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GEOGRAPHY AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
IN TRANSDISCIPLINARY SCIENCE 

Abstract: The subject of the paper is the status and relationships of geography, especially 
human geography, with the social sciences on the background of the evolution of science from 
multidisciplinary to transdisciplinary. Progressive hybridization of disciplines and specialties 
upset the identity of geography in modern science, but geography (human geography), as she 
was, so it is hardly accepted as a social science among scientists. An important role is played 
by the traditional assignment of the entire geography to natural sciences and greater isola-
tion of human geography in fl ows of knowledge within the social sciences. The article presents 
the specifi cities of the social sciences in the classifi cation of the sciences, the impact of social 
sciences on past development of geography and contemporary impact of geography on spatial 
turn in the social sciences. 
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1. FROM MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
TO TRANSDISCIPLINARY SCIENCE 

In the history of science, processes of specialisation and differentiation 
have been accompanied by those of integration and unifi cation. Their evalu-
ation, however, has always been inconclusive. On the one hand, the 
ever-increasing number of scientifi c disciplines and specialisations refl ects 
the striving for a more effective research work through a focus on clearly 
delineated spheres of reality, but on the other it has sometimes been undesir-
able owing to the growing distance between researchers as well as isolation 
and particularism of individual disciplines or specialisations. The belief in 
the unity of science has been reinforced every time when border disciplines 
have appeared or comprehensive and team-based research has been initiated. 

Until the present day, the division of science into disciplines has been 
necessitated by the diversity of their subject matter and the effectiveness of 
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research work. In the twentieth century, in addition to the epistemological 
conditions underpinning this division, the institutional conditions for a clear-
cut delineation of individual scientifi c disciplines became no less important. 
The borders thus determined provided the community of researchers with 
a sense of security. A given discipline ensured control over the research 
directions, university syllabuses, award of academic degrees, publications 
in a given discipline and allocation of funds. Pierre Bourdieu (1975) even 
saw a hidden relationship between domination and subordination in the 
very division of science into natural and social disciplines1. Until the mid-
-twentieth century, cognitive disciplines were viewed as superior to those 
associated with applied aspects. Arguably, the discussion on an unfair treat-
ment of various disciplines of science is valid even today, when priority 
disciplines are expressly defi ned and leading academic institutions explic-
itly identifi ed. 

Nevertheless, excessive autonomy or even “isolationism” could prove 
unfavourable for the discipline at hand, protecting it against any external 
criticism of its research fi ndings. Both openness and communication were 
rather constrained since the authors had a tendency to force their own 
ideas, terminologies, methods, philosophical or methodological underpinnings, 
which was even visible in the language used for the interpretation of the 
results. Social sciences saw such paradoxical situations where even the most 
eminent representatives of a given discipline were not familiar with their 
respective research fi ndings or were uninterested in them. The sociologists 
Emil Durkheim and Max Weber could serve as an example in this regard. 
Durkheim, following the criticism of his work on suicide by Vilfredo Pareto, 
would avoid quoting any works written by his adversary (after Dogan, 1996). 
David Harvey (1969) complained that until the 1950s geographers would 
more often quote their own works than refer to the methodological works of 
other sciences2. 

Regardless of such tendencies to defend the areas of research and au-
tonomy of scientifi c disciplines, from the mid-nineteenth century onwards 
the process of the division of science was accompanied by efforts aimed at 
integration if not unifi cation of scientifi c knowledge in epistemological terms 
(Kamiński, 1981). This process was considerably infl uenced by the positivism 
of Auguste Comte, evolutionism of Herbert Spencer and the nascent scient-
ism of Charles Renouvier. The belief about the mutual infl uences and 

1 Natural sciences as “… the dominant class has no reason to expect anything from social 
sciences – beyond, at best, a particularly valuable contribution to the legitimating of the 
established order and a strengthening of the arsenal of symbolic instrument of domination 
(Bourdieu, 1975, 42).

2 Unfortunately, this is not only a historical experience. World Development Report 2009 
of the World Bank entitled Reshaping economic geography, scarcely cites the geographers. As 
the reviewers of the Report have written: “the absence of geographers work, and the almost 
total absence of geographers from the team that prepared the Report …., refl ects our discipline’s 
failure to engage as much as the Report’s failure to recognize.” (Rigg et al., 2009, 130).
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interpenetration of different kinds of scientifi c knowledge referred to their 
philosophical and methodological underpinnings, indicating both the reduc-
tionist and hierarchical nature of the organisation of scientifi c knowledge 
(knowledge in science can be reduced to the level of the more basic science) 
and the universality of methodologies used in the natural sciences.

As a consequence of the division of science into disciplines, specialisations 
– or subdisciplines – gradually emerged within each scientifi c discipline. 
Specialisation with regard to the object of study was a safeguard of both 
methodological and theoretical development. In multidisciplinary science, 
internal fragmentation made it possible for researchers to explore in depth 
a given set of problems, by making their investigations more and more 
thorough. This, however, had a desired effect only in the short term. An 
analytical approach made it easier to identify problems but, with time, any 
given discipline had to make references to external factors infl uencing the 
analysed phenomenon or process, but also being investigated by another 
discipline or disciplines. In the twentieth century, fragmentation of science 
by seeking interrelationships between individual sciences led to the emer-
gence of border sciences (two related sciences), and later to integrative 
sciences (Such and Szcześniak, 1999).

Initially, the border sciences were little but tolerated, and invariably 
occupied a lower place in the hierarchy than those specifi c disciplines which 
had a clearly defi ned object of research and well-established methodologies. 
This situation, however, changed dynamically as the internal fragmentation 
within individual disciplines progressed. During the last decades, the process 
of hybridisation of the science structure has gained momentum (Dogan 
and Pahre 1989; Dogan, 1996). It involves a fl ow of concepts, methods and 
theories from one specialisation (subdiscipline) of a given discipline to 
a specialisation of another discipline. As a rule, such hybrid subdisciplines 
do not occupy the space in between their “parent” disciplines; they can be 
entirely autonomous and aspire to be classifi ed under the two disciplines 
involved (e.g. biogeography categorised as biology and as geography), or their 
classifi cation is a result of the original education of their representatives or 
their current institutional affi liation.

The emergence of information society is associated with changes in how 
scientifi c knowledge is generated. The increasing role of external factors in 
the formulation of key research questions and in the selection of problem 
solutions can clearly be observed in the contemporary science (Such and 
Szcześniak, 1999). The scope of science is now defi ned by the economy, 
technology, social relations, intellectual trends to a much greater degree 
than ever before, alongside with empirical and theoretical cognitive consid-
erations which played a dominant role in the past. The content of science is 
increasingly evaluated by the potential recipients of scientifi c works (by 
effectiveness, competitiveness and costs of solutions). New criteria of evalu-
ation are accompanied by the dwindling role of recognised authorities in 
scientifi c institutions. The increasing costs of generating knowledge are 
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responsible for a growing commercialisation of science. The decreasing 
usefulness of traditional organisational forms has led to an increased liquid-
ity of the institutional structures of science. The staff numbers are growing 
so as the number of potential places where scientifi c knowledge can be 
generated. Such changes in the science give rise to concerns whether this 
externalism, which is now more easily observable in science, will not result 
in approving large numbers of works of inferior quality. Such concern is 
underpinned by the belief that external factors have an ambivalent infl uence 
on the development of science as they can both foster its development and 
its decline (Such and Szcześniak, 1999; Kaufmann and Kasztler, 2009).

The tendencies to “hybridise” science have been particularly reinforced 
by an increased interest in issues grounded in practice which less and 
less easily lend themselves to be clearly ascribed to the current structure 
of scientifi c disciplines. These disciplines no longer hold a monopoly on 
formulating the most interesting research problems. The uncertainty regard-
ing the directions of contemporary change and the fallibility of scientifi c 
knowledge as we know it have, quite naturally, provided a premise for 
a transdisciplinary research focused on certain sections of reality (Gibbons 
et al., 1994). Transdisciplinarity is not a simple accumulation of knowledge 
from various disciplines; it hinges on specifi c issues, cooperation and a fl ex-
ible organisation of the research process. As a rule, transdisciplinary 
scientifi c products make up an autonomous whole open to diverse modifi ca-
tions, subject to the application possibilities that exist in different contexts. 
The formulation of new methodological principles or theories does not have 
to lead to the emergence of a new scientifi c discipline. 

To some extent, contemporary hybridisation processes in science bear 
resemblance to the organisational situation of science in the mid-nineteenth 
century, a time when the multitude of names proposed for individual disci-
plines was indeed overwhelming (Kamiński, 1981; Wallerstein et al., 1996). 
The structure of disciplines used since the mid-twentieth century is still in 
place, although it is questioned, and proposals of other structures are put 
forward. To take an example, 25 panels of the European Research Council 
comprise various fi elds of research classifi ed under three research domains: 
social sciences and the humanities; natural and technical sciences, and life 
sciences. The barriers protecting the disciplines from outward access are 
becoming increasingly weaker3. 

Proofs of the vitality of traditional disciplines are juxtaposed with the 
sweeping visions of change in the organisation of post-disciplinary science. 

3 It is best visible at scientifi c conferences and in journals, but can also be seen within 
scientifi c institutions themselves, such as the Faculty of Geography and Regional Studies at 
the University of Warsaw where 10 per cent of the staff hold degrees in other disciplines than 
geography. The author of the neo-positivist manifesto in geography – David Harvey – is currently 
a professor of anthropology at the City University of New York. Scientists are more and more 
frequently looking for recognition outside the academic structures, and consulting companies 
take part in the competition for grants against various university units.
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The new form of pursuing science has not as yet superseded the traditional 
one, and still is complementary in character. The very organisation of col-
laboration in science must inevitably rely on some categorisation of science. 
It is diffi cult to imagine that the scope of researchers’ activities order in 
relatively stable institutional structures would be devoid of any order what-
soever. No career promotion in science is possible nowadays other than 
within a specifi c discipline. Although there is an observably growing conver-
gence between individual disciplines in the theoretical dimension, but 
empirically, there still remains a diversity of perceived facts. In addition to 
that, every scientifi c discipline looks at the same phenomena in its own 
inimitable way, and has a different conceptual apparatus and methodology, 
embedded in the heritage of the discipline (Such, 1987).

2. GEOGRAPHY AND CLASSIFICATIONS OF SCIENCE

Contemporary geography is slightly awkwardly positioned in an era of 
post-disciplinary science, when the issues central to the very essence of 
geography (such as space, environment, region) have become issues of inter-
est to many other scientifi c disciplines. The era of postmodernity has brought 
back the cyclical interpretation of history and an uncertainty as to where 
mankind is heading. The evolution of scientifi c structures from a relatively 
well arranged multidisciplinary structure into a transdisciplinary one has 
had unwelcome consequences for geography since the discipline has largely 
lost its identity as a result of this process. In analysing the contemporary 
situation of the discipline, one of British geographers even made a reference 
to the “fi re of Rome” (Hamnett, 2003); in the same context, however, a col-
league of his presented a dissimilar, and optimistic, vision of the future of 
geography (Thrift, 2002). However the contemporary social change and 
crisis phenomena have initiated debate about the crisis in many social sci-
ences (Lopreato and Crippen 1999; Castree, 2005; Ratajczak, 2009).

Since time immemorial, informal geographical knowledge has been ac-
quired out of curiosity about the environment. This knowledge shaped 
a relatively ordered and coherent view of the environment in the human 
minds. Such a refl ection made the organisation of everyday life easier and 
ensured a sense of security. The geographical self-awareness associated with 
the microcosm of everyday life constitutes the very underpinnings of scien-
tifi c geographical knowledge (Passen, 1957). Such informal geographical 
knowledge having a local dimension slowly began to be transformed into 
formal knowledge of a more universal nature, a process which took place via 
subsequent verifi cations taken down in writing, which ensured that such 
knowledge would now be useful for a greater number of people. The environ-
ment of a given subject could include the nearest surroundings of a given 
village or city or, just as well, a more spacious fragment of the earth’s surface. 
Geography is a component of intellectual culture that has an exceptionally 
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long tradition and bears an ancient name (Geographika of Eratostenes; 
Geographike Hyphegesis of Ptolemy; Geographica hypomnemata of Strabo).

The classifi cations of sciences developed in antiquity do not list geography 
since the discipline was at the time a compendium of knowledge about the 
environment rather than a science. In it, verifi ed information would go side 
by side with speculations. In the Middle Ages, the term “geography” was not 
circulated in the scientifi c context at all, and this situation lasted until the 
Renaissance, when it was restored by Johan nes Schöner (1533). The Age of 
Discovery was bound to ensure that geography would make its presence in 
the scientifi c taxonomy of the time. Nevertheless, the role of geography in 
the classifi cation of sciences proposed by Conrad Gesner in his monumental 
work, Bibliotheca Universalis published in 1545, was rather ambiguous 
(after Kotarbiński 1961, 433). Geography was not seen as an “substantial” 
but a “preparatory” science, and was not viewed as “essential” among the 
latter (as for example was astrology), but merely as an “ornamental” science, 
which group – in addition to geography – also included history and fortune 
telling (Fig. 1). This depreciation of the standing of geography and history 
was ascribed to the fact that those disciplines were not among mandatory 
university courses. They could be studied for “a more beautiful fashioning 
of the mind”. The inclusion of history and geography into the same category 
as fortune telling could also stem from the fact that these disciplines were 
associated with “spin” – narratives that were either imagined or exagger-
ated (discovering the past or unearthing the present which is not too well 
known), intended to fl atter the readers or serve the interests of those who 
sponsored the work in question. History wrestles for today with its taking 
scientifi c output for current propaganda and political requirements. 

ANDRZEJ LISOWSKI

Fig. 1. Geography in the classifi cation of sciences by Conrad Gesner 1545 
Source: after Kotarbiński 1961, 453
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From the very beginning, geography as a science has been a truly border 
discipline. Contemporary geography equally deals with issues which are the 
usual domain of the natural and social sciences, and with those from the 
realm of the humanities. It was claimed as early as the beginning of the 
twentieth century that geographers are free to choose what they want to 
explore, and geography is what geographers do (Brigham, 1915). While 
until the mid-twentieth century the nature and the economy were regarded 
as priority issues, at the end of the century increasingly political, social and 
cultural issues were studied by geographers to address their increasing 
signifi cance as beheld by the general public. However, this extensive range 
of the subject matter of geography brought negative consequences in the 
form of the discipline’s unclear status in the classifi cation of sciences, a ten-
dency for manifestation of an unjustifi ed epistemological imperialism and 
a leaning for methodological eclecticism. 

The question of the classifi cation of geography in the scientifi c taxonomy 
was made much more complex by the increasing diversifi cation within human 
geography itself. Until the Second World War anthropogeography, which 
emphasised the role of the natural environment in the human activities, was 
the dominant form of human geography in Poland. Starting from the mid-
twentieth century, this branch of geographic sciences was termed as 
economic geography owing to the ideological pre-eminence of the industri-
alisation process in the socialist economy, the social pressure on economic 
growth and spatial development of the country. A formal specialisation 
within economic geography was also introduced (1956). In the 1970s, eco-
nomic geography was transformed into socio-economic geography, a format 
which has remained basically unchanged until today. In the late twentieth 
century, Polish geography did indeed become “socialised” and experienced 
a cultural turn, but this was done with the intensity that was no match for 
the scale of changes that characterised e.g. geography in the Anglo-Saxon 
countries. Nevertheless, these changes turned human geography into a social 
science to an unprecedented extent. 

As a result, the endogenous explanation of the autonomous nature of 
geography as a discipline proved more and more problematic. The complex 
topical range of research and the attendant methodological problems made 
it diffi cult to promote a unifi ed image of geography among other scientifi c 
disciplines. In the history of geographical thought, three major approaches 
to the development of the identity of geography as a separate discipline can 
be distinguished: 

– the fi rst involved attempts at defi ning the subject matter of the dis-
cipline through the elimination of certain categories of phenomena or 
processes or reduction of their signifi cance and viewing them as ancil-
lary; 

– the second approach was a compromise which attempted to turn ge-
ography into a discipline which provides a synthesis of the knowledge 
of the Earth. Geography, not being a science with a specifi c nature of 
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its object of research, has abandoned “hard” objects of study to embrace 
“soft” systems (Blaut, 1962, 5), and turned towards metaphysical 
objects, relationships and spaces, thus giving the discipline a topical 
identity and scientifi c credibility; 

– the third approach referred to the “natural” diversity of the subject 
matter of geography, leading to a topical disintegration and its trans-
formation into a set of geographic sciences (Maik, 2004) where the 
methods and the theory are derivative (Harvey, 1969), albeit to vary-
ing degrees. 

The fi rst approach was usually associated with a certain rivalry between 
the natural and social components of geography. The local traditions of the 
ties between geographers and geology or history, the current staff numbers 
and scientifi c achievements initially played a considerable role in this regard. 
The attempts to reduce the scope of study of the discipline either to a natu-
ral science or to a social science were the most radical way to lend it 
coherence. First, German physical geographers made an attempt to remove 
man from geography, in a protest against the tendency of the day to regard 
geography as an ancillary discipline of history. These views were mani-
fested in the concept of “pure geography” developed in the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries, and the stance taken by the Georg Gerland 
towards the end of the nineteenth century (after Isačenko, 1975, 226). The 
proponents of “pure geography” recommended that political and economic 
issues, studies of the dependence of society on environment and even the 
measuring function (mathematical geography) should be excluded from ge-
ography. Gerland, a founder of the fi rst journal explicitly naming geophysics 
in its title, believed that the study of economic and social issues by geogra-
phers was a breach of their scientifi c competences (after Isačenko 1975, 302). 

Another attempt to reduce the scope of geography had been proposed in 
well-known article of Harlan Barrows (1923, 4) about geography as human 
ecology. According to the author, the subdisciplines of physical geography 
was so strongly linked with the related natural sciences that it was only 
study of relationships environment-society gave geography its separate 
identity in the system of sciences. The nature is only a background of human 
ecology. The structure of “new geography” should be determined by the forms 
of human activity (economic, political and social), whereas geographic 
physical subdisciplines should be included to natural sciences or to remain 
as independent sciences. 

In the mid-twentieth century, in a period of the domination of economics 
as a reference science in human geography, the issue of the usefulness of 
physical geography in human geography came to the fore (Ackerman, 1963; 
Chojnicki, 1973; Brown, 1975). The pertinence of this issue was upheld by 
a dynamic development of social and cultural geography. The assumption 
that man is fi rst and foremost a part of nature – which to a greater or lesser 
degree sets a barrier to development – in no uncertain terms categorised 
human geography as a natural science. The interactive relationship between 
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nature and society as well as the ever-increasing conviction that nature has 
become a part of culture has shifted geography towards social sciences. 
Geography, in addition to Area Studies and Environmental Studies, is found 
in the list of social sciences of the International Social Science Council, whilst 
the issue of sustainable development is discussed within the fi eld of social 
sciences at the panels organised by the European Research Council. 

A compromise solution would be to award geography the status of a syn-
thesising science, one that forms a link between nature and society. We can 
fi nd the foundations for such an approach in the works of Immanuel Kant 
and Karl Ritter. Methodologically, such a synthesis involves an analysis of 
the relationships between nature and society seen against the context of 
spatial entities. The classical topical concepts of geography: regional, inter-
active (environment–society), landscape, chorological, are examples of such 
a synthesis. Originally, the idea of geography as a science integrating 
knowledge about the Earth was fraught with excessive inductionism4. 

One advantage of the topical concepts of geography as spatial entities 
was the promotion of the discipline’s topical separatism both in terms of 
substance and methodology. Holism in geography proved to be its strong 
point only superfi cially. Due to the complexity of the entities under research, 
this is a task that fi rst and foremost calls for a good methodological back-
ground in integrative sciences (systems theory, cybernetics, synergetics). The 
share of the identifi cation of spatial relationships was disproportionately 
high, at the expense of the functional relationships and structures; also a lot 
of emphasis was placed on form, at the expense of processes. Universal 
concepts of entities, espoused by geography in the previous century, viewed 
the role of spatial relationships, which played a cardinal role in geography, 
as secondary or complementary. This was the case with the notion of the 
system and, even more manifestly so, with the concept of networking5. 

Finally, the third approach led to the division of geography and ascribing 
of a part of the discipline either to natural sciences or to social sciences. The 
idea of geography as a set of sciences appeared at the end of XIX century in 
Germany and Russia (after Isačenko, 1975). Hermann Wagner (1880, 524) 
considered geography as two separate complexes of sciences, physical and 
historical. Nevin M. Fenneman (1919) published a well-known multidisplinary 
structure of geography and its links to related disciplines. This trend was 
highly reinforced in the mid-twentieth century, in the course of the progress-
ing specialisation of science. As a result, geography was divided into a set 

4 The eminent Polish geographer from the early twentieth century Ludomir Sawicki (1932, 3), 
fi rmly claimed that only an inductive geographical synthesis ensured “…a logical and consistent 
amalgamation into an organic whole of two perspectives: the humanistic and the natural”. 

5 This issue is refl ected in the discussion on the scope of research of contemporary ecology. 
There is an ongoing dispute whether the traditional interrelationships, determining both the 
number and the distribution of organisms, should be the central object of research, or should it 
be the equilibrium and its disorders in ecological systems (thermodynamic and biogeochemical 
phenomena).
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of geographic sciences, a process which was intended to ensure that more 
spectacular scientifi c achievements will be made. At the end of the day, 
however, it induced the belief that there is no single geography, but many 
geographies (Lisowski, 1996). However, this topical disintegration had more 
far-reaching consequences. With time, such a stance came to assume that 
the methodological and theoretical output of other sciences will be made use 
of on an increased scale, a process which would lead to the domination of 
the derivative theory in geography (Harvey, 1969). This would qualify the 
discipline as a concrete (A. Comte), or systematic science (W. Wundt). Where 
physical objects and facts independent from the observer were studied, ge-
ographers tended to apply patterns of scientifi c cognition typical of the 
natural sciences, and where society played a substantial role – the natural-
ist cognitive patterns coexisted side by side with alternative approaches from 
the social sciences or the humanities. 

The rivalry between the natural and the social component 
in geography

The rivalry between the natural and social component of geography in 
Poland has been associated with the attempts to separate the social compo-
nent. The dominance of natural geography over human geography was 
fi rmly established at the turn of the twentieth century. At that time, most 
of the future professors at the departments of geography were awarded their 
fi rst academic degrees abroad (Germany, Austria), primarily in geology (the 
beginnings of geography in the United States were similar). Human geog-
raphy fi rst emerged as a separate institutional entity in Poland in the early 
twentieth century, when two departments of geography were opened at the 
university of economics in Warsaw6.

As late as the 1930s, anthropogeography at universities was primarily 
viewed as a necessary addition to physical geography. Physical geographers 
in fact pursued anthropogeography, usually “expanding pure physical geog-
raphy and occasionally injecting a number of cultural, anthropological and 
historical elements” (Melezin, 1985, 434). Bogdan Zaborski and Antoni 
Wrzosek (1939) emphasised that the topical structure of anthropogeography 
should be determined by the forms of human activity, and not by types of 
the environment, and that more attention should be placed on social factors. 
The spectacular symptom of the domination of the natural component in the 
inter-War geography was for example proposing the eminent geologist and 

6 Nowadays, departments of economic geography still operate at universities of economics, 
although some of them use different names (e.g. Department of Spatial and Environmental 
Economics at the Poznań University of Economics), whereas their staff acquire their degrees in 
economic sciences, and not geography. The fi rst university department of economic geography 
was set up at the University of Poznań in 1924, and of anthropogeography – at the University of 
Warsaw in 1938.
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geographer, Mieczysław Limanowski, as a candidate for the position of the 
Head of the Chair of Anthropogeography at the University of Warsaw. The 
attempt to incorporate human geography and physical geography into sepa-
rate faculties of the Jagiellonian University in 1945 met with a strong 
resistance from the geographic community. In 1948, the new Department of 
Anthropogeography was renamed the Department of Geography I and was 
relocated from the Faculty of the Humanities to the Faculty of Mathematics 
and Natural Sciences (Jackowski and Sołjan, 2009, 291-95). Stanisław 
Leszczycki, the leading fi gure of the Polish geography in the mid-twentieth 
century, did not risk to embark on a similar project within the structures of 
the Polish Academy of Sciences (PAN) in the 1950s.

After the Second World War, in the new political situation of Poland, and 
in line with the Marxist interpretation, the dissimilar character of the objects 
of research in physical and economic geography was underlined, as well as 
the existence of geographical sciences, but in practice geography was, insti-
tutionally, classifi ed in its entirety as a natural science. The Earth sciences 
was the category of natural sciences where geography was most frequently 
found in the organisational structure of science in Poland. In the universities’ 
departmental structures, geography still functions together with various 
natural sciences (such as geology, biology or oceanography). In 1952, within 
the structures of the Polish Academy of Sciences, the entire discipline was 
incorporated into Division III – Mathematical, Physical, Chemical, Geological 
and Geographical Sciences (geography placed in title of division), and later 
operated within a new Division VII – the Earth and Mining Sciences. 

The classifi cation of human geography (or strictly speaking economic 
geography) as a natural science fi ve decades ago was associated with the 
domination of the naturalistic methodological paradigm. In the 1960s and 
1970s, Polish human geography adopted the model of neopositivistic science. 
The subject matter included material objects on the earth’s surface, pre-
dominantly products of human activity, whereas society tended to be 
objectifi ed (labour, consumers). References to naturalism did not only enhance 
the status of economic geography in methodological terms, but also in a way 
served as a safeguard against excessive ideological indoctrination, unlike in 
other social sciences. As early as the 1950s, Polish economists would seek 
in geography a shelter against the socialist economy, while human geogra-
phers started to play a prominent role in spatial planning processes 
(including the Committee for Spatial Economy and Regional Planning of the 
Polish Academy of Sciences).

Geography as an integrated discipline

The idea of geography as a discipline consolidating knowledge about the 
surface of the Earth did not fall within the traditional criteria for diagnosing 
the internal autonomy of scientifi c disciplines. These criteria would nor-
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mally comprise a separate formal subject, the goal of research or research 
methods, whereas interdisciplinary approaches were underestimated until 
the mid-twentieth century. As early as the end of the nineteenth century 
“…geography appeared anachronistic in its generalist, synthesizing, no-
nanalytic penchants.” (Wallerstein et al., 1996, 28-29). 

Recognition of geography as a synthesizing science aroused interest in 
seeking a special place for geography in the set of sciences. However, irrespec-
tive of the declared focus of geography on synthesis, methodologist of science 
seldom accepted its topical identity. In the classifi cation of sciences, geogra-
phy was categorised as a separate discipline, with linkages to some of its 
topical concepts: chorological on the one hand and interactive on the other. 
In the former case, the ideas of time and space in the philosophy of Immanuel 
Kant proved particularly useful. Kant distinguished two basic ways for the 
categorisation of the object of research: logical and physical classifi cation. 
The former refers to sets of objects which can be logically linked using certain 
similarities in the object language, regardless of where or when they occur. 
The latter distinguishes objects which occur in the same place or at the same 
time. History is a science that deals with the description and classifi cation 
of objects in time, and geography – in space (James and Martin, 1981). In 
Poland, this idea was revisited by the philosopher Władysław Tatarkiewicz 
(1945), who juxtaposed typological, and not idiographic sciences with nomo-
thetic sciences, and divided the typological sciences into historical (the 
temporal features of types are important), topographic (the spatial features 
of types are important) and systematic (both temporary and spatial features 
are left out of the picture). We can say therefore that he viewed geography 
as a topographic science.

In one of the classifi cations of sciences (Such, 1987), geography was 
counted among the biological sciences. In this classifi cation, one can indi-
rectly see the connection between the place of geography with one of the 
topical concepts of geography, i.e. the interactive concept: society – environ-
ment (geography as human ecology). This concept reduces the geography’s 
scope of interest to two categories of the earth’s space (which are, admit-
tedly, very complex). Despite the complexity of its object of research, 
geography, unlike biophysics or biochemistry, has never been regarded as 
a border science. By a similar token, geography has not been included among 
the integrative sciences (systems theory, cybernetics, synergetics), although 
in the 1970s, Polish geography did assimilate a systemic approach to the 
analysed phenomena.

Geography quite seldom operates as an autonomous discipline within the 
science structures in Poland. At the Polish Academy of Arts and Sciences 
(PAU), geography forms a part of the Natural Sciences Division, whilst 
until the Second World War geographers organised in the PAU usually oper-
ated in the Physiographic Commission dominated by geologists, which itself 
was a part of the Division of Mathematics and Natural Sciences (Dybiec, 
1993). The interdivisional Geographical Commission existed only for a short 
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period, between 1926 and 1938. Nowadays, separate faculties of geography 
function only at the universities in Warsaw and Łódź. In the process of the 
recent reorganisation of the Divisions of the Polish Academy of Sciences (as 
of 2010) – the Earth Sciences were merged with the Exact Sciences, but the 
Academy’s research unit (Institute of Geography and Spatial Management) 
was incorporated into the Division of Technical and Engineering Sciences. 
This is the fi rst sign that formally geography has been accorded the status 
of an applied science in Poland 7.

Separation of the social component in geography?

In the discussion of the disintegration of geography in terms of its subject 
matter, institutional considerations are gaining in importance. The standing 
of the discipline in contemporary science is determined by organisational 
rather than substantive factors. Nigel Thrift (2002) pointed out the increas-
ing hiatus between human geography and physical geography and saw 
a pressing need for developing a new institutionalised project for geography. 
The possible arrangements include: coexistence in the mode practised so far: 
“together but separately”, separation or reintegration, but based on different 
principles than before. 

The fi rst Polish geographer who called for a division of geography in the 
system of sciences was Stanisław Nowakowski (1934-35). It can be found 
a little surprising, though, that a PhD student of Elsworth Huntington sup-
ported the view on the existence of many geographic sciences. In the 1930s, 
Nowakowski used a classifi cation of sciences akin to the contemporary 
standards. In terms of the subject matter, he divided sciences into theoreti-
cal and applied. Theoretical sciences included natural and social sciences. 
He classifi ed geography as a theoretical science, but one which belonged both 
to natural sciences (inorganic and organic geography) and social sciences 
(socio-geography, not human geography). 

The place of geography in the classifi cation of sciences is similarly inter-
preted by Stanisław Kamiński (1981). In this classifi cation, geography is 
viewed as a disintegrated discipline which operates partly within the natu-
ral sciences (natural history), and partly within the humanities (economic 
sciences). It should be noted however that the authors of these classifi cations 
represented a social orientation in science (socio-geography or philosophy). 
Geography is also quoted as a disintegrated science in the classifi cation 
proposed by Stanisław Krajewski (1982), who counted geography among the 

7 It should be borne in mind however that certain analogies can be found in European 
geography. For example, in the United Kingdom, Geography and Environmental Studies are 
found in panel H of the Research Assessment Exercise, which also includes Architecture and 
the Built Environment, Town and the Country Planning and Archaeology. A separate panel 
(E) comprises the Earth’s Systems and Environmental Sciences, Physics and Chemistry (http://
www.rae.uk/pubs/2008). 
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topographic sciences, in the group of nomothetic and idiographic sciences 
(Fig.2). He categorised the subfi elds of geography either as natural or as 
social sciences, and did not view geography as a unifi ed science.

Heather Viles (2005) put forward two arguments in favour of a separate 
functioning of physical and human geography. Firstly, both these subfi elds 
of geography would be treated more seriously outside these disciplines if each 
had more and more stronger links with related research and researchers. 
Secondly, such a separation is inevitable due to the increasing differences in 
the theoretical and methodological foundations. In the former case, inclusion 
of geographers into the units of other disciplines could be seen as a solution. 
The only alternative seems to be the establishment of a new organisational 
structure of science as a whole, although Viles sees the same need if a rein-
tegration of geography was to be attempted. A real paradox of history is the 
proposal to restructure the entire science by a representative of the discipline 
which until recently was perceived as the most interdisciplinary among the 
empirical sciences. Secondly, according to Viles, the increasing methodologi-
cal differences between physical and human geography speak for their 
separation because the costs of research in physical geography and the in-
frastructural requirements considerably exceed the needs of human geography, 
and this leads to many tensions in the geographers’ community. 

On the other hand, Ron Johnston (2002) claims that the division of the 
small academic community of geographers seems risky because it may mean 
that the identity of geography will further be blurred. This temporary pres-
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Fig. 2. Geographical sciences in the classifi cation of science
Source: Krajewski (1982, 230), modifi ed

 
Empirical Sciences

 
 Basic Sciences 

Applied Sciences Nomothetic Idiographic-nomothetic 
Topographical  Historical  

Natural 
Sciences  
 
 
 
 
 

Physics 
 
 
Chemistry 
 
Biology 

Astronomy (partly) 
 
Physical geography  
 
 
Biogeography  

Cosmogonia  
 
Paleogeography  
 
 
Evolutionary 

biology 

Technical Sciences
 
 
 
Agricultural 
Sciences 
Medical Science 
 

Social  
Sciences 
 
 

Economics 
 
Sociology 
 
 
Political science 
 

Economic geography  
 
Urban sociology 
Social geography 
 
Political geography  

Economic history 
 
Historical 

sociology 
 
Political history  

Applied 
Economics 

 
Urban studies 
 
Law 
 



23

sure on maintaining the status quo proves that there is a great deal of 
uncertainty concerning the future of geography. Any reintegration of geog-
raphy seems rather unlikely because contemporary hybridisation of science 
takes place at the level of specialisations, and not such extensive and inter-
nally varied segments as human or physical geography. The relationships 
between society and nature are analysed either from the perspective of the 
natural sciences (man as an element of nature), or from the perspective 
of the social sciences (nature as a part of culture). However, there still 
exist certain possibilities for choice. Human geography may remain a poor 
testimony to the identity of a single geography; undergoing further margin-
alisation, it may be stronger integrated with social sciences (which was 
already the case of physical geography and natural sciences) or, ultimately, 
it may be transformed into an applied socio-spatial, integrated science. In 
the two latter cases, this means further crippling of the discipline’s identity, 
but excessive cultivation of identity may, at the end of the day, also lead to 
marginalisation. Advancement of knowledge seems to be more important 
than the stubborn preservation of disciplinary tradition. 

Decisions on the future of geography may be made outside geography. 
The ongoing reform of the fi nancial aspects of science in Poland is modelled 
on the experiences of the European Research Council related to the structur-
ing of the fi elds and scientifi c issues on the basis of its Panel Structure and 
Descriptors (Fig. 3.). The proposal of panels at the National Science Centre 
(NCN) which will award research funds as part of research project competi-
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tions is not advantageous for geography, and for human geography in 
particular. Although 25 such panels have been set up, unlike the original 
European classifi cation their structure has been changed. In the fi eld 
Humanities and Social Sciences, the panel Environment and society, which 
covered most issues related to human geography having transdisciplinary 
values, has been disbanded. Only several descriptors have been moved to 
the panel Individuals, institutions and markets. A separate panel was es-
tablished for legal and political sciences (Norms and power). In addition to 
that, many new descriptors have been introduced in social sciences; these 
descriptors do not draw on the research issues but on the existing structure 
of subdisciplines in the social sciences, which stands in contradiction to the 
concept of transdisciplinary science8. 

3. SOCIAL SCIENCES

Social sciences are categorised in the group of empirical sciences. They 
are noted for considerable differences in the philosophical and methodologi-
cal approaches to the examined social phenomena. The axiological dimension 
plays a major part in social sciences. In their narrow meaning, social sci-
ences are understood as sciences about the human societies, whilst the 
humanities are sciences about human beings as individuals, which look at 
the cultural and intellectual products of human societies. In addition to that, 
the division into social sciences and the humanities is not only based on 
the subject matter but also on methodological considerations since social 
sciences are perceived as nomothetic, whereas the humanities – as idio-
graphic. In fact, a split for nomothetic and idiographic sciences is a simple 
typology, because the defi ned classes are not disjoint. Typology of science 
may be based also on the dominant type of explanation. From this point of 
conduction Adam Grobler (2006, 251) distinguishes deductive science (formal 
proof), natural (causal explanation), life sciences (causal explanation and 
functional), social sciences (functional explanation and intentional) and the 
science of behaviour (causal explanation and intentional).

Although in the nineteenth century August Comte counted sociology, and 
Wilhelm Wundt, psychology, among the law-forming sciences, these disci-
plines did not have their university departments until the end of the 
nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, unlike economics, 
history or geography. The latter began to be taught at universities at least 
a hundred years earlier, owing not so much to their theoretical achievements 
as to the greater practicality of knowledge, including factual knowledge. The 

8 Otherwise, in the field of Physical and Engineering Sciences, the panel of Earth Sciences 
has remained. It takes into account the main descriptors associated with the physical 
geography (geoecology, protection of the natural environment, climatology, hydrology, 
physical geography and geomorphology, soil science, remote sensing).
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role of history and geography in the emergence of national states in Europe 
can hardly be overestimated. In Poland, a true visionary in this regard was 
the poet Wincenty Pol (founder of the department of geography at the 
Jagiellonian University in 1849). In Germany, even a regulation recommend-
ing the establishment of departments of geography at state universities was 
proclaimed (1874). Leaving aside the period of the politicians’ fascination in 
political geography and geopolitics in the fi rst half of the twentieth century, 
another period of a marked appreciation of the European public for geogra-
phy came in the 1950s and 1960s, which was the pinnacle period of the 
“welfare state”. At that time, state institutions would manifest extensive 
interest in diagnostic and experts’ studies needed for regional planning 
purposes, and geographers proved more competitive in that respect than 
representatives of other disciplines (Jahn, 1990). 

In both their wider and narrower meaning, social sciences represent quite 
a numerous group of disciplines. The classifi cation of the fi elds of science 
proposed by OECD in 2004 distinguishes between the social sciences (e.g. 
economics and management, sociology, political studies, psychology, law, 
pedagogy, media and communications, social and economic geography) and 
the humanities (history, archaeology, linguistics and literary studies, phi-
losophy, ethics, religious studies). 

The proposal of the Gulbenkian Commission on the Restructuring of the 
Social Sciences (Wallerstein et al., 1996) seemed quite controversial as it 
included the following disciplines into the realm of social sciences: history, 
economics, sociology, political science, (cultural) anthropology and Oriental 
studies. According to the Commission, economics, sociology and political sci-
ence form the core of the social sciences since they deal with the economy, 
society and the state. Such disciplines as geography, psychology and law were 
not considered among social sciences owing to a number of reasons, although 
they are included in the social sciences by other classifi cations. Both psychol-
ogy and geography were believed to have too strong links with the natural 
sciences and the humanities, and law was thought to be too normative in 
character and too little grounded in empirical research. Cultural anthropol-
ogy and Oriental studies – unlike geography – had a much more clearly 
defi ned object of research. At the same time, any attribution of the  weaknesses 
of nomothetic approaches to geography stands in sharp contrast with the 
inclusion of history into the social sciences on the grounds that it refutes spe-
culative philosophy and puts an emphasis on the rigorous search for the truth. 

Generally speaking, all the social sciences are characterised by a consider-
able degree of heterogeneity in terms of their subject matter, which is proved 
by the diffi culties with universally accepted defi nitions of study areas. It 
might seem that their diversity ties these disciplines more closely with the 
entire stock of knowledge and helps fi nd “a common language” for research 
conducted jointly with other disciplines, which would be of considerable im-
portance in an era of the hybridisation of science. However, a bibliometric 
analysis of the links of social sciences with other groups of disciplines shows 
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that their external ties among nine groups of scientifi c disciplines are rather 
poor (Morrillo et al., 2003). Among the social sciences, anthropology is ranked 
fi rst in terms of the assimilation of knowledge from other groups of sciences, 
followed by geography, and then psychology, all of them having the strongest 
links with the natural sciences (Laponce, 1980). Nevertheless, the gap between 
human geography and social sciences seems stronger than the one between 
physical geography and natural sciences because human geographers from 
Anglo-Saxon countries publish their works in geographic journals more fre-
quently than physical geographers, who in turn publish more often in the 
journals of other natural sciences (Johnston, 2002). 

In light of the classifi cation of the discipline-based structures (Dominiak, 
2006), social sciences could be termed a “constellation”, with unexplored 
fi elds of research and a convenient situation for establishing cooperation, 
rather than a “solar system” where hierarchical interdependencies can be 
observed. Economics and psychology are the disciplines which provide the 
bulk of knowledge in the social sciences, followed by sociology and political 
science. At the same time, sociology, political science and anthropology are 
major importers of the output of other social sciences. 

In the comparisons drawn by Jean Laponce (1980), geography and his-
tory were the most “autarchic” in the fl ow of knowledge within the social 
sciences, although the fragmentary nature of this bibliometric analysis 
suggests caution in drawing any far-fetched conclusions. The bibliometric 
analysis carried out in the United Kingdom (Research Assessment Exercise 
2001) revealed that representatives of human geography were more open 
than representatives of sociology and political science since they would 
publish their works in both international and interdisciplinary journals 
(Johnston, 2003). Economics was just as open, although economists would 
more frequently publish in economic journals than in interdisciplinary ones. 
However, a closer look at publications in the fi eld of social sciences suggests 
that the balance of quotations is not favourable for geographers. A spec-
tacular example of recent years is the World Developement Report 2009 of 
World Bank. Despite dealing with the similar research issues, the literature 
quoted by representatives of the social sciences only infrequently lists geo-
graphical works, contrary to geographers who very diligently try to make 
references both to the classic and new publications in a given subject area 
(Johnston, 2003, 139; Lisowski, 2004, 74).

Geography and history also had similar problems with being perceived 
as sciences in the twentieth century as they had in the times of Conrad 
Gesner. A spectacular development in this respect was the liquidation of the 
department of geography at Harvard University in 1948 (Smith, 1987), 
a move which was caused by a whole set of factors (substantive, personal 
and fi nancial). It led to the elimination of geography from the Department 
of Geology and Geography, the two disciplines which in the early twentieth 
century were often part of the same academic units at U.S. universities. 
Geography did not return to Harvard until 2006, this time as the Center for 

ANDRZEJ LISOWSKI



27

Geographical Analysis, which supports various projects using new spatial 
analyses techniques (its director is a professor of East Asian languages). On 
the other hand, history was not accorded the status of a nomothetic science, 
in the prestigious UNESCO publication Main Trends of Research in the 
Social and Human Sciences (Volume 1) in 1970 (after Dogan, 1996)9. 

Owing to the degree of generality and reliability of their tenets and 
propositions, social sciences more frequently develop generalisations rather 
than theories which are verifi able in a large number of cases. The disciplines 
which are closest to this orientation due to a greater degree of formalisation 
and mathematisation are economics and psychology. Additionally, economics 
has been the science which put forward the greatest number of theories 
having a broader range, which in effect led to a “colonisation” of many social 
sciences (Brzeziński et al., 2008). Economics is the only discipline among the 
social sciences in which the Nobel Memorial Prize is awarded. According to 
the Thomson Reuters Social Sciences Citation Index (World Social Science 
Report 2010, 194-5), most of the publications from the period 1980-2007 were 
in the fi eld of psychology and economics, and Jon Elster (2010) believes that 
microeconomics (behavioural economics) and social psychology will be 
privileged fi elds of the social sciences in the nearest future. 

4. SOCIAL SCIENCES IN GEOGRAPHY 

The relationship between geography (human geography) and all the social 
sciences would merit a much more extensive discussion. Our considerations 
are general in nature, intended to summarise the consequences of such inter-
relationships for geography itself, and are mainly related to its ties with 
history, economics, psychology and sociology. Although the benefi ts from 
mutual borrowings are quite obvious, selective absorption has usually been 
an unwelcome side product of methodological and theoretical borrowings as 
it led to excessive simplifi cations, at least in the opinion of the representatives 
of the disciplines which in this way exported their achievements. 

The problem of geography is not only associated with its subject matter, 
which lacks clear-cut boundaries, but also with the impossibility to solve 
one of the crucial philosophical and methodological issues – the relation-
ship between universalism and diversity (Burt, 2005). This issue should 
be  analysed in terms of the research fi eld of a given discipline and the 
methodological approaches. The history of geographical thought refl ects the 
constant struggle between making geographical knowledge more universal 
in character, and the cult of specifi c facts underlining the variety and pecu-
liarities of the components of earth’s surface.

9 At this point it is worthwhile mentioning the results of the survey carried out in the USA 
in 2006. That survey showed that over 90% of respondents assigned a status of a very or pretty 
scientifi c discipline to physics, biology and medicine, while 51% to economics, 49% to sociology 
and only 31% to history (http://asociologist.word.press.com). 
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Initially, human geography tried to deal with this problem in two ways. 
Even in the nineteenth century geography was thought to be an ancillary 
science of history, which provided the natural science context for exploring 
the history of society. Relationships with history proved quite lasting; this 
is manifested by the introduction of Heinrich Rickert’s individualising 
method (factual historicism) into geography, which accorded human geogra-
phy with a status of idiographic science, focusing on its unique, inimitable 
attributes of specifi c areas (regions). 

On the other hand, universalism was inculcated by the study of the impact 
of the natural conditions on social development, even though geography 
would typically use the phrase “life and activity of man”. These issues were 
often tackled earlier, or concurrently, by various social sciences. An entire 
trend emerged in the so-called evolutionist sociology in the mid-nineteenth 
century, which investigated factors underlying social change in the external 
conditions, predominantly those associated with the natural life (F. Le Play, 
H.T. Buckle, A. Bastian). Both these trends espoused the view of geography 
as a science synthesizing knowledge about the Earth, viewed from the 
perspective of human life and activity. 

Since its very beginning, the frequently intuitive grasp of the interrelation-
ships between the apparently unrelated phenomena has been the domain of 
geography. Identifi cation of the natural spatial order of individual territories 
through the studies of spatial diversities has been the method to perceive 
reality in a way that facilitates its understanding (Hartshorne, 1959). In the 
past, the approach to reality shared by history and geography was to seek 
interrelationships between facts based on their concurrence in time or in 
space (actio directa). Such identifi cation of concurring facts would often make 
the causal relationships more reliable, in the absence of other explanatory 
arguments. The tasks set for geography in this way were fraught with the 
risk that geography would be transformed into geosophy. The difference 
between historiosophy or geosophy and empirical science is that the former 
attempt to offer comprehensive interpretations which are highly generalised 
and communicative, at the expense of methodological rigour that is typical 
of empirical and analytical science. Just as the meaning of history, that is, 
notions and principles which can make the historical process is understand-
able – and assessable – not only for historians but also for the public at 
large, the meaning of spatial diversities was to become comprehensible for 
every recipient of geographical knowledge (Lisowski, 2003).

The allegations, made since the mid-twentieth century, that the research 
of spatial structures is unduly static and the resultant model explanations 
are unreliable, have brought back the signifi cance of history as a model 
science (history matters) for human geography, in the form that largely drew 
on idiographic historicism. The concept of path-dependency (David, 2003) 
places considerable emphasis on exceptional phenomena, arbitrary decisions, 
randomness and unpredictability of decisions related to the location or ac-
tual progress of development process.
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On the other hand, environmental determinism, which has been dubbed 
geographical determinism due to its longest ties with geography, was 
a model approach to research in the methodological sense as a kind of 
mainstream (defi ned set of relationships). However, in empirical studies the 
explanatory sketches were contained rather than explanation of relationships. 
In some cases, the dubious line of argumentation was a consequence of 
applying simple research methods. The debate on the nature of the relation-
ships and research techniques was rather tepid. Comparative studies of 
different areas were popular and the proponents of environmental studies 
were not fully convinced of the shortcomings of their empirical argumenta-
tion. However the special role of the environmental factors validated the 
view of geography as a separate fi eld of study. 

In other social sciences, the environmental approach was initially of 
a marginal signifi cance (social ecology, cultural anthropology), which origi-
nated from a growing conviction that societies are not as susceptible to 
biological and physical conditions. Contemporarily, the lesser interest in the 
structure and material foundations of social relations plays down the role 
of the “environment” (even as a social environment), but on the other hand 
environmental issues fi nd their way into the border disciplines of the social 
sciences in economics (economic ecology, environmental economics), socio-
logy (environmental sociology) and psychology (environmental psychology, 
 psychology of sustainability) and in new integrative sciences (environmental 
science, sustainability science). As a rule, in presenting their history, they 
tend to omit even traces of their linkages with human geography, to under-
line their own originality as a science. 

There can be little doubt that economics was the science which brought 
geography the closest to the paradigm of an empirical and analytical science 
at the mid-twentieth century. In traditional societies which are relatively 
isolated, the emphasis was placed on the local factors and limitations to 
development, which were mostly related to the natural world. Due to the 
increasing socio-economic openness of the society as a result of rapid indus-
trialisation and urbanisation, the growing division of labour, specialisation 
and social and spatial cooperation, mutual dependencies would increase be-
tween business entities operating in various locations. The economisation of 
human geography was not only associated with its focus on economic issues 
but also with a methodological revolution. It was believed that the concept 
of the relative space and the temporal-spatial language will ensure that 
novel geographical theories will be developed, in line with the neopositivistic 
science paradigm and the inevitable mathematisation of the research meth-
ods. The concept of relative space has shifted the geographers’ interest to the 
studying of interdependencies within certain spatial entities: the functions 
of individual components within such entities and their mutual interactions.

As compared with the period of historicism and determinism, priority was 
given to the functional and systemic explanation of phenomena, at the ex-
pense of genetic and causal argumentation. In geography as a spatial science, 
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the introduction of the concept of spatial structure (pattern, system) was 
a momentous step. The notions of the form and structure and identifi cation 
of lasting and universal components were viewed as tools to combat his-
toricism in human geography, owing to its sole focus on what is unique and 
unrepeatable. Spatial organisation became the object of study, understood 
as an order relating to the location and distribution of components (func-
tional regions, spatial systems) and the development of structures through 
self-regulation and regulation processes (Chojnicki, 1996). 

The identifi cation of spatial organisation referred to the “mechanisms” 
which were inherent in the very structures as the potential of components 
and the distances between them, and to the “mechanisms” resulting from 
the principles of the rationality of the homo oeconomicus, in keeping with 
the tenets of the neoclassical economics. Universal behaviours of the objecti-
fi ed “human masses” were to be determined by: the principle of least effort, 
the costs of transport, and the utility maximisation of locations.

It has to be borne in mind, however, that the evaluation of the aforemen-
tioned experiences is not at all unambiguous. The constructed spatial 
structure models were normative in character and played a heuristic rather 
than explanatory role. Only too frequently would they merely expound the 
disparities between the model and the reality, indicating that the conditions 
for which the model had been devised were not fulfi lled. Spatial structure 
models could not perform the function of a scientifi c theory because they 
lacked clearly defi ned empirical tests. The critical attitude to the “new 
economic geography” (new trade theory) can serve as proof of the persisting 
reserve vis-à-vis the neo-positivist approaches (Martin, 1999). The geogra-
phers defi ne “new economic geography” as geographical economics, whereas 
geographic new economic geography is not merely concerned with the eco-
nomic realm, but it contextetualizes economic processes by situating them 
within different social, political and cultural relations (Coe et al., 2007; 
Aoyama et al., 2011). 

However, the growing demand for applied research observable at the turn 
of the century increased the interest of the geographers in management 
issues (natural and human resources management, spatial management) 
and the business location theory. 

Just as in the past determinism did not satisfy the geographers’ demand, 
so economisation of geography began to lose momentum in the late 1970s, 
a time of the social turn in human geography. The geographers’ attention 
shifted to social phenomena and processes. The colonisation of geography 
by economics was already accompanied by an expansion of behavioural 
and environmental psychology. In the mid-twentieth century, the built 
 environment considerably increased. That end-product of large number of 
individual decisions brought both positive and negative effects. Changes in 
the forms and functions in space could not be explained without drawing on 
the images of the perceived space (cognitive maps), viewed as sets of informa-
tion and values (evaluative maps). It was expected that the knowledge about 
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cognitive maps would provide a basis for more effi cient actions. Human 
behaviours intended to satisfy the needs were necessitated by the volume 
and quality of information about space and the abilities of individuals to 
make use of such information (Golledge and Stimson, 1997).

Within geography itself, the output of perception and behavioural studies 
is viewed rather critically (Johnston, 1995; Kitchen and Blades, 2002). The 
issue of the relationships between objective and subjective space (and defor-
mations of the former), of great interest to geographers, resembled seeking 
deviations from the constructed spatial structure models. Information as 
such is not the only factor that infl uences behaviours (other such factors 
include social structure, values, minimisation of risk, intuition). Some doubts 
appeared concerning the reliability of the measurements of the representa-
tions of space in the human awareness and of the relationships between 
representations of space and behaviours.

The psychologisation of geography preceded the sociologisation of geog-
raphy in the wake of the assumption that the spatial order of a given 
territory is generated by the society and also affects the social structure (the 
concept of social space). In social space, the relationships between human 
beings and physical space are interactive in character. Physical space is 
embedded in social relations by the provision of forms, functions and mean-
ings, whereas the spatial order acts as a mediator in social relations, social 
communication and identity formation (Castells, 1977; Lefebvre, 1991). The 
social principles and norms, economic, political, cultural structures, but also 
the human body, gender, ethnicity, determine the forms, functions and 
meanings of the space of various places: locality, neighbourhood, social in-
stitutions (school, prison, workplace) and city streets. This process 
reciprocally sustains the reproduction of the existing social structures and 
development of self-identity (Valentine, 2000; del Casino, 2009). 

The clear shift of human geography from spatial structures towards de-
velopment processes, visible at the turn of the century, made space a frame 
of reference for the studying of such issues, which in turn brought geography 
closer to the sociology and cultural anthropology. Greater competitiveness 
and creativity in economic activity was also sought in a broad spectrum of 
social and cultural factors: institutions, social networks, human and social 
capital, cultural assets (Aoyoma et. al., 2011). The social relations locally 
became important. The reterritorialisation accompanying globalisation pro-
cesses began to cripple the existing forms of socio-spatial organisation which 
had been shaped in the industrial society. The reterritorialisation of the world 
shifted the emphasis to smaller territorial units, which were more suscepti-
ble to change. Increased interest in the local areas was also the result of the 
increasing decentralisation and deregulation nationally, when the sense of 
community and belonging to a given area was regarded as a signifi cant factor 
of social mobilisation (Lisowski, 2009). 

At the turn of the century, the increased attractiveness of cultural analy-
ses, postmodernism, semiotics, reduced the interest in the traditional fi eld of 
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socio-economic geography, where the spatial structure played an important 
role. The relativisation of space to subject underscores the issues of  developing 
individual identities and fulfi lment of individual projects and plans (Bridge and 
Watson, 2000). Human contact with space is treated as a source of momentary 
excitement intended to satisfy fl eeting curiosity and provide entertainment; 
it is supposed to offer opportunities for fulfi lling one’s dreams about keeping 
up with the changes taking place in the contemporary world (cosmopolitanism, 
multiculturalism) or to reinforce the personal belief in the ever-lasting values 
of the past (tradition and memories), to suit individual needs. 

The increased role of social and cultural issues introduced the paradigm 
of hermeneutical and critical science into human geography (Castree, 2005). 
The latter is especially controversial as it performs an emancipatory function, 
sometimes coming dangerously close to specifi c ideological options and stress-
ing the geography’s status as a consumer, and not a producer of knowledge 
(Mulligan, 2003), and even undermines the status of geography as a science 
(Castree, 2005). It is the task of the researchers to make the recipients aware 
of the principles of social organisation, with a view to initiating dissent 
behaviours aimed to modify or change the prevailing social rules. 

5. GEOGRAPHY IN SOCIAL SCIENCES 

For geography, its relationships with other disciplines matter enor-
mously because it is a fi eld of science which has always had problems with 
fi nding a place for itself in the classifi cation of sciences. According to Robert 
Kates (2002), nowadays there are no safe disciplines on the map of contem-
porary knowledge, and B.L. Turner II (2002) claims that the direst danger 
for geography is posed not by traditional disciplines but by the newly emerg-
ing integrative sciences. Regretfully, instilling fear is among the key measures 
used to maintaining the acceptance of status quo in information society (Hardt 
and Negri 2000). Towards the end of the twentieth century, the situation of 
geography in the system of sciences began to resemble that of a social com-
munity which had lived in isolation before, convinced about its traditional 
separateness, but which succumbed to the ever-increasing infl uence of some 
kind of globalisation processes. Fortunately, geographers stopped cultivating 
autarchy in relations with other social disciplines in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury, and this certainly facilitated methodological progress. The sense of loss 
of the traditional identity is probably not more acute than in other disciplines 
of this group of sciences. In the past, interdisciplinary as well as spatial 
approaches were mostly ascribed to geography, due to their limited use in 
other disciplines. The rapid expansion of spatial studies in the social sci-
ences has unclear consequences for geography and resembles discussions on 
the positive and negative social consequences of globalisation processes10. 

10 At this point, let us recall the opinion of Polish historian Marcin Kula (2010), who expressed 
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The impact of the social sciences on the formulation of issues and their 
solution in the fi eld of geography cannot be overestimated. What is the 
contribution of geography itself to the social sciences? Among the new fi elds 
of research in the social sciences, the World Social Science Report 2010 (pp. 
203-218) lists e.g. spatial analysis (spatial turn), environmental and eco-
logical economics and psychology of sustainability. Although the contribution 
of geography is clearly emphasised in the former case, including the disci-
pline’s new research methods (GIS), the output of geography in other fi elds 
of the social sciences has not been fully recognised. Unfortunately, the report 
does not provide the updated bibliometric analysis of the fl ow of knowledge 
within social sciences, focusing on international comparisons instead11. 

The process of absorption of the spatial approach in the social sciences 
gained momentum over fi fty years ago. In the 1940s and 1950s, the decolo-
nisation processes triggered the emergence of the fi eld of research known as 
Area Studies. The interdisciplinary social research focused its attention on 
territorial communities which had recently gained political sovereignty and 
pursued the path of modernisation. Some time later Regional Science emerged 
(1956), in which economisation and mathematisation were at a more advanced 
level than in human geography; later a variety of local and regional studies 
appeared. Those hybrids were established on the initiative of economists, 
political scientists, sociologists, cultural anthropologists, and with or without 
geographers. In some cases, the defi nitions of the tasks set for those disci-
plines overlap with the fi eld of geography’s interest. Representatives of these 
new fi elds of study may at times be utterly unfamiliar with the output of 
geography, and their “innovative hypotheses” will only give the geographer 
a sense of déjà vu (Kuijper, 2008). In those new disciplines, geography is 
usually considered as an ancillary science, whereas the geographical com-
ponent is frequently treated on a par with the natural one.

In the information society, the interest in spatial issues in social sci-
ences is undoubtedly a consequence of decentralisation, deregulation and 
individualisation of social life on the one hand, and one the other can it be 
viewed as a defensive reaction of many regional and local communities to 
protect them against being overwhelmed by the accelerating processes of 
social homogenisation and heterogenisation caused by globalisation. During 
the last century, the earth’s surface has become a scarce commodity, a fact 
which only stirred up in the interest in the principles of spatial order as well 
as the principles of sustainable development. Globalisation processes led a to 
new diversifi cation of the world (reterritorialisation) and increased the so-
cietal awareness of the world’s diversity. The uncertainty concerning the 

his regret about to the limited openness of history to other social sciences and the present day 
(sic!), as this did indeed help maintain the identity of the discipline but also consolidated the 
perception of historians as those who are specialised in putting old papers in order, and nowadays 
makes it diffi cult for history graduates to fi nd employment.

11 Polish was the ninth prevalent world language in social science journals in 2004, according 
to Ulrich’s classifi cation.
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directions of contemporary change and the fallibility of scientifi c knowledge 
have naturally created conditions which favour transdisciplinary studies in 
which the spatial approach plays a major part. Such an approach makes it 
possible to depart from meta-narration towards a greater contextualisation 
of issues. 

Human geography has undoubtedly helped sustain the interest of the 
social sciences in territorial communities since the temporal conceptualisa-
tion of social life, forced by the treatment of time as a central economic asset, 
led to the marginalisation of spatial awareness and spatial diversity of the 
social world in the industrial society (Soja, 1989). Such a deprecation of space 
however must have been underpinned by some methodological premises. The 
temporal approach to social issues still seems to prevail over the spatial 
approach because time is not expressed in such an abundant number of 
relevant formal structures as is space (Chojnicki, 1988).

Initially, spatial studies in other social sciences had a predominantly 
cognitive function; they served as tools for arranging information about the 
world or as instruments used in the search of interdisciplinary theoretical 
and methodological approaches. Contemporarily, the presence of spatial 
studies in many disciplines has been necessitated by public procurement 
procedures as well as expectations of an increased share of the applied science 
factor in the research fi ndings. As a result, we can observe a rapid increase 
in the number of newly-founded academic units in the sphere of social sci-
ences which defi ne their fi eld of study on the basis of the area, and not the 
thematic scope. There is an increasing conviction in the social sciences that 
regional knowledge is predominantly the domain of applied sciences since it 
is used in the decision-making processes in the sphere of social, economic 
and ecological policies (Chojnicki, 2004). According to the area-based approach 
(Andersson and Musterd, 2003), it is believed that allocation of relevant aid 
or development funds to a specifi c problem area is more effective than the 
sector-based distribution of such funds. 

All this said, it has to be noted that the attitude to space remains am-
biguous in the social sciences. According to Immanuel Wallerstein (1996), 
geography was not regarded as a social science precisely because spatial 
aspects tend to be underestimated in these disciplines. Under assumption 
of universality of social processes the space became only a background or 
a scene of events. When the processes were unique then the space became 
only the second hand factor, but not substantial issue. At present, the “end 
of geography” is heralded due to the diminishing role of distance and deter-
ritorialisation in the social organisation on the one hand, and on the other 
there is a growing interest in territorial communities driven by theoretical 
considerations since the society in the era of globalisation is a dynamic 
structure characterised by the increasing role of external relationships. In 
Poland, the fi rst study on the sociology of space was published in the 1970s 
(Wallis, 1971; Kaltenberg-Kwiatkowska, 2004), but a well-known sociology 
textbook in Polish (Sztompka, 2002), written by the former president of the 
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International Sociological Association, had a separate chapter of time, and 
none such – about space. 

Some of the works published in the 1990s which drew on the tenets of 
post-structuralism, seem to manifest scepticism as to the possibilities of 
using the concept of space in social science (Giddens, 1991). According to 
Benno Werlen (1993, 3), space just as time is a way to express the relation-
ships between objects and phenomena, but only in the material world. Space 
is no longer a determinant, and least so a refl ection, of the social relations, 
and provides only a frame of reference in the physical world, and a method 
for organising observations and experiences. Those sociologists who look at 
physical space as an intermediary body in social relations are even dubbed 
spatial determinists. It could be the reason why, contemporarily, more 
representatives of other social sciences than sociologists themselves deal 
with social problems in the cities (after Dogan, 1996).

In the past, physical space was a determinant of human behaviours. In 
the actor-network theory, physical space in fact loses its autonomy, because 
in the network – which replaces the notion of both space and structure – 
emphasis is placed on the dynamic linkages between subjects (actants), be 
they objects, individuals, social groups or institutions (Bingham and Thrift, 
2000). Geographers are probably more competitive in analysing processes of 
interactions at different spatial scales (local, regional, global), but contem-
porarily spatial scales are relative in nature and are developed as a social 
effort. There is an observable shift from the studies of hierarchised space 
(interactions in confi ned spaces of permanent dimensions) to sets of interac-
tion networks between various places, with fl uid boundaries. Scale, in the 
meaning of the dimension and level of phenomena and processes, is estab-
lished by interactions (social relations between subjects) and not strictly 
a distance (Lisowski, 2009). 

6. WHITHER HUMAN GEOGRAPHY?

In the early twenty-fi rst century, the identity and functions of human 
geography are changing rapidly, in a number of directions. On the one hand, 
this is caused by the need to adapt to the external conditions in which the 
discipline operates, and on the other it is viewed as a compromise between 
traditions and challenges of the future. Among the latter, competition in the 
science marketplace is gaining in importance. Phenomena and processes of 
a given category and in given locations on the earth’s surface are con-
stantly fl uctuating. The cognitive functions on the one hand involve the 
updating of facts and on the other they aim to verify regularities which are 
found in the natural and social science. Geographers fulfi l their natural role 
when they identify change in the very place where it occurs, as well as its 
complexity. A more ambitious task is to verify theoretical concepts developed 
in the social sciences. It is not the unique nature of a given area that matters 
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but the diagnosis of the relationships between structures and processes and 
the specifi c nature of the local conditions. Sciences have always borrowed 
from one another. Derivative position with respect to other sciences does not 
mean intellectual inferiority but necessary adjustment to enormous complex-
ity of research problems (Harvey, 1969, 124). 

Do geographical studies refer to the holistic approach to the problems, or 
just verify the correctness of the economic, social or political rules due to the 
impact of the real constraints and infl uences of regional and local level? These 
questions are valid in the context of geographical critique of the World 
Development Report 2009, prepared exclusively by economists. That criticism 
echoes the idea of   geography as a synthesizing science, since according to 
geographic reviewers the Report omits social and environmental determinants 
of development, over-simplifi es political, institutional, and cultural issues, as 
well as eliminates history (Rigg et al., 2009). The Report is also affected by 
neoliberal ideology (Harvey, 2009; Scott, 2009). However, in a sea of critical   
arguments, the reviewers do not give credit to attempt of conceptualization 
of spatial development, as universal component of knowledge. In the opinion 
of geographers the economics aims towards the homogenisation of the eco-
nomic realm through universalism, application of the homo oeconomicus 
model and an excessive belief in the effi ciency of market mechanisms, a stance 
which economic geography diligently tries to avoid (Coe et al., 2007, 10). 

More far-reaching changes can be observed in relation to the practical 
function. The weakening of the traditional cultural and information function 
responsible for the development of geographical self-awareness among the 
general public has been a painful experience for geographers. A half century 
ago a geographer, who was described by Antoine Saint Exupéry, had esti-
mated the usefulness of whole knowledge about earth’s surface for wide bunch 
of recipient, but now the modern geographer is substituted by representatives 
of other social disciplines and aggressive media. On the other hand, com-
mercialisation of science has strengthened the role of the technical function, 
associated with the broadly understood local and regional development, 
a trend which has brought geography closer to the two applied sciences: 
spatial management and spatial planning, which more or less intercept the 
achievements of geography. In the short term, this direction of change seems 
rather attractive in view of the current criteria of funding science, but the 
long term effects may prove undesirable because the perception of geography 
as a consumer and not producer of knowledge will be consolidated. Specialisation 
in the preparation of research projects, with a view to providing additional 
funding for science, may promote scholars who are extremely able organisa-
tionally but not necessarily intellectually creative (Domański, 2006). 

In reality, spatial studies still remain at the periphery of research in 
other social sciences. The dissimilar traditions of individual disciplines em-
phasise their complementary nature, although examples of cooperation also 
go together with instances of rivalry. It would probably be desirable in human 
geography to curb the thematic diversity by defi ning research priorities. The 
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constant visiting and revisiting of the local varia without mainstream of 
research may be concordant with the stereotyped view of geographers as 
explorers, but it cannot justify the waning interest in the discipline’s univer-
salistic component in an era of strong competition in science. 

Consolidation of social sciences within individual disciplines in the last 
decades has been diminishing, but the conviction of unifi ed social science 
seems still to be premature. The growing proximity of economics and psychol-
ogy is still accompanied by a gap between economics and sociology (Czwarno, 
2003). The contemporary socio-cultural turn in human geography means 
a shift from the idea of homo oeconomicus to homo sociologicus (as “overso-
cialized” subject). That change contains a movement from a decision-making 
approach (close to behavioural economics, psychology and to some extend 
evolutionary biology) to systemic approach (taking into account diversity of 
preconditions of human behaviour affected by social structure), from indi-
vidual interest to social values, and fi nally from micro-rationality to 
macro-rationality (Lopreato and Crippen, 1999, 20-21; Czwarno, 2003, 120-
121). To a large extent, this means a movement of geography away from the 
classic model of analytical science and reminds a turn towards discipline, 
which synthesizes the spatial and social realities.
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