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Lecture-1: Perspectives in Human Geography

Introduction: Why Perspectives Matter in Contemporary Geography

The way geographers view human-environment relationships fundamentally shapes policy responses
to climate change, geopolitical strategy, urban planning and resource management. The COVID-19
pandemic's spatial diffusion patterns, the Ukraine war's geopolitical implications, China's Belt and
Road Initiative, and Europe's climate adaptation measures all reflect underlying geographical
perspectives that this lecture unpacks.

Section A: Historical Development — From Ancient Period to Modern Schools
1. Ancient and Medieval Foundations (6th Century BC — 1400 AD)

Key Contributors and Their Contemporary Relevance

Greek Contributions: The Empiricist Tradition

e Herodotus (5th century BC): First to place human beings at the center of geographical
inquiry, studying historical geography. Contemporary application: His methodology informs
modern disaster anthropology, where researchers document community responses to
climate events across time.

e Plato & Aristotle: Introduced deductive and inductive methods that remain foundational.
Modern climate models use deductive reasoning (principles to predictions), while field-based
adaptation studies employ inductive approaches (specific cases to general principles)

Arab Geographers: Early Environmental Analysis

e Al-Biruni (11th century): Conducted comparative analysis of civilizations, examining how
environment shaped culture. Modern parallel: His approach mirrors current cross-cultural
studies on climate vulnerability — comparing how Bangladesh vs. Netherlands adapt to sea-
level rise despite similar threats.

e Ibn-Khaldun (14th century): Father of environmental determinism, analyzed agriculture-
environment correlation. Contemporary relevance: His insights inform modern agro-
ecological zoning, where soil-climate combinations determine sustainable cropping patterns
in India's 127 agro-climatic zones.

2. Classical Period (1650-1850): The Paradigm Shift

Immanuel Kant's Exceptionalism
Kant argued geography studies phenomena in space, cutting across time. This chorological approach
is crucial for understanding:

e Case Study: Joshimath Subsidence (2023): The crisis cannot be understood without
analyzing geological history (tectonic activity), planned development trajectories (space), and
policy decisions across time. Kantian framework synthesizes these dimensions.
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e Application: UPSC 2023 Mains asked about Himalayan towns' vulnerability — successful
answers integrated spatial planning failures with historical development patterns.

Humboldt vs. Ritter: Systematic vs. Regional Approach

Humboldt (Systematic) Ritter (Regional) Contemporary Integration

Studied climate, vegetation ||[Focused on continents,
globally spatial unity Modern GIS-based analyses combine both

Inductive approach: field Deductive: apply principles
observation to regions Remote sensing (systematic) + regional planning

Example: ISRO's Bhuvan platform provides
Example: Studied volcanoes ||[Example: European regional |systematic data for regional disaster
worldwide subdivisions management plans

Section B: Major Schools of Thought — Contemporary Applications

1. German School: From Determinism to Landscape Morphology

Alfred Hettner's Chorology

Hettner argued geography studies phenomena cutting across time, not just space.

Recent Application: Hettner's approach is fundamental to climate change attribution studies. When
analyzing Kerala's 2018 floods, researchers had to examine:

e Historical land-use changes (time dimension)

e Current settlement patterns (spatial dimension)

e Inter-relationship of factors in the region (chorological synthesis)
Otto Schlutter's Kulturelandschaft (Cultural Landscape)

Concept: Natural landscape (Urlandschaft) - Cultural landscape (Kulturelandschaft) through human
activity.

Contemporary Case Studies:

e Barcelona's Green Infrastructure (2020-2024): The city's BGIBP plan converts urban concrete
landscapes (Urlandschaft) into green corridors (Kulturelandschaft) with 18,000 new trees,
responding to 1.5°C temperature increase. This demonstrates deliberate cultural
transformation of natural environment.

e Tamera Water Retention Landscape, Portugal: In Alentejo's arid region, 29 lakes converted
degraded land into a self-sufficient cultural landscape, increasing water body area from 0.62
ha to 8.32 ha (2006-2015). Proves Schlutter's concept of active landscape transformation.

2. French School: Possibilism in Action
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Vidal de la Blache's Genre de Vie

Core concept: Nature sets limits and offers possibilities; human choice determines outcomes.
Modern Case Studies (2023-2024):

Climate Adaptation as Possibilism:

e Basel Green Roofs, Switzerland: City incentivizes green roofs that reduce indoor
temperatures by 3-5°C and absorb 70% rainfall. Shows how cultural choices (policy) leverage
environmental possibilities (rainfall, solar exposure) to create adaptive solutions.

o Copenhagen Flood Management: Parks designed as temporary lakes during floods
("floodable parks") exemplify genre de vie — Danish culture of public spaces enables
innovative water management within environmental constraints.

Geopolitical Possibilism:

¢ India's Indo-Pacific Strategy: Despite being a peninsular state (environmental constraint),
India leverages maritime geography through SAGAR initiative, Quad participation, and island
development — demonstrating political choice within geographical possibilities.

Jean Brunhes' Human Geography Categories:
1. Facts of unproductive occupation: Urban planning examples

e Case: Amsterdam's underwater bike parking (2023) — adapting to spatial constraints
through engineering

2. Facts of plant/animal conquest: Agricultural adaptations
e Case: Senegal's Great Green Wall — human transformation of Sahel landscape
3. Facts of destructive exploitation: Resource extraction

e Case: Lithium mining in Chile's Atacama Desert — environmental cost of green energy
transition (2024 data)

3. British School: Heartland Theory and Contemporary Geopolitics
Halford Mackinder's Heartland Theory (1904)
Core Tenets:

e  Who rules East Europe commands the Heartland

e Who rules the Heartland commands the World Island

e  Who rules the World Island commands the World
Contemporary Relevance (2023-2025):
Ukraine War as Heartland Struggle:

e Strategic Geography: Russia's invasion aims to control Black Sea coast, adding maritime
frontage to Heartland
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¢ Manpower & Resources: Ukraine's 44 million population and agricultural/industrial base
would significantly augment Heartland capacity

e NATO's Containment: Western support to Ukraine reflects Mackinder's "cordon sanitaire"
strategy to prevent single-power Heartland dominance

e 2024 Development: Ukraine's drone warfare success in Black Sea demonstrates how
technology can challenge traditional land-power dominance

China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) as Heartland Strategy:

e Eurasian Integration: BRI's overland routes through Central Asia seek to economically
integrate the Heartland, reducing maritime dependence

e Resource Access: China-Russia "no limits" partnership (2022) creates Heartland-Rimland
alliance that Mackinder warned against

e Contemporary Data: As of 2024, BRI has $1.3 trillion in projects across 150 countries, with
Central Asia receiving $50 billion in infrastructure

UPSC Answer Integration:

"Mackinder's Heartland Theory, conceived in 1904, finds stark validation in the 2022-2024 Ukraine
conflict. Russia's attempt to annex Ukraine represents classic Heartland expansion — acquiring the
'gateway' to command Eastern Europe. However, 21st-century warfare (drones, sanctions,
information warfare) adds complexity that Mackinder's land-power determinism didn't foresee. This
necessitates Neo-determinist interpretation..."

4. American School: Quantitative Revolution to Climate Determinism

Ellen Churchill Semple's Environmental Determinism

Semple argued climate shapes civilization levels, with temperate maritime regions most favorable.
Critical Evaluation with Recent Data:

e 2023 IPCC Report: Shows tropical nations (Semple's "unfavorable" zone) achieving higher
GDP growth rates (India 7.2%, Vietnam 5.1%) than many temperate nations, contradicting
deterministic predictions.

e Counter-example: Singapore (tropical) ranks 4th in Human Development Index, proving
technology can overcome climatic constraints — supporting possibilism over determinism.

Carl Sauer's Cultural Determinism
Sauer's formula: Culture is the agent, natural area is the medium, cultural landscape is the result
Contemporary Applications in Environmental Education:

e Urban Farming in Detroit: Post-industrial wastelands transformed into community farms
(2023 data: 1,400 urban gardens) — culture actively reshapes derelict landscape

¢ India's Cheetah Reintroduction (2022-2024): In Kuno National Park, cultural priorities
(conservation ethos) transform natural landscape into managed habitat, reflecting Sauer's
agent-medium-result framework

Derwent Whittlesey's Sequent Occupance
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Concept: Successive societies leave cumulative cultural imprints on landscape.

Modern Examples:

Istanbul's Architectural Palimpsest: Roman aqueducts, Byzantine churches, Ottoman
mosques, Republican modernism — visible layers of sequent occupance

Mexico City's Landscape Evolution: Aztec Tenochtitlan - Spanish colonial city - modern
megacity, with each layer visible in urban form and land use

Indian Example: Delhi's seven cities — from Tomar Rajputs to British New Delhi —
demonstrate sequent occupance in UPSC-relevant context

5. Russian School: Neo-Determinism

V.A. Anuchin's Neo-Determinism

Anuchin synthesized determinism and possibilism: Environment changes through human activity, and
changed environment subsequently influences human development paths.

Contemporary Case Studies:

Stop-and-Go Determinism (also called "Traffic Light Theory"):

Griffith Taylor's Australian Settlement Model: Applied to India's Himalayan tourism boom
(2023-2024). Environment shows "green light" in summer (tourism possible), "red light"
during monsoons (landslides), "yellow light" during shoulder seasons — requiring adaptive
management.youtube

Climate-Development Nexus:

Chambal Region Transformation: Once determined by dacoit culture (environment of
ravines), now transformed by irrigation projects and conservation efforts — environment
changed, now determining new development path (eco-tourism, agriculture).

Semiarid Regions of Maharashtra: Water scarcity (environmental determination) = Jalyukt
Shivar (human intervention) - changed water table - new agricultural possibilities (neo-
deterministic feedback loop)

Section C: Recent Applications in Key Geographic Debates

1. Climate Change: Determinism vs. Possibilism

Debate Framing:

Determinist View: IPCC warnings that 1.5°C warming will make certain regions uninhabitable
(Sahara expansion, small island submergence)

Possibilist Response: Barcelona's heat action plan, Basel's green roofs, Copenhagen's
floodable parks prove adaptive capacity

UPSC-Level Case Study:
Question: "Is climate adaptation a validation of possibilism?"

Answer Framework:
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1. Thesis: Climate adaptation exemplifies Vidal's possibilism — environment sets limits (heat,
floods), but cultural tools (technology, policy, community action) determine outcomes

2. Evidence: Basel reduced flood risk by 70% through green infrastructure; Tamera achieved
water self-sufficiency in Portugal's most arid region

3. Counter: However, losses in Sub-Saharan Africa (2023: 30 million facing hunger due to
drought) show limits to possibilism when adaptation capacity is low

4. Synthesis: Neo-determinism offers middle ground — initial environmental constraints are
real, but human agency can modify them, creating new constraints/opportunities

2. Geopolitics: Heartland Theory in Multipolar World
Current Validation (2024):
e Russia-Ukraine War: Classic Heartland expansion attempt
e China-Russia Axis: Mackinder's warning of Heartland alliance with oceanic frontage
¢ NATO's Eastern Expansion: Containment strategy directly from Mackinder
Critiques and Modifications:
e Technological Determinism: Drones, cyber warfare reduce geographical barriers
¢ Economic Globalization: Trade networks (RCEP, CPTPP) reduce Heartland isolation
e Climate Change: Arctic melt opens new maritime routes, challenging land-power advantage
3. Urban Geography: Cultural Landscape and Sequent Occupance
Smart Cities Mission, India (2023-2024 Updates):

e Delhi's Central Vista: Redevelopment erasing colonial landscape layers — controversial
sequent occupance

e Ahmedabad's Walled City: UNESCO heritage status (2024) preserves sequent occupance
layers from Sultanate to British era

e Bengaluru's IT Corridor: Transformation from agricultural landscape (pre-1990s) to tech hub
(cultural determinism in action) —land value increased 5000% in 30 years

Section D: UPSC Answer-Writing Integration
Model Answer Structure: "Discuss the contemporary relevance of geographical possibilism."

Introduction:

Define possibilism (Vidal de la Blache) — environment sets limits but human culture determines
outcomes. Contextualize with 2023-24 climate crises showing both environmental constraints and
adaptive possibilities.

Body:

1. Environmental Limits:
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e |IPCC 2023: 3.3 billion people highly vulnerable to climate change

e Example: Sahel desertification reducing agricultural possibilities

2. Human Agency:

Civil

e Case 1: Basel's green roofs — cultural choice transforms urban heat island effect

e Case 2: Tamera's water retention landscape — community action creates self-
sufficiency in arid Portugal

e Case 3: BRI's transcontinental connectivity — political will overcoming geographical

barriers

3. Critical Synthesis (Neo-Determinism):

e Anuchin's framework: Human action changes environment - changed environment
creates new constraints

e Example: Indiscriminate groundwater extraction in Punjab (human action) - water
table depletion (changed environment) - now determining agricultural crisis (new

constraints)

Conclusion:

Possibilism remains relevant but requires nuance. Pure possibilism ignores structural inequalities
(adaptation capacity varies). Pure determinism denies human agency. Neo-determinism offers UPSC-
level analytical framework for contemporary issues.

Summary: Key Takeaways for UPSC

Theory Founder Core Idea Contemporary Example UPSC
Relevance
Historical
context; avoid
Environmental|[Ratzel, Environment shapes Huntington's climate- deterministic
Determinism ||Semple culture civilization thesis (critiqued) [arguments
Climate
Environment offers adaptation,
Vidal de la ||possibilities; human Basel green roofs, Barcelona |lurban planning
Possibilism Blache choice decides tree cover answers
Balanced
analytical
Neo- Anuchin, Human-environment Punjab water crisis, framework for
Determinism [[Taylor feedback loop Chambal transformation dynamic issues
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Theory Founder Core Idea Contemporary Example UPSC
Relevance

Human agency,

Cultural Culture transforms Urban farming in Detroit, development
Determinism ||Carl Sauer landscape Delhi's Central Vista vs. conservation
Geopolitics,
Heartland Control Eurasian interior [Ukraine war, China-Russia |iinternational
Theory Mackinder = global dominance partnership relations

Urban heritage,

Sequent Istanbul, Mexico City, Delhi's||cultural
Occupance Whittlesey [|Successive cultural layers |seven cities geography
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