the achievement of its objectives from the
very beginning. Thus, in 1949, UNESCO fos-
tered three initiatives that were key to under-
standing the later development of geography
education worldwide (De Miguel 2020): a new
programme on the Teaching of Geography and
International Understanding (UNESCO 1949a), a
new series of Handbooks for the improvement of
textbooks and teaching materials (UNESCO
1949b) and regular reports containing ‘Some
Suggestions on the Teaching of Geography’
(UNESCO 1949c).

Besides this, the 16th IGC was held in Lisbon
in 1949, the first in eleven years after World War
Two. A Geography Teaching Committee, an
embryo of the future Commission, chaired by
Neville Scarfe was organised in this Congress.
Some months later, he became the counsellor of
the Joint Seminar (Committee Teaching IGU-
UNESCO) of Montreal in 1950 and used the
booklet ‘Some suggestions…’ as documentation
for the debates and studies. After the delibera-
tions of the seminar, this document was reviewed
by Scarfe himself and published with the new
title of Handbook of Suggestions on the Teach-
ing of Geography: Towards World Understand-
ing (UNESCO 1951). It was widely disseminated
by UNESCO and translated to several languages
and was also the main reference for the 1965
source book.

10.4 The IGU Commission
on Geographical Education
and the Source Books
for Geography Education,
1952–1992

The IGU Commission on Teaching Geography
in Schools was formed at the 17th IGC held in
Washington DC in 1952 but not without diffi-
culties (Brouillette and Vilá Valentí 1971; Lid-
stone and Stoltman 2002) and despite a blurry

precedent dating back to 1904 (Schneider 1972;
Wise 1992). The first President was Neville
Scarfe who continued his leadership until the
18th IGC held in 1956 in Rio de Janeiro, when
Benoît Brouillette was elected as the new Presi-
dent of the Commission. He held that position
until the 21st IGC held in 1968 in New Delhi,
when the IGU-CGE got its current name. Sub-
sequent Presidents have written a detailed history
of IGU-CGE activities (Graves and Stoltman
2015), and in particular about the IGU-CGE
Symposia, most of them ran in parallel to the
International Geographical Congress and IGU
Regional Conferences (Annex 1).

Brouillette reinforced the relationship between
the IGU Commission and UNESCO thanks to
the signatures of several research contracts from
1957 (Brouillette and Vilá Valentí 1971). Some
of these research achievements were presented at
the 20th IGC held in London in 1964. However,
the final outcome was the publication of the
UNESCO Source Book for Geography Teaching
(UNESCO 1965), which had a great international
diffusion not only as a result of its translation into
eleven languages but also due to the Source
Book becoming the reference manual for the
training of geography teachers in many countries.
Two supplementary books were published later
as a regional localisation of the Source Book, one
for Africa (Brouillette, Graves and Last 1974)
and one for Latin America in Spanish (Brouillette
and Vilá Valentí 1975).

The Source Book began with a declaration of
principles—mutual understanding among people,
global literacy and youth civic education—but it
also included information on useful pedagogies
such that the manual could be used in schools in
all countries and contexts. The geography
teaching approaches were based firstly on the
local and regional spatial problems as they were
more accessible to students, thus allowing later
the change of scale to the national and interna-
tional scales, as well as teaching international
understanding and international solidarity.

The historical context of the revision of Source
Book was very different to that produced two
decades earlier. In the case of international geog-
raphy, education was even more evident at the
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23rd IGC was held in 1976 in Moscow, where
political rivalries between the USA and USSR
barely interfered in the advancement and consol-
idation of international collaboration in geogra-
phy research. However, the newUNESCO Source
Book for Geography Teaching (Graves 1982),
written by the Chair of IGU Commission on
Geography Education between 1972 and 1980,
hardly included any reference to international
collaboration in geography education or interna-
tional understanding. This new Source Book was
essentially oriented towards the postulates of new
geography and quantitative approaches but also to
the economic, social, ecological and spatial values
of geography as a school discipline. It included
new pedagogical language like curriculum
organisation, instructional design, problem-
solving and evaluating learning outcomes that
are still valid today (Fig. 10.3).

10.5 Recent Work of the IGU
Commission on Geographical
Education and the
International Charters
on Geographical Education,
1992–2016

The Chair of the IGU Commission on Geography
Education between 1980 and 1988 recognised the
conceptual shift from international understanding
to international education and global issues, par-
ticularly after the implementation of the Global

Geography Project (Lidstone and Stoltman 2002;
Stoltman 2006). The Chairs of the Commission
between 1988 and 1996 (Haubrich 2006) and
between 1996 and 2000 (Gerber 2003) agreed
with the increasing global agenda for geography
education in the last two decades of the twentieth
century.

The 27th IGC held in Washington DC in 1992
proclaimed the International Charter on Geo-
graphical Education. This document was sup-
ported in the principles set out in the UN and
UNESCO Charters, Constitutions and Declara-
tions, and particularly the UNESCO Recom-
mendation of 1974 concerning Education for
International Understanding. However, a global
approach was introduced in geographical edu-
cation literature and the Charter proclaimed the
‘right to high-quality geographical education’,
both in terms of a balanced regional and national
identity and a commitment to international and
global perspectives. Thus, many decades later,
the foundational aim of geography education had
changed from international understanding to
international and global commitment. In other
words, this recognised that the world had chan-
ged enormously and geography had become
much more complex as a science. Moreover,
geographical education needed further reflection
to enable students to develop knowledge,
understanding, skills and values regarding the
increasing society–environment relationships,
spatial interconnections, environmental impacts
and scale interactions.

Fig. 10.3 UNESCO Source
Book for Geography
Teaching (1965, French
version) and the
New UNESCO Source Book
for Geography Teaching
(1982)
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Based on the UNESCO Recommendation of
1974, the Charter for Geographic Education
highlighted the importance of international
geography education in promoting understand-
ing, tolerance and friendship among all nations
from an ‘international dimension and a global
perspective’. Thus, the Charter focused on
International Cooperation to promote bilateral or
multilateral exchanges for geography educators
from all the countries. The consolidation of an
international geography education workforce had
been possible through the IGU-CGE, interna-
tional geography associations (in particular
EUROGEO, founded in 1979, whose previous
name ESCGTA was included in the Charter
Appendix 1), and national geography associa-
tions as active stakeholders who meet the
national education policy makers to set curricu-
lum (Stoltman 1997).

The International Charter was also pioneering
as it introduced, thirty years ago, concepts for
geography education that currently remain the
focus of social debate like climate change and
sustainable development. Other key issues in
geography education like cultural diversity or the
impact of geospatial technologies have been
included in subsequent declarations (Fig. 10.4),
namely the International Declaration on Geo-
graphical Education for Cultural Diversity (2000)

and the Lucerne Declaration on Geographical
Education for Sustainable Development (2007).

These two International Declarations have
since been supplemented by others. The inter-
national community of geography educators has
been even more actively engaged with global
ethics in geography education so that a stronger
global leadership in geography education is
claimed to influence the processes of global
education and globalisation (Haubrich 2009).
Consequently, three important additional docu-
ments have been introduced to reinforce the
international collaboration in geography educa-
tion (De Miguel 2020): a Joint Declaration on
Geographical Education in Europe was signed by
IGU-CGE, EUROGEO and EUGEO in Rome
2013 (Fig. 10.5), an International Strategy for
Geography Education was presented in 2014 at
the EUROGEO Conference held in Malta and at
the IGU Regional Conference held in Krakow
and the International Declaration on Research in
Geography Education which was proclaimed at
the IGU Regional Conference held in Moscow in
2015. Two other important milestones in 2015
were the Paris Agreement within the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change and the Sustainable Development Goals
set by the United Nations General Assembly, at
which EUROGEO members participated as

Fig. 10.4 IGU-CGE
international charters on
geographical education (1992
and 2016)
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members of the Council of Europe delegation
and lobbied for action on human rights. These
initiatives do not specifically belong to geogra-
phers; however, their real impact on the global
agenda is so powerful that any kind of updated
international geography education needs to
incorporate them because of their spatial
dimension.

Two co-chairs of the IGU Commission pre-
pared the International Charter on Geographical
Education 2016: Joop van der Schee and John

Lidstone. Draft versions had been discussed with
representatives of EUROGEO, EUGEO, AAG,
SEAGA and others for international agreement
on geography education. The 33rd IGC held in
Beijing in 2016 endorsed the new Charter. This
proposes and advocates for International Coop-
eration and an International Action Plan. In an
age of globalisation, it is clear that an interna-
tional geography education approach is needed
even more than one century ago in IGU foun-
dation times, it was important due to the

Fig. 10.5 Joint Declaration on Geographical Education in Europe
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contribution of geography education to interna-
tional understanding for the development of
international peace. Today, the significance of
international understanding lies in the contribu-
tion of geography education to the understanding
of global challenges.

10.6 Geographical Education
in a Global Era

Even though the 2016 International Charter on
Geographical Education does not contain the
expression ‘global understanding’, the links
between them are quite evident, as 2016 was
proclaimed the International Year of Global
Understanding (IYGU), by the IGU, with the
support of leading international research organi-
sations the International Council for Science
(ICSU), the International Social Science Council
(ISSC) and the International Council for Philos-
ophy and Human Sciences (CIPHS). Global
Understanding was one of the five key topics for
the 33rd IGC, where the new Charter was
approved. Global understanding has also become
a key issue for IGU-CGE in recent Symposia and
publications (Demirci, De Miguel and Bednarz
2018). Besides this, the principles of global
understanding and the new 2016 Charter share a
common approach to geography education:
bottom-up processes for a quantitative and
qualitative improvement of geography in educa-
tion. Both principles underline the need for
commitment from the international community
of geography educators (Stoltman, Lidstone and
Kidman 2017) as learning geography is an edu-
cational right for every person, and understand-
ing sustainable development in the global context
is a basic condition to protect the Earth’s future.

Sustainable development is a crucial concept
used in geography education for teaching in
global times. Geography education is an essential
contribution to the achievement of United
Nations Agenda 2030 and Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDG). Despite the transversal
approach of the SDG’s, geography is the most
important school subject addressing Education
for Sustainable Development Goals, as stated by

the incumbent IGU-CGE Chair (Chang, Kidman
and Wi 2020), and also by those working in
European education (De Miguel, Koutsopoulos
and Donert 2019). More than this, the SDG's
extend a spatial concern to the main challenges
facing the world today, such as climate change,
water, international migration, urban transfor-
mation and demographic growth, among others.
In the first two cases, physical geography has
traditionally been devoted to research into the
biosphere and hydrosphere. In the remaining
areas, human geography has studied people's
places and how different societies settled over
geographical space, politically organised can
develop productive activities, as well as their
impact on the environment (De Miguel 2019).

The third big concern for international geo-
graphical education is related to curriculum and
pedagogies for spatial and geographical compe-
tences, as described by highlighted publications
from the IGU-CGE flagship initiative book Series
‘International Perspectives on Geographical
Education’: dealing with learning progressions,
geographical thinking, powerful knowledge,
assessment, etc. (Brooks et al. 2017; Muñiz et al.
2016). The American ‘Road Map for 21st Cen-
tury Geography Education’ (Bednarz et al. 2013),
the British ‘Debates in Geography Education’
(Jones and Lambert 2013) or ‘Assessment in
Geographical Education’, a recent EUROGEO
publication (Lane and Bourke 2021) are also
basic references for current international research
about methodologies for teaching geography.

Last, but not the least, geospatial technologies
have dramatically changed the nature of geo-
graphical education in recent years thanks to
desktop and online GIS, digital atlases, map
viewers, virtual globes, mobile apps, GPS, story
maps, geomedia, etc. (Milson, Demirci and
Kerski 2012; De Miguel and Donert 2014;
Muñiz, Demirci and Van der Schee 2015; De
Miguel, Donert and Koutsopoulos 2019a, b).
Undoubtedly, geography is among those school
subjects that have benefited most from the
implementation of new technologies in the
classroom. Geospatial technologies can be used
to develop inquiry-based learning pedagogies
and help students to face the complexity and
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diversity of processes, systems and interconnec-
tions between human and natural environments
by developing analytical thinking (data, visuali-
sation), critical thinking (judgement, assessment)
and lateral thinking (creativity, problem-solving)
(De Miguel 2019). The potential of geospatial
technologies for all levels of education was
highlighted first in the USA (Esri 1998) and by
EUROGEO (Donert and Charzyński 2005), then
later by the IGU in the 2007 Lucerne Declaration
and 2016 Charter.

This list of four key issues in current geo-
graphical education is not exhaustive, as
increasing internationalisation has made a wide
diversity of research lines possible, activities like
International Geographical Olympiad (Fig. 10.7),
projects and publications printed and online
(books, journals, school books, instructional
resources, etc.). A survey of 187 presentations at
four recent IGU-CGE symposia (London 2015–
Fig. 10.6-, Singapore 2016, Lisbon 2017 and
Quebec 2018) shows that curriculum is today
the main concern for geography educators
(Fig. 10.8), but geopolitics is no longer a major
topic in geography education, as it was in the
early times, though it ought to be in global times.

Lastly, the international scope of geography
education is reflected in one of the most active
and participatory IGU Commissions, as the IGU-
CGE had 958 registered people in 84 identified
countries as of December 2018 (Fig. 10.9).
Nevertheless, IGU-CGE has been dominated by
Eurocentrism and Anglocentrism in its activities,
membership, but particularly through its leader-
ship. There is strong evidence for this, as since its
creation, 50% of the fourteen IGU-CGE Chairs
(or co-Chairs) have been European, 52% of IGU-
CGE Symposia were held in Europe (see Annex
1) and 70% of IGU-CGE Chairs belong to
Commonwealth countries or the USA. This is a
situation mirrored in international geography
research publications. Studies quoted by John-
ston and Sidaway (2016) showed that about 80%
of the papers published in top geography journals
have been written by scholars established in
these cultural areas. This presents a real chal-
lenge of inclusion to the global community of
geography educators. Meanwhile, the IGU itself
has had 26 Presidents in this century, of which 16
have been from Europe (62%). Besides this,
Europe has held most of the International Geo-
graphical Congresses, 26 out of 34 (76%).

Fig. 10.6 IGU-CGE conference, London 2015. Photo: Rafael de Miguel González
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Beside this, the European Association of
Geographers (EUROGEO) has reinforced the
internationalisation of geographical education

from a European approach, due to the imple-
mentation of the European Higher Education
Area in 1999 and the European Education Area

Fig. 10.7 International geographical Olympiad, 2018 Quebec City. Photo: Rafael de Miguel González

Fig. 10.8 Subjects of IGU-CGE paper presentations in the last four IGU-CGE conferences
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in 2017. International Conferences (Annex 2),
international networks and international projects
like HERODOT, Digital-earth.eu, GI-Learner,
Geocapabilities, GeoDem and many more (De
Miguel 2021) have made possible a genuine
process of international collaboration in geo-
graphical education through a direct exchange of
hundreds of geographers and geography educators
in teaching, learning and research, coming from
more than 30 European countries and beyond.
Among the EUROGEO, outcomes are the con-
tribution to promote a better geography education
from a European perspective and values, and the
definition and experimentation of specific geo-
graphical competences for lifelong learning,
involving school education, higher education,
adult education and non-formal education. In
addition to that, EUROGEO projects have fos-
tered research practices to define and disseminate
six key cutting-edge concepts in geographical
education: European education, digital geograph-
ical education, spatial thinking, spatial citizenship,
geocapabilities and geographical education for
European sustainable development.

These experiences have allowed the signature of
a memorandum of understanding in 2005 between
EUROGEO and the IGU to increase synergies
between both organisations in international geo-
graphical education. Some of the outcomes are:

2013 Joint Declaration, consultation for 2016
International Charter, and 2016 IYGU Story Map
Competition (https://collections.storymaps.esri.
com/global-understanding/). In this way, EURO-
GEO is contributing to strengthening international
geographical and geospatial education, digital and
data literacy, sustainable development, or Euro-
pean values and citizenship. In the twenty-first
century, global trends will intensify, but places,
spaces and environments will remain more diverse
than ever and geography education more essential
than ever. Thus, geography education must be
taken into consideration in a wider sense than the
basics of the discipline—curriculum, pedagogy
and assessment (Chang and Kidman 2019) for the
implementation of the European Education Area
and for the enhancement and international cohesion
of a European geographical education research,
innovation, good practices and dissemination,
guided by five principles (De Miguel 2021):

• Employability
• Enhancing personal development and social

inclusion
• Empowering young people through

participation
• Enabling for digital skills
• Engagement with democracy and European

citizenship.

Fig. 10.9 IGU-CGE steering committee members and regional contacts
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10.7 Conclusions: A Road Map
for International Collaboration
in Geography Education

During the century of its existence, the Interna-
tional Geographical Union has been an essential
body for the establishment and strengthening of
international geographical education. Despite the
undisputed initiative and leadership of European,
North American and, more recently, Asia–Pacific
geographers, challenges of an increasingly and
interconnected global world must be faced for
the second century of the IGU. So, geographic
education must play a basic role in global
understanding in the new geopolitical scenario. If
in 1922 or in the second half of the twentieth
century, geographic education was a factor of
international understanding in the face of bilat-
eral confrontations, in the coming decades geo-
graphic education for global understanding must
continue to be an essential element in the con-
struction of world citizenship in a context of
multilateralism.

In this way, we reframe the Road Map for
twenty-first-century geography education (Bed-
narz et al. 2013) and the Road Map to empower
geography education for global understanding
(Bednarz et al.2018) into a new Road Map for
International Collaboration in Geographic
Education.

We agree that geography educators must
move from charters, declarations and Road Maps
to actions—the ‘all hands on deck imperative’
(Solem and Bohem 2018), hence the importance
of scientific research networks. Under the lead-
ership of IGU-CGE, other associations like
EUROGEO, NRCGE, SEAGA or REDLAGEO
are playing an important role for international
collaboration in geography education in Europe,
North America, South East Asia and Latin
America, respectively.

It is strategic to take advantage of the fact that
current IGU-CGE Chairs are, at the same time,
Director of NRCGE and President of SEAGA,
but President of EUROGEO (Spanish native
speaker) collaborates strongly with RED-
LAGEO. Beside this, EUROGEO and SEAGA

Presidents have close relations with Chinese
Universities. In 1922, the world population was
two billion. It is currently almost eight billion
and likely to exceed 10 billion by 2050 according
to UN demographic projections. In this new
world, totally different to when the IGU was
founded in 1922, more than 2 billion inhabitants
have as a native language English, Spanish or
Chinese, but 4 billion (almost one out of two
people in the world) speak fluently these three
languages or two others similar to Spanish (as
Romance languages), like Portuguese and
French. Some words missing. Otherwise, English
is the official language for 59 countries in the
world, but Spanish–French-Portuguese is in 40
countries more, this is, 99 countries in the world
from 193 UN State members.

Not forgetting other important languages
(Arabic, Hindi, Russian, Turkish, German or
Japanese), the three people mentioned above are
able to reach and understand half the world, not
only higher education professors, but also school
teachers who may only speak their native lan-
guage. This is the power of geography, the
understanding of cultural diversity across the
spaces in the world in contrast to monolingual
approaches, which identify the future of geog-
raphy education with a single country and a
single language (Gilbert Grosvenor Center for
Geographic Education 2020). Geography edu-
cators involved in international collaboration
must acquire a sense of spatial empathy, they
must understand that intercultural, and inter-
comprehension approaches are vital to achieve
international understanding as founding princi-
ples of IGU, and later of IGU-CGE.

Geography is an old scientific discipline and a
traditional school subject with an established
body of knowledge, but it faces the challenges of
a changing world, a technological revolution,
mass media impact and the teaching of rapid
political, economic, social and cultural transfor-
mations that have an impact on space, countries
and regions of the world. Some of this body of
knowledge and the means to teach it will remain
invariant, as we have known in previous decades,
as a common legacy and heritage of geography
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educators. But geographical education is com-
mitted to innovation and practices responding to
the twenty-first century, and particularly in the
two most important aspects of international col-
laboration: curriculum and assessment. Fortu-
nately, the two authors of this chapter have
contributed to an international curriculum from a
European Higher Education Area approach
(Donert 2009) and by defining seven geograph-
ical competences from the European lifelong
learning approach (De Miguel 2021). In addition
to that, two chairs of IGU-CGE have also con-
tributed to a framework for key themes of
geography curriculum (Chang et al 2019) or a
framework for international assessment in geog-
raphy education (Solem et al. 2018).

In this framework, geography education
worldwide would be available as a shared
framework (Fig. 10.10) to know, apply and rea-
son and to the acquisition of spatial thinking,
geographical thinking and spatial citizenship by
the students, in order to develop analytical, crit-
ical and lateral thinking and to improve geogra-
phy achievement results (De Miguel 2021).

The constant evolution of contemporary
societies, their needs and their impact on the
planet earth and the natural and human land-
scape, the growing human interactions with the
environment, the challenge of global sustain-
ability, etc., are reasons that compel a greater and
more complex geographic education, also
involved in geoethics. In the twenty-first century,
we need to teach more and better geography, so
an international framework for curriculum and
assessment is needed. Other aspects of geo-
graphic education are no less important:
instructional materials, geospatial technologies

and digital geographical education, pedagogies,
teaching and learning strategies, fieldwork, tea-
cher training and professional development.

Finally, we must increase international col-
laboration in geography education to get a higher
impact for its research, to keep up with debates
on big topics in geography education, to be more
inclusive, but also to support young geography
educators and teachers, in particular from disad-
vantaged countries and contexts. In 1971, Benoit
Brouillette expressed his desire for the widest
possible international participation in interna-
tional education, with Africa, Asia and Latin
America in particular in mind. Half a century
after his words, a century after the founding of
the IGU, it still remains the main objective of this
Road Map for the twenty-first century.

Annex 1: IGU-CGE Symposia
1952–2022

Year City Related to IGU event

1952 Washington 17 IGU International
Geographical Congress

1956 Rio de
Janeiro

18 IGU International
Geographical Congress

1960 Stockholm 19 IGU International
Geographical Congress

1964 London 20 IGU International
Geographical Congress

1968 Madras 21 IGU International
Geographical Congress

1972 Quebec
City

22 IGU International
Geographical Congress

1974 Palmerston IGU Regional Conference

(continued)

Fig. 10.10 Integrated framework of geographical competences for curriculum and assessment
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Year City Related to IGU event

1976 Moscow 23 IGU International
Geographical Congress

1978 Lagos IGU Regional Conference

1980 Tsukuba 24 IGU International
Geographical Congress

1982 Curitiba IGU Regional Conference

1984 Freiburg 25 IGU International
Geographical Congress

1986 Barcelona IGU Regional Conference

1988 Brisbane 26 IGU International
Geographical Congress

1990 Hong Kong IGU Regional Conference

1992 Boulder 27 IGU International
Geographical Congress

1994 Berlin IGU Regional Conference

1996 The Hague 28 IGU International
Geographical Congress

1998 Porto IGU Regional Conference

2000 Gyeonggi 29 IGU International
Geographical Congress

2002 Durban IGU Regional Conference

2004 Glasgow 30 IGU International
Geographical Congress

2006 Brisbane IGU Regional Conference

2007 Lucerne

2008 Tunis 31 IGU International
Geographical Congress

2010 Istanbul IGU Regional Conference

2011 Santiago IGU Regional Conference

2011 London

2012 Freiburg 32 IGU International
Geographical Congress

2014 Krakow IGU Regional Conference

2015 London

2015 Moscow IGU Regional Conference

2016 Singapore 33 IGU International
Geographical Congress

2017 Lisbon

2018 Quebec
City

IGU Regional Conference

2019 London

2021 Prague 34 IGU International
Geographical Congress

2022 Rennes IGU Centennial Conference

Annex 2: EUROGEO Conferences
1979–2022

Year City Co-organiser Conference
Theme

1980 Brussels

1982 Brussels

1984 Paris

1986 Brussels

1988 Brussels

1990 Brussels

1992 Brussels

1994 Brussels

1996 Salzburg

1998 Luxemburg Luxembourg
Geography
Association

Geography in
Europe

2001 Liverpool Liverpool
Hope
University

Teaching
geography,
skills and
curricula

2002 Funchal APG,
Association
of Geography
Teachers in
Portugal

Geography
teaching in an
enlarging
Europe

2004 Bled University of
Ljubljana,
Slovenian
Geography
Teacher
Association

New
developments in
Geography

2005 Torun Institute of
Geography,
Nicolaus
Copernicus
University

Changing
Horizons in
Geography
Education

2007 Stockholm Stockholm
University

Geography for
Society: Putting
Bologna into
Action

2008 Liverpool Liverpool
Hope
University

Future
Prospects in
Geography

2009 Ayvalik Balikesir
University

Celebrating
Geographical
Diversity

2010 Prague Charles
University

Sustainable
Geographies

(continued)
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Year City Co-organiser Conference
Theme

2011 Athens National
Technical
University of
Athens

Geography:
Your world – A
European
Perspective

2012 Dublin St. Patrick’s
University
College

Geography and
Global
Understanding:
Connecting the
Sciences

2013 Bruges Ghent
University

Geography:
Linking
Tradition and
Future

2014 Valletta University of
Malta

The Power of
Geography and
the Role of
Spatial
Information

2015 Ankara Turkish
Association
of
Geographers,
Gazi
University

Communicating
Geography:
Serving our
world

2016 Málaga University of
Málaga,
Royal
Geographical
Society, AGE

Geographic
Information:
For a better
world

2017 Amsterdam Utrecht
University

Challenges for
geographical
education

2018 Cologne University of
Cologne

Geography for
all

2019 Paris Teaching
Geography in
challenging
times

2019 Ljubljana University of
Ljubljana,
Slovenian
Geography
Teacher
Association

Hidden
geographies

2021 Madrid National
University of
Distance
Education,
Royal
Geographical
Society

Sustainable
Development
Goals for all

(continued)

Year City Co-organiser Conference
Theme

2022 Mytilene University of
Aegean

Re-visioning
geography for
sustainability in
the post-COVID
era
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11The ‘North-South’ Problem
in Geography

Pascal Clerc and André Reyes Novaes

Abstract

The chapter aims to analyze the ‘North-South’
problem in geography considering how rep-
resentations strongly participate in the orga-
nization of spaces and the geopolitics of
knowledge production. In the first part, we
study the way in which these representations
produce and reflect a relationship of domina-
tion of the ‘North’ over the ‘South’. The
second part takes another perspective and
shows that some so-called ‘southern’ coun-
tries can also turn this imposed identity into a
means of contestation. Finally, we deal with
the situation of the IGU which, with its 120 or
so national committees, has, since its creation,
been constantly confronted with this way of
thinking about the world. As an important
institution for the reproduction and contesta-
tion of geographic practices around the world,
the International Geographical Union will
continue to be a privileged stage to identify
continuities and changes in ‘North-South’
relations.

Keywords

North-South � Imaginative geographies �
Knowledge production � Means of
contestation � International Geographical
Union

11.1 Introduction

The need to classify and name is necessary for us
to access and account for what surrounds us
(Vignaux 1999). This need operates in all fields:
social categories, animal species, landforms…
We have to go through this to think about the
world.

Classifying and naming also means charac-
terizing, differentiating, and setting limits,
ordering according to qualitative or quantitative
criteria and finally ranking. These thought-based
organizations are sometimes binary. This is the
case with the ‘North-South’ division of the
world. This binarity refers to an essential scheme
of social life: distinguishing ‘us’ (or ‘self’) from
‘others’ (see Said 1978; Todorov 1989).

The purpose of this text is to analyze the
representations of this ‘North-South’ division.
We hypothesize that representations strongly
participate in the organization of spaces. In the
first part, we study the way in which these rep-
resentations produce and reflect a relationship of
domination of the ‘North’ over the ‘South’. The
second part takes another perspective and shows
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that some so-called ‘southern’ countries can also
turn this imposed identity into a means of con-
testation. Finally, we deal with the situation of
the UGI which, with its 120 or so national
committees, has, since its creation, been con-
stantly confronted with this way of thinking
about the world. It is both a mirror of the logic of
domination and a place of action for a fair and
united world.

11.2 North-South: A Recent
Construction?

There are different ways to consider the division
of the world between ‘North’ and ‘South’: as is
an idea, as words and as spaces. The idea pre-
sents a binary and relational World. The words
take place in the long story of the different ways
to designate spatial entities of this World. Spaces
show a divided world with a very stable line of
separation on the planispheres. These different
points of view are of varying temporalities.
However, the idea, the words and the spaces
constantly converge to signify the existence of
two stable, unequal entities, defined in opposition
to each other and in a relation to domination of
one over the other.

Most authors who have attempted to retrace
the history of the ‘North-South’ division propose
as a starting point The Report of the Independent
Commission on International Development issues
published in 1980, more colloquially ‘Report
North-South’ or simply the Brandt Report (see for
example Dickenson 1983). In January 1977, to
relaunch exchanges and cooperation that seemed
to be deadlocked after the 1973 oil crisis, Robert
McNamara, president of the World Bank, pro-
posed the creation of a study group to facilitate
‘North-South dialogue. He entrusted Willy
Brandt, the former socialist Chancellor of the
Federal Republic of Germany, to lead a group of
twenty prominent personalities representing both
rich and poor countries. In February 1980, the
group submitted a report to the United Nations
Secretary-General, Kurt Waldheim.

We shall return to the Brandt Report in due
course but should emphasize at the outset that the

world that late 20th-century regionalization
reflected centuries of earlier attempts to identify
meaningful global distinctions dating back to
Antiquity and the Aristotelian zonal division of
the Earth (Besse 2003). In this early period, the
objective was to deduce the definition of the
ecumene to a northern temperate zone that was
habitable and inhabited, separate from a South
intemperate zone that was inaccessible and
inhabited only by another species that did not
qualify as human. This was the first attempt to
challenge an earlier unitary vision of the globe
and raise the question of the relationship between
the earth’s diversity and the universal nature of
humanity (Cosgrove 2001).

Later, the question of otherness would be
reinterpreted through the different waves of
colonization. With the first transoceanic travel,
the thought of the world—always through the
dominant gaze of westerners—opposes the
European ‘we’ to the ‘others’ from the rest of
the world. Gradually, a new dual representation
of the world was created, more accurate and less
geometric than zonation. From the nineteenth
century, this division opposed Europe and North
America from the tropical world. The contem-
porary divisions that separate a rich and domi-
nant world from a poor and dominated world are
born from these situations of colonial
domination.

After World War Two, during the process of
decolonization, the economic question, through
the concept of development, gradually produced
a new pattern of global division translated into
quantitative data, measured by the Gross
National Product, that gave an appearance of
neutrality and objectivity to a relation of
domination.

The notion of an ‘underdeveloped country’
was famously mentioned in 1949 by US Presi-
dent Harry S Truman. This terminology already
situated the binary organization of the world in
relation to a form of Western ethnocentrism: the
development of Western countries as the stan-
dard against which the rest of the world was
benchmarked. An underdeveloped country was
defined by what it lacked. The subsequent cre-
ation of the expression ‘developing countries’
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served only to raise unrealistic hopes among poor
countries and allow richer countries to convince
themselves that they were not responsible for a
developmental process in which they were
always the winners.

But very quickly, at the end of the war,
another division of the world shook up these
economic referents. It is the start of the Cold
War. It establishes another binary pattern, a
political one, West-East, within the dominant
countries and temporarily makes forget the eco-
nomic organization of the World. But this new
pattern does not cover the whole planet. In this
context, the French demographer Alfred Sauvy
proposed the expression ‘Third World’ in 1952.
With this expression, a tripartite division is
established which aims to give consideration to
those whom the division into two blocks had
provisionally disqualified: ‘We are happy to talk
about the two worlds in presence, their possible
war, their coexistence, etc., forgetting too much
often that there is a third one, the most important,
and actually, the first in the chronology. It is the
set of those that are called, in United Nations
style, the underdeveloped countries’.1 It was also
with reference to the third estate of the French
Revolution that Sauvy had created this expres-
sion, and therefore from a more militant per-
spective than a simple practice of appointment.

This ‘Third World’ sought to establish a new
balance of power. This new terminology deliber-
ately dodges the question of development in favor
of the idea of political independence from the two
blocs. But almost all the states represented in
Belgrade are part of the so-called ‘underdevel-
oped countries’, the future ‘South’. There are
Latin American, African, Middle Eastern, and
Asian states. The ‘non-aligned countries’ want to
redirect global geopolitical concerns around a
South-North axis.

In 1964, U Thant, the Burmese politician, and
UN secretary-general, prophetically declared that
the tensions between the North and the South

were as serious as the tensions between the East
and the West. This announced a new way of
thinking about organization of the world that
Cold War détente would facilitate: from then on,
the world was increasingly viewed as divided
between the rich countries located for the most
part in the northern part of the globe and the poor
countries located mostly in the southern part that
the World will be organized.

The words ‘North’ and ‘South’ and even the
expression ‘North-South’ had appeared in polit-
ical and media discourse a few years before U
Thant’s speech. The first occurrence of the term
‘North-South’ was probably in a report by a
British diplomat, then president of Lloyds Bank,
Oliver Franks in 1959 (Capdepuy 2018). Franks
spoke of the ‘North-South problem’ and argues
that the countries affected by this problem are
located in relation to each other along a North-
South axis.

But it was only in the mid-1970s, when the
East-West opposition weakened, that the expres-
sion ‘North-South’ gained widespread popularity
(Clerc 2020). The global axis of tension and the
organization of the world were changing direc-
tion. The 1973 oil crisis was the trigger and
opened a new chapter in the ‘North-South dia-
logue’. The new dialogue was not motivated by a
desire on the part of oil-producing countries to
reduce the considerable differences in wealth in
the world and the debate was essentially about
how rich countries could maintain their supply of
raw materials without altering the fundamental
balance of power within the world economy.

It was in relation to these successive contexts
that Willy Brandt and his colleagues published
their report. Let us consider again the three
dimensions stated at the beginning of this sec-
tion: ideas, words, and spaces. Despite the
report’s fairly clear directions in favor of more
balanced relations between the two major parts of
the world, and despite positions that one might
even qualify as Third-World perspectives, the
floating terminology and the cartographic choices
produced an ambivalent or even contradictory
discourse.

In the introduction, Brandt used all the ter-
minology available to describe the two entities

1 Alfred Sauvy, L’Observateur 118, 14th August 1952,
14.
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that the report describes. All these words seemed
to be equivalent as if ‘to name (was not) to
express a point of view on the named object’
(Dufour 2007, 32). Why did the members of the
commission finally choose ‘North-South’ as the
title of their report? There are no clear explana-
tions in the published text. However, we can
think that for Brandt and his colleagues, talking
about ‘North’ and ‘South’ is a way to neutralize
the semantic load of references to development.
By using terms that refer to cardinal points, by
mobilizing a descriptive geography that would
report the World ‘as it is’, they undoubtedly
thought they were escaping stigmatizing repre-
sentations. As we will see later, the result was the
opposite.

The third point of view concerns the map and
the spatial division. We were able to consult
nine editions of the report in seven different
languages (German, English, Spanish, French,
Italian, Norwegian, and Portuguese). The anal-
ysis of the cover pages makes it possible to
distinguish those that used the map of the orig-
inal edition in English and those that selected
another iconography. The latter favored the idea
of solidarity (an edition published in Mexico in
1981 showed two hands clasping each other, but
one at the top, to the ‘North’ and one at the
bottom, to the ‘South’) or the idea of emergency
(one edition used a reproduction of Géricault's
painting, Le Radeau de la Méduse (1818–1819)
which shows men in distress on a makeshift
lifeboat at sea after a shipwreck). A third non-
cartographic representation can however be
linked in part to what the cartographic discourse
expressed. This was an image published in
Colombia in 1980, in which the division of the
world was indicated by photographs at the top
(the ‘North’) of the skyscrapers of Manhattan
and below (the ‘South’) showing faces, sad and
closed, of men and women, presumably
Colombians. Other editions used a planisphere
for the cover page on which the world appears to
be divided into two parts, separated by a very
deep line (Fig. 11.1).

The maps used in Brandt Report covers gen-
erally used the cartographic projection known as
‘Gall-Peters’, popularized by the German

historian and geographer Arno Peters in 1974.2

The choice of this projection was political.
Unlike the dominant Mercator projection, it
respected the size of surfaces. Therefore, it was
possible to visualize the importance of the
intertropical zone, traditionally atrophied on the
common planisphere. This projection is fre-
quently used today by various groups to support
a militant discourse against capitalist globaliza-
tion. Under these conditions, this cartographic

Fig. 11.1 Cover image from a French edition of the
Brandt Report, entitled ‘Commission indépendante sur les
problèmes de développement international, ‘Nord-sud’:
un program de survie’ 1980, Gallimard, Paris

2 There were two exceptions. A Norwegian edition (1980)
used a Winkel-Triple projection, a compromise projection
that minimises surface and shape distortions and which
allows the whole world to be correctly represented.
A Portuguese edition (1981) showed a succession of six
representations of the globe to signify the earth’s rotation,
based on a Mercator projection and with the two parts of
the world identified by different colors without a dividing
line.
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choice cannot be without significance. Moreover,
it was clearly assumed in the preamble to the
report: ‘This projection marks an important
advance compared to the conception which
attributed a preponderant world role to Europe,
geographically as well as culturally.’

The map of a world was divided into two
parts, separated by a thick and clearly visible line
that has become an iconic image.3 Its simplicity,
and its obviousness, were reinforced by words
that seemed to confirm what could be read car-
tographically, and facilitated its entry into the
scholar culture of many countries through text-
books and probably in a ‘world-culture’ through
the media. This image survived over the years
and the upheavals of the last 40 years almost
without modifications apart from the attachment
of Israel and Singapore to the ‘North’, and the
integration in the ‘South’ of the states of the
Caucasus and Asia Central. This stability was
reinforced by the choice of vocabulary. Devel-
opment terminology introduced a time dimension
and a possible evolution. With the concept of a
‘North-South’ divide, time has been replaced by
space and a location on the world map.

By using these words, the authors of the
Brandt Report were very probably trying quite
sincerely to challenge Eurocentrism and the
associated references to progress and the positive
or negative values of developmental terminol-
ogy. In reality, however, the effect was the
reverse. These images, and this language, have
naturalized a binary representation of the world
by making the question of development into a
cultural, even a natural construction in which the
spatial organization of the world seems to be
obvious. A country can have relative control over
its development, not over its spatial location. The
‘North-South’ model affirms an intangible world
order. It indicates where each ‘other’ is located
and shows the relation to ‘other’ regions. It still

prioritizes the ‘North’ which remains firmly at
the top of the image. If the terminology of
development can give hope to all the countries,
the ‘North-South’ couple exists by its final
binarity: the countries will never all be of the
‘North’. The ‘North’ needs the ‘South’ to be the
‘North’. The iconic map of the Brandt Report is
one of the strongest metageography (Lewis and
Wigen 1997) of the world order. It is a contin-
uation of a very old situation of domination and
the ‘North-South’ limit is only its updated form.

11.3 South-North: Inverting
Directions?

Although the globe’s division into North-South
can be considered a contemporary form of
imagining the world in a Eurocentric and colo-
nialist way, it is essential to recognize that the
narratives associated with the ‘Third World’ or
the ‘Global South’ were also appropriated by
other groups of actors. If the Conference on
International Economic Cooperation (1976) is a
landmark in the popularization and naturalization
of the world division between ‘North-South’, the
event was also a turning point in the use of the
‘South’ as ‘an axis of articulation and a discur-
sive device’ for peripheral and subaltern claims
in arts, sciences, and politics (Moura 2015, 24).
Considering engaged uses of the South as a
concept and discourse, this section explores the
appropriation of this terminology by inhabitants
and countries to build a counter-hegemonic
identity and make another proposition for the
world's organization.

Cartographic language, which actively influ-
ences our perception of the world, is often
associated with a ‘science of princes’ because
maps were primarily appropriated by ruling
classes and colonialist interests (Harley 1988).
However, it is crucial to recognize that maps’
language was also often appropriated by non-
hegemonic groups, developing what could be
called a ‘counter-cartography’. Artistic maps
were frequently used in these narratives, and in
addition to ‘stripping the mask from the map’
(Wood 2010, 189), these images often portray

3 However, the report does not seem to have made a lot of
noise when it was released, mainly because of current
events and the entry of Soviet troops into Afghanistan.
Then its distribution was limited. Despite about 20
translations, the report is said to have sold only around
350,000 copies worldwide, half in the United Kingdom,
and few in Germany, France and the United States.
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anti-colonialist arguments. One of the best-
known pieces of map art, the 1929 Surrealist
map of the world, published in the review Var-
iétés, is a vibrantly anticolonial map. The
unknown artist, probably Éluard (Wood 2010,
p. 198), portrayed a world erasing the United
States and most of Europe and exaggerated the
South Sea islands’ size to disrupt European
hegemony.

Although the surrealist map is now well
known, illustrating T-shirts and coffee mugs,
other artistic maps probably have similar influ-
ence in many countries in the Global South. This
is the case of The Inverted Map of South Amer-
ica, a famous image of Latin America created by
Uruguayan artist Joaquin Torres Garcia
(Fig. 11.2).4 Initially printed in his manifesto
Escola del Sur (1943),5 this image is still
reproduced today to endorse counter-hegemonic
policies and ‘southern’ identities (Sales 2015).
The Inverted Map of South America is a simple
image with high communication power and was
one of the first explicit attempts in twentieth-
century art to use cartography to denaturalize the
world with the ‘North’ at the top. By proposing a
break with previous representational patterns,
Torres Garcia allied himself with other modernist
Latin-American artists who sought to avoid
mechanical reproductions of European models
(Ades 1997). In opposition to behavior that he
called ‘exiles from Europe’, the artist suggested a
focus on Latin-American motives and aesthetics,
neither rejecting nor privileging external
influences.

Torres Garcia's pioneering claims demonstrate
how, before the idea of a ‘North-South dialogue’
became popular during the 1970s, the ‘South’
has a specific counter-hegemonic history and was
already used as an anti-colonialist narrative cir-
culating outside the hegemonic centers. The aim
to ‘invert’ the map and ‘correct’ power relations

appears in many other artists’ work throughout
the twentieth-century. Another famous example
is the Corrective Map of the World, made by the
Australian artist Stuart McArthur in 1979.
Inverting the Mercator projection and placing
Australia in the center of the map, the artist used
irony to claim a new world order: ‘This map, a
subtle but definite first step, corrects the situation.
No longer will the South wallow in a pit of
insignificance, carrying the North on its shoul-
ders for little or no recognition of her efforts.
Finally, the South emerges on top’. During a
period of many diplomatic and economic initia-
tives to develop North-South and South-South
relations, a narrative about a southern identity
seems to increase both in politics, arts, and
sciences.

Despite earlier uses of the word, the South
was not explored as a central category in aca-
demic scholarship before the late 1990s and early
2000s. As runoff from the legacy of postcolo-
nialism and other critical theories, such as sub-
altern, feminist, and Third-World studies, the
‘South’ emerged as a conceptual schema to dis-
cuss power relation and knowledge production in
the colonial period and the contemporary world
(Moura 2015). From the 2000s onwards, the

Fig. 11.2 Joaquín Torres García, Mapa Invertido da
América do Sul (Inverted map of South America) 1943.
Printed with permission © Museo Torres García. www.
torresgarcia.org.uy

4 Due to the knowledge and experience of the authors, we
use a Latin American example here. But it is important to
recognise that many other examples of counter-
cartography can be found in Africa and Asia.
5 Torres Garcia published a previous version of the map in
1936, using other cartographic elements such as a
coordinate grid.
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attempts to explore ‘southern epistemologies’
(Santos 2014) and ‘southern theories’ (Comaroff
and Comaroff 2012) become commonplace, dis-
cussed by authors associated with different
approaches in de-colonial scholarship (Mignolo
2006; Huish 2006; Maldonado-Torres 2006). In
contrast with the static and fixed map that clas-
sified the countries between the ‘North’ and the
‘South’, some scholars conceived the ‘South’ as
a metaphor, a field of ‘epistemic challenges that
seek to repair the damage and impacts histori-
cally caused by capitalism and its colonial rela-
tionship’ (Santos and Meneses 2010, 12).

As a relationship and a place of enunciation,
the ‘South’ only partially overlaps with its geo-
graphical delimitation on the map. Of course, it is
possible to identify nations with similar histories
of violence, conflict, and political and cultural
subordination to European colonialism. How-
ever, the overlap between the metaphor or a
region is not complete because in the geograph-
ical North's interior many classes and social
groups (workers, women, indigenous people,
Afro-descendants, Muslims) were subjected to
colonial domination. Besides, there were always
‘small Europes’ in the interior of the geographi-
cal ‘South’ where local elites benefited from
colonial domination (Santos and Meneses 2010).
The line of demarcation between ‘North’ and
‘South’, between zones of prosperity and zones
of underdevelopment, is not drawn stably, and it
is often porous, broken, and illegible (Balibar
2004; Comaroff and Comaroff 2012, 84). The
South has expanded globally, configuring a map
of historical and political experiences that has
refused to keep within hemispheric lines (Moura
2015, 15).

Considering this metaphorical and relational
definition, the ‘South’ can group a series of
subaltern knowledge produced in different scales
and places. By stressing the diversity and the
‘pluriversality’ (Grosfoguel 2008) of modern
science, this set of approaches seeks to challenge
narratives focused on ‘core’ areas, which identi-
fied the peripheries always by the lack of
development, science, theories, or epistemolo-
gies. During the last decades, a wide range of
scholars related to postcolonial and decolonial

scholarship developed a body of writing that
attempts to shift the dominant ways in which the
circulation of knowledge between ‘North’ and
‘South’ is viewed (Sharp 2009). To suggest new
cartographies of the global power, these scholars
challenge the creation of European modernity as
isolated phenomenon that could be understood
without coloniality (Mignolo 2000). Represented
as the cradle of modernity, the ‘North’ had its
knowledge often associated with the ‘interna-
tional’ or the ‘universal’, a ‘view from nowhere’
(Haraway 1988) formulated by the collection of
data from different parts of the world.

In contrast, southern knowledge is understood
as ‘local’, contextual and empirical, ignoring that
much of what is understood as ‘western science’
was practiced and carried out outside Europe,
with agents and actors located in different parts
of the world (Raj 2006). Showing how the cat-
egories and reasonings of social history were not,
in any simple way, translated from Europe to
colonies, all these categories and studies become
powerful tools to demonstrate how Western sci-
ence should be understood as a mixture of
practices that escape the limits of Europe. The
traditional view of science as a product con-
ceived in Europe and exported to the rest of the
world, reproducing a unidirectional North-South
circulation, has been progressively substituted by
an understanding that knowledge is often ‘con-
taminated’ and ‘hybrid’, produced during the
encounters between multiple actors in different
places.

By recognizing other agencies, these approa-
ches highlighted a wide range of powerful social
thought from the colonized and postcolonial
world and encouraged new meanings of ‘South’
as a social category in scholarship (Connell
2007). Through these new approaches, the South
would no longer be subject to a colonial rela-
tionship in knowledge production, supplying
empirical raw materials, and importing theories.
Instead of fitting external models into their real-
ities at any cost, southern scholars have been
recognizing their agency in knowledge produc-
tion and identifying the circulation and appro-
priation of their knowledge in many other places
and realities.
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It remains to be seen how these narratives
about the ‘South’ in art and scholarship influ-
enced the balance of power in geography’s
international community. Beyond a simple
internationalization and spread of institutions
such as the International Geographic Union
(IGU), which since the World War II has sought
intensively to include the most significant num-
ber of members in different countries, it is crucial
to address how did the dialogues between
geographers from different areas of the world
have been taking place. How can the prominent
positions in the IGU and the places where the
conferences take place could show new actors
and agents in the international geographic com-
munity? What efforts have been made to discover
‘other geographic traditions’ (Ferretti 2019) and
tell the discipline's history from different gazes
and points of view? Moreover, which practices in
making and communicating science guarantee
the maintenance and persistence of colonialist
positions in knowledge production? These
questions will remain open but will be addressed
shortly in the third section of this chapter.

11.4 North-South at the IGU

During the first decades of its existence, the IGU
was a western union and specifically European
union. Apart from Japan, the seven countries that
founded the IGU in 1922 were all European. This
is both a legacy of its history, which began half a
century before the official establishment of the
IGU at the Antwerp International Geographical
Congress (IGC) in 1871 and a reflection of the
balance of power within international science.
The IGU still largely reproduces, even today, an
established world scientific organization through
its member countries, congress venues, and the
origins of presidents and secretaries-general.

This organization is spatial, with Europe and
North America at the center and more or less
integrated peripheries surrounding the core. It
was not until the Washington IGC in 1952 that
an IGU congress left European or European
colonized space and four more years to involve a
country from the ‘South’ (Rio de Janeiro

Congress in 1956).6 Two-thirds of the 24 geog-
raphers who have served as IGU President were
from Europe and only two come from ‘Southern’
countries: Shiba P. Chatterjee, from India,
between 1964 and 1968, and Akin L. Mabo-
gunje, from Nigeria, between 1980 and 1984.
The balance is similar as regards the secretaries-
general and it is only in 2010 that the vital center
of the IGU, its official address, is in a country of
the ‘South’: South Africa.

Nevertheless, this specialization of the IGU is
not set in stone. Over time, the IGU has devel-
oped and concerned itself more and more with
countries traditionally located in the ‘South’. Let
us take two important milestones in the history of
the IGU, two IGCs in Amsterdam in 1938 and
Rio de Janeiro in 1956. The Amsterdam congress
has often been described as the triumph of
colonial geography. Above all, it is clearly
colonialist. Jacques Leclerc wrote of the ‘racist
paradigm that organizes and instructs the dis-
course of the colonial geography section’
(Leclerc 1989, 93) and showed that very few
speakers contested this orientation of the debates.
This is not surprising. In this pre-war period,
very few European geographers criticized colo-
nial activities. But this congress reminds us
above all that the relationship of domination
between European countries and their North
American extensions on the one hand, and the
colonized regions of the world on the other,
shapes within the IGU the place of countries and
their scholars. The representatives of the colo-
nized and/or dominated countries are intellectu-
ally discredited due to their ‘race’.

Barely twenty years later, the situation had
changed considerably. After Washington in
1952, the congress was once again held outside
Europe and for the first time in a country con-
sidered to be ‘developing’. This first (and still
only) Latin-American congress promoted an
important movement to internationalize the IGU,
but also, paradoxically, marked the beginning of
tightening around the English language (Lamego

6 The Cairo Congress in 1925, discussed in Chap. 2, by
Heffernan, was a geopolitical choice that reflected Euro-
pean considerations and colonial calculations.
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2020). The issue of working languages is
important. Dominique Volle (1996) has shown
that various languages, overwhelmingly Euro-
pean, were used at congresses until the middle of
the twentieth-century. The choice of two domi-
nant languages, French and English, was offi-
cially encouraged as early as the Lisbon
Congress in 1949 (Volle 1996) and became
evident from the 1960s before English became
almost the exclusive language. This development
can be analyzed as the result of domination but it
also makes it possible, if we consider English as
a language of international communication, to
open up the IGU to countries traditionally on the
fringes.

A number of African, Asian and Latin-
American countries joined the IGU in this per-
iod and the congress of Rio de Janeiro itself is
described by Mariana Lamego as a ‘tower of
Babel’ (2020, 124). The location effect played a
strong role: 67% of the congress participants are
South Americans and it is hoped that this open-
ing will have a knock-on effect for the years to
come. Above all, structural decisions have been
taken with the creation of the status of ‘associate
member’.

It is an important choice. The IGU is an
organization whose members are states.7 During
the first decades of the IGU’s existence, they were
all considered in an equal manner. But this
equality within the structures affects spatial enti-
ties with very diverse characteristics. Some
countries have the infrastructure, the financial,
and human resources to organize congresses;
geography is a structured science within univer-
sities and research organizations; the scholarly
community of geographers is large and diverse; in
various ways, these are the countries whose
geographical knowledge is the most internation-
alized. Other countries do not have the opportu-
nity to organize congresses and they do not have a
sufficiently large and long-standing scholarly
community to play a major role. The international

situation of the community of geographers is very
unequal and for a long time, egalitarian treatment
within the IGU has contributed to the reproduc-
tion of inequalities.

But, for more than half a century, IGU policy
has taken into account the unequal situation of
geographical science in the world. The status of
‘associate member’ allows countries with few
financial resources and a small number of geog-
raphers to join the IGU. The creation of regional
congresses is also worth mentioning, enabling
countries with limited resources to organize
smaller congresses and, above all, enabling
geographers from neighboring countries to par-
ticipate in the congress at a lower cost.8 In the
current statutes, member countries are divided
into fifteen categories and pay their membership
according to their category of membership. In
addition, the IGU has established a fund to
develop geographical science and assist geogra-
phers from the ‘less equipped countries’. The
creation of working groups, lighter in structure
than the commissions, which also contribute to a
broadening of international participation in the
activities of the IGU, is also worth mentioning.

Was the Rio de Janeiro Congress a turning
point in the history of the IGU and its interna-
tionalization? Should we see the glass half empty
or half full? The road traveled or the road still to
be traveled? After 1956, in addition to the
accession of new countries, the location of con-
gresses changed considerably. Less than half of
them were held in Europe. Moreover, a third of
the member countries are countries of the ‘South’
and more than a third of the committee chairs are
geographers from these countries.9 This devel-
opment was also linked to the decolonization

7 It should nevertheless be noted that for a short period
after the Rio de Janeiro congress, British dependencies
such as Sudan or Kenya, and French dependencies such as
French West Africa (AOF) were integrated into the IGU.

8 However, this policy of equity is fragile. At the 1988
Sydney Congress, the desire to clarify the financial
situation of the IGU led to the suspension of members
who had not paid their dues for more than three years.
This decision had considerable effects. Twenty-one
countries disappeared from the list of IGU members: 5
Asian countries, 4 Latin American countries and 12
African countries, leading to the virtual disappearance of
African representation in the IGU (Robic et al. 1996, 59).
9 Between 1949 and 1996, 37 committee chairmanships
were awarded to France, 30 to the United States, and only
5 to so-called ‘southern’ countries (Robic et al. 1996).
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movement that led many countries to gain
sovereignty and played a decisive role in the
internationalization of the IGU.

However, this internationalization masks a
persistent under-representation of the countries
of the ‘South’: of the eight congresses held out-
side Europe since the Rio de Janeiro Congress,
only for has been held in countries convention-
ally recognized as ‘Southern countries’—the
New Delhi IGC in 1968, the Tunis IGC in 2008,
the Beijing IGC in 2016 and the Istanbul IGC,
which was held virtually in 2021 due to the
coronavirus pandemic. In its century of exis-
tence, the IGU has organized only one congress
in Latin America and only one in Africa. From
another point of view, it can be noted that these
congresses of the ‘South’ now follow one
another at a faster pace. It is essential. A congress
like that of Tunis allows openings not only to the
geographers of the organizing country but to
those of many Arab and Muslim countries. The
Beijing Congress impressed many participants
with its scale. Here too, the expansion of the
scientific community is notable. These develop-
ments mark a major turning point, perhaps the
beginning of a new equilibrium in the geopolitics
of geographic science.

Since its creation, the IGU has been faced
with a geoeconomic and geopolitical situation
with considerable inequalities and relations of
domination between regions and states of the
world, based on major divisions that oppose—to
simplify things considerably—rich and poor
countries. It is confronted with this situation, this
world order, like other international organiza-
tions. But within an international organization
that is concerned with geography, these problems
are amplified and made very sensitive insofar as
geography is a science that studies in particular
these inequalities and relations of domination.

11.5 Conclusion

If the division and qualification of spaces are
essential practices for assigning meaning to the
world around us (Vignaux 1999), it is essential to
recognize that these classifications are dynamic.

Although the division of the world between
‘North’ and ‘South’ may suggest an immobile
space stability, endorsing the continuation of a
very old colonial condition, the appropriation of
the idea of ‘South’ by a series of counter-
hegemonic claims points to alternative balances
in the global geopolitics of knowledge. Just as
much as a space-bound essences, ‘North’ and
‘South’ express an asymmetrical relationship,
which can be challenged by practices of circu-
lation and cross-cultural exchanges. As an
important institution for the reproduction and
contestation of geographic practices around the
world, the International Geographical Union will
continue to be a privileged stage to identify
continuities and changes in ‘North-South’ rela-
tions in the production of geographical
knowledge.
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12Gender and International Geography

Mireia Baylina, Maria Dolors Garcia-Ramon,
and Janice Monk

Abstract

The Commission on Gender and Geography
of the International Geographical Union
(IGU) has made great leaps ahead in the field
of gender and geography. It has challenged
conventional methodologies and epistemolo-
gies and has been a major tool for making
gender geography more inclusive and truly
‘international’. This chapter looks at the role
played by the Commission in international
geography and gives an overview of the
worldwide differences in the development of
feminist geography from its beginnings. The
authors highlight the role played by agents,
networks, and scales as well as the transfor-
mative role of situated gender geography in
different world contexts. The Gender and
Geography IGU Commission—which has
been a real school for many geographers—
has now the challenge of bringing together
and promoting new generations in a frame-
work of professional precariousness and insta-
bilities within the neoliberal academic
institutions.

Keywords

Commission on Gender and Geography �
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12.1 Introduction

The international women’s political and social
movement during the 1970s had an impact on
academia and led to attention being given to
gender in geographical research within the
Anglophone world at that time. A little more than
a decade later, in 1988, the International Geo-
graphical Union’s Gender and Geography Com-
mission was established. Since then, this
Commission has made tremendous strides ahead
in this discipline as it has challenged conven-
tional methodologies and epistemologies and has
been a major tool (probably the most important)
for making gender geography more inclusive and
really ‘international’.1

This chapter has two sections. The first deals
with the development of the Commission and the
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1We use gender geography and feminist geography as
synonymous, understood as a ‘geography which explicitly
takes into account the socially created gender structure of
society, and in which a commitment both towards the
alleviation of gender inequality in the short term and
towards its removal through social changes towards real
equality, in the longer term, is expressed’ (WGSG-IBG
1984: 21).
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role it has played in advancing feminist teaching
and research in geography. The second section
provides a general overview of worldwide dif-
ferences in the development of feminist geogra-
phy, taking into account the roles played by
agents, networks, and scales as well as the
transformative role of situated gender geography
in different contexts of the world. Finally, we
present some possible ways forward for creating
more inclusive gender geographies at the inter-
national level.

12.2 The IGU Gender
and Geography Commission

The Commission of Gender and Geography has
been the most important agent for international-
izing gender geography and counterbalancing the
Anglophone hegemony since the very beginning.
At the IGU congress of Paris in 1984, Jan Monk
sent a written request (that was never answered)
to the local organizers for a meeting time and
space to discuss the possibility of creating a
group. Nevertheless, a ‘spontaneous’ meeting
took place and an informal list of interested
people was created. In the following IGU
Regional Conference, in Barcelona in 1986, a
very well attended Round Table was organized
within the program of the conference hosted by
the University of Barcelona. Important steps
toward initiating the Commission were taken in
informal conversations between Jan Monk, Janet
Momsen, and Maria Dolors Garcia Ramon (who
would become vice-president, president, and
secretary of the group) in December 1987 at a
conference hosted by Garcia Ramon in Barce-
lona on ‘Agriculture, Gender, and Space’. These
were soon followed by discussions at British
meetings, after which Janet Momsen took the
lead in preparing an application and shepherding
it through the IGU Executive Committee, draw-
ing on her long-standing networks. At the Syd-
ney IGU Conference in 1988, Jan Monk
(Australian-born) was invited to give one of the
plenary lectures on ‘Encompassing Gender:
Progress and Challenges in Gender Research’.
And the Gender and Geography Study Group

was approved with Janet Momsen as the found-
ing chair, Jan Monk as vice-president, and Maria
Dolors Garcia Ramon as secretary. Jan Monk
was also named Chair when the Study Group
was ‘upgraded’ to Commission status at the
conference in Washington in 1992 with the same
team. The creation and consolidation of the
Commission made it possible to move from ‘the
Ladies’ program to the feminist session’, as
expressed by Rössler (1996), and to contextual-
ize the role of women in the IGU (Robic and
Rössler 1996; see also Chap. 7 in this book, by
Droogleever Fortuijn).

Since the beginning, the commission has had
a Steering Committee that has paid a lot of
attention to representing a wide range of regions
of the world (Huang et al. 2017). Currently, the
Commission has about 740 correspondent
members and it holds sessions at the IGU Con-
ferences and specialized meetings in other loca-
tions, usually hosted by members of its
international steering committee. To date, its
events have taken place in more than 20 coun-
tries. Work from these has been published in
outlets beyond the dominant Anglophone sites in
order to reach other audiences and, in some
cases, to use languages other than English. The
Commission has also collaborated in joint pro-
grams with other IGU Commissions, such as
those in political geography, geographical edu-
cation, health and development, history of
geography, and economic geography. The
advantage of working separately is that it is
possible to have in-depth discussions, while
collaboration makes it possible to bring gender
perspectives to other audiences.

An early example of the Commission’s
potential to disseminate research by scholars
from multiple regions of the world was the book
series International Studies of Women and Place.
It was edited by Janet Momsen and Jan Monk
and the series is published until the present by
Routledge. Janet Momsen (the first Chair of the
gender group) hosted the Group’s first formal
event: a workshop on gender and development
held at the University of Newcastle-upon-Tyne
in 1989. This workshop was the basis of one of
the first books of the series, which also
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developed from Momsen’s initiative with the
publisher. The book Different Places: Different
Voices (Momsen and Kinnaird 1993), brought
studies on gender and development in Africa,
Asia, and Latin America to a wide audience, and
gave a voice to scholars from around the world.
The series has been very successful, with more
than 35 volumes published so far.

However, in terms of inclusivity, the most
important publication is the Newsletter which is
published twice a year in English. It began in
1988, and in November 2020 reached issue
number 64. Since 2006 it has also been circulated
to all members in Spanish and French to widen
the audience in those regions of the world where
English is not so common in academia. Jan
Monk was the editor for more than 30 years (up
to 2018 and for 60 issues), and she has played a
vital role in showcasing the strengths and con-
necting feminist geographers through the
Newsletter (Huang et al. 2017). Joos Drooglever
Fortuijn is currently the editor and was former
chair of the Commission and first vice-president
of the IGU until August 2020. The Newsletter
reports on Commission activities and publishes
academic and scientific news of feminist geog-
raphers as well as gender-related activities
around the world. It gives particular emphasis to
publications on gender (books and articles) and
aims to cover not only the Anglophone world but
also publications in languages other than Eng-
lish. Some of the English publications also
include work by geographers from countries
where English is not the native language.

In an analysis carried out by the Gender
Group of the Autonomous University of Barce-
lona of the first 53 issues of the Newsletter, the
authors divide their results into four sections. The
first section is ‘News around the World’, which
includes references to activities that have taken
place in 49 different countries and only 50.11%
belong to Anglophone areas (continental Euro-
pean countries represent 33.04%). There is a
growing percentage of news from certain South
Asian countries, contrasting with a decrease in
news from African countries. The section devo-
ted to ‘Monographic issues of journals’ includes
102 items, and 81 are completely written in

English. However, a large number of issues are
in other languages (in total 21 languages
including Portuguese, Swedish, French, Spanish,
Catalan, German, Italian, Hebrew, Chinese,
Norwegian, Dutch, Polish, Turkish, and Hun-
garian). In the section referring to ‘Published
books’ the percentage of books in English is a
little higher (82.41%) but a quite considerable
percentage (17.59%) of books are in languages
other than English, in particular European lan-
guages. In the section ‘Articles and Chapters of
books’, of a total of 3769 items 84% are in
English and 16% in other languages, a much
higher percentage than we can find in many
international lists of publications. In more recent
years, this percentage has increased significantly,
thanks to the role played by multi-lingual jour-
nals such as ACME and Revista Latino-
Americana de Geografia ê Genero. In sum-
mary, the efforts that editors of the Newsletter
have made to include gender research outside the
Anglophone world have been successful,
although we need to move further in this
direction.

12.3 Differences
in the Development
of Feminist Geography
Around the World

In 2021 feminist geography now has a fifty-year
trajectory in the founding countries and a history
of several decades in other areas. Geographers
have worked constantly to make this trajectory
visible by documenting the state of gender
geography in the world, providing updates on its
progress, and, most importantly, making new
recruits visible and creating support networks
among researchers. At the end of the eighties,
Bowlby and Peake (1989) confirmed the exis-
tence of diverse feminist geographies with dif-
ferent velocities in 21 countries and geographical
areas of the world. This review follows others
made from different contexts (Garcia Ramon
1989; Garcia Ramon and Monk 2007; Monk and
Garcia Ramon 2013; Monk 2015; Ybarra and
Escamilla 2016, among others). The latest update
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on the state of feminist geography in the world is
that collected in the journal Gender, Place and
Culture in the issue that celebrated its 25 years of
publication. The monograph documents 39
countries, although only three are in Africa
(Blidon and Zaragocín 2019).

The international health of feminist geography
can be considered to be good in general if we
look at its scientific progress in many places and
its clear success in some of them, mainly
English-speaking places. However, it is still non-
existent in many countries and has only a very
fragile presence in others. Paradoxically, it is also
in a situation of unstable equilibrium in those
places where it is most consolidated.

12.3.1 Agents, Networks, and Scales

The history of feminist geography is linked to
specific people and the specific institutions that
have supported them. For example, the formal
creation of the Women’s Geography Study
Group of the Institute of British Geographers in
1982, with the aim of promoting the study and
consideration of gender in geography and
establishing networks to work collectively with
and for women, has played a pivotal role in
establishing feminist geography in the UK. The
researchers’ foundational works, including the
manual Geography and Gender (WGSG of IBG
1984, have opened up many issues and influ-
enced research in this country and many others.
Some of these researchers participate in interna-
tional geography conferences, including those of
the International Geographical Union, the Royal
Geographical Society-Institute of British Geog-
raphers, and the Annual Conference of the
Association of American Geographers, where
they establish contacts that become international
networks of collaboration and mentoring. The
researchers are professionals from different
countries, with consolidated university jobs, with
financial support to participate in international
conferences and for research, and with a vocation
for leadership in promoting feminist geography
in their workplaces. International relations for the
exchange of knowledge, strategies, and mutual

aid are the engine for carrying out research and
being legitimized in their own countries (Baylina
and Rodó de Zárate 2019). Some geographers
point out how in patriarchal and parochial insti-
tutional contexts, academic control can be miti-
gated with active networking, horizontal
connections with feminists from other places,
and with formal and informal mentoring (Datta
2019).

Leadership has also involved the direct
implication in networking, such as management
positions and membership in the international
commission on geography and gender, the
organization of international conferences and
seminars in researchers’ countries of origin and
teaching stays in gender geography abroad. One
of the clearest examples of mutual international
and intergenerational learning is that of the
Erasmus Network on Gender and Geography,
which for ten years (1989–1998) allowed teach-
ers and students from five countries (Denmark,
Greece, the Netherlands, Spain, and the United
Kingdom), six universities and six languages of
the European Union to meet for one week each
year in the different countries to carry out
research seminars. Some of the teachers in this
network still recognize the importance of these
productive and innovative meetings (Droogle-
ever 2008) for promoting teamwork when aca-
demia was already becoming increasingly
individualistic and competitive (Vaiou 2019).

Various international conferences and semi-
nars had already been held during the 1980s and
1990s, forging alliances between feminist geog-
raphers from different geographical areas. In
Spain, the Research Group on Geography and
Gender, founded in 1987 by Maria Dolors Garcia
Ramon, organized international seminars and
conferences on geography and gender on a reg-
ular basis (Garcia Ramon 1989). According to
the Greek scholar, Dina Vaiou, this research
group has been an inspiration for other geogra-
phers both for the development of feminist
approaches grounded in Southern European
experiences and intellectual traditions and for
promoting group work within an increasingly
individualistic and competitive academe (Vaiou
2019). International mentoring work has been
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carried out with geographers of different gener-
ations (Lan 2016). In Italy, as early as 1993,
feminist geographers Maria Luisa Gentileschi
and Gisella Cortesi organized the pre-conference
of the IGU Population Geography Commission
in Cagliari (Sardinia), which addressed the role
of women in territorial organizations (Cortesi and
Gentileschi 1996).

On occasions, to overcome national limita-
tions, the Anglophone cultural hegemony, and
the hierarchy of forms of knowledge production,
researchers in other linguistic communities have
joined international networks such as the Iberian
and Latin American Network of Geography,
Gender, and Sexuality (REGGSILA), to dis-
seminate and make the research visible in
Spanish-speaking contexts (Ferreira 2019). Sim-
ilarly, since 1989 German-speaking countries
have organized, through the Working Group
Geography and Gender, interdisciplinary debates
on feminist theory and attempts to re-theorize
space, place, and gender within human geogra-
phy in their linguistic area. Several activities
such as workshops and panels at German-
speaking conferences are added to a communi-
cation platform, the digital newsletter Feminis-
tisches Geo-Rundmail. This publication is a
medium to discuss new strands of research and
advance feminist knowledge production in these
areas (Bauriedl et al. 2019).

At the national, regional, and local levels,
researchers have been committed to gender
geography in different fields using various
strategies, including leading research projects,
promoting teaching, organizing scientific meet-
ings, directing scientific journals (a potential
means of disseminating research), and presiding
over geographic institutions. These strategies
have been empowering although they require
high personal dedication to create a study envi-
ronment, as well as strong personal resilience in
the face of much opposition and quite a bit of
indifference from the scientific community.
Researchers have also worked at various geo-
graphical scales, from personal to global (Silva
and Ornat 2019), and have underlined the
importance of publishing in different languages
(Ulloa 2019) due to the potential influence of

language in various geographical areas of the
world.

Today, the founding Anglophone countries
define the current situation of feminist geography
as vibrant (United States, United Kingdom,
Canada, Australia). However, Evans and Mad-
drell (2019) warn, in the case of the United
Kingdom, of the risk that the clear normalization
of gender in geography leads to invisibility and
oblivion. This is not the case in most countries,
which, recognizing international support, request
more collaboration in order to resist in their
countries, as in the case of Ghana (Wrigley-
Assante and Ardayfio-Schandorf 2019). Even in
the Netherlands, where feminist geography is
accepted, it is recognized that integration still
depends on the feminist commitment of teachers
and researchers and that we must be vigilant to
preserve what has been achieved so far (Droo-
gleever Fortuijn 2019).

Developing spaces for collaboration and sol-
idarity between countries is an essential task in
the current agenda, especially between North and
South (Gahman and Collins 2019), but also
between neighboring geographic areas (Ger-
many, Austria, Hungary, Poland) (Pitonak and
Kingorova 2019) and between areas that speak
the same language (Germany, Austria, Switzer-
land) (Schurr 2016). Dialogue is also needed
between different linguistic communities within
the same country, such as in Canada (Martin and
Latendresse 2019) or in Switzerland (Duplan
2019), cases that show clear cultural hegemonies.

12.3.2 Gender as a Transformative
Approach in Geography

Gender has become a transformative approach to
the geographic discipline. It has transformed
disciplinary analyses of landscape, place, and
space, problematizing the regulations associated
with people, politics, and places. Early works
explore the spatial constraints that women face as
well as the relationship between women, capi-
talism and urban landscapes. The increased
number of feminists works and themes in the
eighties in English-speaking countries gave an
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account of the material realities of women's lives.
There were many, increasingly sophisticated,
theoretical interventions on gender as an instru-
mental force and as an explanatory category of
the discipline (Nelson 2016). Monk and Hanson
(1982) explained in depth the construction of
masculinist geography, and poststructuralist the-
ory provides the conceptual language to bring
feminist criticism to an epistemological level.
Rose (1993) shows that the arguments about
universality in geographic theory are based on a
male producer of knowledge. Furthermore, the
separation of the ‘researcher’ and ‘researched’
also reproduces existing hierarchies and social
exclusions.

Researchers today recognize that many topics
in geography can be rethought using theoretical
frameworks that address patriarchy, queer theory,
cultural studies, postcolonialism, and postmod-
ernism (Colombara 2019). In Brazil, Silva and
Ornat (2019) affirm that feminist geography has
renewed Brazilian geography and has been cru-
cial in confronting the different forms of
oppression that mark the national territory:
environmental justice, racial policies, and the
decolonization of knowledge production. Trans
and queer scholarship have pushed, mainly in the
Anglophone world, for a new and innovative
understanding of the spatiality of gender and the
creation of gender through socio-spatial relations,
but also the challenges and resistances trans
people experience in the spaces they use, create,
and reject (Browne et al. 2010). Indeed, feminist
geography continues to expand the boundaries of
the discipline. Currently, the greatest challenges,
many of them championed by social movements
(Me Too, Black Lives Matter, Fridays for Future
among others) and those derived from the current
global pandemic, question how geography can
and should represent a multiplicity of commu-
nities and common interests.

Perhaps because of this transformative
potential, feminist geography has encountered
and encounters many obstacles to becoming
established in many parts of the world. To begin
with, there have always been problems with
terminology. The concept ‘feminist’ is rejected in
many places, as it suggests activism and political

commitment. Even the researchers themselves
have not called themselves feminist geographers
for fear of being devalued and excluded, for
example in France (Blidon 2019; Louargant
2019). In Japan, gender geography is mainly
researched by men, who use life stories to relate
the lived space of women in their daily lives,
without adopting gender theory or using this
concept (Yoshida 2019). In Muslim societies,
such as Iran, feminist geography carries negative
connotations and serious adverse consequences.
Geography is an apolitical science and ‘femi-
nism’ is a sensitive word, as are intersectionality,
diversity, activism, and social change. These are
political terms, and therefore, related to national
security (Bagheri 2019). In Albania, there are
also hostile prejudices against feminism,
although there are some works on gender geog-
raphy within the context of the social sciences
(Danaj et al. 2019).

The power structures and organizations of
many universities are strongly patriarchal.
Researchers face the sticky floor and the glass
ceiling and develop various mechanisms (such as
informal mentoring) to survive and challenge, if
they can, the context of masculinism and elitism
of the neoliberal university (Duplan 2019). In
Taiwan, geography is also dominated by men,
who are insensitive to gender and relatively
conservative in relation to other disciplines
(Chiang and Stephenson 2019). In some places,
such as India, despite a long history of work and
internationalization of feminist geographers,
there is still an established academic misogyny,
which avoids taking new directions in the disci-
pline by applying different mechanisms, such as
promoting physical geography (Datta 2019).
Similarly, in Israel, where a few geographers
carry out powerful feminist geography in a con-
servative, hegemonic and patriarchal Jewish
context, there is currently a renewed emphasis on
physical geography to the detriment of human
geography and quantitative methods versus
qualitative methods (Fenster and Misgav 2019).

Added to the threat of seeing the status quo of
patriarchal power in academia weakened, is the
rejection of the epistemological orientation of
feminist studies, which challenges the neutrality
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of scientific knowledge and the concepts of
objectivity and neutrality of traditional empirical
science. Consequently, quantitative methods are
still privileged and little or no room is left to
question androcentrism and to enter into critical
social theory. Thus, in some post-socialist
countries, such as Hungary, we see regressive
movements such as the elimination, after two
decades of emergence, of feminist geography and
of master’s degrees in gender, questioning their
usefulness and qualifying these studies as ideol-
ogy rather than science (Timar 2019).

In some countries, human geography is not
powerful enough, which could explain why the
gender approach is having difficulties becoming
established. In Italy, feminist geography has had
a lot of cultural and academic resistance and the
current vision of this approach, from the geog-
raphy discipline, is that it is about the geography
of women carried out by women, despite the
participation of researchers on an international
scale and the constitution in 2005 of the geog-
raphy and gender group in the Association of
Italian Geographers (Schmidt di Friedberg and
Pecorelli 2019). In Ecuador, feminist geography
has recently penetrated social science depart-
ments, although there are also works by geog-
raphers from Anglo-American institutions on
feminist, decolonial, and political ecology geog-
raphy (Zaragocín 2019).

12.3.3 A Situated Feminist
Geography, Young
Generations, and Future
Directions

Feminist geography must be diverse. Grounded
in the everyday, feminist research recognizes that
all knowledge is situated: it develops from a
particular social and geographic location and
therefore pays attention to the power dynamics of
knowledge production and legitimation (Kern
2019). Thus, the direction it takes should reflect
the interests and concerns of the researchers in
order to be useful to the populations with which
they work.

Very diverse topics have been studied over all
these decades and in the different places, such as
the gendered lives of women in the global North
and South, urban mobility, gender and employ-
ment, migration studies, women’s experiences in
rural areas, gender and fear, women’s experi-
ences in public spaces, mother’s care practices,
use of transport, women’s use of online spaces,
men, masculinities and place, LGBT experi-
ences, gender, empire and postcolonialism, body
and space, fieldwork, lesbian geographies,
women in informal economies, feminist geogra-
phies of children and youth, emotional geogra-
phies, participatory geographies, and so on. In
foundational places, feminist geography has
swung from an interest in the geographies of
women to feminist analyses of spaces, the
geographies of sexualities, relationships with
other structural inequalities (intersectionality),
and decolonial thinking.

The appearance of queer theory in feminist
studies has led to the development of the
geographies of sexualities. The first studies show
that public spaces are constructed as heterosexual
spaces through the repetition of certain practices.
The research also reveals the heteronormative
character of these spaces (Bell and Valentine
1995). These studies lay the foundations for
understanding the sexualities constructed through
places and in places and make visible that spaces
are constructed and organized according to
specific ways of understanding sex, gender, and
sexuality. Although many feminist geographers
embrace these new research initiatives, this topic
has undoubtedly attracted a new generation of
researchers (see, for example, Brown and
Browne 2016) who study the experiences of
white gay men in urban settings to discuss the
exclusions within the LGBT collective itself
(Rodó and Baylina 2019). It is important to see
how feminist geography appears or expands in
some countries of the world based on the
geographies of sexualities and issues related to
gender identity and expression, as is the case in
Brazil, France, Chile, and South Africa (Silva
and Ornat 2019; Blidon 2019; Astudillo 2019;
Oldfield and Tucker 2019). Simultaneously, in
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the Anglophone context, scholars continue
debating the state of sexualities education in
geography curricula for over 20 years (Zebraki
and Hall 2020)!

It is very enriching to see how in most
countries research reflects local/international
problems or interests: in Latin America (Ecua-
dor, Colombia) ‘territory’ has been the priority
spatial concept of identity. Therefore, feminist
debates on territory follow this trend and deal
with issues such as gender, conflict and corporal
and territorial violence, water and territory,
extraction processes, and gender relations (Zar-
agocín 2019; Ulloa 2019). In Mexico, research
focuses on violence against women, migration,
and sex tourism (Ybarra and Escamilla 2016).
The disproportionate interest in urban versus
rural studies contrasts with scientific production
in Australia, where there is a large body of work
on women’s experiences in rural sectors, and also
on the relationship between rurality and sexuality
(Gorman-Murray and Baganz 2019). In the
Mediterranean region, there is a general focus on
women’s work and daily life (Baylina 2019). In
Southeast Asia, interests revolve mainly around
migration, mobility, and transnational work, for
example, the case of domestic workers (Huang
and Ramdas 2019). All these social issues and
concerns truly set the international agenda in
geography and gender, beyond the thematic and
chronological direction led by Anglo-American
feminist geography.

The countries that have had the most funding
have carried out collaborative, interdisciplinary,
multicultural, and transnational research in order
to better understand the consequences of
neoliberalism and globalization processes (Sircar
2019; Lund et al. 2019; Myrdahl 2019). These
countries are perhaps the ones that are now
rethinking their research and teaching most from
a decolonial and intersectional perspective.
Researchers have entered the debates on the
content of feminist geography, who practices it,
what are its boundaries, and who gets to speak
and for whom. In this regard, Ramdas (2016)
offers a way to go beyond the standpoint theory

with an emphasis on ‘experiential knowledge’
(see Hooks 1994) that allows us to overcome the
ethical and political dilemmas of conducting
research in distant social contexts. According to
Ramdas, it is possible to observe and talk about
an area from multiple perspectives, from near
and far, and from feminism, with a commitment
to minimizing the distance between the self and
the other. Furthermore, North-South, East-West
constructions can be very simple when
researchers occupy multiple and complex posi-
tions. Along the lines of this debate, it is
enriching to observe emerging feminist theo-
rizations from the global South and about the
global South (Huang and Ramdas 2019) and the
feminisms of the Pacific (Underhill-Sem 2016;
WGGRN 2019).

Many of these works, as well as those of the
aforementioned geographies of sexualities and
LGBT communities, are carried out by people
beginning their careers, and therefore indicate
future paths. These are not the only topics that
interest the new generation of researchers, other
topics include care work, reproductive justice,
gender, and intersectional activism, indigeneity,
gender and sexuality in disasters, digital acti-
vism, environmental activism, and climate jus-
tice, youth geographies, new techno feminisms,
and the performative constitution of identities,
among others. In the countries with the longest
experience, these researchers are the third gen-
eration of feminist geographers. Some of these
researchers are examples of brain drain, who
come to countries with greater opportunities,
others are in continuous training waiting for a job
opportunity in a neoliberal institution that makes
their situation precarious, and many of them are
in close dialogue with social reality through
political activism. The future of feminist geog-
raphy is in the hands of national policies in dif-
ferent countries, and whether these policies
prioritize the stability of new generations in
academia so that they can continue the work of
their predecessors: to integrate the feminist per-
spective into the core of teaching and researching
mainstream geography.
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12.4 A Way Forward

Feminist geography is in a time of transition. The
founding geographers, key figures who have left
a historic legacy in the discipline, are leaving,
and the new, younger generations face numerous
obstacles in establishing themselves in the
neoliberal institutions. This means that there are
few established academics who can promote
research or teaching initiatives. In this situation,
the role of the Gender and Geography IGU
Commission as a real school for many geogra-
phers is more important than ever. New repre-
sentatives have the challenge of bringing
together and promoting new generations, what-
ever their professional situation. It is also an
interesting moment due to the effervescence of
the debates in feminism on the conceptualization
of the gender category and other social con-
structions that form part of the dialogue with the
discipline of geography. A stronger feminist
geography will surely emerge from these
debates.

Fostering inclusive perspectives is essential
for challenging Anglo-American hegemonies in
gender and geography and for international
enrichment of our work (Garcia Ramon 2003).
One important strategy is to diversify contacts
and networks and thereby challenge unidirec-
tional flows, facilitated by developing collabo-
rations within international structures. These
‘Other’ to ‘Other’ communications, exchanges,
and networking across national boundaries
include not only communication between
‘cores’ and ‘peripheries’ but also between dif-
ferent ‘peripheries’, that is, not only North-
South but also South-South and South-North, so
that different languages, paradigms, and
methodologies are accepted. This effort will
provide a valuable counterbalance to Anglo-
phone dominance. The Commission of Gender
and Geography of the IGU is an excellent
example of the creation of such an international
space for gender scholars.
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this chapter.
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with Other Natural and Social
Sciences and the Humanities
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Abstract

Geography has historically enjoyed strong
interactions with other disciplines in address-
ing major challenges related to social, eco-
nomic, and environmental issues and in
contributing overall to sustainability. More
especially in the Anthropocene, issues such as
climate change, biodiversity loss, terrorism,

poverty, refugees, environmental hazards, and
pandemics have emerged that require an
improved understanding of spatial and tempo-
ral patterns, processes, and impacts. Consid-
eration of scale and place-based perspectives
are essential in helping to resolve such com-
plex issues. The chapter highlight five arenas
of interaction between geography and other
disciplines, viz. the natural sciences, socioe-
conomic sciences, humanities, human-
environment relationships, and sustainability
science. The International Geographic Union
(IGU) provides a platform to unite geographers
globally to share ideas, promote communica-
tion, and advance the interaction of geography
with other disciplines, and also with different
stakeholders from NGOs, governmental agen-
cies, and international organizations. At this
critical juncture, Geography must continue to
develop through its vibrant connections with
other fields and geographers should continue
to exhibit interdisciplinary leadership by
embracing different perspectives, by support-
ing institutional arrangements that foster inter-
disciplinary activity, and by seeking the
knowledge and techniques that other fields
can contribute to geographic perspectives,
approaches, and insights to the collective
effort. The IGU continues to play an important
role in facilitating knowledge development
and sharing, and in encouraging transforma-
tional actions that promote a just, peaceful, and
sustainable planet.
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13.1 Introduction

Social, economic, environmental, and related
health issues are receiving increased attention
globally and have been brought into particularly
sharp focus by the coronavirus pandemic. The
continued spread of COVID-19 is an illustration
of the increasingly interconnected nature of the
world. At the same time, the pandemic is a timely
reminder, not only of the importance of distance
and geographic space but also of our vulnera-
bility as a species. From its ‘rediscovery’
(National Research Council 1997) to its ‘secret
powers to save the world’ (Bednarz 2019), there
has never been a more relevant, or important,
time for the discipline of geography, sitting
astride—as indeed it does—the social and natural
sciences.

The origin and evolution of geography have
been shaped by its interactions with other disci-
plines, and its response to emerging global
issues. In early times, astronomy, geometry,
physics, anthropology, and history, among oth-
ers, provided questions, perspectives, methods,
and tools for geography as geographers accu-
mulated knowledge of different places and
countries in what was essentially exploration,
discovery, and cartography (Baker 1931). The
development of an identifiable academic disci-
pline (Stoddart 1986) and its broader sub-
disciplines of physical geography and human
geography in the last century benefited from
interaction with other disciplines. Geographers
have played active roles in multi-disciplinary,
cross-disciplinary, interdisciplinary, and trans-
disciplinary research because the subject is itself
inherently interdisciplinary. As Baerwald (2010)
claims, geography has built on its fundamental
element of spatial analysis to explore human-
environment interactions and place-based and
regional analyses to encourage communication

and interaction with a myriad of other disci-
plines. The active pursuit of inquiry related to
space and place, and to the dynamic interactions
within and between spaces and places, has
encouraged geographers to range far from its
traditional core and explore the peripheral realms
where geographic perspectives and insights
intersect with those from other fields (Baerwald
2010). The International Geographical Union
itself has a record of fostering such interactions,
not least in the number of its Commissions that
are interdisciplinary in nature (e.g., Geography
for Future Earth, Sustainability of Rural Sys-
tems). Indeed two IGU Commissions are for-
mally co-hosted with other major scientific
organizations (Geomorphology and Society, with
the International Association of Geomorpholo-
gists, and Toponymy, with the International
Association of Cartography).

As a discipline, geography endured a partic-
ularly difficult time in the second half of the
twentieth-century, as many universities in the
United States, notably including Harvard,
Columbia, and Michigan closed their geography
departments (Fink 1979). Such challenges were
not confined to the US and became further
intensified as geography, even in the universities
where it did survive, began to lose its identity as
departmental names changed and incorporated
other disciplinary labels (see Hall et al. 2015).
More recently, the development of Geographic
Information Systems (GIS), Remote Sensing
(RS), and Global Positioning System (GPS) has
reinvigorated, perhaps even revolutionized,
geography. Several IGU Commissions, most
notably the Commission on Geographical Infor-
mation Science and Geography of Information,
Innovation and Technology, have been estab-
lished in response. The COVID-19 maps devel-
oped by Johns Hopkins University (https://
gisanddata.maps.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/
index) are universally consulted and have cer-
tainly assisted in tracking the spread of the virus
such that the significance of spatial analysis has
been brought into the global spotlight. What this
serves to emphasize is the importance of geog-
raphy in its relationships with other disciplines.
The history of the discipline is a mirror for the
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future in highlighting that geography has to be
flexible and responsive, not only to develop-
ments in technology but also to the needs of
society at large.

Currently, the study of high profile global
issues such as climate change, loss of biodiver-
sity, human migration, land degradation, refu-
gees, poverty, terrorism, and pandemics all enjoy
a legitimate place in the field of geography, but it
is only through the relationship of geography
with other disciplines, including atmospheric
science, ecology, demography, political science,
psychology, and medical science among others,
that these complex issues can be comprehen-
sively understood and addressed. Therefore, the
interactions with other sciences, natural, social,
human, and economic, have played their part in
shaping the modern discipline and it is through
such relationships that the future of geography
will take shape. In this chapter, therefore, we
highlight five arenas of interaction between
geography and other disciplines, viz. the natural
sciences, socioeconomic sciences, humanities,
human-environment relationships, and sustain-
ability science.

13.2 Geography and the Natural
Sciences

Geography has deep roots as a natural science and,
in the form of the sub-discipline of physical
geography, typically uses many methods that
evolved within the natural and physical sciences.
The sciences, in general, have been, and remain,
highly influential, although two concepts, in par-
ticular, have played an enormous role in the
development of physical geography, viz.Hutton’s
1795 uniformitarianism and Darwin’s theory of
evolution (Gregory 2000). Uniformitarianism,
amplified notably by the geologist Charles Lyell
as its ‘high priest’ (Chorley et al. 1964), was a
counter to both scientific catastrophism and bib-
lical fundamentalism and led to the prospect of
using ‘the present as a key to the past’ to explain
landscape formation. How can we imagine the
contemporary science of geomorphology, in its
various manifestations, without recourse to this

seminal principle that allows us to interpret past
features in terms of contemporary patterns and
processes? The influence of Charles Darwin has
been similarly pervasive and, as Stoddart (1966)
argues, the idea of change through time strongly
impacted the development of physical
geography.

Physical geography has obvious and impor-
tant relationships with the fundamental sciences,
including Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry,
Biology, and Geology. Indeed, for many students
of physical geography to this day, these disci-
plines are essential (and often compulsory)
building blocks for their curriculum. The physi-
cal sciences offer what Richards (2008) refers to
as a ‘role model’ for physical geography which
has borrowed from them the basic idea of testing
theory through experimentation to develop sys-
tematic and formulated knowledge. Ultimately,
these foundations led to the development of the
recognizable branches of the subject, perhaps the
earliest example of which is Huxley’s (1877)
Physiography, but which diversified through the
first part of the twentieth-century into soil sci-
ence, biogeography, climatology, hydrology and,
of course, geomorphology. In respect of the lat-
ter, the work of W. M. Davis has been enor-
mously influential, as the ‘cycle of erosion’
concept, rooted strongly in the concept of evo-
lution and change over time, characterized
physical geography up to 1950 (Gregory 2000).
The cycle of erosion concept is at once elegant in
its simplicity and convincing due to its perceived
widespread applicability. Chorley (1973) went so
far as to suggest that this notion essentially
established geomorphology as a mature science
and as an academic discipline (albeit one that is
usually taught in US universities in geology
departments). The second half of the twentieth-
century witnessed a number of developments,
among them a shift from a focus on longer-term
landscape evolutionary processes to a consider-
ation of shorter time scales. The Quaternary, with
its dramatic shifts from glacial to interglacial
conditions, proved an attractive line of inquiry
for physical geographers that strengthened the
linkages in particular with geology and biology,
among other sciences. Studies of contemporary
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physical environmental processes were also to
become a prominent theme. Before 2000, for
example, physical geography research in China
was dominated by the study of sediment
sequences on the loess plateau, ice cores on the
Qinghai-Tibet plateau, and speleothems in karst
caves that record changes during the Quaternary
through to the late Holocene, including the his-
torical period. There has, however, been a
broadening of emphasis to include landscape
processes and the effects of recent climate
change.

Physical processes are fundamental to all
features of the earth system, but there is more to
physical geography than this since it is concerned
with ‘phenomena that unfold in an unconstrained
social and environmental space, across a wide
range of scales’ (Richards 2008: 24). Moreover,
the methods by which such complex processes
are observed, measured, and interpreted have
also changed. Thus, physical geography engaged
not only with the trend toward quantification and
positivism, but ultimately also modeling, detailed
investigations of processes, and a concern with
human impact on the environment including, for
example, studies of global climate change, land
degradation, hazards, and risks, among others—
themes that are the focus of several IGU Com-
missions. Developments were also prompted by
novel techniques and technologies. Advances in
remote sensing, geographical information sys-
tems, and information technology have at once
prompted highly detailed small-scale analyses
but also facilitated global-scale analysis. A fresh
impetus has been given by the emergence of a
more culturally-based approach throughout many
branches of physical geography. A series of
issues can be identified including the increas-
ingly holistic trend prompted by a greater
awareness of global environmental problems, the
development of earth system science, and of the
timely opportunities which can arise from closer
links with human geography and with other
disciplines. Extrapolating present trends suggests
a bright future for physical geography involving
a more integrated approach, even greater concern
for environmental futures, and closer links to
human geography, along with other disciplines.

As physical geography evolves and reflects these
trends, it seems likely that pluralist approaches
will increasingly feature and that university
departments may take on distinctive flavors
according to the expertise of their staff and the
nature of the research relationships they develop
with other disciplines.

13.3 Geography and the Social
and Economic Sciences

As Johnston (2009: 58) puts it: ‘Geography came
late to the social sciences’ and its relationship
with economics, political science, and sociology,
the ‘core’ social science disciplines, is essentially
a post-World War Two phenomenon. Prior to
this time, geographers’ concern with regions,
distinctive areas with characteristic landscape
features that were different from neighboring
areas, meant that there was little, if any, orien-
tation toward the social sciences. Johnston argues
that while geographers were concerned with
mapping economic activity and relating this to
particular environments, they appear to have
made few connections with economists prior to
the 1950s and other social sciences were con-
nected only very tangentially at best. This was to
change, however, as human geography success-
fully remodeled itself and gained recognition as a
social science by the 1970s, drawing on a wide
range of additional traditions, such as Marxism,
feminism, and postmodernism (Johnston and
Sidaway 2004). The ideas of key social theorists,
in particular, Anthony Giddens in revolutionizing
social theory and Manuel Castells in considering
the nature of ‘the network society’ were certainly
instrumental in reshaping human geography
(Giddens 1971; Castells 1996). Although, as
Johnston (2009) suggests, geographers have been
largely ‘net importers’ from the social sciences,
we focus here on developments in economic
geography by way of illustrating that interactions
between disciplines may lead to mutual
strengthening of both theory and practice.

In recent decades, intellectual exchange and
collaboration between economic geography and
economics and management have been
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flourishing, a trend that has been given further
impetus due to the rise of globalization. Eco-
nomic geographers adopt a spatial perspective to
analyze activities, such as entrepreneurship,
manufacturing, and innovation, which exhibit a
highly uneven pattern, and try to answer ques-
tions such as why do some industries agglom-
erate in specific areas, e.g., high-tech in Silicon
Valley, cellphones in Shenzhen, and finance in
Wall Street? Why do some regions develop
steadily while others decline rapidly, for exam-
ple, Detroit? These questions attract geographers
as well as economists and management scholars.
Trained in their own disciplines, economic
geographers, economists and management
scholars tackle the same phenomenon from dif-
ferent perspectives using different methods.
However, given that any economy, at whatever
scale, is multifaceted, a single disciplinary
investigation often neglects other important
dimensions of the research subject, generating a
biased understanding. For example, the assump-
tion of firms with the same preference to maxi-
mize profits in economics rules out their
heterogeneity in managerial practices and choi-
ces, which can be place-specific (Clark 2018;
Storper 2013).

The significance of location to economic
theory, previously largely neglected by econo-
mists, was emphasized by Paul Krugman (1991).
In economics, economy was traditionally mod-
eled in an abstract location-free market, an
assumption challenged by Krugman who argued
for the formal integration of location into eco-
nomic models (see Krugman 1993). Together
with others, Krugman introduced geography into
mainstream economics and was indeed awarded
a Nobel prize in 2009 for his contribution (see
also Fujita et al. 1999). Although critiqued by
geographers, his original contribution laid out the
intellectual basis for dialogue between the two
disciplines (Martin and Sunley 1996). A formal
marriage between geography and economics was
signified by the establishment of the Journal of
Economic Geography in 2001 by Oxford
University Press, edited by leading scholars split
equally across geography and economics, with
the aim ‘to redefine and reinvigorate the

intersection between economics and geography.’
Geographers and economists have been promp-
ted to discuss the strengths and weaknesses of
their research methods and explore how one can
learn from the other (Overman 2004; Storper
2013). The mathematical modeling approaches
deployed by economists to identify and quantify
mechanisms and geographers’ more qualitative
analysis to identify patterns and processes com-
plement each other and deepen our understand-
ing of spatial economies. Interestingly, related to
their different preferences of research methods,
geographers and economists implicitly developed
a division of labor when examining the same
phenomenon. For example, in relation to indus-
trial agglomeration, economists prefer to detect
the effects of supplier sharing and local labor
markets (Combes and Gobillon 2015), while
geographers are interested in understanding the
social structure of knowledge sharing (Li et al.
2012).

In relation to management, the engagement of
geography was given huge impetus through the
work of Michael Porter who highlighted the
significance of location and industrial clusters for
business strategy (see, for example, Porter 2000).
Unlike economists who discovered geography at
the macroeconomic level, management scholars
recognized the importance of location in the
micro-processes of individual firms. Strategy and
management studies build on observations of
actions and choices made by firms using a
diverse range of research methods. Compared to
deductive reasoning of economists, this empiri-
cism by management scholars is more in line
with geographers’ research practices. As a result,
research collaboration and cross-fertilization
between geography and management scientists
have been relatively smooth. For example, in the
past several years, several major journals have
published special issues to bridge the two fields,
including Regional Studies (Knight et al. 2020),
Journal of Economic Geography (Bathelt et al.
2018), and Journal of International Business
Studies (Mudambi et al. 2018). Overlapping
themes range from innovation strategies and
industrial clustering to international investment
and global knowledge flows. The advantage of
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management studies lies in a deep understanding
of what happens inside the firm, while geogra-
pher’s work tends to emphasize how the firm’s
business environment shapes its competitive
advantages or disadvantages. Geographers ben-
efit from the research exchange with manage-
ment studies since the firm-centered approach
addresses the concern that many regional devel-
opment theories lack a solid foundation of
microeconomic processes (Li and Bathelt 2018).

Recent decades have witnessed increasingly
prominent interactions between economic geog-
raphy and economics and management. Looking
back, economic geography has benefited greatly
from this interdisciplinary knowledge exchange
that has broadened its frontiers, tightened
research rigor, and enriched the understanding of
the spatial dimension of economies. Looking
forward, it seems likely that this endeavor will
continue to bear fruit.

13.4 Geography, Critical Theory
and the Humanities

Within the field of human geography, there has
been a strong social science emphasis, as dis-
cussed above. Yet, also during this time, human
geography has adopted more critical approaches
that have widened and enriched the field. These
more critical approaches look beyond the scien-
tific pursuit of collecting more data and knowl-
edge about the world and instead critically reflect
on how social, political, economic, and cultural
factors shape knowledge production, society, and
space in ways that earlier approaches tended to
ignore. This happened first with the sub-field of
cultural geography beginning in the 1920s, and
much more forcefully with the related sub-field
of critical geography in the 1970s. To this day,
engagement with critical theory and the human-
ities continues to reinvigorate the field of geog-
raphy well beyond its classical borders. The
analytical rigor of these approaches is not in big
data or modeling, but rather in challenging key
assumptions about space and power that more
conventional geographic analyses leave unques-
tioned and unexplored.

13.4.1 Cultural and Humanistic
Geography

Cultural geography represents one of the first
major shifts away from the positivism and
determinism that dominated early twentieth-
century geographic thought. Rather than
emphasizing how landscapes and available
resources influence or determine the develop-
ment of societies, cultural geography instead
acknowledges that people affect their environ-
ments as much as their environments affect them.
Starting in the 1920s, cultural geography began
exploring these interconnections between soci-
eties and their wider landscape. The field posited
that the constitution of a society—its tools,
shelters, cuisine, and other elements typically
associated with culture—is not determined by
environmental factors, but in many ways the
reverse. Culture influences how the world is
understood and how societies interact with their
environments, resulting in ‘cultural landscapes’
created as much by human culture as environ-
mental constraints (Sauer 1925). Culture, in
short, is not passively determined but is an active
agent of environmental change.

In the 1970s and 80s, developments in the
humanities and critical theory began to influence
the field of geography even more profoundly.
Humanistic geography, ‘new humanism,’ and
‘new cultural geography’ took the wider disci-
pline of geography even further from its histori-
cal roots in positivism, determinism, and
quantitative analysis (Tuan 1976; Relph 1976;
Buttimer and Seamon 1980; Ley 1981; Cosgrove
and Jackson 1987; Ley 1985). The focus on the
particularities of human intention, meaning, and
culture in these analyses became even stronger,
shifting further away from the determinism
associated with environmental context.

13.4.2 Critical Geography

From the 1960s onward, alongside developments
in cultural and humanistic geography, the sub-
field of ‘critical geography’ emerged. Similar in
its rejection of positivism, critical geography
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builds heavily on key themes in critical theory, in
particular Marxism and post-structuralism. Crit-
ical geography moves beyond an emphasis on
culture or the humanities, to consider questions
of power more directly. As diverse as this sub-
field is, it is nonetheless united in its commitment
to reflect critically on how power shapes space
and society in ways previously overlooked.

Critical geography has its roots most firmly in
Marxist critique, which was experiencing a
revival in the 1970s. At this time, heightened
awareness of the geographic impacts of capital-
ism in terms of ‘unequal exchange’ (Emmanuel
1972), ‘underdevelopment’ (Frank 1966), and
‘regionalism’ (Massey 1978) began to infiltrate
the field. Building on these early critiques, Har-
vey (1981) and Smith (1984) advanced the con-
cepts of ‘spatial fix’ and ‘uneven development’
that have since become seminal in the field.
Harvey uses the concept of a spatial fix to show
how capitalism’s inherent push for continued
expansion manifests spatially. Once the accu-
mulation of surplus-value is saturated in a given
terrain, capital must continue expansion beyond
its borders. This geographic expansion provides
a temporary ‘fix’ to crises of capital overaccu-
mulation, forging new outlets for the accumula-
tion of surplus-value. Through the concept of
‘uneven development’, Smith further extended
this work, applying it to the realm of nature and
the natural. These ideas remain highly influential
at the beginning of the 21st Century, with a new
generation of critical geographers advancing
various ‘fixes’ beyond the spatial: ‘regulatory’,
‘environmental’, ‘biophysical’, hydro-social’,
socioecological’, and ‘cultural’ fixes all open
new sites of accumulation to capitalist dynamics
(Swyngedouw 2013; Cohen and Bakker 2014;
Castree and Christophers 2015; Ekers and
Prudham 2017; Zhu 2020).

In addition to the Marxist critique, critical
geography increasingly relies on other strains of
critical theory, including postmodernism, con-
structivism, and post-humanism. While there is
no clear term that unites these diverse approa-
ches, they are sometimes grouped together under
the broad label of ‘post-structuralism’, given
their mutual aversion to analyzing society in

terms of its underlying structures (capitalist vs.
proletariat, sign vs. signified, and so forth). Post-
structural approaches reject the ‘grand narratives’
associated with Marxist critiques of capitalism
(e.g., the singular logic of capital accumulation
that drives its exploitative relations) and further
maintain that there is no vantage through which
one can objectively analyze the world to reveal
its deeper truths. Indeed, for the post-
structuralist, there is no deeper truth to speak
of, but rather many truth statements that only
make sense as such within a given discourse.
Key post-structural thinkers include Michel
Foucault on discourse and power/knowledge
(Foucault 1984), Gilles Deleuze and Felix
Guattari on assemblage (Deleuze and Guattari
1987), Donna Haraway on situated knowledges
(Haraway 1988), and Bruno Latour on actor-
network-theory (Latour 2005). While these
scholars are not themselves geographers, their
work has inspired a new turn in critical geogra-
phy toward the post-structural, postmodern, and
posthuman (Soja 1989; Minca 2001; Murdoch
2006; Castree and Nash 2006; Soja 2011).

Despite differences between post-structural
and Marxist geographies, most contemporary
critical geographers engage with both approa-
ches. More than choosing one side or another,
strains of critical geography such as feminism,
post-colonialism, and political ecology draw
from both Marxist and post-structural thought
(Rose 1993; Peet and Watts 1996; Ashcroft et al.
1998; Robbins 2012; McDowell and Sharp
2016). This has resulted in a focus not only on
the political-economic and material production of
nature and space but also on their production
through more intangible, discursive means.
Critical geographers contend with a range of
power structures from the material to the dis-
cursive, with no clear line distinguishing the two.
This scholarship is at the forefront of critical
geography today and is certainly a key research
theme within the IGU Commission on Political
Geography. United in its firm rejection of
positivism and determinism, the emergence of
critical geography represents a profound shift in
the spirit and commitment of the field of
geography.
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13.5 Geography and Human-
Environment Relationships

13.5.1 Evolution of Ideas
on Human-Environment
Interactions

Human-environment relationships can be partly
reflected by the multiple conceptualizations of
nature in different languages and countries
(Coscoeme et al. 2020). Traditionally China
views humans as part of nature and thought
(天人合一), which seeks a harmony between
people and nature. The conceptualization has
also affected human behaviors and designing
landscape architecture. Research on human-
environment interactions (HEI) is not only a
reflection on the history of societal development
but also a reflection on the evolving human
epistemology regarding the relationship between
people and nature. The nature of the relationship
between humans and their environment has
changed since behaviorally modern humans,
Homo sapiens first emerged. A reliance on nat-
ural systems for food and other resources
evolved, in particular through advances in tech-
nology, that ultimately enabled the establishment
of our modern substantially industrialized, and
urbanized society. Just as the nature of the rela-
tionship itself has changed, so has the interpre-
tation of the nature of that relationship.

According to Moran (2005), three main
themes can be identified in Western intellectual
history to explain human interactions with nat-
ure: (1) environmental determinism, which
emphasizes the dominance of nature, (2) possi-
bilism, which emphasizes the dominance of
human culture, and (3) adaptationism, which
bridges the gap between these two and empha-
sizes the mutual interactions of people with nat-
ure. Harden (2012) identifies five categories of
HEI, among which both environmental deter-
minism and natural hazards approaches portray
humans as essentially passive agents that lie at
the mercy of environmental change (Fig. 13.1).
The ‘human impact’ perspective on the other
hand recognizes the significant role of people in

changing their environment (Marsh 1864; Carson
1962). The sustainability framework considers
that interactions between the human and natural
systems may be mutually supportive.

13.5.2 Population, Resources,
and Environment

Consideration of human-environment interac-
tions initially focused largely on the relations
between population and resources. Malthus
(1798) envisaged that population growth would
outstrip the ability of the environment to support
it and that the lack of sufficient resources would
result in population collapse. The Malthusian
influence on theory was prominent for some time
but in due course, counter-arguments prevailed,
among others that improvements in agricultural
productivity and efficiency through technology
facilitate ongoing population growth. Von Thü-
nen’s model of agricultural land use also provided
an important impetus for geographers in their
attempts to understand resource-related spatial
elements of the human-environment nexus

Fig. 13.1 Ways of framing human-environment interac-
tions. The arrows represent the direction(s) of causation.
Source After Harden 2012
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(O’Kelly and Bryan 1996; Van Wey et al. 2005).
Public attention on resource constraints resur-
faced in the 1960s and 70s with the publication of
The Population Bomb (Ehrlich 1968) and The
Limits to Growth (Meadows et al. 1972) promp-
ted by emerging environmental problems and
encapsulated in Rachel Carson’s (1962) Silent
Spring. Concerns around global environmental
problems such as deforestation, pollution, biodi-
versity loss, greenhouse gas emissions, and land
degradation were growing and from the 1980s
onwards; these issues provided fertile ground for
the boom in global environmental change
approaches that geographers were quick to adopt
(Mannion 1991) and in which the IGU commu-
nity has made substantial contributions through
the work of, for example, the Commissions on
Population, Land Degradation, and Land Use and
Land-Cover Change to name but three.

13.5.3 Integrated Research Initiatives

In the late 1980s, studies under the International
Geosphere-Biosphere Program (IGBP) were led
by largely natural science disciplines, not least
geology, climatology, and biology. However,
with growing evidence that socioeconomic
uncertainties exacerbate physical environmental
problems, the International Human Dimensions
Program (IHDP) was created in parallel. Several
influential reports, such as Grand Challenges in
Environmental Sciences (National Research
Council 2001), released in the following years
greatly facilitated more integrated research in
identified priorities such as energy, industrial
metabolism, health, environmental security, and
land-use/land-cover change) and to which geog-
raphers could make strong contributions (e.g.,
Moran 2005, 2010). The UN Sustainable
Development Goals (UNSDGs have, of course,
been driving the research agenda in many disci-
plines, including Geography (see below).
Understanding cross-scale interactions is a rising
challenge in sustainability science and transdis-
ciplinary research in general, especially where

solutions need to arise from the intersection of
top-down and bottom-up activity (Smith et al.
2018). Physical geographers especially have
made contributions to global environmental
change and what is broadly termed earth system
science, while—increasingly of late—they have
turned to the Anthropocene (Meadows 2022) as a
lens through which to view their subject, the
concept itself spawned out of a realization of the
sheer magnitude of human impact on the global
environment.

Geography has long had a concern with the
relationship between people and land and, using
tools such as remote sensing and Geographic
Information System (GIS), geographers combine
both field observation and large-scale satellite
observation to understand the human-
environment interactions across scales. The
advantage of these tools, coupled with increasing
computational power, is that they enable analyses
of a much wider range of factors to explain
geographic processes and patterns. For example,
it is possible to include household attributes,
such as demographic information and decision-
making, to develop spatially explicit maps
(Evans et al. 2005; Moran and Brondizio 1998)
and understand more completely the driving
forces underlying land-use and the influence of
socioeconomic and cultural dynamics.

In addition to understanding the patterns of
changes in human-environment interactions, it is
also critical to understand processes and to know
more about how (and why) humans make deci-
sions, and how they induce collective actions that
may have deleterious consequences. The deple-
tion of public goods/resources (such as fisheries,
forests, and water resources) is a major global
challenge and, as Hardin (1968) argues in The
Tragedy of the Commons, individual users in a
shared resource system acting independently
according to their own self-interest may behave
contrary to the common good and invoke
resource depletion. To tackle this problem,
Ostrom developed a framework for analyzing the
sustainability of Social-Ecological Systems
(SES) (Ostrom 2009, 1990). The basic structure
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of Ostrom’s SES framework is organized into
four main domains of analysis (resource systems,
resource services and units, governance systems,
and actors), each of which has a nested set of
tiers of level-specific variables that affect the
likelihood of self-organization in efforts to
achieve a sustainable SES. In fact, multiple
economic theories are also applied to human-
environmental interaction research. For example,
the management of the commons often builds on
the assumption of ‘economic man’ which
envisages humans as consistently rational, nar-
rowly self-interested agents. Economics that
examines production, consumption, and
exchange, provides important theory and
methodology (e.g., general equilibrium models)
for analyzing international trade and its impacts
on telecoupled human-environment systems
(Andrew and Peters 2013; Hertel and Tsigas
2000; Lenzen et al. 2013).

In the meantime, with the development of
human ecology, cultural ecology, political ecol-
ogy, and ecosystem ecology at the interfaces of
geography, anthropology, and ecology, research
on human-environment interactions has evolved
to be interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary. In
1995, the U.S. National Science Foundation
announced a competition for national centers of
excellence on the human dimensions of global
environmental change. Carnegie Mellon and
Indiana Universities received center-level
awards. Of the two centers, Indiana University
focused more on land-use/land-cover change and
on forest ecosystems in particular, while the
Carnegie Mellon center focused on integrated
assessment issues. In 2007 a formal standing
program in ‘Dynamics of Coupled Natural and
Human Systems’ was created (National Science
Foundation 2014) that supports research projects
that advance basic scientific understanding about
the complex interactions among natural physical
and/or biological systems and human social and
behavioral systems. Several other programs or
initiatives on the studies of HEI have emerged
globally (Table 13.1). These initiatives and
funding support have greatly facilitated HEI
research and a number of these have been taken
up by IGU Commissions.

13.5.4 Frameworks for Studying
Human-Environment
Interactions

A framework approach is helpful in understand-
ing complex research questions and can provide
the basic vocabulary of concepts and terms for
constructing causal explanations, thereby assist-
ing in identifying the universal elements of a
theory (McGinnis and Ostrom 2014). A number
of such frameworks have been developed in
relation to human-environment interactions
(Binder et al. 2013; Liu et al. 2007a; Fishcher-
Kowalski and Weisz 2016) which, despite the
shared goal of understanding the complex rela-
tionships toward the goal of sustainability, differ
in their disciplinary roots, applicability, and
spatio-temporal scale. The ‘human-earth’ system
was proposed in the 1970s by Chuanjun Wu, a
former IGU Vice-President from China, which
stresses that the human-earth relationship is core
to geographical study in all developmental stages
of the discipline (Lu and Guo 1998). The social-
economic-natural complex ecosystem theory was
also put forward by a Chinese ecologist and
geographer in 1984 (Ma and Wang 1984), which
represents an early attempt to understand the
complex interaction between humans and envi-
ronmental systems. Three of the most commonly
applied frameworks are briefly reviewed here,
viz. socioecological systems (SES), coupled
human and natural systems (CHANS), and
telecoupling/metacoupling.

SES, as noted above, is a widely applied
general framework for analyzing sustainability
(Ostrom 2009). Prominent applications of SES
are those that focus on resilience, vulnerability,
and adaptability (Folke 2006; Folke et al. 2005;
Walker et al. 2004; Young et al. 2006). Specifi-
cally, this field investigates the nested cycles of
adaptive change in SESs in which persistence
and novelty are intertwined, leading finally to
transformations. The CHANS framework
(Turner et al. 2003b, 2003a) is similar in dealing
with vulnerability (exposure, sensitivity, and
resilience) to environmental hazards. Liu et al.
(2007a, 2007b) show how CHANS characterizes
the dynamical two-way interactions between
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human systems (e.g., economic, social) and nat-
ural (e.g., hydrologic, atmospheric, biological,
geological) systems. Of particular interest in
studying these interactions is the understanding
of feedbacks, surprises, nonlinearities, thresh-
olds, time lags, legacy effects, path dependence,
and emergence across multiple spatial, temporal
and organizational scales (Liu et al. 2007a).
Telecoupling (telecoupled human and natural
systems) (Liu et al. 2015, 2013) builds on the key
elements of CHANS but extends the spatial
scope and scale of connections, while metacou-
pling is a more integrated framework that deals
with socioeconomic and environmental interac-
tions within a coupled human-natural system
(intracoupling), between adjacent systems (peri-
coupling), and between distant systems (tele-
coupling) (Liu 2017). In all these frameworks,
the selection of appropriate scale of analysis is
important (Dietz 2017). The SES framework
emphasizes individual scale, while many appli-
cations of CHANS emphasize the household
scale (Liu et al. 2016). Compared to SES and
CHANS, the metacoupling framework is more
inclusive and has the capacity of analyzing HEI
across different scales.

13.6 Geography and Sustainability
Science

Sustainability science has emerged rapidly during
the last four decades and focuses on the interac-
tions between natural and social systems and
how, without threatening the planet’s life support
systems, these systems impact on the dual chal-
lenge of meeting the needs of the world’s popu-
lation while substantially reducing poverty
(Fig. 13.2; Kates 2011). Sustainability science
focuses on the dynamic interactions between
nature and society, which echoes the identity of
geography: human-environment (nature) interac-
tion (Turner 2002), or geography as human
ecology (Barrows 1923). In the past several
decades, geography and sustainability science
have enriched each other and this has reshaped
the dimensions and direction of geography.

The concept of sustainable development has
experienced extraordinary success since its
advent in the 1980s. Sustainability is often these
days an integral part of the agenda of govern-
ments and corporations and has become central
to the mission of research laboratories and uni-
versities worldwide (Bettencourt and Kaur
2011). Although the term sustainable develop-
ment was promoted by the Brundtland Com-
mission’s report in 1987 (Brundtland 1987), the
concept emerged much earlier. In the early
1970s, Paul Ehrlich raised the issue of a sus-
tainable civilization in several of his influential
works (for example, Ehrlich and Ehrlich 1970).
The term sustainable development is enshrined in
the Agenda 21 action plan that emerged from the
United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development in 1992 (Piel 1992) and soon
became a major focus. The US National
Research Council of the National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering, Medicine issued a major
report about transitioning to sustainability in
1999, which aimed at building a foundation for
the development of science and technology for
the new century (National Research Council
1999). Geographer Robert Kates’ ideas on sus-
tainability science (Kates et al. 2001) were
influential and followed up by many. In 2004, the
journal Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences (PNAS) initiated a special section
devoted to sustainability science, and this greatly
promoted the field (https://www.pnas.org/portal/
sustainability). Then, in 2015, the United Nations
adopted the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) as a universal call to action to end pov-
erty, protect the planet and ensure that all people
enjoy peace and prosperity by 2030 (https://sdgs.
un.org/goals) which has proved to be a milestone
in promoting the development of sustainability
science. All these efforts are aimed at transi-
tioning from an economy-centered to an
environment-centered world (see also Messerli
et al. 2019) and the Sustainable Development
Report (Independent Group of Scientists 2019).

Geographers have proved to be major players
in the field of sustainability science. The 1994
and 1995 presidential addresses of the American
Association of Geographers (AAG) were all
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directly focused on sustainable development.
Thomas Wilbanks spoke of ‘sustainable devel-
opment in geographic perspective’ in 1994
(Wilbanks 1994), while Kates entitled his
address ‘Lab notes from the Jeremiah Experi-
ment: hope for a sustainable transition’ (Kates
1995). The International Geographical Union
(IGU) has also promoted many kinds of activi-
ties related to sustainability and established a
Study Group on Rural Sustainability as early as
1992, which was ultimately to be accepted as a
Commission (Ehlers 1993). The IGU Commis-
sion on Geographical Education (CGE) pub-
lished the Lucerne Declaration on Education for
Sustainable Development in July 2007 (Rein-
fried 2009). The recently established Commis-
sion on Geography for Future Earth: Coupled
Human-Earth Systems for Sustainability clearly
addresses such issues head-on. As ‘the science
for sustainability’, Geography has an increas-
ingly important role to play in developing the
knowledge and the skills to equip future gener-
ations with the tools to adapt to and mitigate
potentially catastrophic global environmental
change (Meadows 2020).

The challenge of sustainable development is
achieving society's development goals within the
planet's environmental limits over the long term.
In seeking to help meet this sustainability chal-
lenge, geographers and researchers from other
disciplines are focusing on the dynamic interac-
tions between nature and society, with equal

attention to how social change shapes the envi-
ronment and how environmental change shapes
society. These questions are problem-driven,
with the goal of creating and applying knowledge
in support of decision-making for sustainable
development (Clark and Dickson 2003). To
address the most important challenges we face
today, geography and sustainability science must
continue to support each other mutually with a
view to achieving the SDGs and, perhaps, even
the global ‘prosperity’ that Moore (2015) calls
for.

13.7 Conclusions: Geography
as a Bridge

In pondering the discipline of Geography in the
context of the other sciences and social sciences,
it becomes evident that, while geography indeed
has enormous integrative potential, many aca-
demic departments have diverged, resulting in
the separation of ‘human’ from ‘physical’ geog-
raphy. This has been expressed by the observa-
tion that many university geography departments
have changed their names or split altogether, as
physical geographers joined their earth science
partners and human geographers teamed up with,
among others, anthropologists and sociologists
(Meadows 2018). So, is the integrating capacity
of geography a ‘historical relic’ and ‘…more
rhetoric than reality’ (Sharpe 2009)?

Fig. 13.2 Research publications with the terms ‘sustainability’ or ‘sustainable development’ in the title, 1977–2020.
Source Web of Science: https://www.webofknowledge.com/
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The world is changing more rapidly and more
profoundly than ever before, all the more obvi-
ously so given the rampant spread of the
COVID-19 pandemic. The unprecedented dis-
persal of the virus has led to disruption of global
supply chains, the closing of national borders,
and widely imposed lockdown restrictions with
diverse implications for the economy, livelihoods
and – all of which demonstrate the imperative of
geography which deals with the interconnected-
ness of people and places among all the com-
ponents of the earth system, and also among
remote places in the telecoupled world systems.
Issues ranging from the local to global scales that
relate to, for example, poverty, environmental
hazards, migration, refugees, border walls, trade
wars, climate change, biodiversity loss – all have
a geographic component. In the post-pandemic
world, a green transition is already on the hori-
zon, COP 15 of the UN Convention on Biolog-
ical Diversity and COP 26 of UN Climate
Change Conference have called for a sustainable
transition. Carbon neutrality and sustainable
development need to be embraced, not only by
scholars and researchers from diverse disciplines
but also the politicians, decision-makers, and the
global population at large. Against this back-
ground, geography is likely to be regarded by
other disciplines as increasingly indispensable.

As global actions are converging to integra-
tive, interdisciplinary, and future-oriented
research, this is a good time for geography.
Future earth, the world’s largest community of
sustainability scientists—is transforming its gov-
ernance and management structures in pursuit of
deeper efficiency, inclusivity, and impact. This
shift will broaden its reach and open new inroads
for transformative sustainability science around
the world. The National Science Foundation of
the United States has supported convergence
research which integrates knowledge, methods,
and expertise from different disciplines, thus
forming novel frameworks to catalyze scientific
discovery and innovation. The IGU is moving
into its second century and we find ourselves at a
turning point for humanity. We have entered a
decade of action to transform the world and
achieve the SDGs outlined in Agenda 2030. IGU

should build on its heritage, and its voices must
be heard on the many critical global challenges;
joining hands with other disciplines is an impor-
tant step toward addressing the current crises.

The challenges posed by the range of human-
environmental problems that characterize the
Anthropocene should be a ‘call to arms’ for
geographers, soliciting the rediscovery of the
importance of the diverse and complex connec-
tions between nature and society and the recog-
nition that explanations rooted in both the
physical and the human (social, economic, polit-
ical, cultural) domains are essential. However,
this should entail more than simply collaborating
on problems of common interest but rather a
fundamental recognition of the concept that
environments are ‘as much the product of unequal
power relations, histories of colonialism, and
racial and gender disparities as they are of
hydrology, ecology, and climate change’ (Lave
et al. 2014: 2). Geography continues to develop
through its vibrant connections with other fields
and geographers should continue to show inter-
disciplinary leadership by embracing different
perspectives, by supporting institutional arrange-
ments that foster interdisciplinary activity, and by
seeking the knowledge and techniques that other
fields can contribute to geographic perspectives,
approaches, and insights to the collective effort.
Indeed, we still have much to learn from (and to
teach) each other.
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14Global Understanding: A New
Geographical Paradigm
for the Twenty-First Century?

Benno Werlen

Abstract

With the ongoing globalization processes,
geographical living conditions are changing
profoundly, for everyone, everywhere in the
world. The ways we live locally, how we eat,
work, travel or communicate, shape our world
on a global scale. The International Year of
Global Understanding—submitted in the name
of IGU to and approved by UNESCO—
focuses on making the connection between
local action and global challenges understand-
able for everyone, and to fostering on that basis
a new geographical worldview. The paper
presents one of the most important projects in
the history of the IGU, institutional frame-
work, outcomes, as well as its theoretical
background. The theoretical frame includes the
practice-centered approach of everyday
‘geography-making’, proposed for research,
education, and information. This program
intends to make visible the ways people
transform nature locally and globally. It
addresses the why and how of peoples’ distinct
attitudes on sustainability dilemmas and rele-

vant implications. Socio-cultural backgrounds
and regional conditions, as well as lifestyle
consequences, are considered the core dimen-
sions of deep societal transformations. The
project follows the leitmotif that you cannot
change the world toward global sustainability
if you do not understand what your everyday
actions mean for the world as a whole. Global
thinking demands global understanding.

Keywords

Geographical worldview � Globalization �
Acceleration � Sustainability �
Geography-making � Societal transformation

14.1 Introduction

Virtually every domain that shapes our everyday
lives politically, economically, and socially has
been altered over the last decades by the rapidly
increasing interdependence of the world’s
economies, cultures, and populations. Processes
of globalization have altered our perspectives of
both space and time.Many everyday practices and
spatial distances are now easily traversed by new
technologies. Far-flung places and people are in
ever-closer contact. New kinds of personal global
communities and networks are emerging. Never-
theless, this altered space-time constellation does
not diminish the importance of the local. In fact, in
some respects the opposite is true.
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Mainly due to the Digital Revolution, local
communities and regions have lost, in nearly all
respects, their independence from broader events
and interrelations. Places and regions are no
longer ‘container spaces’ of cultural, social, or
economic life (Werlen 1993a 1–4; 1995 169–
174). Rather, they are becoming transit stations of
globally connected processes. While the deter-
mination and identification of places and regions
remain important for communication and practical
activities, the content of what happens at and
through these stations has become less significant.
Indeed, an exclusive focus on spatial arrange-
ments at the local or the regional scales misses
important dimensions of today’s geographical
realities. Consequently, a recalibration of the
geographical view of the world is needed: a turn
from spatial research to a practice-centered global
perspective. Such a broader perspective of local
and regional living conditions opens the possi-
bility of a global understanding of these processes.
And this kind of understanding is urgently
required if we are to find pathways to tackle global
issues at the local and regional levels. With the
ongoing Digital Revolution, and the correspond-
ing and the associated process of globalization, we
are experiencing a new expansion of the spatial
scope of action, and a subsequent deep transfor-
mation of local living circumstances which for
many is pulverizing an established ‘ontological
security’ (Laing 2010, 39).

Why are so many people experiencing glob-
alization processes as disruptive and challeng-
ing? First, if these viewpoints are not
synchronous, finding one’s place and reaching a
satisfactory world orientation becomes difficult.
‘’I don’t recognize this world anymore’ may in
these circumstances be an appropriate response.
Second, we can also see the reasons why geo-
graphical literacy is fundamental to addressing
the challenges that come with globalization.
Given that the experiences of globalization may
be disruptive of a traditional geographical
worldview, based on the concept of hermetically
contained spaces, the quest to re-establish tradi-
tional geographical living conditions can hardly
be the solution. But such a ‘solution’ is exactly
what nationalist discourses promise when

promoting a backward-looking strategy based on
an imagined past. Instead of taking the new
geographical conditions into account and
adjusting policies to them, these discourses call
for a return to the ‘pre-given’ unity of nature,
culture, society, economy, and political order as
the ‘true’, or ‘natural’ spatial reality.

All in all, in face of the Digital Revolution
there are only two viable options: re-establishing
historical-geographical conditions as they once
were, or developing an understanding of the new.
This latter option requires a commitment to
change on all levels, both within and outside
geography, and even within the sciences. A well-
established tool that can be used to overcome the
barriers between scientific disciplines that
impede globally interconnected understanding of
contemporary problems, including those between
science and the everyday world, can be found in
the International Years UNESCO framework.

14.2 The Frame: The International
Year

Today’s most pressing existential problems can
only be addressed through an inclusive, global
perspective that encompasses understanding the
conditions and consequences of everyday actions.
Meeting the challenges of the twenty-first century
not only requires new ways of knowledge produc-
tionbut evenmore soknowledge dissemination and
implementation. Finding solutions to global chal-
lenges certainly cannot be met by a single scientific
discipline. In fact, such challenges require new
alliances and approaches to research which include
innovative partnerships across a wide range of
scientific disciplines, as well as collaboration with
local communities, and all sectors of civil society.
Taking these necessities together calls for trans-
disciplinary cooperation. Although these new
approaches to scientific research have been studied
and elaborated for several decades, scientific insti-
tutions, organizations, and funding institutions are
still not well-prepared for this. Greater attention
must therefore focus on establishing the requisite
conditions to overcome the limitations of a tradi-
tional disciplinary division of scientific work.
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Collaboration with local communities requires
raising awareness of the global nature of the
world’s most pressing challenges, and of how the
living conditions of the world’s populations
affect these problems. Building such awareness
calls for the broadest possible approach. As
education, in general, is structured around tradi-
tional scientific disciplines, and learning contents
depend on disciplinary knowledge, serious time-
lags in comprehensive knowledge production are
inevitable. This is especially problematic when
swift change is needed. Consequently, an
approach that can bridge inclusiveness and
independence is indispensable.

Such a platform for action exists in an Inter-
national Year within the framework of the United
Nations and its sub-organizations, such as the
Economic and Social Forum (ECOSOC) and
UNESCO. The International Year concept was
established to draw attention to major issues
affecting the global community that are relevant
to most of the world population, and that are
consistent with the purposes and principles of the
United Nations, as stated in the Charter of the
United Nations. In addition, its subject ‘should
be a priority concern in the political, social,
economic, cultural, humanitarian, or human
rights fields… and should be of concern to all or
the majority of countries, regardless of their
economic and social systems, and should con-
tribute to the development of international
cooperation in solving global problems’ (United
Nations 1980, 24). There are also some practical
requirements that need to be fulfilled, of course,
such as contributing to solving international
problems and promoting universal peace.
A carefully elaborated and financially supported
program is needed during the declared year as
well as follow-up activities at all levels, inter-
national, national, and local. In addition, it
should lead to clearly identifiable and practical
results.

The program of a proposed International Year
needs broad support from topically relevant
organizations and institutions to make the rele-
vance of the subject visible and recognizable to
the UN bodies. In the case of the International
Year of Global Understanding, the topic and the

first general program lines were designed within
the framework of the International Geographical
Union in a meeting at the Home of Geography by
a group of internationally reputed geographers in
June 2008. It was developed further by interdis-
ciplinary working groups, representing more than
20 disciplines of the human, social, and natural
sciences from all continents in meetings at
Weimar and Jena in 2011. The necessary strong
support—established over the years and based on
an extended consultation process—was provided
by the International Social Science Council
(ISSC), the International Council for Philosophy
and Human Sciences (CIPSH), and the Interna-
tional Council for Science (ICSU) and others. To
proceed, the proposal then needed a member
state (preferably supported by a voting group), to
present the proposal to the UNESCO Executive
Board, and, after a positive evaluation, to the
General Conference for unanimous approval. In
this case, the submitting member state was
Rwanda and the supporting voting group was
Africa. They submitted the project to the
UNESCO Executive Board in June 2013 and the
proposal was adopted at the General Conference
the following December. When UNESCO Res-
olution 37 C/63 proclaimed 2016 the Interna-
tional Year of Global Understanding (IYGU), the
way was clear to build awareness of a new
geographical reality in the making. But what is
the meaning of ‘global understanding’, and to
what precisely does it refer?

14.3 The Claim: Global
Understanding

In the context of the 2016 International Year,
‘global understanding’ refers specifically to
raising awareness of the implications of the
Digital Revolution with respect to the radical
extension of the spatial reach of human actions
and their consequences (Werlen et al. 2016). The
widespread application of digital technologies
and the exuberant transformation of natural
conditions on the ‘time altar’ of the Anthro-
pocene have fundamentally altered living condi-
tions for most of the world’s population (Crutzen
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2002). Consequently, one of the important tasks
for the IY project is to develop and promote an
understanding of the new, globalized conditions
of everyday life-worlds around the globe, and to
develop an adapted geographical worldview. The
theoretical background of the program has a
practice-centered focus (Werlen 1987, 1993a,
1997; Giddens 1984). The theory is rooted in the
increasing importance of global communication
and information flows in real-time, together with
the dissolution of distance for many aspects of
everyday life. Given these new dynamics, a
simple or flat spatial focus is less pertinent from
socio-cultural respect. Instead of focusing on
‘the’ geography of the earth’s surface, it focuses
on how these geographies are produced and re-
produced daily by everyone from different posi-
tions of power.

This approach shifts from an understanding of
geography as the study of space, regions, and
places to a focus on the locally and regionally
embedded everyday makings of geography along
with their global consequences. A global under-
standing aims to promote an appreciation of
current social and cultural realities as the out-
come of new forms of geography-making and
proposes new ways of addressing human-
induced global challenges.

Basing the program on real-world actors and
their social and cultural as well as regional and
local contexts makes it possible to develop a
highly differentiated and culturally sensitive
practice-centered perspective. Instead of presup-
posing space to be a ‘container’ in which life is
conducted, the subject and its relations with the
real world become the focus of attention. Putting
the everyday activities at the center of interest
allows the researcher to take the local conse-
quences of global phenomena into account and
focus on their ‘relations with the world’ (Werlen
1993b, 1997, 2021; Rosa 2013, 2019).

From this perspective, a geographic vision can
be established that captures globalized liv-
ing conditions and ways of living that are enabled
by the digital revolution. Research and education
can then unfold a new representation of the world
—or more precisely, a new worldview—that re-
veals the changing geographical conditions of

everyday practices, e.g., how local air pollution or
the consumption of goods reflects and shapes
global conditions. Based on this, a geographical
awareness of one’s own living conditions and
ways of living can develop into an attempt to
reveal and enhance understanding of the global-
ized ‘geographical imagination’ (Gregory 1994,
282) as ‘the subject’s whole creation of a world
for itself’ (Castoriadis 1997, 115).

World-binding capacity is ultimately expres-
sed in the degree to which one succeeds or fails
in integrating resources, goods, and other people
into one’s activities. It can be seen most directly
in the contents of our shopping basket as con-
sumers, in the number of goods that are con-
sumed for our own way of life, and its
implication in remote places. But it can also be
seen in the strategies for the control of resources,
goods, and people by producers, with their
mostly global world relations and ties. Produc-
tive as well as consumptive spheres are each
linked to global implications, which is particu-
larly evident in the field of sustainability. In
particular, we also share the negative conse-
quences of our actions globally. And since
escaping these is not in sight, there is no alter-
native to changing practices at the local level.

14.4 The Background: Societal
Relations of Space

As noted above, one of the key features of the
Digital Revolution is to enable actions across
continents in real-time. Of course, this is only
possible for actions that are digitally transferred,
such as electronic communications, money
transfers, and the like. But because communica-
tion is a fundamental form of social interaction,
changes in the ways and means of communica-
tion will impact societal processes whether tra-
ditional, modern, or beyond. The pre-given
potential of acting over distance—what I would
call ‘gesellschaftliche Raumverhältnisse’ or
‘societal-spatial relations’ (Werlen 2010)—can
even be seen as the central axis for the forms that
social worlds can take. To understand the
impacts of globalization on various societal
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realities, and the main access points that increase
global understanding in the long run, it is
important to approach this issue theoretically as
well as practically.

If one agrees with Ferdinand Tönnies (2001
[1887]) that acting and interacting over distance
is what distinguishes society from community,
then it becomes clear that the possibilities and
forms for overcoming spatiality contribute
directly to the constitution of societal realities. In
other words: the existence and shape of social
worlds depend per se on the possibilities for
acting and communicating over distance.

According to Tönnies (2001 [1887], §19),
‘society’ is to be understood as ‘a circle of people
who are essentially separated from each other’,
but who nevertheless cooperate. Of course,
‘essentially separated’ not only refers to spatial
separation, but also to ‘social separation’ (Clau-
sen et al. 1985; Merz-Benz 1995). Nevertheless,
the available capabilities to act over spatial dis-
tance are central to determining possible social
forms. We can even see them as constitutive. At
the same time, they are important for under-
standing the impacts of the Digital Revolution on
the formation of societal realities. To this and the
related relevance of global understanding, the
concept of ‘societal-spatial relations’ is central.

As already indicated, ‘societal-spatial rela-
tions’ can be described in the first instance as the
spatial conditions of action within which societal
realities are created and the natural pre-given
‘Mitwelt’, or ‘co-world’, is shaped for specific
purposes (Werlen 2010, 327). Thus ‘spatial
conditions’ refer exclusively to the means,
media, and possibilities created socially over
time to facilitate cooperation with others, despite
the spatiality of the world–in short: to be able to
act and communicate over distance, to master
spatiality.

Historically, mastering spatiality did not pro-
ceed in a linear, evolutionary fashion but rather
in revolutionary leaps. Broadly speaking, three
radical transformations of societal relations of
space can be noted in the Neolithic, the Industrial
Revolution, and the current Digital Revolution of
spatio-temporal world relations (Werlen 1997,
200ff.).

With each revolution, the modus operandi of
reality production changed as new societal rela-
tions of space were established and a deep
transformation in the formation and shape of
social and cultural worlds took place. This
allowed a shift in the spatial and temporal reach
of people’s actions and, by extension, all forms
of the social. For example, the pre-Neolithic
mode was dominated by the primacy of the
present and orality, requiring almost all interac-
tions to involve bodily co-presence. It did not
allow a broader societal constellation to emerge
as defined by Tönnies, just a community.

By contrast, modern social structures such as
the nation-state draw on analog written commu-
nication and past arrangements; they operate in
the diachronic/distanced mode. The Digital Age
—based on numeric digitality—is rooted in the
synchronic/distanced modus, changing radically
many institutional and informal features of the
well-established and the deeply rooted. The
Digital Revolution is reshaping societal relations
of space more radically and more quickly than its
two predecessors. The vanishing of distance
(Flusser 1992, 31) in many areas of life is taking
place at the expense of several established rou-
tines and traditional undertakings. For instance,
everyone can experience the breath-taking speed
at which the spatial conditions of our actions and
life contexts change. Changes that took centuries
after the Neolithic, like the speed of human
mobility and animal power, and decades after the
Industrial Revolution, now take less than a few
months such as the shift from mobile to smart-
phones and the rise of social media. Not only is it
difficult to comprehend the acceleration of tech-
nological innovation, especially in the field of
communication, it is even more problematic to
fully grasp the social consequences of these
changes.

What we can already observe is a loss of the
expected connection between proximity and
familiarity, as well as between distance and
unfamiliarity. In addition, we also witness a
colonization of private spheres by means of
digital technologies. These changes are possibly
just the first signs of the newly established
societal-spatial relations and their consequences
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for modes of construction of geographical, cul-
tural, social, economic, and political realities.
And most of all, digital technologies enable the
detachment of the symbolic from the material
vehicles of data and information.

The profound implications of the detachment
of the symbolic from material carriers become
particularly apparent with regard to the basis of
the modern state, the principle of territorializa-
tion, and territorialized core practices of the
nation-state such as border controls and taxation.
The tight binding of society and space in the
form of state and territory is largely based on
fixed relations between material vehicles and
symbol or symbolic meaning. This is as much the
case with national currencies as with writing and
written communication in the form of newspa-
pers, or the shift from print media to electronic
communication, from coins to digits, and so on.

The connection becomes even clearer when
tariffs are imposed in relation to the symbolic
monetary value of exchanged goods. The most
visible manifestation of the relationship of
meaning and matter (Gren 1994) is perhaps the
customs gate. The barrier at the border marks the
spatial location of the state's scope and at the
same time stands for all forms of territorial
control. With the replacement of material carriers
by digital transactions, the basis of previously
known forms of territorial control is significantly
weakened.

The ongoing weakening of territoriality as one
of the basic principles of modern states is an
indication of the depth of the transformation of
the spatial conditions, and therefore of geo-
graphical everyday practices. Perhaps it is no
exaggeration to say that ‘society’ as we know it
is at stake. But what form the new ‘societal’
could take is not apparent.

Societal-spatial relations always imply speci-
fic ‘space-time-relations’. Thus, it is no coinci-
dence that ‘globalization’ and the ‘acceleration’
of life are observable simultaneously (Giddens
1990; Rosa 2013). They are an expression of a
highly relevant mutual dependency. But since
societal relations of time ultimately reflect
established societal relations of space, there is
good reason to give the latter priority when

analyzing globalization processes. In any case,
together both point to the consequences of the
emerging reconstitution of societal-spatial rela-
tions and corresponding space-time relations.

14.5 The Program: The
International Year of Global
Understanding

The design of the program of the International
Year of Global Understanding began with the
insight that humanity’s grand challenges are self-
made and affect the entire planet. The program
was consequently developed on the premise that
global sustainability can be reached best if sus-
tainable everyday actions are established locally.
Everyday practice is where the local and global
become one, and where scientific insights are
applied. Therefore, a widespread awareness of
how everyday actions create global challenges
that impact humanity is necessary. This includes
the ability to understand connections between
actions that may seem disconnected across time
and space. Grasping the global condition of local
and regional living contexts of one’s own life in
this way constitutes Global Understanding. It
means making clear the global impact of local
and regional ways of living. At the same time,
fostering an understanding of everyday practices
in the context of ‘world relations’ with all its
implications in terms of reach, bindings, and
connectivity, is a prerequisite for reaching a
geographical worldview appropriate to the new
societal relations of space. This is the aim of the
program of Global Understanding (Werlen 2012;
Werlen et al. 2016).

Global Understanding is a comprehensive
science-, education, and information-oriented
approach. The education program aims to raise
awareness of the global embeddedness of
everyday life around the globe and increase
understanding of the inextricable links between
local action and global phenomena. Teachers,
students, and pupils as well as citizens are invited
to take responsibility for their actions and to
make daily contributions to achieving global
sustainability. In scientific and academic terms,
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Global Understanding aims to strengthen inte-
grative transdisciplinary thinking. It is geared to
overcoming the widely established barriers
between the natural sciences, social sciences, and
humanities. Joint work should, whenever possi-
ble, be carried out in partnership with engaged
citizens promptly and directly. Research findings
need to be translated not only for use in class-
rooms at all levels, but also into broader public
awareness campaigns through easy-to-
understand publications, computer games,
movies, documentaries, TV shows, and the like
(Fig. 14.1).

In a more specific sense, the program of
Global Understanding addresses three key inter-
faces. The first refers to the local-global nexus of
human activities, the second to the relationship
between culture, society, and nature, and the
third to everyday life and science (Fig. 14.2).

14.6 The Local and the Global

Because people are engaged under globalized
conditions to cope with their everyday lives and
to show the ways in which they bring the world
into their lives, the central tasks are, first, to
establish awareness of the global implications of
everyday living and, second, to identify the cul-
turally, socially, and economically unequal cir-
cumstances of people and their relationship to
spatio-temporal structures and flows. Productive
and consumptive forms of world-binding, for
instance, can be approached through ‘natural
resource stories’ (Doolittle 2010; Galafassi et al.
2018) or the ‘follow the thing’ approach (Cook
2004; Ermann 2012). These approaches are
geared toward identifying global consequences
of world-binding processes and, in the process,
promoting awareness of the implications of per-
sonally defined lifestyles for the structuration of
global flows of products and natural resources.

The same local-global perspective can be
applied with respect to political, legal, informa-
tive, and symbolic appropriations as forms of
world relations. In the case of the political and
legal dimensions, especially important are the
aforementioned weakening of the territorial
principle and resulting legal gaps in the protec-
tion of global commons. Despite the fact that a
fully binding decision-making body with global
jurisdiction is extremely unlikely to be estab-
lished in the time frame available to address
humanity’s most pressing problems, global

Everyday

GlobalSocio-cultural

LocalBio-physical

Fig. 14.1 Key dimensions of geographical practices
(Werlen et al. 2016: 607)

Local || Global
Global impact of local action

Social-cultural || Natural
Culturally adapted, ecologically and socially sustainable lifestyles

Everyday || Science
Sustainable patterns of action and knowledge for local use 

Fig. 14.2 Interfaces of global understanding
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necessities require swift, yet deliberate action
from the bottom up. One possibility is to promote
global justice while integrating that dimension
into the implementation of local interests and
concerns. Here again, Global Understanding is
an indispensable precondition for targeted action.
Another case of this synoptic local-global view
pertains to regionalist and nationalistic move-
ments, often fed by the unsettling implications of
globalization processes. Of course, by empha-
sizing the ‘we’, nationalistic as well as regionalist
discourses have a strong identity-forming
capacity. However obvious or ‘logical’ such
backward-oriented compensatory solutions may
appear, the exclusion and marginalization of
others can undermine security. Feelings of
belonging and security need to be achieved in
new, less contradictory, and more cosmopolitan
ways.

Finally, a third important dimension is the
interrelation of global information and knowl-
edge flows, local meaningful symbolic appro-
priations, and communication. The informational
world bindings arise from global telecommuni-
cations (Castells 1996) and global information
networks. If the actors’ stock of knowledge and
information constitutes the basis of symbolic
appropriation, then it is helpful to know how the
new geographies of information affect meaning-
ful forms of world-binding. It is also important to
make a clear distinction between a Global
Understanding of local conditions and a devalu-
ation of the local against the global.

14.7 The Socio-cultural
and the Natural

Local everyday activities are not just embedded in
global processes; they are simultaneously inter-
twined with the socio-cultural and bio-physical
realms. Practice-centered conceptualizations of
sustainability include, first, embracing the shift in
focus from ‘sustainability’ to ‘living sustainably’,
and, second, treating the natural sphere as
embedded in the socio-cultural world, not as
external to it, as ‘environment’.

In this perspective, currently dominant eco-
logically oriented approaches toward sustain-
ability need to be expanded. Sustainability is not
‘only’ an ecological issue, but a much broader
social and cultural one. The integrated analysis of
everyday activities as a starting point reflects this
turn in perspective. Sustainability research and
policies should always begin with the social-
cultural side and then look for the bio-physical
consequences. In keeping with this approach,
objects like ‘habitats’ or ‘ecotopes’ are no longer
the primary starting point in the development of
sustainability policies.

Global Understanding seeks to explore the
ways in which people with specific socio-cultural
and historical backgrounds transform nature.
These backgrounds and associated lifestyles are at
the core of unsustainable practices. A widespread
awareness of how everyday actions create the
challenges that impact humanity is a prerequisite
to finding solutions in all realms (Fig. 14.3).

All in all, the synoptic view of the global and
the local is as much a part of Global Under-
standing as that of the integration of the cultural
and the natural. To this end, the program proposes
to focus on essential everyday activities such as
eating and drinking, housing, working, travel, and
communicating. The first step in that direction has
been undertaken by Jackson et al. (2016) on the
topic of eating and drinking, Robertson (2016) on
communicating, and Robinson et al. (2016) on
global urbanization processes. They highlight the
ways in which the Global Understanding program
can be implemented.

14.8 Everyday World and Science

The development of an integrative understanding
of the connections between the local and the
global as well as the cultural and the natural and
its implementation also requires a reshaping of
scientific work. Mobilizing citizens for a pro-
found transformation of lifestyles toward sus-
tainability in a global perspective requires the
generation of appropriate knowledge. Making
such knowledge available is a task that goes
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beyond a simple optimization of established
scientific strategies, like the refinement of inter-
disciplinary cooperation. So far, the dominant
strategy to improve the quality of scientific
explanations and problem solutions has been to
push disciplinary specialization, with negative
consequences for interdisciplinary collaboration
and communication with the everyday world.

Considering the socio-cultural embeddedness
of nature, the high variety of socio-cultural and
regional conditions for local actions, and the
crucial role of local actions for global constella-
tions, no ‘one-size-fits-all’ problem solutions are
available. Global Understanding offers an alter-
native, one that recognizes connections across
traditionally fragmented domains of knowledge
and avoids disciplinary tunnel vision.

Transdisciplinary cooperation offers a way
out. This path opens up a variety of propositions,
for research as well as teaching. On the teaching
front, the preparation of students for transdisci-
plinary work is the first step. As for research,
transdisciplinary cooperation needs to be pro-
moted, along with curriculum reform aimed at
fostering collaborations with engaged citizens.

New research and teaching formats such as
living labs can promote experimental exchange

between actors from different sectors. Learners
and teachers as well as researchers can cooperate
in specific local or regional contexts to find
sustainable solutions for local problems from a
global perspective. Such approaches can be
expected not only to yield new scientific insights
and learning experiences but also to generate a
stronger social commitment on the part of sci-
ence and the larger academic world.

14.9 The Role of the IGU

The IYGU was the first major IGU project aimed
at broad international cooperation in its hundred-
year history. Previously, the IGU often played a
supporting role in projects such as the Interna-
tional Year of Mountains in 2002, Planet Earth in
2008, and the UNESCO Man & Biosphere Pro-
gram in the 1980s. Lessons learned from these
projects and ties with the International Council
for Philosophy and the Human Sciences (CIPSH)
furthered the IYGU initiative.

The International Sciences Councils and the
International Scientific Unions are facilitating
cooperation and dissemination. Together with
their participation at major events of the

Socio-Cultural Natural

Cultural Values => Surviving

Division of Labor Working/Housing
=> Urbanizing Climate Change

Cultural Diversity Moving/Staying
=> Belonging Biodiversity

=> Preserving

Glocalized Lifestyles Sea Level

Leisure Sports/Entertaining Hazards

Fig. 14.3 Everyday practices
of globalizing geography-
making (after Werlen 2015:
23)
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International Councils in Nagoya (2010), Paris
(2011), and Durban (2015), recent IGU meetings
allowed for program coordination, mobilization,
and presentation of the aims and claims of the
IYGU to the international community of scien-
tists, academics, and especially geographers.
Through its organizational structure of 43 IGU
commissions and more than 70 National Com-
mittees (with their national conferences), they
helped mobilize the international community.
The IGU established the Commission on Global
Understanding in 2016 to pursue essential
follow-up activities for the International Year.

14.10 Outcomes and Conclusions

With the UNESCO Proclamation of 2016 as the
International Year of Global Understanding
(IYGU) (UNESCO 2013a, b, c), the concept of
Global Understanding found its first practical
application (www.global-understanding.info/en).
With the overarching claim that ‘to think glob-
ally calls for global understanding’, the initiative
provided a framework and foundation for a new
geographical worldview in an age of Digital
Revolution and generated the energy needed to
propel transformation.

Perhaps the most important achievement of
the IYGU was to connect persons from diverse
fields around the globe. The resulting interac-
tions, together with the IGU’s membership in the
International Council of Philosophy and the
Human Sciences, are creating platforms for
transdisciplinary research and education.
A global network of more than 40 Regional
Action Centers has been founded, bringing
together concerned partners and activists from a
wide range of fields, all working toward a global
understanding of sustainability. The participants
include NGOs, universities, academies, schools,
libraries, youth organizations, international
sports organizations, intercontinental state orga-
nizations, embassies, national chambers of
industry and commerce, and the Erasmus Mun-
dus program.

Following the opening ceremony in February
2016 at the Volkshaus in Jena, more than 1000

events have been organized around the globe to
promote the concept of ‘Global Understanding’,
reaching millions of people on all continents.
A major IYGU program event took place in the
framework of the Glastonbury Festival in the
UK, one of the world’s largest music and per-
forming arts events attended by c. 200,000 peo-
ple. Another cooperation with the arts was
established in association with Most-UNESCO,
Mémoire de l’Avenir and CIPSH (UNESCO
2018). The IYGU also played an important role
in the World Humanities Conference in Liège
2017, leading to the creation of seven UNESCO
Chairs fostering Global Understanding around
the world. The designation of UNESCO’s World
Science Day in 2017 as ‘Science for Global
Understanding’ reflects the institutional impacts
of the program. Public participation was reflected
in a series of public outreach campaigns through
initiatives such as a ‘story map competition’ in
cooperation with ESRI and the Federal State of
Thuringia, one of the principal sponsors of
IYGU.

All these achievements represent the begin-
ning of a global mobilization, spurred on by the
Jena Declaration, to enable citizens around the
world in all walks of life to understand global
interconnectedness and to act for global sustain-
ability (www.thejenadeclaration.org). They rep-
resent vital contributions the IGU and other
international scientific organizations make in
achieving a more sustainable future.
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15Geography and Environmental Issues

Jorge Olcina Cantos

Abstract

Territorial sustainability is one of the major
concerns of Geography in recent decades. The
concern for environmental issues and their
impact on land use has acquired a very
important role in the geographic discipline in
recent decades. Basically, it is a reaffirmation
of one of the epistemological principles of
geography: the study of the relationship
between the physical environment and the
human being (Murphy, Geography: Why it
matters? Polity Press, Cambridge, 2018). The
current ecological footprint exceeds the natu-
ral regeneration capacity of natural resources.
This is combined with the problem of global
warming, a consequence of the massive use of
fossil fuels as the main source of energy
supply throughout the world. Geography has
opened up new analysis fields and has
promoted critical visions in the face of
environmental problems and risks. The use
of new tools (automated mapping, remote
sensing, big data) has allowed improving the
results, betting on the modeling and creation
of future scenarios necessary for the allocation
of new land uses. Geography must keep on

studying the natural environment from the
precision of its analysis and its proposals. The
twenty-first century is the century of the
environment. And geography is the ideal
scientific discipline to meet this challenge.
This is not about wishful thinking, a dream, it
must be a reality.

Keyword

Geography � Twenty-first century �
Sustainable development goals

Highlighting and further promoting the work of
IGU Commissions and Task Forces in relation to
key global initiatives, including inter alia, the UN
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the UN
Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable Devel-
opment, Disaster Risk Reduction, Paris Climate
Action, and Habitat-III, and ISC Future Earth.
IGU Strategy 2020-2024

15.1 Geography in the Twenty-First
Century: A Science
for Territorial Sustainability

The discipline of Geography, which required so
many centuries to establish its conceptual and
methodological bases as a true science, is
essential in the twenty-first century. Geography
is defined as the “where” within the basic
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reference system, of the fundamental questions
that structure the knowledge of human beings,
that give meaning to their stay on the earth’s
surface and to their social relations (Murphy
2018). Civilizations always develop in a terri-
tory. This has been the case throughout human
history. The territory is the one that ultimately
determines, sometimes conditioning, the ways of
thinking and acting by human beings who par-
ticipate in a civilized action.

Today, geography is the science of global
change, environmental sustainability, and terri-
torial information. There are three areas of work
that include the main branches of geography
specialization (physical geography, human
geography, regional geography, geographic
information technologies) and are closely related
to each other (Fig. 15.1).

The study and analysis of geographic space
have become increasingly specialized since the
middle of the last century. Paradigms, concepts,
methods, and tools have been incorporated that
have diversified and intensified geographic
research. The environmental approach, which
places the natural environment at the heart of the
analysis, has been taking prominence until it
became a main subject of study for geographic
science. The 1980s was decisive in this advance
with the concern for the deterioration of the

natural environment. The consequences of the oil
crises of the 1970s, the Bhopal chemical accident
(1983), the Chernobyl nuclear disaster (1986),
the “discovery” of the ozone hole, and the
introduction of the hypothesis of climate change
due to the greenhouse effect, highlighted the
mismatches of economic growth throughout the
world and the need to rethink the importance of
the environment (Sloterdijk 2018).

During these years, different schools of
thought regarding the relationship between
human beings and nature (liberal, cultural, eco-
socialist) emerged, which were to be strongly
presented at the Rio de Janeiro Summit in 1992.
This United Nations world summit on the envi-
ronment ended by supporting the West’s vision
of nature protection, which had in Gro Harlem
Brundtland’s essay “Our Common Future” the
conceptual principles of sustainable develop-
ment. This report belongs to the International
Commission on Environment and Development
of the United Nations.

Taking into account what the principle of
sustainable development action has meant for the
global state of the environment, there are some
highlights and challenges. In many countries,
regulations and plans have been activated that
consider the natural environment as a funda-
mental element in land-use planning processes.

Fig. 15.1 Main fields of action of geography in twenty-first century. Own elaboration. Images reproduced with
permission
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These laws contain mechanisms for environ-
mental evaluation, risk assessment, and citizen
participation. Social awareness in favor of envi-
ronmental protection has been generated, in
which the work of environmental defense orga-
nizations has played an important role. Interna-
tional organizations (UN, UNESCO, World
Bank) have made a firm commitment to sus-
tainability as a guiding principle for actions and
policies, establishing it as a medium-term
objective (17 SDGs). The Davos Forum, on the
other hand, has been including environmental
issues (climate change, atmospheric extremes,
water management) as major “hotspots” of the
world economy for years to come. In short,
“sustainable development”, understood as social
progress in accordance with the conditions and
limits imposed by the natural environment, has
been assumed (socially, economically, and
politically) as a final objective in the processes
involving the transformation of geographic
space.

However, the major environmental issues
affecting our planet continue to increase in
severity. Global warming has been relentless
over the last two decades, related to the increase
in greenhouse gas emissions, despite interna-
tional agreements (Kyoto, Paris). Air pollution in
some regions and cities of the world is intolera-
ble and causes more than eight million deaths
worldwide according to the WHO. Plastics have
become a problem for the world’s oceans, acting
as an obstacle to marine life and even entering
the fish food chain. Deforestation of tropical
forests has continued at an unstoppable rate in
recent decades, particularly worrisome in rain-
forests. Commercial agricultural clearing is
alarmingly reducing forest area, threatening the
dynamics of unique ecosystems fundamentally
important to the biogeographic and climatic
operation of the planet (Stern 2015). Such
examples question the effectiveness of the sus-
tainable development concept as an objective of
environmental actions, especially large-scale
management of global problems affecting the
natural environment.

Geography, as a territorial science, has made a
commitment to sustainability as a principle of

action in the different thematic areas that com-
pose it, physical, agricultural, industrial, eco-
nomic, urban, and so on. Contents concerning
sustainability are included in geography teach-
ing, at different educational levels; research is
developed with sustainability as the main or
secondary axis; professional geography, on the
other hand, participates in territorial processes
that are marked by the fulfillment of sustain-
ability criteria.

15.2 Geography and Environment:
The Important Contribution
of the IGU

The International Geographical Union (IGU) has
dedicated outstanding attention to environmental
issues since its foundation in 1922, as shown by
the topics discussed in different International
Congresses (IGC), especially since the second
half of the last century (Kish 1992). Indeed, by
the middle of the twentieth-century basic ques-
tions of the physical environment (geomorphol-
ogy, climatology, biogeography, hydrography)
were discussed (Martin 2016, 2017). It was from
1950, after the Washington IGC (1952), that
commissions and task forces directly related to
environmental issues were created and specifi-
cally tasked in IGU International Congresses or
in publications to develop these issues (Schel-
haas 2021).

Starting in 1950, commissions were devel-
oped on Erosion Surfaces Around the Atlantic,
Applied Geomorphology, Evolution of Slopes,
and Study of Human Impact on Mountain
Ecosystems. In 1968, the Commission on Man
and Environment used, for the first time, the
concept of environment. And in 1976, in the
framework of the celebration of the Congress of
the IGU in Moscow, a group on Environmental
Problems was created and an Environmental
Atlas was promoted in collaboration with the
ICA (International Cartographic Association).
Subsequently, in 1984, a Study Group was cre-
ated on Climate Change, while a commission on
Coastal Environment was created which fol-
lowed the tradition of other working groups that
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already existed in the IGU like Coastal Geo-
morphology and Coastal Development.

For its part, the IGU-Climatology Commis-
sion which had been active since the 1950s
began to worry about the problem of climate
change in the late 1980s (Yoshino et al 2013).
The terms “climate change” or “global change”
were incorporated into the denomination of some
thematic groups created since 1990, including
Critical Environmental Zones and Global
Change (1988–92), Gender and Geography, and
Regional Hydrological Response to Global
Warming (1990–1992), Climate Changes and
Periglacial Environments, and Geomorphological
Response to Environmental Change (both in
1996) and have also been added to the name of
some ongoing working commissions not directly
related to climatologies, such as Commission on
Geography of Tourism, Leisure, and Global
Change or Commission on Global Change and
Human Mobility. In recent years the Commission
on Climatology has proposed the use of a very
interesting concept “anthroposphere” for the
study of alterations caused by humans on the
Earth’s gaseous cover (Commission on Clima-
tology report 2019–20).

1992 proved decisive for the development of
environmental issues in geography. This was the
year of the Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit and the
Washington DC IGC, which dedicated several
sessions to environmental problems under the
title Our Shared Global Future (Liverman 1999).
This year the Commissions on Natural Hazards
Studies, Mountain Geoecology and Sustainable
Development, History Monitoring of Environ-
mental Change, and Environmental and Devel-
opment were created. Likewise, the study groups
on Environmental Changes and Conservation in
Karst Areas and Critical Environment Situations
and Regions were instituted. A year later, a study
group on Sustainability of Rural Systems was
created (1993–98), which expanded its theme in
1996 as Sustainability of Rural Systems, Popu-
lation, and Environment. An environmental issue
of global importance, which included land
degradation and desertification, deserved the
creation of the latter commission in 1996. Step
by step, “sustainability” was consolidated in the

IGU and across the geographic community in
general, both within the committees and in the
IGCs organized from 1992 to the present.

In the task of developing environmental issues
in geography, there has been an outstanding
range of work by national committees of the IGU
in developed countries and, especially, less
developed countries in Asia, Africa, and South
America. The latter countries observed and were
exposed to very radical changes which occurred
in their natural environment, often caused by
decisions from outside their countries. It is worth
highlighting the work carried out by some
members of the IGU who have been very active
in their Commissions or in the Executive Coun-
cil. In this regard, the role played by Professor R.
G. Singh of the University of Delhi was signifi-
cant, a great defender of the geographical treat-
ment of the environment from his positions of
responsibility in the UGI (Biogeography Com-
mission, Executive Committee) and in other
organizations of research (ISC) and promoter of
the book series Advances in Geographical and
Environmental Sciences (Singh 2016). The
recent IGU Presidents (Professors Abler, Kolo-
sov, Himiyama, and Meadows) have given a
definitive boost to environmental issues, making
it the main objective of the UGI in its relations
with society and other international organizations
(Bellezza 2000).

The teaching of environmental issues in
geography also obtained a scientific journal
International Research in Geography and Envi-
ronmental Education (IRGEE), edited by the
Geographical Education Commission and
indexed in the international impact indexes (SJR
and ESCI index). For its part, the series of
monographs published by Springer which had
been developed by various IGU Commissions,
contains numerous titles on environmental
issues, effects of climate change, or application
from geography of the United Nations Sustain-
able Development Goals (Kumar 2020).

Since the mid-twentieth-century, the IGU has
developed relationships with scientific organiza-
tions and associations directly related to issues of
environmental sustainability (International
Association of Cartography) and, specifically,
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climate change (International Science Council or
World Meteorological Organization and Inter-
national Association on Meteorology) among
others. Some of its prominent members have
participated in international activities and events
on environmental issues organized by the United
Nations, UNESCO (e.g., International Year of
the Earth 2008), and IPCC (e.g., participating in
climate change reports) (IPCC 2021).

15.3 Geography’s Focus
on Environmental
and Territorial Sustainability:
Climate Change as a Key Issue

Over the last three decades, which have been
critical for the planet in environmental matters,
geography has been conceptually and method-
ologically incorporating and developing new
ideas that have emerged in geographic science
itself or in other disciplines of knowledge.
Moreover, a series of world events linked to the
environment have served as an ideal context for
the expansion of environmental concern in
geography (Fig. 15.2).

In the last hundred years, the natural envi-
ronment has gone from being the framework for
human action to becoming the most important

problem to be solved in order to guarantee the
survival of human life on Earth. This is precisely
due to the intensive use of natural resources and
transformation of natural landscapes, imple-
mented in the developed world and exported with
intensity in its results to less advanced countries
(Patel and Moore 2018). Fortunately, in recent
decades there have been demonstrations of
defense and sustainable management of the
environment with the participation of geography
as a discipline that defends, from its origins, the
harmonious relationship between the environ-
ment and human life.

It is possible to highlight five steps since the
1970s in which geography has actively shaped
academic consideration of the environment,
incorporating new concepts and methods of
analysis (Fig. 15.2). First, through the diffusion
of the concept “environment” after the first
summit of the United Nations on the Environ-
ment in Stockholm in 1972; second, through the
development of risk analysis after the publication
of Ulrich Beck’s work in 1985 (Beck 1999)
which recovered the geographical tradition of
work on natural hazards which emerged in the
1940s (Olcina 2008); third, through the publica-
tion of the first IPCC Report (1990) that estab-
lished a “before and after” in the prioritization of
environmental issues in the world and created the

Fig. 15.2 Concepts, issues, and environmental facts with
impact on geography in the last decades. Own elabora-
tion. Without permission for its reproduction. In the
elaboration of this diagram-synthesis, it has been

important to consult the following books: Cook et al.
(2015), Crutzen and Stoermer (2000), Crutzen (2002),
Harvey (2009), Jameson (2015), Mannion (2014), Svatek
Ziegler (2019). These are refered in the bibliographic list
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idea of current “climate emergency”; fourth,
through the diffusion of the concept “sustainable
development” which first appeared in 1987 and
was popularized after the Rio de Janeiro Envi-
ronment Summit (1992); and fifth, through the
assessment of the global effects of environmental
transformation and climate change and the
appearance or recovery of concepts in relation to
the development of socioeconomic and territo-
rial sustainability practices (renaturation, global-
local, circular economy, resilience) (Murray
2005).

Climate change and its associated effects (at-
mospheric hazard) (IPCC 2019, 2021; Cramer
et al. 2019) will occupy, from different geo-
graphic approaches, a great part of research and
geographic practice in the next decades. As
noted, several concepts that have emerged in
recent decades that geography has incorporated
into its research corpus—resilience, decrease, re-
naturalization—are closely related to the objec-
tive that geography should pursue in environ-
mental and territorial matters (sustainable
territorial development) and with the guiding
principle of policies on a global scale (mitigation
and adaptation to climate change) (Malm 2018;
Kahn et al. 2019; Hayes 2020). In this way,
geography is the most suitable scientific disci-
pline for understanding the territorial diversity of
climate change and for the development of pro-
posals to reduce its effects. Geography, all over
the world, is developing research that rigorously
acts in the fight against climate change, with a
vision of integration and collaboration with other
disciplines.

One of the areas of study and professional
practice where geography can demonstrate its
commitment to sustainability and adaptation to
climate change is territorial planning. Thermal
warming and the expected effects on tempera-
tures and precipitation in different regions of the
world will condition territorial planning. The loss
of thermal comfort expected in the coming dec-
ades may be mitigated in the design of buildings
(bioclimatic architecture) or green areas in cities,
reducing its impact. On the other hand, the
increase in intense rainfall and flooding pro-
cesses, already evident in several regions of the

world, must be mitigated with territorial planning
proposals based on the use of risk mapping and
the accurate delimitation of areas where high-risk
intensive land use should not be considered.
Additionally, the effects that global warming is
having on coastal areas due to rising seawater
levels will determine territorial actions in coastal
areas in the coming decades (Feyen et al. 2020).

Spatial planning has been improving its pro-
cedures and working methods in recent decades,
with the appearance of standards that have
improved the consideration of the natural and
cultural elements of the environment as impor-
tant factors in the planning of new uses. In many
western countries, there has been a transition
from economic conceptions of spatial planning,
which considered land as a space of possibilities
and of direct assignment of new uses, to posi-
tions that mainly value natural resources and the
historical-artistic heritage of territories which,
through delimitation and protection, can be
designed with new uses that are compatible with
those.

The trust in supposed capacities of resistance
and control of nature by means of structural
actions (dams, canalizations, etc.), motivated, on
the one hand, the promotion of irrigated agri-
culture in climatically unsuitable territories and,
on the other hand, the forced integration of the
final sections of river courses and the encroach-
ment of their flood beds in urban areas, with the
subsequently added problems that this caused
(Pérez et al. 2018) like increased vulnerability
and exposure to extreme natural events, espe-
cially floods. This has been especially intense
and marked in coastal areas across the world,
where a large part of global economic activity
and main urban settlements are concentrated.

Two new elements have been added to the
spatial planning of European countries in recent
decades. The landscape, on the one hand, has
become an operational instrument for establish-
ing new uses in the territory. The principles
contained in the European Landscape Conven-
tion (2000) have been integrated into the urban
and land use regulations of the countries and
regions in the European Union. The landscape
units have become a primary object of work in
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environmental studies that are incorporated into
spatial planning processes (Jones and Stenseke
2011). On the other hand, territorial green
infrastructure is the basic and initial instrument
of any planning process. It is a conception that
arose in North American landscape architecture
in the first decades of the twentieth-century (Law
Olmstead), which brought together environmen-
talist ideas from the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries (Benedict and McMahon 2002), and
which had been incorporated into spatial plan-
ning at mainly regional and local scales over the
last three decades (Lafortezza et al. 2013). As a
conceptual and applied connection between both
elements, green infrastructure is defined as an
interconnected network of landscapes of signifi-
cant environmental, cultural and visual value.
Consequently, green infrastructure integrates, as
a planning object, the set of landscapes defined in
a territory, but also designs the connection
between them based on existing or proposed
natural or artificial connectors (Comisión Euro-
pea 2014).

The spread of the green infrastructure concept
has been considerably rapid internationally and
particularly in Europe where, in addition to a
long history of environmental policies, there is
significant concern about recent transformations
in land use. Studies conducted by the European
Environment Agency reveal that European terri-
tory is suffering a progressive process of biodi-
versity loss and soil artificialization which, in
addition to urbanized surface area growing at a
higher rate than the urban population itself (EEA
2011), is a clear reflection of an increasingly
dispersed urbanization model with direct impact
on landscape fragmentation. In this context, the
EU is undertaking different projects aimed at
monitoring and protecting Europe's biodiversity
and landscapes as well as managing green
infrastructure. But the incorporation of the green
infrastructure tool into spatial planning is a pro-
cess not exclusive to European territory. There
are excellent examples in the United States,
Japan, Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, South
Korea, among others (Breuste et al. 2015).

Green infrastructure is used in two comple-
mentary ways: as a tool for sustainable spatial

planning, as a set of urban infrastructures
designed under sustainability criteria for rain-
water drainage; and as a cartographic tool for
sustainable spatial planning (Elorrieta and Olcina
2021). Several cities around the world have
designed sustainable stormwater circulation sys-
tems (SDUs) through the construction of large-
capacity storm sewers, installation of storm
tanks, or design of flood parks in order to reduce
the risk of urban flooding.

In turn, elements for risk and climate change
management are beginning to be incorporated
into spatial planning processes based on the use
of green infrastructure. The aspects of green
infrastructure which should be specifically
incorporated into urban and spatial planning in
order to reduce the effects of global warming are
the following: (a) rising temperatures and loss of
thermal comfort, whose effects can be mitigated
through urban design measures such as an
increase in public parks and green spaces in
housing (terraces and green facades): (b) rising
sea levels in coastal areas, whose effects should
be reduced with structural actions in some cases,
and with spatial planning (regulation of uses
along the coastline, removal of the first coastli-
nes). And (c) changes in rainfall, with an increase
in its intensity and irregularity, which makes it
necessary to design large-capacity water drainage
areas, as well as water storage reservoirs of
greater capacity than existing ones to guarantee
the supply for urban demands.

All of this should be based on the develop-
ment of precise models of climatic or environ-
mental (sea level) behavior that allows for the
periodic updating of projections for their appli-
cation in spatial planning (Fig. 15.3).

A fundamental element for incorporating cli-
mate change and associated risks into spatial
planning processes is the map. In fact, green
infrastructure as a territorial planning tool must
include cartography, using detailed scales to
integrate all the elements that compose it. Risk is
probably the most important component due to
its impact on human life (Global Commission on
Adaptation 2019). This is why in many countries
the map has become the legal accreditation
document of the risk condition of a territory
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subject to planning. In general, the map made to
be included in a territorial information system for
green infrastructure that must be consulted in
spatial planning should be a rigorous document.
This is an important challenge for academic and
applied geography. In fact, sustainable spatial
planning is a good example for geography of the
integration of academic content and applied
action.

But the task of geography in this matter goes
further. Along with the map, spatial planning
carried out from geography incorporates concepts
and working methods characteristic of its scien-
tific corpus that is especially suitable in this task,
such as changes of scale, fieldwork, personal
interviews, and integration of physical and human
aspects of the territory. Finally, it should be noted
that territorial planning is not the exclusive
competence of geography. Other disciplines par-
ticipate in these processes (engineering, archi-
tecture, geology, environment, sociology, law,
economics). Geography has established collabo-
rative ties with all of them and shares concepts
and methods in the development of spatial plan-
ning projects. This work has been carried out
since the 1940s in countries such as France, the
United Kingdom, Germany, and Russia. In

others, it has been a more recent collaborative
process (1970–80s). Since the end of the
twentieth-century, the incorporation of computer
tools for the study of environmental, social, and
territorial processes has made it possible to
establish collaborative relationships with the
mathematical and computer sciences. Process
behavior models were, and continue to be,
developed, and in the specific context of climate
change, climate projections are incorporated into
land-use planning processes, which make it pos-
sible to adjust land-use decisions at different
scales. Nevertheless, the capacity to integrate
facts, observe on the ground, elaborate realistic
proposals, and make geography the most suitable
discipline for the integration of principles of
sustainability and adaptation to climate change in
spatial planning.

15.4 Geography and Sustainable
Development Goals: An Ethical
Responsibility

Geography has an ethical commitment in its
research and in its action toward the fulfillment
of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),

Fig. 15.3 Aspects of climate change and climate risks
that can be incorporated into green infrastructure and
territorial planning. Source Prepared by the author.
Images reproduced with permission. Maps taken from:

New York 2 °C warning and sea-level rise. Available at:
https://ss6m.climatecentral.org/#11/40.6643/-73.9385; and
Territorial Action Plan against the Risk of Floods in the
Valencian Community (PATRICOVA)
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approved in 2015 by the United Nations. It is
also a science that is particularly well adapted to
research and applied proposals that favor SDGs.
The SDGs address issues related to the physical
environment, living beings, economic activities,
scientific research, culture, and education. These
factors are closely related to the objectives and
goals of geography in the twenty-first century:
the integral development of the territory under
the principles of environmental sustainability and
adaptation to climate change.

Different fields of geographic research (phys-
ical geography, human and regional geography,
mapping and data processing) address the goals
and targets included in each of the 17 SDGs.
Sustainable development cannot be understood
without the territory; and the territory includes
the physical environment and human action, the
two working objects of geography. Four Sus-
tainable Development Goals (Goals 6, 11, 13,
and 15) are directly related to the concepts and
methods developed by environmental geography
in the last three decades (Fig. 15.4).

In addition to research, geography is used as
part of many countries’ social communication of
the SDGs, particularly in education. At the same

time, geographic entities in each country have
adopted the sustainable development objectives
as principles of action for geographic work in the
current decade. The IGU, as a member of the
International Science Council (ISC), strongly
supports SDGs. The 2020–2024 strategy specif-
ically states that the IGU will further promote the
work of the commissions and working groups in
relation to key global initiatives including,
among others, the UN SDGs, the UN Decade of
Ocean Sciences for Sustainable Development,
Disaster Risk Reduction, the Paris Agreement,
and the Habitat-III conference. It has launched
the Future Earth Geography initiative whose
mission is to promote geography for people to
thrive in a sustainable and fair world.

This commission seeks to build and link
knowledge to increase the impact of research,
explore new directions for development, and
contribute to the achievement of global sustain-
able development goals by seeking new forms of
sustainable development. This commission is
initially focused on human-land systems and
their interfaces with the coastal ocean and
atmosphere, promoting broader analysis and
innovative thinking about the Earth’s global

Fig. 15.4 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and Geography. Own elaboration. Source of images (https://sdgs.
un.org/es/goals); reproduced with permission
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sustainability through the bridge and synthesis of
physical geography, human geography, ecology,
hydrology, atmosphere, climate, and social sci-
ences. To this end, six thematic areas have been
identified for development in the coming years:

(1) Conceptual foundations for future Earth
Geography, and especially new theories and
hypotheses on coupled human-land systems
for sustainability.

(2) Open and inclusive platforms for geospatial
Big Data and observations of coupled
human-earth systems.

(3) Integrated earth system models to deepen our
understanding of complex earth systems and
human dynamics at different scales.

(4) Relationships and dynamic analysis between
ecological processes, services, and human
well-being.

(5) Human contributions and responses to glo-
bal climate/environmental changes and
sustainability.

(6) Linkages and dynamic analysis between
ecological processes, services, and human
well-being.

In any case, if the governments of each
country do not promote, as they should, the goals
and purposes of the UN’s SDGs, the science of
geography must set itself up as the “guardian”
discipline for their fulfillment, promoting actions
or, if necessary, protest at lack of institutional
commitment.

It is certain that not all of the goals and targets
of the Sustainable Development Goals will have
been met by 2030. These are challenging and
ambitious goals, which require cultural changes
in many societies around the world and would
require economic budgets and medium-term
planning to develop them. Regardless of the
future evolution of the international commitment
to sustainable development, institutional geog-
raphy (IGU, entities, and associations of each
country) must promote the maintenance of terri-
torial sustainability objectives throughout the
twenty-first century as axes of political action at
all scales of work.

15.5 Geography: The Realizable
Dream of Territorial
Sustainability and an Agenda
for the Future

The social role of geography as a science of
sustainable territory is set to play an increasingly
important role in the following decades. The
twenty-first century is the century of the envi-
ronment and climate change mitigation and
adaptation (Romero and Olcina 2021). Geogra-
phy is the most suitable scientific discipline for
the research, planning, and applied management
of the elements behind these two major global
issues.

As mentioned previously, new concepts have
been incorporated from different disciplines
across the natural and social sciences and from
engineering and adapted to geographical inquiry,
including the idea of the circular economy, food
justice, and many others.

Geography faces the third decade of the
twenty-first century with a great scientific and
social potential. It is a solid academic discipline
with growing public recognition, without deny-
ing the fact that it has an important path to
consolidate its social position at a global level.
The IGU and national geographic associations
and entities have played an important role in
showing the suitability of geography as a terri-
torial science that has taken on the principles of
sustainability and led the fight against climate
change.

The upcoming decades will be the ones of
global management of climate change, based on
measures adopted by governments across the
world to reduce the effects of global warming.
Geography must be there, promoting research,
educating and communicating the expected
consequences of global warming, and proposing
solutions. This is the main challenge for the
future of geography, for which the discipline
must provide a serious and solvent response
(Table 15.1).

The IGU centennial in 2022 is an excellent
opportunity to further promote the discipline of
geography on a planetary scale. It is necessary
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for geography to have a more prominent pres-
ence in international organizations related to the
management of the earth’s territories. And it is
necessary for a greater presence in the media and
social networks. The IGU must improve infor-
mation on its website and on its social networks.
Regarding environmental issues, they must be
made available to all those institutional docu-
ments or academic works prepared by the IGU
that have contributed to the promotion of envi-
ronmental and sustainable development. The
IGU Newsletter’s online archive, from the
“Home of Geography”, is a good example of
what can be achieved (Bellezza 2000) and must
be supported by all the national committees. For
their part, the national committees must improve
the open dissemination of all contributions on
environmental issues presented at IGU Interna-
tional Con0resses or its thematic meetings.
Geography, in the IGU centennial year, must
become the scientific discipline that best studies
environmental issues because of its global
understanding of the facts, due to its working
methods, and due to the elaboration of cartog-
raphy, and the reasonable and rational proposals
for improvement it puts forward.

For the communication of advances and pro-
posals in geographic science, simplicity has a
greater social effect than overly complicated

language. Scientific rigor can be communicated
and can be taught with clear ideas and using a
comprehensible language for the public. Scien-
tific dissemination of environmental issues
should become one more activity in the teaching
and applied work of geography. The precise use
of social networks can contribute toward a
greater social knowledge of geography and its
working themes. The indisputable principles of
action for geographical research, professional
activity, and teaching must be equality, justice,
professional ethics, honesty, and peace.

The next years and decades will be marked by
the development of actions promoting climate
change mitigation and adaptation. This is the
great challenge facing humanity this century.
Geography is the science particularly appropriate
for tackling this issue, proposing solutions and
managing policies aimed at fighting global
warming and its multiple environmental, social,
economic, and cultural effects.

Environmental sustainability and climate
change, with all their related aspects, will be the
main thematic axes of geography in this century.
As the motto of the 1992 IGC in Washington DC
noted, “Geography is Discovery”, a discovery
that has become more complex since the origins
of the discipline, incorporating reflection, epis-
temological approaches, and new processes. In

Table 15.1 Key themes for geography in the twenty-first century

Physical geography • Climate change
• Deforestation
• Soil degradation
• Green infrastructure
• Ice loss
• Natural risks

Human and regional geography • Decrease
• Climate migrations
• Aging
• Economic impact of climate change
• Sustainable cities
• Food justice
• Technological and health risks

Geographic information and cartography • Big data analysis
• New satellites for environmental purposes
• Modeling
• Territorial intelligence
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the nineteenth century, after the scientific and
academic consolidation of geography, the dis-
covery of territories continued to be, as in ancient
times, the “dream” of geography. In the
twentieth-century, with its socioeconomic ups
and downs, with its geopolitical highlights, and
challenges, the “dream” of geography was the
discovery of new epistemological approaches to
understand the complexity of human processes
on the earth’s surface (Tuan 1998). In the current
century, the dream of geography must be the
discovery of solutions to environmental deterio-
ration and climate change.

In 1992, Tim Unwin stated that geography
was responsible for studying some of the most
important issues for humanity (environmental
deterioration, pollution control, environmental
conservation, climate change, and resource
management), where global knowledge of phys-
ical processes and social practices was necessary
(Unwin 1992). All these questions continue to
occupy a major place among geography's
research and in its professional practice three
decades later. A few more have since been
added. Then in the early nineties, a concept that
was going to be a major turning point in the
epistemological evolution of geography was
gaining importance: sustainability. Territories
and places, at any scale, must be “livable” and
geography must provide knowledge and prac-
tices to achieve this.

In 2022, as we celebrate the IGU centennial,
the health of our planet, in general terms, has
worsened. Territorial sustainability is less
achievable. And the effects of global warming
are already being felt. There is no time to lose.
From universities, in schools, and in professional
practice, geography must be the science that
helps societies across the world make our planet
livable, with its research, its citizen actions, its
scientific complaints of bad practices and always
from the strictness of its work. Only then will we
be able to maintain the professional credibility of
geographic science, the social utility of our dis-
cipline, the dream of discovering a world that
must necessarily be better.
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16Geography and the Information
Society

Michael F. Goodchild

Abstract

Geographic information in the form of maps
and text and increasingly of digital data has
always played a fundamental role in the
discipline of geography. The chapter provides
a brief outline of the history of GIS, including
the role played by a commission of the IGU.
Significant events in its development are
discussed, including the social critique that
began in the late 1980s and the Internet that
emerged in the early 1990s. Spatial data
infrastructure and Digital Earth are compara-
tively recent reformulations of the vision of
GIS. The chapter ends with a new and
comprehensive vision of geospatial infrastruc-
ture and with a suggested new role for the
IGU.

Keywords

Geographic information system (GIS) �
Geographic information � Social critique �
Geospatial infrastructure

16.1 Introduction

Information has always played a central role in
the discipline of geography. Early humans relied
on spoken narratives to share information about
food sources, hazards, and enemies and used
song and gesture to add effectiveness (Chatwin
1988). The idea of a map, a simple and approx-
imate rendering of nearby geographic features,
would have emerged very early in human soci-
ety, perhaps as lines scratched on dirt surfaces or
preserved on rock walls. By the Age of Discov-
ery which began in Europe in the late fifteenth
century, the science of map-making had
advanced to the point where maps could be
planimetric, scaling the surface of the Earth to a
model globe or a sheet of paper, such that dis-
tances on the map or globe were approximately
proportional to distances on the Earth. Such
maps had become a very efficient and valuable
means of compiling, storing, and sharing geo-
graphic information, which we can define simply
as information about what is where (and some-
times when). Mercator (Crane 2003) made some
of the first globes and invented a way of creating
a flat representation of the curved surface of the
Earth such that a ship sailing on a constant
bearing would follow a straight line (a rhumb
line or loxodrome) on the map. Gutenberg’s
invention of printing ensured that maps could be
reproduced and distributed in quantity. Books
also became important repositories of geographic
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information, in the form of narrative descriptions
of places: descriptions that could be reproduced,
stored, bought, and sold with little concern for
international boundaries.

This chapter traces the relationship between
geographic information and the discipline of
geography, from those early beginnings to today,
and speculates on where all of this is leading us.
First, I describe geographic information as we
think of it today, following what we might call
the digital revolution and the advent of the
information society. Second, I describe its role in
everyday human activities, and how the technical
world of geographic information technologies is
attempting to engage with the human world of
verbal description. Third, I discuss various ethi-
cal and societal issues that arise as a result of the
massive investments that have been made in
geographic information and associated tech-
nologies in recent decades. Finally, I discuss how
visions of the role of geographic information
have changed over the past half-century, and
speculate on what the future might hold.

References have been included to provide
further explanation where appropriate. One fur-
ther point should also be made at the outset:
while I have attempted as far as possible to
explore the international dimensions of the topic,
this perspective inevitably reflects my experience
as an academic geographer based in Canada and
the US.

16.2 Geographic Information
Today

16.2.1 The Roots of GIS

By the mid-1960s, computers were becoming
ubiquitous in universities and large organiza-
tions, and ideas for using them to process geo-
graphic information began to take shape. Perhaps
the best-known of these was the Canada Geo-
graphic Information System, a component of a
federal-provincial project known as the Canada
Land Inventory. Roger Tomlinson, a British–
Canadian geographer, conceived of using

computers to measure the quantities of land that
could be available for specific uses, and led a
contract that the Government of Canada signed
with IBM. Measurement of area was the only
purpose and statistics were the only product; at
the time there was no available means to produce
output in map form (Tomlinson and Toomey
1999).

Tomlinson began to promote the idea of a
geographic information system (GIS), an inte-
grated computer application that would acquire,
store, and process many types of geographic
information for a range of purposes. Those pur-
poses became clearer as Tomlinson built a
worldwide network of researchers with interests
in computer applications of geographic infor-
mation, and convened international conferences
in 1970 and 1972 (Tomlinson 1971, 1972) under
the auspices of the IGU’s Commission on Geo-
graphical Data Sensing and Processing. Digital
maps could be created and edited during the map
compilation process, just as word processors are
used to compose text. Images from satellite-
based or aerial remote sensing could be digitized,
and computers could be used to classify the raw
images and to search for specific features. Digital
maps could be used for planning, by combining
layers representing variables such as groundwa-
ter, surficial hydrology and geology, transporta-
tion networks, human settlements, and soil
characteristics, following the ideas then being
advanced by the landscape architect McHarg
(1969). Geographic information about trans-
portation could be converted to digital form and
processed in the development of transportation
plans. All of these projects and more began to
fuel the development of GIS (for histories of the
early development of GIS see Coppock and
Rhind 1991; Foresman 1998), and the IGU
played a significant role as a host for interna-
tional discussions and exchange (see, for exam-
ple, Mounsey 1988). By the end of the 1970s,
several companies were marketing GIS software,
forming the beginning of what is now a global
GIS industry with annual sales of software, data,
and expertise in the hundreds of billions of US
dollars.
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16.2.2 New Types of Data

The geographic information that drove the
development of CGIS was of a single type which
today we would describe as an area-class map:
lines on a map that partitioned the area into
irregularly shaped zones of specific classes.
Area-class maps include themes of soil, forest
types, current land use, and land cover, and
constitute a very significant percentage of all
maps. But there are many other types of geo-
graphic information, and many of the develop-
ments of the 1970s and 1980s were directed at
advancing GIS to accommodate them, thus
opening an array of new applications and
allowing geographers to ask new kinds of
questions.

Many other developments followed. While
the map remains the dominant metaphor for the
contents of a GIS, there are many types of geo-
graphic information—information about what is
where (and perhaps when)—that are not easily
expressed in map form using standard map-
making tools (Goodchild 1988). They include the
third spatial dimension, since maps are of
necessity two-dimensional; dynamics since maps
are inherently static; and gradients, which are
difficult to portray with a pen. All of these were
addressed in the 1990s and early 2000s, driven in
part by some well-publicized critiques of GIS in
the early 1990s, and enabling a range of new
applications that used types of data that had
never been mapped in the past. Today, GIS has
advanced to the point where it can accommodate
virtually any type of geographic information, but
there remain important exceptions. There may be
subjective feelings about places that are better
expressed in other media, such as text or song,
and there may even be esthetic aspects of maps
that are hard to capture and reproduce in the
algorithmic environment of a GIS.

16.2.3 Sources of Geographic
Information

One of the factors driving interest in geographic
information in the past three decades has been

the increasing ease with which it can now be
produced. The advent of the Global Positioning
System (GPS) in the late 1980s had dramatic
influence, especially after 2010 with the inclu-
sion of GPS chips in smartphones and vehicles.
With advances in software, it became possible
for the small organization and even the individ-
ual to acquire the means of map-making, and the
newly available Internet was clearly capable of
supporting the widespread sharing of digital
information of all kinds. The vision of a spatial
data infrastructure emerged in response to these
changes, first in the US (NRC 1993) and subse-
quently in many other parts of the world. Its
central argument was that the federal government
would adopt a new role, as a setter of standards
and coordinator of activities, rather than as a
dominant producer. It would sponsor a national
clearinghouse of digital geographic data (Good-
child et al. 2007), a national standard for meta-
data (methods for describing the essential
features of data sets), and national standards for
the quality of geographic information.

With GPS, drones with aerial cameras that
could capture fine detail, easy access to existing
digital data via the Internet, and inexpensive
mapping software, it was clear that the citizen
could become both a consumer and producer of
geographic information. Projects such as Open-
StreetMap (openstreetmap.org) recruited volun-
teers to create digital maps, by traveling around
their own neighborhoods, and by interpreting
fine-resolution imagery of other parts of the
world. It soon became apparent that any dis-
tinction between the trained professional and the
amateur was disappearing, as citizens began to
acquire skills that had previously been limited to
experts. The term neogeography (Turner 2006)
provided a suitable way of describing this
development, and the term volunteered geo-
graphic information (Goodchild 2007; Sui et al.
2012) was coined to describe geography’s own
subset of crowdsourcing and citizen science.

Other ways of determining what is where
began to emerge following further technical
developments. Vast amounts of geographic
information were being generated by the GPS
receivers being carried by individuals and
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vehicles. Largely unbeknownst to their users,
their locations were generating “pings” at fre-
quent intervals that were being captured by
vendors, aggregated, and sold on to a rapidly
growing industry where they would be used to
build models of the owner’s spatial behavior. In
principle, the user has the ability to turn off these
functions, but few are aware of their implications
and sufficiently skilled to do so. While we are
assured that the pings have been anonymized by
stripping them of any reference to an individual,
it is nevertheless easy to string together the pings
generated by an individual device and to make
accurate inferences about the identity of the
owner, his or her home and work locations, the
identity of his or her doctor, and many other
attributes that people would not normally be
willing to share (Valentino-DeVries et al. 2018).

GPS is a powerful way of determining loca-
tion, but many other tools now exist with a
similar purpose. RFID (radio frequency identifi-
cation) is the technology underlying many
smartcards and can be used to determine when
and where these cards are used: when taking
money out of a bank machine, or when boarding
public transit, for example. QR codes are
increasingly popular and have a similar effect.
Bluetooth also allows the determination of posi-
tion and can be used to determine the exact
location of a shopper’s phone inside a store. Wifi
is another emerging technology for determining
position indoors (Chen and Chen 2021).

With GPS, it has also become easy to tag
many kinds of records with the geographic
location of the user. Social media services such
as Facebook and Twitter allow the user to do
this, and geographers have been quick to explore
the implications of knowing where and when a
particular message was posted. It is possible now
to trace the spread of a disease as people post
messages or to provide early detection of disas-
ters (Issa et al. 2017). Other projects have shown
how it is possible to attach additional sensors to
smartphones or to Internet-connected vehicles;
for example, suitable sensors can be used to
create detailed maps of air pollution or urban heat
islands as they follow their users around a city
(Schneider et al. 2017).

Finally, a large group of technologies form
what is known as the Internet of Things (IoT), and
contribute to the concept of the “smart city.”
Many new vehicles are now fitted with sensing
devices and access to the Internet, allowing others
such as truck fleet managers or insurance agencies
to know much about the driver’s locations and
driving habits. Home security devices may be
connected to the Internet, allowing homeowners
to monitor the home while away. Sensor net-
works are widely deployed in major cities, to
monitor and control traffic, urban air pollution, or
noise. Closed-circuit television (CCTV) cameras
image cities and highways and provide informa-
tion that is widely used in fighting crime. By
combining CCTV with facial recognition, cities
are now able to identify and track a specific
individual and to signal alerts when any unusual
activity occurs. At time of writing, there were an
estimated 630,000 CCTV cameras in London and
1.15 million in Beijing. Perhaps most frightening
is the imbalance between the credibility of CCTV
video on the one hand, and the ease with which it
can now be fabricated on the other. In short, it is
now possible to imagine a world in which we
know the location of everything, at all times, and
in which any form of personal privacy has
become impossible. Alarms have been sounded
for many years about the implications of all of
this, from the Panopticon (Schofield 2009) to
1984 (Orwell 1949). I discuss these implications
in detail below.

16.3 Consumerization

As geographic information and its uses have
become more ubiquitous it has been necessary to
pay more attention to how humans learn and think
about their surroundings. One effect has been a
growing importance for concepts of place
alongside the expert’s concept of space. Another
has been a remarkable shift in mapping practice,
as geographers and others have tried to escape the
limitations of past practice by acquiring geo-
graphic information about an entirely new range
of phenomena. These two topics form the sub-
sections of this discussion of consumerization.

228 M. F. Goodchild



16.3.1 Space and Place

In cartography, surveying, and geodesy the
question of “where” is addressed with measure-
ments, to an accuracy determined by the mea-
suring instrument. Latitude and longitude are
perhaps the most universal measurements, using
the Equator and the Prime Meridian, and
expressing distances from these reference lines as
angles; but there are many other coordinate sys-
tems in use. These coordinates are the basis for
representing all data types in GIS, and in geo-
graphic information technologies in general.

Yet all of this has little to no direct relevance
to the day-to-day life of humans. Almost no one
can recall the latitude and longitude of his or her
home when asked, though they almost certainly
use mapping and wayfinding technologies every
day. Instead, humans learn about and discuss the
world through a hierarchy of named places:
room, house, street, neighborhood, city, county,
state, country, or continent. When humans
interact with geographic information technolo-
gies, they do so in the language of place names
and rely on the technology to translate these into
coordinates. Thus, in using a wayfinding app the
user will first specify a destination as a place
name or by pointing on a map and perhaps work
through a number of steps designed to autocor-
rect and disambiguate in order to confirm the
exact desired destination.

By the 1990s it had become essential to be
able to convert a street address to coordinates, a
process known as geocoding, in support of cen-
sus taking, mail delivery, and the compilation of
health statistics. GIS applications for vehicle
routing and scheduling also became popular in
the 1990s, leading to the development of “navi-
gable” databases that would know not only
where the roads and streets were, but how they
were connected, what the speed limits and turn
restrictions might be, and all of the other infor-
mation needed to successfully route oneself from
an origin to a destination.

As these tools became more available to the
public, and especially following the introduction
of the smartphone, more and more reliance was
placed on what became known as point-of-

interest (POI) databases. These link named pla-
ces with coordinates, and include all businesses,
all housing units, all churches, all named land-
scape features such as mountains and parks, and
anywhere else that a person might specify as a
trip origin or destination. Today the POI database
for a major city will have an order of magnitude
more records than the city’s population. In short,
the consumerization of GIS has led to a radical
rebalancing of space and place, or coordinates
and place names. The essential vagueness of
human discourse is now encountering the preci-
sion of digital technologies, leading in turn to a
host of interesting research questions.

16.3.2 What Should Be Mapped?

The traditional answer to this question reflected
many realities: the difficulty and cost of obtaining
detailed information about potentially remote
parts of the geographic world; the limited accu-
racy of measuring instruments; and the high cost
of compiling information in map form. Producers
of maps responded by ensuring that these costs
could be mitigated by the widest possible range
of benefits from applications, for as long as
possible. Accordingly, maps should represent
only those aspects of the Earth’s surface that
were essentially static: physical features, settle-
ments, the transportation infrastructure but not
the vehicles that use it, and residential popula-
tions expressed as densities, but not migrants or
journeys to work. Mapping practices largely
originated in Europe and North America and
were often imposed on other parts of the world
with little respect for local cultures, concepts of
land ownership and use, or the features of the
local landscape that were important to its
inhabitants. Mapping became a tool used by the
colonial powers to impose their rule (Keay
2000), often by replacing traditional place names
with references to explorers, colonial masters, or
the map-makers themselves.

Underlying these practices is the belief that
mapping is an objective scientific process; that
the process is replicable, such that two people
asked to produce the same map independently
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would arrive at the same result (within the
bounds of measurement error). This may be an
acceptable position with respect to political
boundaries and property ownership, and even for
many well-defined physical features. But it
begins to fall apart in the case of soil maps or
maps of land cover; indeed, for most of the maps
that were included in the Canada Geographic
Information System that was discussed above. In
the 1990s a number of researchers launched a
broader challenge (Harley 2001; Wood 1992),
arguing that maps were social constructions that
could be interrogated to reveal aspects of the
agenda of their makers. From this perspective,
there could be no single, true map, but only a
series of maps reflecting the different perspec-
tives of individuals, cultures, or social groups.

16.4 Ethical and Societal Issues

16.4.1 The Critique of GIS

Geographers everywhere were quick to explore
the opportunities offered by digital geographic
information and its associated technologies.
Computers appeared to offer endless opportuni-
ties for analyzing data using the rapidly
expanding set of methods commonly known as
spatial analysis (Berry and Marble 1968); and it
seemed that GIS might serve to integrate all of
these methods in a computational infrastructure
for the discipline. Yet the 1970s and 1980s also
saw a swelling movement against this apparently
wholesale adoption of a positivist methodology,
which appeared to be reducing humans to pre-
dictable automata, and by 1990 much of this
critique had come to focus on GIS and its roots in
geographic information.

Another line of critique challenged the degree
to which digital geographic information could
capture useful representations of the geographic
world. The area-class map which dominated
CGIS and the early commercial software prod-
ucts such as Esri’s ARC/INFO forced the world
into a very simple model in which sharp changes
occurred at boundaries, and the area within each
boundary was treated as homogeneous. This

“Boolean” view of the world was clearly a vast
oversimplification, yet widely applied in the
practices of many agencies. In effect, the world
was being simplified to fit the needs of GIS.

Yet another line of critique concerned the cost
of GIS. Although the “cost of entry” was
declining rapidly, in the early 1990s GIS was
essentially limited to governments, corporations,
and universities. This fed a sense that it was
being used to strengthen the power of the already
powerful, and to further marginalize those indi-
viduals and groups who were least able to afford
the cost. Moreover, the perspectives of those
groups, over such issues as planning proposals,
were likely to involve the kinds of information—
feelings, attitudes, and subjective judgments—
that GIS was least able to represent. All of these
critiques were assembled in a ground-breaking
book edited by Pickles (1995) and titled Ground
Truth: The Social Implications of Geographic
Information Systems. The critiques led to a string
of new research communities—Alt-GIS, GIS/2,
Critical GIS, etc.—and to a significant degree of
collaboration between the traditional GIS com-
munity, with its developers, educators and
advocates on the one hand, and leading critical
geographers on the other (Nyerges et al. 2011).

16.4.2 GIScience

For Tomlinson and others, the central issue of
geographic information technologies was what
they termed spatial data handling: the challenges
in adapting computers, their software, and their
processes of input and output to the special char-
acteristics of geographical data. The term sug-
gested that building and operating GIS would be a
problem in engineering, although it was reason-
able to expect that some of its functions could lead
to new scientific knowledge. By the mid-1980s,
interest was growing among scientifically oriented
GIS users in the implications of some of the
assumptions that had been made in building the
technology. Most notable among these was
the assumption that the map was the truth.

Research into these issues began in earnest in
the 1980s (Burrough 1986; Goodchild and Gopal
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1989), with the objectives of describing the
errors in GIS input, representing the errors in GIS
databases, and propagating the errors into GIS
output. By the late 1980s, it was clear that the
term “error” was inadequate, implying as it does
the existence of a true value. Many properties
being input to GIS lacked precise definitions; in
the case of soil maps or land-cover maps, for
example, the definitions of classes are commonly
vague, using terms such as “mostly”. The term
“error” was replaced with “uncertainty”, and
researchers began to explore the potential of
fuzzy sets (Frank and Mark 1991).

Interest in uncertainty led quickly to the real-
ization that GIS was more than a simple appli-
cation of computing: that it raised many issues of
an intellectual nature, and contained the possi-
bility of its own body of theory. In 1992 I pub-
lished a discussion (Goodchild 1992) with the
title “Geographical information science”, which
is now commonly abbreviated to GIScience.
There are several ways of defining GIScience: as
the scientific knowledge that enables GIS tech-
nology; as what the intelligent and experienced
user of GIS thinks about when employing the
software; as a set of principles that are generally
known to be true of geographic information; and
as the use of GIS to acquire scientific knowledge.

Underlying all of these is the essential truth
that GIS deals not with reality, but with repre-
sentations of reality that differ from reality in
important ways. Korzybski (1933) expressed this
succinctly as “the map is not the territory”. GIS
representations will always approximate, gener-
alize, and abstract, sometimes omitting detail that
turns out in hindsight to have significant impact
on the results and the decisions that they support.
Thus the intelligent and experienced user of GIS
knows that all results must be evaluated care-
fully, and appreciates the value of ground truth,
general geographic knowledge, and fieldwork, in
their ability to reveal potentially important dif-
ferences in the representation.

Two empirical principles stand out as partic-
ularly relevant to GIS (Anselin 1989). The
principle of spatial dependence holds, in the
words of Tobler (1970; and see also the forum
edited by Sui 2004), that “nearby things are more

similar than distant things”. The effects of this
very simple principle are profound: it enables the
making of intelligent guesses about unobserved
properties, by assuming that they are similar to
known properties that are nearby (the function
known as spatial interpolation); it enables the
plotting of contours on maps of elevation; and it
enables representations such as area-class maps
that aggregate areas into polygons based on their
degree of internal similarity. At the same time, it
raises issues for any application of the methods
of inferential statistics, since geographers must
often deal with samples that have not been drawn
independently from a parent distribution. The
principle of spatial heterogeneity describes the
essentially variable nature of the Earth’s surface,
and implies that it will always be difficult to
generalize from one study about other studies in
other locations, and potentially at other times.

16.4.3 Artificial Intelligence

With the growth of computer applications in
geographic research, it was perhaps inevitable
that the idea of automating geographic research
would surface. In the 1980s Dobson (1983)
advanced the notion of automated geography, and
Openshaw advocated what he called a geographic
analysis machine, that would take over the task of
searching for suitable models based on their
degree of fit to data (Openshaw et al. 1987;
Openshaw and Openshaw 1997). In the case of
spatial interaction, for example, where tables are
compiled of the number of travelers, migrants,
telephone calls, or commuting trips between ori-
gin areas and destinations, he suggested that a
machine could take over the process of model
formulation and analysis. The researcher would
identify the likely explanatory variables—dis-
tance, travel cost, travel time, population of origin
area, attractiveness of destination—and would
explore every possible mathematical combination
of these variables, ranking the combinations by
their goodness of fit to the data.

Today these early ideas of automated
research as a form of artificial intelligence have
evolved into the field of machine learning,
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which has scored many successes in classifica-
tion and prediction. Geographers have begun
using machine learning (or GeoAI) to classify
images, and to search for features in vast col-
lections of images (Janowicz et al. 2020; Li
2020). But many questions have been raised
about the use of machine learning in science,
and its implication that the human actor is
playing less and less of a role in research. The
kinds of scientific knowledge, explanation, and
understanding that have traditionally formed the
goal of science are hardly satisfied by classifi-
cation and prediction, and Pearl and Mackenzie
(2018) have described machine learning as an
elaborate form of curve fitting. The detailed
outputs are hard to interpret, consisting of large
collections of weights, and the concept of
replicability, which lies at the heart of the sci-
entific tradition, may be beyond the capabilities
of machine learning: how can one compare the
results of machine learning in order to determine
if a result has indeed been replicated?

16.4.4 The Role of Geographers

Geographers played a key role in the development
of GIS, as discussed above, and many methods of
spatial analysis have been invented by geogra-
phers (see, for example, Anselin 1995; Fother-
ingham et al. 2002, 2017). But by the advent of the
twenty-first century, many other disciplines had
staked out their claim to geographic information
technologies, leaving geographers to wonder what
their long-term role might be. Computer scientists
had contributed many of the original ideas to
projects such as CGIS, and have long seen such
topics as spatial (and spatiotemporal) databases,
computational geometry, spatial reasoning, and
human-computer interface design as important
topics within their discipline. As applications of
GIS spread across many university campuses,
courses and programs were established in many
departments, including geology, archaeology, and
even religious studies. Many universities respon-
ded by establishing interdisciplinary centers to
provide essential support to what had become a
truly cross-disciplinary activity.

If ever there was a case for geography as the
owner of GIS, that case has long been lost. One
response has been to argue that geographers have
the greatest expertise in the technology and its
use, and can and should play essential roles in the
kinds of team-based research that are now
increasingly common. But this is to argue that
GIS is a service, just as the library is a service,
which should therefore be the responsibility of
units that are budgeted and managed as services,
rather than by an academic department. On the
other hand, the kinds of issues that were
addressed above are well suited to the interests of
geographers, and not only geographers of a
technical bent. So also are the issues addressed
above: the principles of GIScience, and the
degree to which they enable the technology.

Geography attracts a wide range of students
into its majors and graduate programs, from
those with a strong technical interest to those
whose preferred approach is more humanistic.
This has always had a strong beneficial effect on
GIS, as students come to combine the mindset
reflected in the technology with one that
responds to the issues that have been addressed
in this section. Moreover, it implies a willingness
to reach out beyond the limits of the discipline,
into engineering, the social and environmental
sciences, and even the arts and humanities.
Geography is in many ways an ideal home for
the integrating technology of GIS, ideally suited
to guiding the development of the technology so
that it reflects all dimensions of human activity
and concern, and ideally suited to taking a critical
perspective on its societal impacts.

16.5 Evolving Visions

The early vision of GIS was grounded in maps,
and much of the early content of GIS was derived
from maps. By the late 1980s, however, advan-
ces in computer graphics and display devices had
opened the possibility of displaying, rotating, and
zooming into a globe in real-time. The term
Digital Earth (Guo et al. 2020) was mentioned
by then-Vice-President Al Gore in his book
Earth in the Balance (Gore 1992) and fleshed out
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in a speech prepared for his delivery in 1998. By
2000 the average personal computer was capable
of wrapping an image over a simulated sphere,
and in 2005 Google released Google Earth, in
effect the first consumer-oriented implementation
of the Digital Earth vision. The early vision of
GIS was enhanced again when the Internet
became popular in the early 1990s, allowing the
development of a national spatial data infras-
tructure. Now geographic information was seen
as something to be shared, enabled by the
Internet as the channel of communication.

In the future, the prevailing vision of GIS and
the relationship between GIS, the discipline of
geography, and the information society might
best be captured in the concept of an interna-
tional geospatial infrastructure (Dangermond and
Goodchild 2019). Designed to support a vast
range of human activities, from courses and
programs in universities to wayfinding by the
citizen and decision-making by planners,
geospatial infrastructure will encompass the data,
the software, the users, and the devices that they
use to interface with the technology. It will be
supported by standards: standards of accuracy
and metadata, communications protocols, cre-
dentialing of users and developers, and standard
data formats. Geographers will play an essential
role in this infrastructure, in reflecting critically
on its societal impacts, researching standards,
acquiring scientific knowledge in the domain of
GIScience, and applying GIS to the solution of
problems and the support of decisions.

The vision of GIS has always been interna-
tional, based in part on the early efforts of
Tomlinson to build a global network of com-
mitted GIS developers, and in part by the global
nature of GIS subject matter. Although the IGU
played an essential role in those early efforts, the
momentum they established has long sustained
itself. But there continues to be a need for active
participation by the IGU, especially in over-
coming international differences in access to
software and data, in addressing issues of lan-
guage in a field that continues to be dominated
by English, and in ensuring worldwide access to
GIS education.
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17Geography and Social Issues

Alexander B. Murphy and Virginie Mamadouh

Abstract

Geography’s way of looking at the world and
the kinds of international collaborations pro-
moted by the IGU will become ever more
significant in the social arena in the years
ahead because the broad trends affecting life
on Earth are international in scope and
resonate with geography’s core perspectival
and analytical approaches. Key demographic,
socio-economic, socio-cultural, and geopolit-
ical trends point to the value of studies
focused on spatial variability, human-
environment interactions, space-time linkages,
and interdependence across space and scale. If
geography is to make important contributions
to social well-being in the twenty-first century,
its concern with these matters should be
pursued in ways that serve to advance
sustainability—an overarching goal that can-
not be realized in the absence of increased
international awareness and the sharing of
geographically informed information and
ideas. Nonetheless, geography’s influence will

remain marginal unless progress is made in
combating widespread geographical ignorance
on the part of the general public and influen-
tial political actors. As such, addressing
educational and outreach challenges will be
of critical importance to the future of the
discipline.

Keywords

Future geographies � Social trends �
Sustainability � Geographical perspectives �
Geography education

17.1 Introduction

The pace and extent of social change during the
first fifth of the twenty-first century portend a
social world that will look very different in 2100
than it does today. In just the first twenty years of
the century, Google has gone from a new start-up
to a global behemoth, the percentage of the East
African population with access to a cell phone
has grown from 10% to upwards of 75%, China’s
nominal GDP has exploded, talk of a turn toward
democracy in parts of the world has all but
vanished in the wake of the ascendance of right-
wing populist regimes, pandemics have moved
from afterthoughts to dominant foci of attention,
internet platforms and social media have dis-
placed newspapers and magazines as primary
sources of information and news, and in many
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countries, the share of wealth controlled by the
top five percent of the population has risen
sharply.

Given the massive changes of the past two-
plus decades—and the fact that more than three-
quarters of the twenty-first century still lies ahead
—making any general claims about geography’s
potential to address this century’s social issues is,
on its face, foolhardy. The immensity of the
problem comes into focus when one considers
how few people understood what lay ahead some
80 years ago (a period roughly corresponding to
how much remains of the twenty-first century).
In the early 1940s, few people anticipated the
wave of decolonization that was to come, the
social upheavals of the 1960s, the ubiquitous
spread of personal computers, the development
of the internet, the intensification and then end of
the Cold War, the invention and diffusion of
smartphones, China’s tremendous economic
growth, the acceleration in international migra-
tion, the globalized concern with human-induced
climate change, and much more.

The IGU itself was hardly a beacon of pro-
gressive, forward-looking thinking at the time.
At the 16th International Geographical Congress
in Amsterdam in July 1938 geographers linked to
the military were prominent among the partici-
pants and, as the British geographer Arden-Close
(1938: 64) reported, “the most lively interest was
shown in the discussions on The Possibilities of
Colonization by the White Race in the Tropics.
All political references were excluded, and there
was no intention of expressing an opinion for, or
against, white colonization.” Fortunately, the
IGU has changed beyond recognition since then
(see Robic and Rössler 1996 regarding the role of
women, Huang et al. 2017 on gender and geog-
raphy, or Schelhaas et al. 2020 on efforts to
decolonize the discipline). Indeed, the IGU has
played an important role in promoting interna-
tional collaboration and geographical research—
efforts that have been critical to advancing the
contributions geography has made to under-
standing some of the major issues the world has
faced in recent decades.

Geography’s recent contributions have taken
many forms. Mapping and spatial analysis have

shed light on some of the most important envi-
ronmental, health, and welfare challenges society
has faced. The writings of radical/critical geog-
raphers have offered profound insights into the
root causes of uneven development and the ways
in which interconnections across space and scale
affect social outcomes and reinforce socio-
economic inequalities. Humanistically oriented
geographers have heightened appreciation for the
difference that place makes in human affairs—in
the process drawing attention to the limitations of
approaches and models that treat place-based
differences as little more than noise. Geographic
studies from a feminist perspective have drawn
attention to the importance of marginalized
peoples and issues while demonstrating the lim-
itations of top-down approaches to the analysis
of social issues. And geographically grounded
studies in cultural and political ecology have
focused attention on the inextricable intercon-
nections that exist between the physical and
human world.

Despite the progress that has been made, the
importance of geographical inquiry remains
underappreciated in many circles, and geogra-
phy’s influence on policymaking and civic acti-
vism is limited. Yet there is much to suggest that
geography’s way of looking at social issues and
the international collaborations advanced by the
IGU will become ever more significant—even if
the precise contours of the social developments
that lie ahead cannot be anticipated. That is
because the broad trends affecting social life are
international in scope and resonate with geogra-
phy’s perspectival and analytical approach. To be
sure, sweeping statements about geography’s
importance are complicated by the fact that the
discipline is intellectually wide-ranging and is
practiced in very different ways depending on the
cultural and political context. Yet when geogra-
phy’s analytical insights are considered alongside
the extensive spatial reach of many geographic
processes and concerns, the importance of both
the discipline itself and the IGU’s focus on
international collaboration becomes clear.

The challenge the IGU, and indeed all geog-
raphers face, is to ensure that geography’s
eclecticism is treated as a source of strength, not
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of weakness. That, in turn, requires appreciating
the creative and interpretive advantages that stem
from geography’s diversity while not losing sight
of its core analytical-cum-perspectival approa-
ches. Susan Hanson drew attention to the latter in
an article setting forth a set of “geographic
advantages” associated with the discipline’s
central heuristic orientations: geography’s
capacity to advance understanding of “relation-
ships between people and the environment, the
importance of spatial variability (the place-
dependence of processes), processes operating
at multiple and interlocking geographic scales
and the integration of spatial and temporal anal-
ysis” (Hanson 2004, 720). To these, we would
add interdependence across space and scale.

Whatever precise words are used to charac-
terize geography’s analytical approach and per-
spective, it is clear that the importance of the
IGU’s mission will loom ever larger in a social
world characterized by increasing interconnec-
tivity, crowding, volatility, and complexity.
Indeed, the integrative, context-sensitive per-
spective geography brings to bear is arguably of
particular relevance given the increasingly obvi-
ous limitations of looking at the world solely
through the lens of the topically grounded dis-
ciplinary silos that emerged from nineteenth-
century efforts to modernize universities.

The critical importance of bringing a geo-
graphical perspective to bear on social issues in
the twenty-first century can best be appreciated
by looking at key trends in the social arena and
considering why geography can be a notably
powerful platform for addressing those trends.
Prior chapters in this section address trends in
two realms with profound social implications: the
environmental and technological. As such, this
chapter focuses on developments in other realms:
demographic, socio-economic, socio-cultural,
and geopolitical. These categories fall far short of
covering all aspects of social relevance, and there
is more than a little overlap among and between
them, but they serve as useful platforms for
illustrating geography’s interpretive value. That
value is ultimately rooted in the contributions
geography can make in the service of sustain-
ability. Sustainability might well be seen as a

social realm deserving of treatment on its own.
But it is also an overarching theme and challenge
that cuts across all of the realms we examine here
and that cannot possibly be addressed in the
absence of increased international awareness and
the sharing of geographically informed informa-
tion and ideas. A subtext of the discussion that
follows, then, is that work at the intersection of
the geographical and the international—the type
of work the IGU seeks to promote—is critical to
the struggle to create a more sustainable future.

No matter how powerful work at that inter-
section might be, its value will be limited if the
perspective geography brings to bear on social
matters or its analytical capacity is little under-
stood or appreciated outside the academy. To put
it another way, achieving “dream discipline”
status for geography cannot be realized unless
progress is made in combating widespread geo-
graphical ignorance on the part of the general
public and influential public figures and social
actors alike. This chapter ends, then, with a
consideration of the educational and outreach
challenges that will fundamentally influence
geography’s role as an interpreter of, and con-
tributor to, the social world of the twenty-first
century.

17.2 The Demographic Realm

The accuracy of long-term demographic projec-
tions is notoriously bad. Few people foresaw the
extent of the global population explosion that
occurred in the decades immediately following
World War II. Then just as commentaries began
to appear suggesting that Earth was headed
toward demographic catastrophe, global popula-
tion growth started to slow—in some places quite
dramatically. Any claims about what the demo-
graphic future will look like, then, must be made
with great caution. Nonetheless, certain devel-
opments have unfolded over a long enough per-
iod of time and under sufficiently diverse
conditions to be at least suggestive of some of the
more important realms of demographic adjust-
ment the world will likely face in the decades to
come. These include great variability in
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population growth across space, a notable
increase in human migration, and significant
shifts in where people live in more localized
settings (rural vs. urban, urban vs. suburban, and
the like).

All of these arenas of demographic change
have fundamental geographical dimensions that
societies ignore at their peril. Each is rooted in
differences across space, suggesting the impor-
tance of spatial analysis to make sense of them.
Yet geographical insights beyond the spatial-
analytic are needed as well because these arenas
will be driven by, and will in turn influence, a
mix of mappable and unmappable circumstances
present in individual places, a combination of
tangible and intangible interdependencies that
exist across space and scale, and an array of
complex socio-spatial dynamics that shape
human-environment relationships (Bailey 2014).

Understanding the complex circumstances
that influence, and are influenced by, demo-
graphic shifts will require consideration of mul-
tiple tangible and intangible differences across
space in socio-economic and environmental cir-
cumstances, approaches to reproductive rights,
lifestyle preferences, and health challenges.
Against this backdrop, the geographic concept of
place looms large—a concept that foregrounds
the conjunction of forces in particular locales that
shape social outcomes in ways that are often
overlooked in studies focused on generalized
trends. Consider the case of migration. Many
migration models provide limited insight into
human mobility because the variables that influ-
ence migration decisions are multiple and differ
greatly from place to place. In some places,
ecological factors may be particularly important,
in others socio-economic factors loom large, in
yet others gender or ethnic relations play a sig-
nificant role—and each of these sits alongside
other factors that influence migration.

What is needed, then, are place-sensitive
assessments of relevant dynamics that take seri-
ously the geographer’s concern with what Webb
and Brown (2017) call “the difference that place
makes” in human affairs. These types of
approaches can also be of critical value to poli-
cymakers grappling with the social challenges

associated with aging populations, urban sprawl,
counter-urbanization, threats to human health,
the lifestyle changes that go along with demo-
graphic shifts or the impacts of different popu-
lation policies, to cite just a few examples.
Moreover, since the nature and significance of
place-based influences vary widely across the
planet, international collaborations of the sort
championed by the IGU are essential to any
serious effort to confront the place dimensions of
migration.

Geography’s concern with interdependencies
across space and scale will also be of critical
importance in a world experiencing significant
demographic changes, no matter what precise
direction those changes take (see Sheppard and
McMaster 2008). The linkages among and
between places work together with a suite of
global, regional, and local processes to influence
the size and direction of migration streams, just
as the power relations that exist among places
and the access different communities have to
technology and infrastructure produced in distant
places can affect where people settle, rural-to-
urban migration, and much more. It follows that
understanding twenty-first-century demographic
change requires consideration of spatial and
scalar interdependencies, whether in the form of
critical assessments of the large-scale political-
economic structural circumstances shaping
demographic dynamics, spatial analyses of cir-
cuits of capital and resources, or humanistic
accounts of the ways in which people’s geo-
graphical imaginations reflect and shape demo-
graphically consequential life decisions.

Finally, material circumstances influence
demographic change, whether natural or human-
made. Settlement, migration, and procreation all
reflect and remake the landscape. In the process,
cities expand and contract, cultivated areas shift
location, natural areas are remade, and so on.
Moreover, pandemics and more localized health
challenges raise fundamental sustainability chal-
lenges that lie squarely at the intersection
between the environmental and the social.
Against this backdrop, the importance of geog-
raphy’s conceptual concern with nature-society
relations—its proclivity to look across the
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human-physical divide—becomes clear. What is
needed are collaborations among geographers in
different countries and world regions using
political-ecology frameworks to explore how
power relations reflect and shape environmental
circumstances, geospatial visualizations that
facilitate assessments of the social and environ-
mental impacts of demographic change, and
analyses that focus attention on the mix of human
and physical forces that shape the evolution of
landscapes over time.

17.3 The Socio-economic Realm

The past 80 years have been marked by overall
economic growth, along with a complex geog-
raphy of inequality exhibiting greater or lesser
disparities depending on the scale and the area
being considered. Periods of rising welfare and
upward social mobility have alternated with
periods of crisis and turbulence—often exacer-
bating uneven development. Recent decades
have also witnessed dramatic changes in the
structure of the global economy, thanks in part to
productivity booms in certain sectors and places
and to innovations such as the standardized
multimodal container, which has greatly
decreased the cost of shipping (along with ever-
larger cargo ships and trains, lower fuel taxes,
and infrastructure improvements).

We now live in an era of extensive economic
globalization made possible by complex, wide-
ranging value chains. Geographical perspectives
are critical to understanding the contemporary
picture and the changes to come. Geographers
have shown how studying global production
networks can shed light on transnational inter-
actions (Coe et al. 2008). Their work on the
delocalization of industrial production in low-
wage countries has shed light on how corpora-
tions are able to externalize the social and envi-
ronmental costs of production—resulting, for
example, in rapid industrialization in specific
locations in developing countries (often in des-
ignated economic zones) under poor working
conditions and wrenching deindustrialization in
older industrial areas (Dicken 2014).

Will the trend toward uneven but ever stron-
ger interdependence continue in the coming
decades? Recent developments point in different
directions. The early twenty-first century saw the
limits of just-in-time production as state borders
closed after 9–11 2001 and again during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Some countries and
localities turned away from global value chains
in an effort to insulate themselves from political
disruption and reduce the ecological footprint of
economic exchange. On the other hand, new
information and communication technologies are
increasingly enabling delocalization in the ser-
vice sector. Thanks to them, digital nomads and
freelancers can work online from anywhere—in
less crowded rural areas rather than in cities;
from tourist havens where workers can enjoy sea,
sun, and beach in their free time; or from call
centers halfway around the planet from the cus-
tomers they are serving.

Further changes can be expected as produc-
tion shifts in the face of digitalization and
automatization, and as the energy sector moves
away from fossil fuels. Even greater challenges
lie ahead as the exhaustion or degradation of raw
materials, water, soils, seas, and biodiversity
works together with population growth and cli-
mate change to push planet Earth toward the
Limits to growth presaged in 1972 by the Club of
Rome. Moreover, rising demand for new raw
materials will create its own stresses—for
example, a potential 18-fold rise in demand for
lithium by 2030—just one of 30 Critical Raw
Materials (CRMs) identified by the European
Commission in 2020 as being critically needed
for energy transition and the digital technology
future (European Commission 2020).

Since the fundamentally geographical char-
acter of all these developments is inescapable,
geographical inquiry has an important role to
play in shedding light on the economic chal-
lenges to come, including the possibilities and
challenges of transitioning to more sustainable
approaches to development and societies based
on renewable energy. Traditional economic
geography can provide detailed knowledge of
regional specificities. Spatial analysis can offer
insights into the geographical distribution of
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(new) raw materials and the conditions under
which they can be developed, as well as the
uneven geographies of rising energy demand
(electric cars, servers, internet of things) and
shifting access to transport, energy, and ICTs.
Geographical approaches inspired by political-
economy perspectives (e.g., world-system anal-
ysis, the Regulation School) can question the
contingencies of specific “spatial fixes” and the
role of the national and local state in economic
policies. Last but not least, economic approaches
that are sensitive to cultural and gender differ-
ences can shed light on externalities, environ-
mental costs, and aspects of well-being that are
too often pushed to the side in conventional
analyses.

17.4 The Socio-cultural Realm

The past 80 years have seen continuous but
shifting tensions between homogenizing and
differentiating influences. Modernization theory
long treated global cultural homogenization as an
inevitable outcome of modernity. Yet there are
enormous differences in how that process has
played out across space, and modernity itself has
inspired active resistance to homogenization. The
limits of modernization’s homogenizing impact
became evident as early as the 1960s when
speakers of regional languages and other cultural
minorities began aggressively championing their
cultural specificity in opposition to state efforts to
impose national norms. The subsequent emer-
gence of many other visible cultural fault lines
makes it clear that socio-cultural diversity is far
from disappearing.

To be sure, the post-World War II period saw
significant homogenizing tendencies, including
the diffusion of American and, to a lesser extent,
Soviet culture—soft power offshoots of super-
power rivalry. Moreover, the global dissemina-
tion of fast-food outlets, television, movies,
shopping malls, and other norms associated with
American lifestyles produced a degree of
homogenization, along with an attendant com-
modification of culture. Yet such developments
also fostered resistance and differentiation.

The intensification of international migration
flows has further complicated the socio-cultural
picture with, for example, the outmigration of
significant numbers of people from former
colonies. Migration inevitably brings with it
cultural adjustments for migrants and migrant-
destination societies—producing geographically
variable patterns of acculturation, hybridization,
and resistance. Importantly, the tensions associ-
ated with migration and other forms of cross-
cultural interaction are fueled by new media
landscapes. These have developed independent
of state control and reflect both political deci-
sions (the desire to liberalize and commodify the
media) and technological innovations (cable and
satellite television, the internet, smartphones, and
the like). As a result, people living in the same
place are no longer embedded in the same
communication ecosphere; instead, they choose
what media to follow according to individual
linguistic, religion, political, and lifestyle pref-
erences. In the process, the cultural, social, and
informational common denominators that long-
held local communities together are being
undermined. At the same time, the so-called
digital divide has fostered social fragmentation
that may well become worse in the decades to
come.

Taken as a whole, these different aspects of,
and reactions to, globalization are transforming
traditions and modes of social reproduction (see
generally Kloosterman et al. 2018). Since these
forces play out very differently from place to
place, a sensitivity to local specificities is and
will continue to be, a prerequisite to any serious
effort to understand the nature and uneven impact
of global homogenizing processes. That makes
the geographical perspective, with its emphasis
on differentiation across space, of signal impor-
tance in the socio-cultural realm. Geographical
inquiry can also shed light on the diffusion of
cultural phenomena, as well as the development
and reach of identity politics (e.g., through
poststructuralist approaches focused on geo-
graphical imaginations and geopolitical
representations).

In a somewhat different vein, geographical
inquiry is critical to an appreciation of the
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connections that exist between culture and place
—its artifacts, landscapes, and iconographic
representations (Zhou 2011). Identification with
localities or territories can serve to mobilize
individuals and groups to assist compatriots and
fight outsiders. Powerful forces such as nation-
alism and national identity can only be under-
stood by taking seriously the ways in which
social spatialization and spatial socialization
(Paasi 1996) serve to co-constitute the identity of
a place and the identity of its dwellers.

Geographer’s concern with the concept of
scale matters as well. Cultural configurations and
relations are manifest at different scales. They
can be hierarchical (the local being subsumed
into the national and the supranational), but they
can also be rhizomatic (networked) in ways that
link individual bodies to regional and global
processes. Moreover, cultural networks that exist
in individual places can have significant ties to
larger-scale networks thanks to new information
and communication technologies,

Geography is also important to the study of
othering processes that arise out of differences in
language, ethnicity, religion, nationality, race,
age, ability, gender, and sexual orientation. The
discrimination that often accompanies such
othering frequently plays out against the back-
drop of geographical tactics and strategies that
foster segregation and produce zones of inclusion
and exclusion (bordering, ordering, and othering;
see Van Houtum and Van Naerssen 2002).
Feminist, queer, and black geographies have
much to contribute in this regard, thanks to their
focus on the situatedness of knowledge, the
attention they give to the perspectives and cir-
cumstances of those in marginalized positions,
and their attempt to develop analyses that disrupt
binaries and engage with differences in emanci-
patory and empowering ways (Datta et al. 2020).

17.5 The Geopolitical Realm

The modern territorial state remains a funda-
mental building block of international society
despite the erosion of state sovereignty in the
face of globalization, transnational interactions,

and myriad internal challenges. To be sure, the
world political map has undergone significant
change over the past 80 years. Decolonization
brought most European colonial empires to an
end, the Soviet Union and other countries broke
up, and successful independence movements
within several countries led to the creation of
new states. At the same time, more powerful
superstate institutions emerged. At the global
scale, the United Nations spawned a broad array
of agreements, institutions, and mechanisms
regulating diverse aspects of international rela-
tions, including the World Bank and the Inter-
national Monetary Fund.

Other post-World War II geopolitical devel-
opments included the rise of a bipolar Cold War
order, the emergence of a large Non-Aligned
Movement, and then, post-1990, the emergence
of a shifting panoply of new geopolitical align-
ments with no clear overarching architecture, but
with some ties to regional supranational organi-
zations that had sprung up in the second half of
the twentieth century to promote economic and
social agendas (e.g., the EU and its predecessors,
ASEAN), advance strategic objectives (e.g.,
NATO, Warsaw Pact, ANZAC), and foster cul-
tural connections (e.g., the Commonwealth of
Nations, Francophonie). These developments
went hand in hand with dramatic changes in
relations between state and society, with state-led
economies taking root in the Communist bloc,
welfare states developing in the Western bloc,
and state-led modernizing and nation-building
projects taking root in newly independent states.
The situation began to change in the late twen-
tieth century, with a turn toward neoliberalism
(the US under Ronald Reagan and the UK under
Margaret Thatcher took the lead), a shock tran-
sition to capitalism in formerly communist states,
and the need to abide by conditions set by the
World Bank and the IMF in states in the global
economic periphery that had amassed significant
debts. With a World Trade Organization pro-
moting free trade and limiting the steps states
could take to protect their national economies,
some commentators concluded that the territorial
state was giving way to an increasingly homog-
enized “flat world” (Friedman 2006).
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Few geographers, however, embraced this
view. Their focus on spatial arrangements and
developments on the ground led them to under-
score the ongoing role of states in regulating the
economy and the enduring importance of state
borders. Thirty years later that line of thinking
has proven to be prescient, with many politicians
championing state nationalism, closing borders,
and backing away from interdependencies in an
attempt to protect domestic interests and limit
immigration. Remarkably, this is happening at a
time when many of the most urgent challenges
(climate change, the pandemic, the impact of the
internet) are global in nature and cannot be
tackled by individual countries.

The geopolitical fluidity of the post-Cold War
period makes it all but impossible to predict what
lies ahead. To what extent will US power be
diminished? What role will China come to play?
In the long run, will transnational corporations,
especially Big Tech, dominate global informa-
tion and communication, or will states follow the
approach being taken by some authoritarian
regimes today and deploy ICT to surveil and
control citizens? Whatever the answers to these
questions might be, geography offers concepts
and tools that can help us make sense of them,
offer insights into the motives and strategies of
geopolitical actors, shed light on factors con-
necting different places, and draw attention to the
uneven geographical distribution of opportunities
and constraints associated with different territo-
rial arrangements (see, e.g., Storey 2020).

The geographic advantage on these fronts
stems in part from geographers’ attentiveness to
the geopolitical features of foreign policy—in-
cluding possible contradictions among and
between what Flint (2021) calls the geostructural,
the geostrategic, and the geophysical. Far from
the environmental determinism of early-
twentieth-century geopolitics, geographical
inquiry today focuses on the mutual construction
of political space and society (see Agnew et al.
2015). Geography’s “critical geopolitics”
approach, for example, is well suited to the task
of exposing the underpinnings of different geo-
graphical imaginations and geopolitical repre-
sentations—ones that are often simply taken for

granted to justify particular policy choices
(Dodds et al. 2013). In a related, but somewhat
different, vein, feminist geographical approaches
can direct attention to the impacts of changing
geopolitical arrangements on people’s everyday
lives (Smith 2001) and the ways in which resis-
tance to state influence can be sustained. As the
twenty-first century continues to unfold, careful
consideration of the material, spatial, and ideo-
logical dimensions of geopolitics will be critical
to the struggle to forge a more stable, peaceful
future.

17.6 The Critical Importance
of Education and Outreach

Geography’s potential contributions, no matter
how great, will have limited impact if the disci-
pline continues to be associated with little more
than place-name memorization, if geographical
perspectives and insights remain marginal to
decision making, or if the problem of widespread
geographical illiteracy is not seriously addressed.
Apart from organizing scholarly meetings and
field trips, the IGU has played an important role in
advancing geographical understanding—foster-
ing joint research projects, publications, and edu-
cational activities. On the latter front, the IGU has
convened an annual International Geography
Olympiad (iGeo). In 2016, an International
Charter on Geographical Education drafted by the
IGUCommission on Geographical Education was
adopted by the IGU General Assembly Stoltman
et al. (2017).

Continuing efforts to promote geographic edu-
cation and outreach will be fundamental to any
serious pursuit of a “dream discipline” goal for
geography. Several interrelated challenges are of
critical importance in this regard: (1) expanding
research on geographic learning, including the
comparative advantages of the pedagogical
approaches being adopted in different local and
national contexts, (2) broadening and deepening
the teaching of geography at all levels, (3) expand-
ing public awareness of geography’s nature and
value, and (4) increasing the participation of indi-
viduals who think geographically and are familiar
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with geographical concepts and techniques in for-
mal institutions and in the movements seeking to
advance social and environmental justice.

Turning to the first of these challenges,
despite the growth of the geography education
literature in recent decades, much remains to be
learned about which approaches and skills are
most important to foreground in geography
education, which topics and concepts are
deserving of particular attention, and what types
of assessment mechanisms are best suited to
capture geographic learning (Bednarz et al.
2013). Given the rapid pace of social, techno-
logical, and environmental change in the twenty-
first century, the importance of research on such
matters will only increase in the decades ahead.
As geospatial technologies based on detailed
geocoded information continue to seep into more
and more realms of human practice, what do we
need to be teaching the students of the future
about how these technologies function, their
usefulness, and the security and privacy threats
they pose? More generally, how can we best
nurture students who are better observers of the
world around them, have the capacity to think
carefully and critically about shifting geographic
patterns and processes, and can grapple with the
complex relationships that exist between the
physical and social worlds? Given the enormity
of the geographical changes facing the world of
today and the increasingly ubiquitous use of
geographical technologies, comparative interna-
tional research of the sort championed by the
IGU will be needed to address such questions.

Understanding how geography can best be
taught is of limited value if there are not robust
opportunities for students to be exposed to
geography. The attention paid to geography in
schools and universities varies widely from
country to country. Despite a longstanding offi-
cial endorsement of geography as a core aca-
demic subject by the U.S. government, the
discipline occupies only a marginal position in
the curricula of many American primary and
secondary schools, and a significant number of
universities lack geography programs. Yet no
student graduates from high school in France or
Japan without significant geography coursework,

and the discipline is a fixture at most French and
Japanese universities. Addressing such dispari-
ties is important, but the greater challenge it is to
broaden and deepen geographic education
everywhere. Paving the way for a more peaceful,
hopeful future will require an expansion in peo-
ple’s attentiveness to the diversity of our planet,
their understanding of what the world looks like
elsewhere, their appreciation of the interrela-
tionships that exist both across space and within
places, and their awareness of the possibilities
and challenges associated with geospatial tech-
nologies (Murphy 2018: 110–132). These are the
hallmarks of good geographic education; moving
them to the forefront of the IGU’s agenda is vital
in the face of the opportunities and challenges the
twenty-first-century presents.

Schools may be the place where formal
geography education takes place, but geogra-
phy’s power and potential will remain signifi-
cantly limited if efforts are not made beyond the
arena of formal education to address the simpli-
fied, caricatured image of geography that is
shared by many people who are no longer in
school. Such an effort will require geographers
and those sympathetic to the cause to focus more
attention on outreach—to look for opportunities
to address general audiences, to translate the
insights of academic work for a general audience,
and to devote time and energy to demonstrate
what is missing if geographical ways of thinking
and techniques are not brought to bear on the
questions facing society. Given the importance of
an informed citizenry to a well-functioning civil
society, humanity can ill afford a twenty-first-
century future with a general public lacking the
knowledge and capacity to think critically about,
for example, geopolitical representations, the
claims made on behalf of geospatial technolo-
gies, or assertions about the socio-spatial impli-
cations of welfare reform or environmental
regulation. In the increasingly eclectic, unregu-
lated, siloed media environment of the twenty-
first century, these critical analytical abilities are
likely to loom ever larger.

In a related vein, geography’s “dream disci-
pline” capacity will be seriously curtailed if those
in a position to shape policy and institutional
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agendas, and those calling for more radical social
change, do not bring geographical perspectives
and insights to bear in their efforts. Here too the
IGU has an important role to play since in many
places geographers or individuals with geo-
graphic training are not well represented. To be
sure, the situation is beginning to change in
formal institutional settings, with geographically
oriented thinkers taking on more prominent roles
in various national research councils, IPCC
working groups, government commissions, and
the like. But more efforts are needed to ensure
that geographical ideas and approaches are given
due consideration in the public arena. That, in
turn, will require more geographers and their
conceptual allies to embrace opportunities for
involvement in policymaking, as well as mean-
ingful participation in the institutions and social
movements that are, or hope to be, at the fore-
front of social change.

Many of the twists and turns the twenty-first
century will take are unknowable, but it seems
highly likely that the century will continue to
play host to a fraught relationship between
humanity and the natural environment, signifi-
cant shifts in where and how people live,
geopolitical tensions within and across world
regions, changing patterns and scales of identity,
and ongoing sustainability challenges. Against
this backdrop, geographic education and out-
reach initiatives should not be seen as efforts to
bolster the standing of a venerable discipline.
They should be seen as foundational to the
preservation and perpetuation of healthy societies
and ecosystems. That is the dream to which
geography should aspire. Geographic education
and outreach are integral to that dream because
its realization is dependent on the success of a
global effort to nurture societies that are equipped
to apply geographical modes of thinking, tech-
niques, and analytical approaches in the service
of understanding past and present geographic
conditions and contemplating future possibilities.
With its international remit and geographic
focus, the IGU is positioned to play a seminal
role in such an effort. Embracing that role in
creative and effective ways would build on the
momentum the IGU has established over the past

century and would help to advance a cause of
profound and far-reaching importance for the
century to come.
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18Looking Back to Look Ahead

Ronald F. Abler

Abstract

The authors and editors of A Geographical
Century have appropriately summarized a
century of the IGU's accomplishments. The
volume confirms the centrality of geographers'
traditional natural environment/human stew-
ardship view of the earth at a time when
humanity itself threatens to destroy its home
and in which pestilence threatens.

Measured against the criteria used to assess
the effectiveness of disciplinary organizations,
the IGU has done well by its constituents
during its first century of existence and is well
prepared to address the problems and capital-
ize the opportunities the future will bring.

Keywords

IGU in Global Science � International Science
Council (ISC) � Congresses � Finances �
Advocacy � Validation � Coordination �
Outlook

The authors and editors of A Geographical
Century have woven a timely and informative
tapestry of the evolution and current state of the
International Geographical Union (IGU), one of

the world’s venerable global scholarly societies,
and the first and only society devoted to pri-
marily to the discipline of geography. Whether in
individual human or in institutional terms,
achievement of a century of operations is indeed
a time to take stock, especially when—as now—
the IGU’s centenary has arrived amid two con-
current global crises: human-induced climatic
change and what portends to be a series of deadly
pandemic waves. Either will wreak wrenching
changes in humankind’s day-to-day lives. In
combination, they raise existential questions
about the future of humanity.

The reality of both crises is denied by many
inhabitants and politicians in many nations
despite indisputable evidence to the contrary,
which lends urgency to discerning what can be
learned from the successes the IGU has enjoyed
during its first century, and to avoid repeating
any shortcomings that arose while grappling with
global and international problems in its past.

IGU President Michael Meadows reminds us
in his Preface that the IGU has survived—some
fits and starts notwithstanding—a century of
tumult following its birth in the aftermath of the
First World War. Through World War Two, the
Cold War, and the more recent horrors human-
kind has inflicted upon itself the IGU has con-
tinued to advance geographical research and
education in the service of humankind. Going
forward, the IGU’s leaders and members will
need to muster all the strategic and operational
wisdom they can, and this volume’s chapters are
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well seasoned with useful and applicable
insights. Even more than in the past century of
primary socio-economic-political catastrophes
and clashes, the ecological and bio-behavioral
challenges humanity now faces demand the
application of geography’s traditional perspec-
tives if they are to be met and overcome.

18.1 Substance: plus ça change,
plus c'est la même chose

It is gratifying to note the degree to which geog-
raphy’s persistent quest to understand the natural
science and human components of places and
regions is referenced in so many chapters (espe-
cially Chap. 13) in A Geographical Century,
whether the focus is past, present, or future.
Geography is distinctive within the family of
sciences in bridging natural science and social
science perspectives, a distinction it shares to
some degree with anthropology and psychology.
Geography has long been almost unique among
the sciences in the scales at which it analyzes and
seeks to explain the interplay of natural and
human components of places and regions. Geog-
raphy has become somewhat less nearly unique in
that respect since the concept of coupled systems
was applied in ecology and related specialties in
the 1990s. Nevertheless, human use of the earth in
its places and regions remains geography’s fun-
damental and widely applicable perspective and
analytic framework, a core component of the
discipline. Its key role as a bridge cited implicitly
or explicitly in so many of the chapters in A
Geographical Century has and will continue to
serve the IGU and the world’s geographers well in
the years and decades to come.

An exogenous recent trend catalyzing the
IGU’s increasing centrality in the global scien-
tific community is the realization by natural sci-
ence specialists that they cannot devise effective
solutions to many of the problems they address
without partnering with social scientists, as well
as with behavioral scientists, engineers, human-
ities experts, and members of the design

professions. Increasing openness to more col-
laborative approaches to solving ecological
dilemmas is expanding opportunities for geog-
raphers to act as full partners in big Science. The
2018 amalgamation of the International Council
for Science (ICSU) and the International Social
Science Council (ISSC) into the International
Science Council (ISC) portends a future in which
multi- and trans-disciplinary research and action
programs are populated by teams of scholars.
The IGU (a longstanding member of both ICSU
and ISSC) played a key role in promoting and
achieving the ICS.

Bridging the natural and human sciences is
geography’s birthright, a legacy often cited
throughout A Geographical Century. It is time to
redouble the discipline’s exercise of that birth-
right, as is suggested several times in the volume.
Because most of the world’s problems are to a
greater or lesser degree rooted in human behavior,
the IGU should seek and cement linkages with
organizations that serve the behavioral sciences
and the humanities. Furthermore, collaboration
with engineering societies and those for design
professionals (architects and planners, for exam-
ple) could be productive. In that regard, the IGU’s
recent linkages with the International Council for
Philosophy and Human Sciences CIPSH noted in
Chapt. 14 represent progress in that direction.

18.2 Spirit

What has not been written in A Geographical
Century is notable and commendable. Much has
changed in the IGU since my first participation in
the 23rd Congress in Moscow in 1976. In ethos
and operations, the IGU through the 1980s was a
nineteenth- and (in a few respects) even an
eighteenth-century organization. This volume’s
authors and editors have unfailingly exhibited
respect for the IGU’s past without the nostalgia
and ancestor worship that too often permeates
milestone publications. The IGU’s past is indeed
prologue for its next century, but it is taken here
as a platform for continuous improvement rather
than a constraint on current and future practice. If
that spirit is a response to the directions of
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volume planners and editors, many kudos to
them. If that spirit emerged spontaneously in the
crafting of the chapters, even better, and many
more kudos to everyone.

18.3 Assessment

How well, in terms applicable to scholarly soci-
eties, has the IGU performed during its first
century? John H. D’Arms (1934–2002) often
spoke of evaluating the effectiveness of scholarly
organizations in terms of the services they pro-
vide for members of their disciplines, that is, how
well they do as Convenors, Funders, Advocates,
and Validators.1

Convening. The IGU has excelled at conven-
ing the world’s geographers, owing largely to its
origins in the history and tradition of interna-
tional geographical congresses that preceded its
formal establishment as an ongoing enterprise.
IGU Congresses (and its Regional Conferences)
are usually executed with considerable grace and
panache. But as its author noted in Chap. 6,
participation in meetings is heavily influenced by
congress location, and IGU meetings provide
international benefits to hosts as well as their
guests. Beyond location, the persistent income
disparities among potential participants and the
language barriers inherent in international/global
meetings mean that in practice, actual participa-
tion falls woefully short of what might have been
achieved absent those barriers. Furthermore, the
inability of some countries to muster even the
very nominal dues of the lowest membership
category results in their status as observers—
rather than voting members—even when a
country does manage to send a delegate to an
IGU Congress and its General Assembly. The

advent of postal/email balloting in virtual general
assemblies has broadened participation in IGU
governance, but difficulties in paying dues persist
for too many countries. Schemes to subsidize
dues for low-income countries have been dis-
cussed but only a few have been implemented,
with mixed success. A persistent difficulty has
been that any subsidy by one member country of
another, risks the appearance, if not a reality, of a
patron-client relationship.

Whether the adoption of virtual or hybrid
virtual-traditional congresses and regional con-
ferences in the future will increase participation
in the IGU’s meetings remains to be seen. The
success of the postponed Istanbul 2020 would
seem to augur well for the use of digital tech-
nologies to augment and replace face-to-face
interaction, and digital meeting offers significant
ecological benefits. Given the ways innovative
ideas are transmitted at IGU meetings (Chap. 5),
it is difficult to envision virtual replacements for
the after-hours informal exchanges where new
ideas often arise.

Human beings are herd animals by nature.
Establishing the trust that is prerequisite to col-
laboration is much more quickly done face-to-
face than via digital media. Moreover, impedi-
ments rooted in language differences (Chaps. 7
and 9) will persist and may even be aggravated
by the poor sound fidelity characteristic of virtual
media software. Software and sound will
improve with time, but the complications of
conducting meetings among participants scat-
tered across Earth’s 24 time zones will remain
even should digital simultaneous translation and
high-fidelity sound and video become available
sooner than expected. Commanding interest and
attention are much more difficult when partici-
pants are in ten or twelve time zones rather than
only one or two.

Funding. IGU finances are only peripherally
addressed in A Geographical Century, primarily
regarding the difficulties prospective delegates
have in obtaining funds to attend IGU meetings,
and that many countries have in paying IGU
dues. Although not a focus here, the topic cannot
be ignored, as the IGU Executive Committee’s
members and IGU Commission and Steering

1D’Arms was a seasoned scholar and academic adminis-
trator. After a distinguished career in Classics at the
University of Michigan, he was appointed President of the
American Council of Learned Societies (ACLS) in 1997
and served in that capacity until his untimely death in
2002. The ACLS is an umbrella organization of human-
ities and social science societies. As of 2021 it was
comprised of 78 member societies. The American Asso-
ciation of Geographers was and remains a member of
ACLS.
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Committee members know only too well.
The IGU would appear to have done as well as it
could reasonably have been expected to in recent
years. Its modest funding for its Commissions
and Task Forces has been somewhat augmented.
Competitions for limited grants to attend con-
gresses and conferences are now available for
individuals, Major grants have been won from
external sources to support worthwhile IGU
projects, and a permanent endowment has been
established.

As welcome as these improvements are, the
IGU remains hampered by the limited funds it
commands, which come almost exclusively from
the country dues it receives. Wealthier interna-
tional scientific unions sometimes enjoy strong
financial support from cognate industries, as, for
example, the petroleum industry and petroleum
exporting countries that underwrite the opera-
tions of the International Union of Geological
Sciences (IUGS).

The IGU badly needs a “sugar industry” a role
that was sometimes fulfilled by national mapping
agencies in the past. The travel industry would
seem to be a logical financial partner, but it is
highly decentralized, and seeking donations amid
sometimes draconian travel restrictions is unli-
kely to be rewarding. The hazard insurance
industries and especially major reinsurance pro-
viders might be targets for the IGU to consider in
future funding quests, given their exposure to
losses caused by environmental disasters.

Advocating. The IGU’s Commissions on
Geographic Education and on Gender and
Geography have been consistent advocates for
their members’ specialties. The IGU’s overall
effectiveness would be enhanced if their exam-
ples were emulated by other commissions and
task forces for which advocacy is appropriate. In
some respects, the establishment of a commis-
sion or task force devoted to a topic or problem
is, in and of itself, implicit advocacy. In today’s
world and the future, more explicit and inten-
tional publicizing of the result and benefits of
specific lines of geographical inquiry and prac-
tice should be contemplated.

The IGU does engage in a critical and highly
beneficial form of advocacy largely out of the

sight of its members by nominating qualified
geographers to serve on and in the committees,
commissions, projects, and programs that man-
age international science. That advocacy is done
largely by the IGU’s Presidents and Secretaries-
General through the umbrella international
organizations of which the IGU is a member,
particularly the former International Council for
Science (ICSU) and the former International
Social Science Council (ISSC) and now into the
unified International Council Science (ISC).
Though admitted not necessarily a topic for a
centennial volume, the quiet advocacy accom-
plished by arranging the selection of geographers
for influential positions in international science is
one of the keys to the IGU’s effectiveness.

Validating. Scholarly societies validate their
constituencies’ research, teaching, and service by
publishing their members’ research and by con-
ferring honors and awards upon members and
non-members for outstanding accomplishments.
The IGU’s publication efforts have historically
been centered on the outputs of its commissions
and task forces, published by those originating
bodies, rather than as an executive committee's
responsibility. Publications emerging from the
secretariat have been informal and intermittent
throughout much of the IGU’s first century, and
when undertaken, largely focused on the IGU’s
internal audience rather than directed to non-IGU
audiences. The recently concluded publication
arrangements with Springer for an Advances in
Geographical and Environmental Sciences series,
a Perspectives on Geographical Marginality ser-
ies, and with Edward Elgar Publishing for The
International Geographical Union Series on
Contemporary Geographies, are welcome steps
toward a more robust program of disseminating
research results under the IGU imprimatur.

The validation of accomplishments by the IGU
with honors and awards was formalized only
during the last decade. The 1972 conception of
the IGU Lauréat d’honneur was hurried and not
completely thought out; an internal debate con-
tinues about whether the Lauréat should be pri-
marily an award for service to the IGU, whether it
should be conferred for substantive research and
practice accomplishments, or both. Before 2012,
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decisions on honors and awards were made in
informal and sometimes tense discussions within
the IGU Executive Committee, without a call for
nominations and formal documentation. The
IGU’s Planet and Humanity Medal was more
mature in conception and has more successfully
met its designed purposes. Recognizing and
lauding significant scientific accomplishments is
a comparatively low-cost means of raising a
society’s profile within its global and cognate
disciplines. Thus, the inauguration of two new
IGU awards this year represents major progress in
the IGU’s validation. The first IGU Early Career
Awards in Geography, and the first IGU Awards
for Distinguished Geographical Practice will be
awarded at the July 2022 Congress in Paris.

I assign no grades to the IGU on these report
card headings despite its format. Some of the
functions cited above were, for good reasons, not
addressed in this volume, and some are of limited
applicability for an international society, formu-
lated as they were in the context of national
organizations. In the IGU context, a heading of
Coordination could well have been added to
D’Arms’ list. Scholarly research and teaching
have historically been largely solitary endeavors,
especially in the humanities. The value and
necessity of coordinating scholarly work among
teams of individuals or across political bound-
aries have been limited in the past, but it is a
major raison d'être in the IGU, one that it per-
forms well indeed owing to the provisions writ-
ten into its statutes.

18.4 Toward 2122

In addition to the suggestions regarding the
IGU’s further development noted above, several
points seem to be worth further examination or
re-examination given changing national senti-
ments and social and intellectual mores.

More than half of the IGU’s first century after
World War Two was devoted to weaning itself
from its Euro-Anglo origins, a process that con-
tinues. Positively, there’s been a persistent quest
to increase the IGU’s country membership,
notwithstanding the reluctance to allow Germany

into the Union following World War One and the
foot-dragging in admitting Germany and mem-
bers of the Eastern and Asian Blocs during the
Cold War (Chaps. 3 and 4). The British exit from
the European Union and growing nationalism and
calls for autarky seem to be at least partially at
odds with the kinds of international partnerships
the IGU and similar organizations have sought to
create and strengthen. As suggested in Chap. 2,
traditional concepts of internationalism may be
less useful than they have been in the past.

In addition to changing attitudes within the
global science community, technological choices
drivemany aspects of scientific practice and create
new options for multi- and trans-disciplinary col-
laboration. The utility of digital dissemination of
research findings reflects the similar power the
same technologies wield in producing those find-
ings (Chap. 8). Because language is so intimately
linked to knowledge acquisition and education,
the relationships between language and geo-
graphical education (Chap. 10) deserve special
and continuing attention. The widespread shifts
from in-person learning and instruction to distance
education occasioned by the COVID pandemics
of the last two years (with successive waves like to
continue) will force accelerated innovation in
education for as long as the epi- and pandemics
persist. In the admittedly macabre tradition of
never letting a good crisis go to waste, the IGU and
its member countries should make serious efforts
to use the emergency funding often available for
alternatives to traditional instruction to seek new
and effective ways of teaching geography.
The IGUCommission on Geographical Education
seems in fact to lie at the nexus of several salient
needs and themes identified in A Geographical
Century: geography itself, global awareness
and understanding (Chap. 14), sustainability
(Chap. 15), language (Chap. 9), feminist per-
spectives (Chap. 12), and technology (Chap. 8).

18.5 Envoi

Any international organization that commenced
operations 100 years ago has endured stresses
and shocks and has sometimes overlooked
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opportunities it should have grasped. Having
observed the IGU’s leadership for 45 of those
years as a Congress and Conference participant, a
component of its leadership as a Commission
Steering Committee member, and then a Vice
President, Secretary-General, and President, I
believe that the organization has served its
members and its discipline faithfully and well.
As documented throughout A Geographical
Century, the IGU is up to date, alert for oppor-
tunities, and well embedded in the world’s
international scientific community—including its
premier scientific consortium: the International
Science Council.

We have no guarantee that the years and
decades ahead will be any less stressful and
dangerous than those the IGU has endured. On
the contrary, conditions, and events in late 2021

suggest that anticipating and preparing for even
greater disruptions and turbulence would be
prudent. Whatever ensues, these accounts,
assessments, and descriptions of the IGU’s
responses to the challenges its leaders and
members have encountered since 1922, and the
authors’ suggestions for the immediate future,
bolster my conclusion that the IGU is in good
condition and well prepared to succeed in its
missions during its next century.

Ronald F. Abler is Emeritus Professor of Geography at The
Pennsylvania State University. He was active in the IGU
starting with the 1976 IGU Congress in Moscow, USSR, was
a charter member of the IGU Commission on the Geography
of Communications, IGU Vice President (1996–2000, 2003–
2008), Secretary General (2000–2003), President (2008–
2012), and Past President (2012–2016). He currently chairs
the IGU Honors and Awards Committee.
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