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The State of Physical Geography

Before one reflects on physical geography as a scientific discipline, one must try to define the general field of geography.  Geographers have not always agreed on one definition of geography:  Jan O. M. Boek in Geography its Scope and Spirit, Edward Ackerman in Geography as a Fundamental Research Discipline, and the Ad Hoc Committee on Geography of the National Academy of Sciences in The Science of Geography failed to provide a clear, concise definition of geography before they began discussing the field.  Most geographers would basically agree that geography is a science that treats the distribution and differentiation of phenomena over the earth’s surface with a view toward understanding and explaining the relationships between phenomena and the process or processes which caused them.

This has been recently restated somewhat in Geography for Life: National Geography Standards 1994 in this form:

Geography is the science of space and place on Earth’s surface.  Its subject matter is the physical and human phenomena that make up the world’s environments and places.  Geographers describe the changing patterns of places in words, maps, and geo-graphics, explain how these patterns come to be, and unravel their meaning.  Geography’s continuing quest is to understand the physical and cultural features of places and their natural settings on the surface of Earth.

Physical geography, then, would be that part of geography which treats natural phenomena (those not caused or affected by humans) that have distribution or differ in kind from other phenomenon.  The following are usually considered the objects of physical geography study: climate, landforms, natural biota, soil, and water forms.  One can’t help but consider the meaning of “natural.”  Which of these subdivisions has not bee or is not being affected by humans in some way?

While the natural subdivisions of physical geography listed above may be the focus of that discipline, they cannot be studied without considering humans and their interactions with those natural phenomena.  A few examples will illustrate that physical geographers cannot study the accepted objects of their field without studying humans and their works.  The United States will serve well to illustrate this point.  The American pioneers nearly cleared all of the natural or original vegetation off the land.  The map of natural vegetation in Introduction to Geography (third edition) by Kendall, Gnendinning, and MacFadden classifies Indiana as largely broadleaf and broadleaf-conifer forest, but today corn might be called the natural vegetation.  Those acres of forest (largely second growth) in Indiana today are generally on the unproductive lands.  If the physical geographer limits his/her studies of these areas, his/her findings will have little value.

By altering the vegetation of the land, the climate too has been affected by human actions.  Large areas now have unnatural heat reflection and transpiration relations due to these changes in vegetation.  These reflection and transpiration changes have an effect on the climate.  There is also evidence that the removal of the rainforests in the Amazon and Congo basins has produced measurable changes in temperature and precipitation patterns for those areas.

Is there a natural soil type to be found anywhere any longer?  The answer may still be yes in areas of poor soil such as found in tundra or desert areas.  Elsewhere, humans have broken the surface of the earth with plows, thus changing the arrangement of soil particles and changing the soil-vegetation relationship that had partly formed the soil before the arrival of human cultivators.  Wherever till the earth and, selecting the temporary vegetation, and insecticides, herbicides, and fertilizers to the soil, the natural soil-forming processes become cultural or human soil-forming processes.  In parts of China where intensive, conserving agricultural methods have been used for more than 5,000 years on the same soil, the soil, while still very productive, in no way resembles the naturally developed soil which was formed there before agriculture began

Landforming processes which operate from within the earth still seem to operate without much modification by human actions.  When physical geographers study landforming processes altering the surface shape of the earth’s crust such as epeirogenesis, diastrophism, orogenesis, intrusion, vulcanism, etc. the role of human action is negligible.   Some landforming processes which operate from outside the earth’s crust have been influenced by human action, though.

Humans have altered land forms and water bodies in several ways, particularly when human action has affected the natural movement of water on and in the earth surface.  Improper farming methods have resulted in accelerated erosion which has increased the silting of rivers and lakes, and, in some areas, changed the surface form of the earth.  If a hill is “in the way” of a desired road, humans may eliminate the hill or cut a swath through it.  Through the use of dams and levees, humans succeed, sometimes, in controlling floods, but the river system no longer operates “naturally,” so the effect of the river on the landscape has become a “human effect” as much as a natural one.

It is clear, then, that humans are a force affecting the objects of physical geographic study.  If the physical geographer excludes those physical features affected by man or tries to ignore the role of humans in the earth-system, he/she is left with little to study or results which do not conform to the realities.  It is evident that if the study of physical geography is to be justified, it must be treated as part of the interactive human environment.  

There are no sharp divisions on the earth between that which is physical and that which is cultural (affected by humans).  It is unnatural to make such a division.  Likewise, it is unnatural in geography to make a sharp division between physical and cultural phenomena as objects of geographical study.  Any such division is merely a pedagogical convenience.
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