c

Cultural Geography Approaches

J. Naumann

(Written May, 1966 and revised in April, 1999)

Problems of Conveying a Dynamic Reality Vicariously

Geographers have always been faced with what seems to be an insurmountable problem: they can experience a dynamic culture region by being raised in it and living in it, but how do they convey that dynamic reality to another person who has not actually lived it?  Likewise, how can geographers really comprehend and communicate to others the living reality of a culture region in which they were not raised and did not live?  Like a biologist who is trying to understand and communicate the reality of “frogness,” they can photograph it, and even videotape it.  They can dissect it and study all its many intricately interrelated parts.  In the end, they have much data about a frog and its component parts, but they do not really understand and cannot communicate to others what it Is to be the dynamic, living reality that is a frog.  In spite of this difficulty, though, geographers persist in trying to understand and communicate to others the dynamic relationship of humans and the places which they occupy.  They search for intellectual approaches and frameworks that will get them closer to their goal.

Through the years, several approaches to the study of cultural geography have been offered, but as yet there is no common consensus as to which approach, if there is only one, offers the best possibility for understanding the man-land relationship geographically. Geographers have ranged from the school of environmental determinism to the school of possibilism. Thought in the 1960s, represented by Gordon R. Lewthwaite In his article, "Environmentalism and Determinism: a Search for Clarification," no longer saw these two positions as a dichotomy, but rather as the two extremes of a continuum.

Examples can be found to support the environmental determinist position where the effect, of man on the land Is held constant at zero. This position would be called the level of  adaptation according to the five stages of technology offered by Hans Carol in the article,  “Stages of Technology, and their impact upon the Physics! Environment: a Basic Problem !n Cultural Geography.” The Australian aborigines could be used to illustrate adaptation. With their low technological level and harsh environment, they have had to adapt to their environment.

The school of possiblism holds the effect of the environment constant at zero and states that humans may choose from several alternative modes of relating to the land, or physical environment.  It was made clear in the preceding paragraph that where the technological level is low and the environment is harsh, the only alternative for humans is to adapt or move elsewhere; but where the environment is less harsh and the technological level is high, humans can take advantage of a greater number of alternatives.  The United States offers many supporting illustrations for this position: we build canals and dams to make rivers navigable all year, we irrigate dry land and drain wet land, and we are learning how to use resources for multiple purposes.

From these examples, it is clear that to a certain degree, the harshness of an environment may be a function of the perceptions of the inhabitants influenced by their technology: within limits, the judgment of harshness is inversely related to the level of technology of the culture.

Geographers have come to realize that the reality of a given cultural group occupying a certain place at a given time with a certain level of technology will most likely not fully support either extreme, environmental determinism or possibilism, but rather some position between them on the continuum.  But the question of how geographers can best understand the various man-land relations they find as they study the peoples of the world still remains to be answered.

For many years, geography has had proponents of landscape studies: the Sauer-Wagner school.  The main statement of this position was offered in 1925 by Carl O. Sauer in the article, “Morphology of Landscape.”  The object of this school is to describe the material expression of human cultures on the natural landscape.

This approach has been found adequate for many reasons.  The major objection to it, though, is that the result is a static picture of the man-land relationship.  The attempt is made to describe what is seen at a moment in time; the result is a static picture of a dynamic situation.  In addition, there are elements of culture that may not be visible in artifacts on the landscape, but still have a geographic expression.  An idea can have a geographic nature because it is carried by people who exist in a place and, therefore, are a geographic expression of that idea.  In studying the material impact of culture on the land, the processes whereby these expressions came to be are often neglected, and it is those processes which make the geographic nature of culture dynamic.  If geographers are to relate the man-land relationship as it is, they must express it according to its nature, dynamically.

In the 1960s, some geographers tried applying some of the principles of ecology to geography.  They attempted to present the earth and segments of it as complex, dynamic systems composed of many interconnected and interdependent processes.  They hoped to examine the man-land relationship as it exists.  The major concept being examined was that of the ecosystem.  W.B. Morgan and R.P. Moss likened an ecosystem to a community and offered the following definition.  “Communities so conceived would be regarded as organized groups of men, animals, plants, or soils, or combinations of them.”  (Morgan and Moss p. 339)  D.R. Stoddart stated that, “. . . the system involves not only the framework of the communication net, but also the goods and people flowing through it.”  (Stoddart p. 244)  Lest some geographers would brand the ecosystem concept in geography as a new type of environmental determinism, Stoddart stated that it possessed the qualities of a general system, but an open system approach should be taken when employing it: the idea of a deterministic, closed system was rejected.

Cultures, then may be regarded as systems of elements interacting with the habitat in which humans are the ecological dominants in the system.  In biology the ecosystem, excluding humans, can be regarded as a relatively closed system maintaining a somewhat constant interaction level.  When humans are introduced into the ecosystem, the constant interaction level can be, and usually is, greatly disrupted: humans introduce new plants and animals, eliminate former plant and animal members of the community, and greatly alter the processes which are interacting on the land.  This situation presents problems to the geographer.

How are geographers to define the structure of the community if humans keep it in an unbalanced state – constantly altering the interaction level of the community?  Stoddart in his article, “Geography and the Ecological Approach: the Ecosystem as a Geographic Principle and Method,” indicated the direction to which these studies should be directed: “islands in fact provide small laboratories for the testing and analysis of relatively simple and well-defined ecosystem structures.”   (Stoddart p. 247)  On an island, the inputs and outputs to and from the system that come from or go to the outside could be more easily isolated than they could in a community occupying a part of a large continent.  From initial studies which can be carried out under relatively controlled conditions, geographers can derive some basic principles of ecosystem structure and then test them in more complex conditions.

Once a model is generally accepted, the ecosystem approach will be open to quantitative studies of the interaction of the elements as well as to descriptive studies.  It was stated earlier that humans often disrupt the natural ecological balance when they occupy an area.  This presents a problem to geographers: how can they achieve a near balance with humans as part of the ecosystem?  Peter R. Gould offered one possibility in the article, “Man Against his Environment: A Game Theoretic Framework.”  With the elements of the ecosystem recognized and their relationships established, game theory may be the technique whereby humans can reestablish a near balanced input-output system of relations.  Gould’s example of choosing the best proportion of the more productive crops for the periodically dry region of Ghana by using game theory was one example of how this technique might help geographers help humans bring ecosystems into a more nearly balanced state.

It is clear that geographers need a method which will allow them to treat the man-land relationship as a dynamic whole made of interdependent parts.  The ecosystem approach seems to offer them a better opportunity for reaching this goal than the Sauer-Wagner landscape approach.  Much work was still needed in the 1960s before the ecosystem approach could yield significant results.  Instead of presenting a static picture of the man-land relationship on the continuum, the ecosystem approach offered to yield results analogous to moving points on the continuum.  The direction along which the points would move would depend on the cultural developments of the people in the communities (systems) studied.

Since the 1960s the ecosystem as a model for geographers has found its way into some books intended for high school students.  Even the general public is quite aware that humans operate as parts of ecosystems and have the power to greatly change them.  The technology of compact, easy-to-use, sound camcorders has also provided geographers with a tool which can help them study dynamic realities and present the results of their studies in a more nearly dynamic mode.  Clearly, a better understanding of ecology as it might apply to geography and improved technology offers great opportunities for cultural geographers.
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