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Political geography today is faced with a

serious contradiction. On the one hand we
find a group of scholars declaring all round
growth of pplitcial geography leading to a

state of buoyancy in which its flagship joumal
has succeeded in upstaging the long-estab-
Iished Annals, A. A. G. in its impact factor
prompting the Editor to write that it was not
the time tbr false modesty. On the other
hand, we hear some important practitioners
of the discipline lamenting that the subfield
has lost coherence so that political geography
today is increasingly hard to define. They tell
us taht the lack of a consistency of purpose and
agreed research emphases have posed prob-
lems thatmay undermine the renaissanceand
revival of political geography. And doubts
have also been raised whether the renaissance

may not represent a false dawn. This state of
aftairsdoes not augurwell for the discipline's
health. The source of the contradictiion needs
to be indentified and the crisis resolved in

ON THB CRISIS OF IDENTITY IN POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY

RAMESH DUT'IA DIKSHTI, Rohtak

ABSTRACT: The contradictoryvoicesin political geographyspeaking of revival
andbuoyancyofpolitical geography onthe onehand,andlossofdirectionleading
tothe lack ofconsistencyolpurposethatmayunderminethrrevivalof thesubfield
on the other, point to a crisis of indentity that calls for urgent soluation. The crisis
may be traced to the existenceof two parallel versions of the subfield since the middle
o[the 1980s-one predicated upon the nation-state as the dominant reality, and the
other insisting that theglobal scale is thescalethatreally matters since theultimate
realityliesintheglobalWorld-Economy. A closeanlaysis shows thatthisisafalse
dichotomy and the two versions of the subfield represent interrelated episodes in
the growth of political geography as a more comprehensive field of social inquiry.

order that political geography regains coher-
ence as a field of learning. This paper is
divided into three sections. The-firstpart has
detailed the nature of contradiction. The sec-
ond has traced its source in the literature.
The third part has summarised the argument
and concludes that the contradicition and cri-
sis arise from a false dichotomy betrveen
traditional and "post-renaissance' versions of
the field which in reality represent interre-
lated episodes in the onward march of politi-
cal geography as a more comprehensive field
of social inquiry.

I
The year 1992 began with a big news for
political geographers: The flagship journal of
the discipline, Political Geography Quar-
terly, had been so successful as an academic
as w'ell as a @mmercial venture that the pub-
lishers had decided to make the journal abi
monthly, necessitating change in the jour-
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nal's name. As the editor wrote: "PGQ is

dead. l-ong live Political Geography". The

Editor proundly declared :

....this is notthe timeforfalse modesty. PGQ
set out to be and sicceeded in becoming the

flagship in the revivalof political geography,

the erswhile baclcwater of the geographical
community......

This success can be measured in three ways.

Commercially the publishers have been

pleased with its buoyant sales profile which
is the basic reasonwe are able to expand to six
issues a volume. ....Paper submissions have

consistently grown in both quantity and qual-

ity.... Butthe ultimate test is what happens to

our articles; ... In an analysis of 27 geography
journals covering 1983-87 (i.e., right at the

beginning of PGQ's existence), PGQranked
second just behind the Annals in its "impact
factor"... Furthermore, for 1984-87 we had

leapfrogged the Annals into first place... For a

new journal these results are quite remark-

able, worthy of a flagship (Taylor, 1992)

Around the same time, however, the Associ-
ate Editor of the journal commentirtg upon

the state of affairs in political geography as

a field of knowledge, was lamenting in the

columns of the Progress in Human Geogra-
phy (vor.15(3), 1991) :

After six years of reviewing the political
geography literature I find it incresingly hard
to define political geography. While I can list
topics examined by political geographers, I
find great dfficulty expressing the core

s ttbj e c t ma tter of the fie ld. C o nv er s a tions w ith
colleagues in otlrcr disciplines convinee me

that they (and the general public) think that
political geography can be equated with the

regional perspective in international rela-
tions, witlt a heavy emphasis on territorial
confl icts (O'I-oughlin, 1991).

TRANSACTIONS OF THE INSTITUTE OF INDIAN OF GEOGRAPHERS

This statement may shock many who have
over the past two decades pursued and pro-
jected political geography as the regional
perspective in political sociology with a con-

spicuous focus on spatial analysis of political
behaviour (voting and governmental expendi-
ture) and geographical variation in welfare.
(Colleagues and conversations are a function
of the nature of the company one keeps.

Conversations with colleagues in the disci-
plines with which they interact may well
convince this latter group of political
geographers otherwise than O'I-oughlin was.)

Also relevant in this connection is to mention
a "Comment" on the editorial statement of
Taylor (cited above) in the last issue of
Political Geography for 1992. Parts of this
comment read as follows :

Poltitical Geography Quarterly began to be

looked upon as the journal of the political
factorinhumangeography. It began to be

used farmorewidely than political geography

itselfwas being studiedand researched. Seen

in this light, thebuoyantand increasingsales
profile of PGQ does not necessarily reflect
the actual state of helath and well-being of
political geography as a branch discipline.
...the danger of a false dawn in political
geography is by no meansover. Arisingbody
of rcsearch on the role of the political factor
in human geography does not necessarily

imply the development of political geography

as a coherent subfield of geographical

inquiry...... Many would shareClaval's (1984
: 8) "impression that the field has developed

in rather chaotic manner...." Are we then

passing through a phase reminiscent of Carl
Sauer's (1927) time when political geography

had looked like a "Wayward child of the

geographic family"-----one that had lacked

coherence and structure-- so that "method
and material (were) free at the choice of the
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student"?

This comment has further underlined that the
current fashion effect of the role of power
politics in human geography may notbe very
different in kind from the immense popular-
ity of political geography in the inter-war
years when almost everygeographer of some
claim trr emincence had become a political
geographer; but irrespective of this distin-
guished patronage the subfield had lost direc-
tion, and had failed to develop a coherent
sturcture once the profession had abandoned
Ratzel's theory of state as the overarching
framework and the guiding principle for po-
Iitical geography.

The above three statements taken together
point to an essential contradiction in contem-
porary political geography, and put a question
mark regarding the identity of political geog-
raphy as a gield ofstudy. The roots ofcurent
crisis lie in the oourse of development of
political geography as a branch discipline.
We trace this course in the next section.

II
Until the rise of Nazism in Germany, political
geography had been the most lively branch of
geographical science throughout the Euro-
pean realm so that to be a political geographer
was an honourable thing. Thus, mostleading
geographers became in part also political ge-

ographers. All this began to change towards
the close of the 1920s, following the rapid rise
in popularity andacademic respectability of
Geopolitik as handed out by Haushofer's
Institute for Geogolitik. The burgeoning popu-
larity of Geopolitik in Germany, and its in-
creasing identification withpolitical geogra-
phy had begun 1o alarmscholars and states-

men outside Germany, particularly those in
the English-speaking world. The alarm be-

came a major worry after the rise of Nazi
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power, and the development of close links
between the Instituteand the policy planning
wingof theNazi government. In thegeneral
perception of geographers in the Engl ish-speak-
ing world, political geography had become
tainted with the "sins" of Geopolitik whose
teachings, in their view, were highly
dishonourable.

This led to attempts at distancing political
geography from Geopolitik. A way out ap-
peared to lie in giving the subfield an orienta-
tion away from the ecological perspective of
Ratzel. The alternative direction was sought
inthe chorological view of geography as the
study of earth aeas in terms of their variations
over the earth-space,so thatpolitical geogra-
phy began to be viewed as the study of a
particular kind of area-one whoseboundaries
were defined by political jurisdiction. Hence
forth state in political geography began to be
viewed as a particular type of area--but an
area-- rather than a functioning system and a
purposeful organization. One major conse-
quence of this change-over was that whereas
German geographers had emphasized the study
of generic features of state--that is, state as a

space organism, Whittlesey (1935, 1939) and
Hartshorne (1935) underlined that each state
represented a unique area, and that political
geographers as geographers should logically
be concerned with the study of particular states

in the context of their geographical environ-
ment. It was repeatedly emphasized that con-
siderationsofthe state as a generalclass lay
outside the geographer's purview. Such a blan-
ket ban on generalization, theory and model-
building, rendered political geography as a

field of leaming that became completely
devoid of academic challenge. Thisrepelled
research talent which got diverted to certain
other more challenging branches of the disci-
pline. Deprived of itscallisthenics of theory,
political geography was led to the course of
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decline.

One major consequence of this change of
orientation trom organismic-ecological to

chorological perspective was that whereas

perviously the political geographer consid-

ered the state both in terms of its intemal

sturcture and external connectivity, the chor-

ological orientation restricted the political
geographer's vision to within-the-state phe-

nomena : the sub-field's links with interna-

tional relations got virtually snapped.

This was the general picture until around the

beginning of the 1950s when efforts were

initiated to transform geography into a posi-

tivist science increasingly focused on a

theoretically oriented study of spatial pat-

terns and processes through increaseduseof
mathematical-statistical modes of analysis.

In this new incarnation of the discipline in the

fifties and sixties the guiding spirit in human

goegraphy became Lord Kelvin's dictum that

whatever the matter, if "your cannot express it
in numbers, your knowledge is of meagreand

unsatisfactory kind" (cited in Spate 1960).

The new geography of the mid-twentiethcen-
tury, with its central focus on spatial

analysis, and with neoclassical economics as

its guiding frame, and logical positivism as its

mehtodological underpinning "could not ac-

commodate a political goegraphy", since the

emphasis of neoclassical economics to view
national economies as harmonious and self-

regulating systems ignored questions of social

conflicts and distributive justice : "The focus

on logical positivism directed attention to

verifiable empirical statements in particular

and data analysis in general, and away from

operation of the more incorporeal power rela-

tions within society " (Sho r\ 1982,p.3)' Things

began to look up by the middle of 1960s

following Ackerman's (1963) call for adopt-

ing a general systems perspective, and his
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recommendation thatpolitical geography

was particularlysuited to adopt this perspec-

tive. The introduction of the systems perspec-

tive greatly helped in the revival of poltiical
geography as a usefuldiscipline, so thatby
the begining of the 1970s "The retreat from
political geography... was over" (Dikshit,
te77).

Soon after Ackermn's call for a general sys-

tems perspective many political geographers

had begun to draw attention to the works of
David Easton (1953) and Karl Deutsch (1953)
relating to the concept of political organiza-

tion as an input-output system. Such a view
of social/political systems gave political ge-

ography a simple theoretical framework for
the study of political systems by measuring

the crucial fl ows that affect their functioning-
-that is to say, the demands made by society on

the one hand, and governmental response

through policies for corrective action, on the

other. With the adoption of this framework,
elections became enshrined as the mostessen-

tial feedback thorugh which political control

is achieved. Under the intulence of a buoyant
political sociology, problems in political ge-

ography had now begun to be posed in terms

of exchange of information, transactions be-

tween pressure gropus, and stability and

maintenance of social and political structures.

However, the new theory and methodology

adopted by political geography "was too

concerned withquantitative methods topay
attention to qualitative factors without which
thought cannot pass beyond the stage of
trivial generalizations" (Claval, 1984, p. 15)'

In the task of reformationand reconsolidation

of political geography with a view to giving

the subfield a "Sense of purpose and order...

by bringing it more in line with contemporary

trends in geography and other social sci-

ences" (Minghi, 1981, p.33), through judi-
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cious borrowings tiom the political sociology
literature, the Kasperson and Minghi volume
onThe Structure of PoliticalGeography (1969)
had played a major role. It extended the task

initiated by Douglas Jackson (1964) who was

the f irst to clear the thicket and had prepared

the ground for this larger venture. By initiat-
ing political goegraphy to a systems-briented
structural-functional methodology with ex-
plicit appeal for general theoretical formu-
lations, this book helped considerably in low-
ering down the barriers which had earlier
separated political geography from the other
soical sciences, a legacy of the period when

chorology had reigned supreme and, by and

large, geographers had been busy building "a
platform, as it were, from our own material
and anchor it ourselves"-- a phase in the his-
tory of our discipline when goegraphers

viewed their field ofstudy "asanendinitself
rather than in the broader contexst of as a
contributor to a larger scientific goal"
(Ackerman, 1963).

The input-output system framework had ar-

rived in political geography ata rather oppor-
tune time. The tiamework's mechanistic model
of bi-directional flows was easily amenable to

quantitative analysis, and it called for a

measure of quantitative expertise iri its opera-

tionalization. This appeared as a great bless-

ing tbr the large numbers of "quantitative"
geclgraphers who were at that point of time
faced with impending redundancy in view of
the current disenchantment of the social sci
ences with the positivist mode of study and

their reorientation to value based questions,

and away from abstract models. Geographi-
cal study of elections in the input-output
frame caught the attention of many a quan-

titative geographer previously engaged in
the fields of urban and economic geogra-

phy. The attraction became particularly great

atter a distinguished peer had pronounced
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political geography to be a "moribund back-
water" in which "any change would be a step

in the right direction" (Berry, L969). Almost
overnight the hitherto neglected field of po-
litical geography had begun to appear as a land
of great promise--the theatre where the real
action lay, and which offered opportunity to
join in the crusade to reform and to establisha
new order.

We were then at a juncture in the history of
social science when the euphoria generated
by quantification as the key that could open
every lock had receded, and qualitative ques-

tions pertaining to equality and social justice

were increasingly catching on the attention
of social science students. As a consequence,

politics was fast replacing economics as the

guiding spirit in social science research. This
was an inevitable resultof the ever increasing
role o f governmental intervention in the I ife o f
nations and peoples the world over. This was
the overall context of political geography in
the beginning of the 1970s. A mad rush of
crusaders armed with sophisticated tools of
quantitative analysis trooped in with a view to
occupying vantage positions on the centre
stageof political geography and toenlist as

front rank soldiers in the revolution (defined
as fundament al reconstruction involving forc-
iblesubstitutionof the new for the old). TIle
guiding inspiration was derived from politi-
cal sociology, and the fundamental weapon

was quantitative analysis. To borrow David
Smith's phrase, as the "revolution" took shape,

the bandwagon began to roll, and there was a
good deal of pushing or jumping on to avoid
being left behind (Smith, 1984, p.131).
Those already engaged in the study of politi-
cal gepgraphy appeared for a time taken aback

by the sudden shitl of evenls : most stood

aside from the crowd,'ignoring the band-
wagon and pursuing the subfield as they under-
stood it.
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The emerging "new" political geography struc-
tured around the concept of state as an input-
output system, in a quantitative mould, had

two parallel strands of development: One

was essentially an extension of the area of
spatial analysis with a view to incorporate the

study of political behaviour and its variation
over space; the other foucused on economic

and political determinants of "who gets what
where and why". Despite differences in per-

spectives, the two had retained the traditional
focus of political geography on nation-state
as the dominant reality in social and political
organization in the modern world. This had

mntinued well into the 1980s. The object of
study and central focus of the old and the new
versions were the same-- the difference chiefly
lay in the quantitative and theoretical
orientation in the work of the new political
goegraphers. Around this time political geog-

raphy became more pronouncedly political in
content and orientation. Way back in 1966

Cohen had called fora "Geography of Policy",
and early in the seventies geographers had

started paying greater attention to govern-

mental system as a critical element in the

geography of states (Dikshit l97La, l97lb).
(Itwas inevitable thatstudies focused on "who
gets what where and how" should lead to
greater attention to the state and geographic

process (Dear and Cleark, 1978, 1980, 1984)

and to an all round increase in dialogue wit!*
political science. The nature of state and

governmentbecame a live issue inpolitical
geography by around 1980).

Most of the more zealous soldiers of the

movement forchange and new order-- particu-
larly those drawn from the United Kingdom
where the 1960s represented 'the nadir of
political geography"-- had had at bestonly a

passing acquaintance with political geogra-

phy. While some had happened to "find" it
through leisure reading in course of train jour-

TRANSACTIONS OF THE INSTITUTE OF INDIAN OF GEOGRAPHERS

neys to field trips (e. g., Taylor) most others

learntabout itonly afterthey had succeeded

in creating one of their own. Given this mental
frame about having created a new political
geography, it was quite natural for the adher-

ents of the new political geography to think of
themselves as members of a new caste dis-
tinctly superior to the pagans who had inhab-
ited the land before they had arrived on the

scene. Hence the recurrent statements (e. g., in
volume I,no.Zof. PGQ,L982) that attempted

to distance "modem" political geography

from the "traditional" version practised until
the end of 1960s. As befitted a crudading
squad, mostof these statements were couched

in terms of ttwett versus ttthemt'.

Those of the new political geographers who
had "found" the discipline before starting to
create a new structure for the subfield, were

somewhat more magnanimous: They felt
"strongly that we cannot just dismiss our past

as if it did not exist "-- dismiss it by all means,

butdon't jasrdismiss it without anobituary!
(Quotation from Taylor, 1985, preface; em-

phasis not in the original). For the scholars
of the latter kind, history of past development
in political geography constituted a heritage-
even though a heritage of a dark past-that
served a useful purposeby providing theback-
ground contrast for the new dawn. The heri-

tage was suitably dissected into disjointed
parts labelled respectively as "ideological heri-
tzge ", "revolutionary heritage ", " liberal
heritage", and "ecological heritage" so that
our past lost identity as a disciplinary struc-
ture representing cumulative development and

incorporating fruits of scholarly endeavour

spread over the past one hundred years.

Thus, neither of the two much talked about

British textbooks on Political Geography-
Short (1982) and Taylor (1985)-had found it
necessary to include any discussion on the

nature and history of political geography as
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a discipline representing cumulativewisdom.
Short did not do so because "The political
geography of (his) book's title (was) not a
specific object of inquiry but an indication of
the nature of the endeavour", which was meant

"to redress the imbalance in contemporary

human geography toward a more iixplicit
analysis of political and economic proc-

esses". Thus Ratzel had found no mention in
the book; nor did either Hartshorne or Whit-
tlesey. Mackinder andBowmanaretheonly
ones from among political geographers of the

pre-1970 period who figured in the bibliogra-
phy. Ratzel does geta space of two sentences

in Taylor's book (1989 edn., p. 131) identify-
ing him as the figure to whom the develop-

mental and functional approaches to political
geography could be traced and as the one "who
is generally recognized to have the best claim
to the title 'father of political geography"'.

(This represented an improvement over

Norman pounds ( 1 963, pp. 28-29) tiom whose

book Taylor had his first introduction to

political geography). The reason why Taylor
did not include a discussion on past

developments, was quite different. As he

stated in the preface to the first edition of his

book, he was trying to develop" a general

t'ramework of (his) own to supersede what (he)

found to be inadequate ". Since his objective
was to "supersede" the existing structure of
political geography, rather than advancing it
through improvement and reformation, the

past development of the discipline was of
little use to him. A new discipline developed

with a view to superseding the old must

obviously acquire a new set of principles

necessitating a new textbook giving
instructions in its basic principles.

m
To sum up, since around the middle of the

1980s we have had (ina theoretical sense) two

ditferent political geographies : One, called
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traditional political geography, was structured

around the slate as the central reality insocial
and political organization, and represented an

ongoing tradition since the 1890s. Taylor re-

fers to it as the "heritage" which many new

political geographers regard as a disposable

commodity that deserves to be dismissed

though not'Just", not "merely", not "totally"
(Taylor, 1989, p. 137). The other political
geography is the one which began taking
shape in the early 1980s starting with an

edited volume on Political Studies from
Spatinl Perspectives (Bumett and Taylor,
1981) through Short's Introduction to

Political Geography (1982) and culminating
inTaylor's 1985 textbookbuilt aroundparts of
the World- Systems theory of Wallerstein.
Whereas political geography as a continuing
tradition treals the nation-state as the funda-

mental reality of the modern world, and it is
around state -centred politics that its entire

structure is erected; the new political geogra-

phy established through Taylor's 1985 book

maintains that the ultimate reality of the

contemporary World is contained in the

global World-Economy as an omnipresent
influence in our daily lives, irrespective of
what part of the earth we live in. The world-
system political geography of Taylor views

the nation - state as a filter intervening be-

tween the local and global scales of pofitical
and economic operations, which acts to

distort reality into a talse and limited
picture, and, thereby contributes to divert
political protest away from the key processes

at the global scale. This basic difference in the

political world view of the two versions of
political geography is the source of a great

deal of controveny (Dikshit,L993) and lies at

the root of the current confusion and crisis that

has led to "the lack of consistency of purpose

and agreed research emphases ... that may

undermine the revival" of political geogra-

phy since the 1970s (O'Loughlin, 1990).
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The problem has become acute only since the

mid-nineteen eighties. Until that point of
time, despite occasional noises to the contrary,

in line with the general trend in academic

disciplines, every new idea and perspective

was put forward and seen as an'extension of
(or a revision upon) some ongoing concern of
the subfield as a branch of knowledge and, as

such, hadtended to getsubsumedintoit. The

introduction of Taylor's World-Systems ap-

proach in political geography as the central

organizing principle for the subfield had re-

versed this trend in that for the firsttime in the

life of political geography as a branch disci-
pline the nation-state was denied its status as

the dominant reality of ourworld. By relegat-

ing the nation-state to the status of a filter that

distorts reality, the world-systems aproach

would appear to have turned political goegra-

phy upside down.

But a closer look would reveal that this is only
the surface mainfestation. Whereas in terms

of its basic theory the world-systems ap-

proach to political geogpphy may appear to

have made the discipline stand on its head, in
practice it is business as usual. Thus, in line
with the long established disciplinary tradi-
tion, political geographers (including those

pursuing the world-systems political geogra-

phy) continue to pursue the study of political
phenomena at the three distinct but inter-
twined scales of political geography so that
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each of the chapters in Taylor's book "
concentrates on activities at one of the three

scales "even though they do not constitute
separate study ofeachscale : "For instance,

imperialism is a concept associated with the

global scale butwewillargue that it cannot

be understood withoutconsideration of forces

operating within states", wrote the author
(Taylor, 1989, p. 40). But this is how it had

always been---+uch an approach to treatment

of topias represents a long established tradi-
tion in political geography.

As I see it, the situation is by no means

inherently dichotomous. The fact is that in
ourdaytoday life, state-centred politics co-

exists-in part cooperation and part con-

flict-with the all-pervading social and eco-

nomic forces generated by the capitalist
world-economy. The basic idea regarding the

global world-economy imperceptively irnping-

ing on our daily lives has drawn attention to an

aspect of the posr1945 reality that had been

generally ignored by students of political
geography in the past. This part of the new

theory provides us with an additional set of
factors to be used in analyzing pol itical events

andphenornena,and these should be suitably
incorporated into our research strategy of
state-centred politics. By the nature of things

academic disciplines cannot be superseded;

they only grow or decline. Every new idea,

every new challenge, adds to their growth.
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