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REFLECTTONS ON THE GEOGRAPHICAL VIEW OF MAN IN TI{E ECO-SYSTENI

\{OONIS RAZA, New Delhi

ABSTRAC,T : I\'Ian is a difficultstrbject to he realized, anti r:o science bas beeu ab)e to achieve

this distirrction, since tltc concept ofnrar) can Le dcvelopecl only in a unificd encl iutegralcd

science alcne, flnlike otl:cr sciences Gcography a:r a :cience rloes not confirre itself to tlrt
geographical aspects of nran alone L:ut car::ies lhe eniire spccurim cl lirrouJcdgc certtcd arourrcl

lran - i aturc syndrorne, The basic prem;se, the ttrritt o[all that olojcctircll,exists. has srved it
from largrnentation. Geograpl.ry recognises that to the extent a body ol' knorrledge <.;uzrlrfierl

to bc called a sc;enc., it is both natural and social.

The holistic approach incorporated in its central objet'tive rhc stucll'ol rpat.ial ciirrenriou or

r)atural and social phenonrena so as to slnthesiz( ll,em rrithin a regional liarnr is essentia1 tr
geograpby. The fundamertal problem in gcographr is mar:-nertrue interaclion. The no..
humanizcd nattrre is oI or:ly marginal ;ntercst tc lhe gccgral:hr:r. Nature corres rriil,in t]re
orbit of gecgraphy prinlarrlyat ac(rnstitucnt elcrnrrtl cl scciai 1:,ractice. trlar jsthr forn:cf
peography. According to the author tl-re realnr ol Cjtographl is'noospLere', tbe spl;e1e of
planet earth which has been hun:anized by rational hunian aclivitl'. Tlie pre.eminqnce ointa,
i1 geography emerges not from his adaptation to nature but his <;apacit] to ilteracl n.ith ir, In
order that the burnanizing olnature prcceeds il: the clesirtd dir<ction, n:an btrilcls social and

political institutions. The sphere of man-nature interaction i': r'.ierrecl as a trianglc ol'ldrces,

there being the nature, tcrhnology and buntar, irstittrtions, lt istlris 1:iangle of forr,e-. u'lrich

is the pnmar.v corccln ol geographers. Nature provides the t':rse, tecltrolcgv be rrd:, rlr<: na,Lllal

piocesses, and jnstitutions r€Etllate th€ man-nature interaction.

The conr:ept of eco.s)slrm is a unilf ing principle uhich oflirs aIt intesr ated vicu o[rralitl
and serves 3s a basis lor the most relevar,t view ol' tLc functioning ofnature. Ihe concgpt, po

doubt, is sinrilar to, and rna) hase everr originater) fiorn the ple-scicntific nlonistic vierv .l
reality. The unifying property of the concrpt of eco-s)'steri has broken the corrslraints imposed

by tbe complemeDtary inadequacies ofthe sociel and natural scientes. The role ofge-ography is

particularly important, since it can uDify kncwledge divided into ratrlal and social scirrces

alld thus attain ao ecological prospective. By its very nature, il can significantll, contribute
to the current debate on ecoloqy and development, particularly in the third u,olld.

In Geographer's viera of the eco.system, there is no cotltradiction betrveen ecology a,d
developmelt. Hi\ concern with ecology within the li'aure u'ork o[ an ecrr-5y.51gm a;:pro2gh i5

directed to optimisiog, and not maxinrizing, development. Planning lor harmonious clevelop-

ment recognizes tlie uDity of nature and man and snc'lt planning is possible only or
the basis of a comprehensive apJ:raisal of environmen tal issues, Along lr-ith effective

conservation and rational use oI natural resources, protection and improvenerrt of hnman

environment is vital for the sell being ol' man. This could form the basis o[ str.ategv for. an

acceler ated socio-econotrric development lvi thout impai rin g ecologl .
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Like the seven blind men, sciences grope
in the dark to coricrptualize the multi.dimen-
sional reality of man; only, the darkness is
darker, eyes are more atrophird and the
ot:ject is far more con:plex than the elephant.
Tlre obscurity i; that of the vrell of
, discipline'; the blindness is that of the
subject who is also the objeci; aird the com-
pl*xity is that of the realm of freedom
along the highway of bio-social evolution.
Ea*h science, in its own specificaliy sophis-
ticated rnanner, ends up with an a$pectull1,
distortcd and lirnited vision of that which
is definitionally total-dissected limbs of a

csdaver being mistaken for thc integrated,
living, ever-changing organism. Sciences
( in the plural ) flounder and fall in the
quicksand of their orvn inadequacie s, for tire
coocept of man can be developed in a uni-
fied and integrated science alone. But spuri-
ous claims of false pr;ienders notwithstand-
ing, such a science has ,vet to emerge frour
the sliambles of friigrue nted empires.

That the gcographical science has success-

fully resisttd the temptation of producing a

' geographicai man' to compete with the

' political man ', the 'economic man' or the

'social man'in the race of stuffed and yet

hollow men, is an i.ndicator of its essential
weakness and, at the same time, of its in-
herent strength. It is a symptom of its the-
or€tical anaemia in the sense that the over-
whelming concern with the specific minute
has, in the recent past, inhibited the develop-
ment of concepts in general - the discipline
tending to acquire the dimensions and cha.
racteristics of a dinosaur; a huge body, a

long tail and a tiuy little head. Geographical
science having failed like Hamumana to
ide ntify Sanjivani, barries the whole
rnountain of inlinitesimal facts on its hefty
shoulders. It may, however, be noted that
the geographers did not, unlike some of
their more revered counterparts in other
discipline, lose touch with the earth while
soaring into the ethereal heights of airy
nothings, .so as to end up in vacuous quib-
bling, semantic jugglery and meta-theoretical
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acrobatics in the search f'or ever-ellusive
profur:dity. Gcography, forlunatelv, slill
smells of thc earth. Tbe inherent strength
of Geography, v;hich has enabled it to stear
clear of the pitfall of fragm*rting that ivhich
cannot be fragmenled, flolvs from the vrry
naturc of the discipline. It is rooted in an
essentially monistic view of the material
world. Its basic prenrist is the unity of all
that objcctively exists. Ceography cloes no1
only reject the segnrentation of the human
condition fcrr analytical purposes and conse-
quently the fragmentarion of dre social
sciences but proceeds much furth,:r along
the line. It rjeuir:s the valiciity of a tiixo-
nomy of knowlcdge, where in the categories
of the 

^firsr 
order are the natural and the

social sciences. To the extent rhat a body
of knowledge qualifies to be a science at all,
it is both natural and social, for, it studic_<
the cluse-elIect complexes rvhich transcend
these distinctions. Such is the nature of
rnatter in motiorr through space and time.
Obj*ctively, it is cerrainly so; but Ceo-
graphy, perhaps aione, among the natural
and social scieuces, almost self-consciously,
recognises ir to be so. Such a recognition
is the raison d' etre of geography. ,. Tire
separation of the whole into man and his
environment ", said Herbertson, ,, is a
murderous act ...... the living whole ,..... is
no longer the Iiving whole whcn it is so
dissected, but something dead and incom-
plete. "

In rhe process ol the systematization of
knowledge of that which objectively exists
alorg the space-time continuum, the com-
plementary principles of Geography ( space )
and History ( time ) are of crucial signifi-
cance. Shorn _ of its idealistic content, the
following equarion developed by Kant,
provides the necessary tool to place History
and Geography on the map of knowledge :

History : Time : : Geography : Space
Viewed thus, Geography is corrcerned

rvith the spatial dimension of the entire
system of inter-depenclencieg and uot with
one of its aspects or facets. The holistic



3pproach is, thus, essrntial to Geography
and Iias cnable d it to sustain its b,asic n-ia.ro-
cosmic coDcrrns in llie face crf ll::e cvolving
specialisms withrn its generic iold. trt is
able to do so i:y identifying as its central
objectivc the study of spatiai dimension of
natural ard socil,l pherornera so as lc)

s)trlhetise them witl,in a regional fiame. It
builds a hierarchy of totalities - from the
m icro (o the rr,acro -- along 1he the spatial
scale.

Vie\ ed in the abovc perspcctive, how
cioes Ge ograpby contribute to the' con-
ccptualiration of rran ? Wbat is the basic
queslicn about thc Diiturr of man ibat it
poses ? Frcn: tl-.is point of view, the funda-
neental probirm of Geography is tlat of
ma[-nature inle racticn. The work ol the
geographer is coltingent upon the reccgni-
tion ol the unity of the material world
through tbe rnecbanism of interactions
between social mar and nature. The essen"

tiality of man and nature is bascd on
rran as a natural heing and natural
nairlre as a hun'au reaiity. Since the
naturalisation of mi:u and the humanisation
cf naiure pruceed simultaneourly through
Dran's intcr:.ction uith nalure, human
history may bc liovcci as a ccntinuation of
and a quaiitatir ely ncw $tage in, ralura!
hjstory- the t\,!'o constiluling a differentiated
unity'. It is nc doubt trur' that primeval
nature is prior to man irrid contirues to
exist without him eteiyvrhere except on rhe
micro-dot ol a planet in tbe vastnesses of
tlre univelse This non-humanjzed nalure,
whiclr has not naturalized man, is of only
rnarginal inte rcst to the geographer" Nature
conies within the orbit of gecgraphy as a
con!liluent cle ment of social practice. Man
inleracts rilh rirlure through labour. trar:s-
forms it aud himse lf gets transfcrrmed in
the prccess. This man, who n:ake s hjmself
in remaking rature, is the focus of
Geography

In the process cf transforrring nalure
and himself. sociiil man moyes from thc
realm of necc'ssity to that of freedom in the
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sense in which Spinoza concieved the latter :

" re cognised necessity ". It may, howecer,
be notcd, as Fngels has rightly stressed, tllat
'' fiecdom does not ccrsist in the dream of
indepcndence of naturai iaws, but in thc
knowle dgc of'thcse laws, and the possibitrity
this givcs cf s.ystematicali5, nirking thcm
rvork towirds definite erds ". Fr*cdom ard
necessily are not, lherefore, mutually
exclusive cirle gories" Free dom shouid not be

confused with the u' sell-determilalion of
the spirit ", or the so-calkd " freedom of
will " which puts it out:ide rhe purview of
the compulsions of rature. Neither should
neccssity be equated with mechanistic dcter-
minism, which negates the role of' human
will and corsiders the action and trchaviour
of man as the functicn of objective nature
alone.

To the exlcnt thrlt man does not urrdrr-
stand the plocesses of nature through social
practice, he is in the realm of unrecogniscd
necessily; 1o that exlent he is unfree, a slave
crouching in avie anci supplication befcre
the rising sun or the rc,ght1' mountains. As
man mi:rches cnwards orr the ba.sis ol
underslanding natural Iaws aud systematic-
ally making tllen " rvork towards dcfiter:ite
ends ". he steps into freedom though
conlinuing to be within the gravitational
firld of nr'cessity, which ncr longer remlins
blind but becomes an instrument of consci-
ous sccii:l practicc. The hold ofnccessity
contitrues, nevertheless. in fact, it becomcs

more and more rigorouE n ilh every technolo-
gical advance-with evely step towards free-
dom.With ruclimtrtary knowledge about the
prcpcrly of stones and eltmentary acquaint-
ance with the laws of applicd mechanics,
lhe' palae olitbic tool maker Lrccarne relativcly
frec vis*a-vi: his hominici rrnccstor, but was
still at the niercy of nrrrurc- the vagaries of
climate or the ferocity of prr riatory animals.
The modern tool maker in an engineeiing
workrhop has extendcd tlir orbit of
his freedom by recc';:nising and urili*
sirg a far larger number of very lr-,urh
more comFlex laws of nature. Freedom,
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therefore. {ran:forms the nature cf tbe
role of necessity; it dces not rveaken
it. The freer man becomes, the more lie
reeogrises {he chair:s rhat bind hjm. Tlrese
ehains cannot be hroxeri; they can only be

utilis*d through sr:cial practice. Even if we
conspire rvith fate a la Omar Khayam, we
cxnnot u, shalter it to bits "; but we can
certainly transform the ext*rnal world ot
nitture " closer to our he*rt's desire " by
ccngnising the iarvs that govern it.

The realm of frcedcrn is the nr:osphere,
tlre sphere of the planr't erlrth which has
been " humanised " by rational human
activity. The traditional division of the
prlanet into the iithosphere, hydrosphere,
atrnosphere and the bio-sphere may
interest the geologist, the hydrologist, the
meterectrogist or the biologist; but
it is af m*rginal corcern to the geographer.
l-lowever, whcn the alluvial fan in the
Flimalayan valley gets transflormed into a

system of terraces, when the mighty torrents
tr"* !*rned to f.;rtilise the thirsty earth, when
a ncw crop rotation system is evolved to
take atlvantage of a short growing season,
iv.hen a wrong grazing practice leads to
defore statian- therl the -regments of the litho-
sph;:r,:. the hydrosphrre, the atmo\phere,
and tire bi,,rsphere get sS,nthitiscd and trar:s-
formcd into the noosphere, lhe re;ilm of
cognisrd neccssiiy, This is the realni of
G e ograph"v.

Wir*r Plcrve statrd that " in Geography,
man is the miasure", he wa-r not repeating
*n anthropocentrjc platitudc. Man is the
rr)sasure in Geogr"aphy not because hc is
the " pritcipll inliabilant of the plant ", as

Cholley ilut it or b;cause he, of all living
thingr, hus a divirre, soul, as Ritter would
have n,ant,;d us to believe, but bicause and
only lrec;iuse he is the cr,;ator of the nco*
sphere. l{e al.one, among thr knoryn species
of the plarret, Cors not just aCapt himself
to rlature but aclually interacts with it;
who is not only * piissivc elrment but is

an aciive factor in the eco-r1'sten:; who
does not only vegetete and survive within
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the orbit of blind necessity bul operates
wjthin a reaim of freetiom, cognising
laws of nature so as to transform it. And
yet, as the evolving crisis rvould show,
ihere are very definite limits which he can
dars to transcend only at his peril.
Recognition of these limits would be the
recognition of necessity today which
would entail nothing less than freedom
from illusive affluence for a tiny minority
of the human race and at lhe rsame time
frcrm pangs of inexorable deprivation for
the rest.

When man emerges from the orbit of
blind necessity, his labour casts off ..its
first instinctual form ". The .,naive

utilization of nature solely through the
mediurn of the organs of rhe body,, is
replaced by conscious production. The
unity of man and nature, at this higher
Ievel, is mediated by the tool. Marx has
brought this out with inimitable elegance:
.'The instrument of labour is a thing, or
a complex af thirgs, rvhich the labourer
int{'rposes between himself and the object
of his labour, and which serves to
conduct his activity on to it. I{e makes
use of the mechanical, physical and
chemical properties of :ome things in order
to set them to work on other things in
accordance with his purposes." In olher
words, rlature provides the object of labour;
the instrument of labour is appropriated
naiurc; and human labour is the active
principle through which already ., appropria-
ted nature" further appropriates nature.
This is the basic content of man-nature
relatianship. By definition, this interacrive
system is dynamic and everchrnging-
providing the basic found'rtion for bio-
social processes oichange.

Ir order to be able to interact effectively
with nature through the use of the instru-
rnents of'labour, man has to come to terms
with other men and, as a consequence,
has to build a sy.qtem of institutions -econo-
mic, sccial and political. The latter constitute
facets of a complex but integrated system,
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rvhich makes social Iife possible and the
processcs of humanising nature to proceed
in dcsired directions.

In the light of the above, the Noosphere,
the sphere of man-natutre interacticln - may
be viewed as a traingle of forces. Nature
provides the base, lays down the limits of
freedom and indicates the directiou along
which optimum appropriation through social
labour is possible in the long run.
Technology aids natural processes, bends

them to human { and humane ! ) purposes,
modifies them arnd thus extends the range of
freedom" Institutions are either conducive
to or restrictive of man - natrlre intcraction.
It is this triangle of forces which is the
primary concern of Geography. What some-

times appears to be an integration of
heterogeneous phenomena is for the geogra-

phcr a complex and interactive system, in
which mar: plays the most crucial role. The
earth, rvhose variable character is studied by
geography, is the world of man. It is in
this context that the concept of the eco-

system acquires a specific cannotetion in
geographical studies.

The concept of the eco-systrm, as a
holistic complex of inter-dependencies, is
perhaps the most significant of the unifying
conceptualisations of objective reality.
This has arisen in the vlorld of knor,vlcdge as

a timelycorrective to the academic tradition
of the post-industrial society based on the

disaggregation of tiie totality into facets,

aspects, parts or fragmenls for deeper study

and analysis, thereby engendering the know-
ing of more and more about less and less. The
gap between the essentialiy hclistic character
of the objeclively existing system and its
fragmented cognition through disaggregated
anal5,sis has already become a serious con-
straint on and had led to a crisis in know-
ledge. It is the experience of history that at
such critical moments, unifying principles
emerge which provide the basis for a welta-
nschauung, an inlegrated view of totality.
The four-elemc.nt four-irumour univr:rse of
Hippocrates, Aristotle and Ptolomy, the

principlc of gravitalion of Newton, the
theoiy of evolution of Darwin, the dialectal
aud historical materialism of Karl Marx
and the E:MC2 equation of Einstein may
be considered to be such unifying principles
of knowledge, emerging on the scene as
s),nthetical constructs intergrating disaggre-
gated findings into a system of ideas and
bringing the entire spectrum of sciences into
their orbit of influence. It is being suggesteri
that the cclncept of the eco-system is a uni"
fying principle of this order, which though
rooted in all the sciences still transcends
them. It provides the closest conceptual
approximation to the integrated complexity
of objective realityand may, therefore, serve
as the basis for the most relevant ideology
for the contemporary world.

Like all the significant ideas of science.
the scientific conceptualisation of the eco-
system, which is a recent product of the in-
tellectual crisis of the post-industrial society
is rooted in a pre-scientific tradition of
great chronological depth and is, in fact
embedded in the basal psyche of the homo
sapien. The system of anirnistic and totemis.
stic beliefs, characterising th* proto-ideology
cf the Prrlacolithic age, was based on a

unity of all that exists and transcended the
duality of the biota and the abiota, of the
animal and the human, of the material and
the spiritual. The worohip of the Mother
Gt'rddess, which has been the substratum of
the spirituri ideas of the agricultural peo-
ples all ovcr the world, was similrrrly rooted
ir a holistic viiw of the Universe. wliich
snbsumrd the mrn-nature dichotomy into a

broader unity though in an inverted form.
The mysticism of the orient, which
coritinues to wield considerable influencc
over the mind, rcsolved the subject-object,
man-nature contradiction through a monistic
vierv of reality. The modern concept of the
ecc-systrm has such a distinguished parent-
age. Just as science has arisen out of rnagic;
so has this scie ntific conceptualisation
emerge d from pre-scientific intellection by
arsimilating to kernel of trutb aud rejecting

T.9
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its pseudo-"<piritual clap-trap.
A proper development of this concept

both epistomologically as a model of
the universe and methodologically as an
analytical tool, has to contend with the
continuing rigidities of the fragmcnted
hierarchies in knowledge, While the soc-ial

sciences have moved towards a certain
degree of internal cohesion, the world of
ron-human nature is still alien to it, at best
producing unnecessary nojse in their
sophisticated computer programmes. The
agricultural economist rvould rather not
dirty his hands with the soil, this nauseating
residual in his regression model, which
cannot be wished away. The incapacity
of lhe natural sciences to go beyoncl the
rigid limits of their sub-system is no
less alarming. The internal integration of
the natural sciences has at best produced
the science of ecology. In their just concern
u'i1h the autotrophs and the hetrotrophs,
the ecologists, tend to forget that the
homo sapien constitute a category
qualitatively different ficm ihe other
hetrotrophs, that their explanatory systen'l

is incapable of accounting for the behaviour
of social man; that they are asking only
limited questions and ci:n, there fore, get

only inadequate and partial ansrvers, At
best, they recognise mao as an elemeut
in the man and nature syndrome and
har,e shcran a uniqne incapacity to recognise

the reaiity of man in nature. They faii
to see that tbe rationality of man is as

much natural as the irrationatity of thc

monsocn wind, the chernozem or the

xerophyte. The uniliying concept of tbe

eco--qystem has arisen to break the ccn-
straints imposed by the complementary
inadequacies of the social and the natural
sciences. While the former cannot comc to
terms with the animaiity of man, the la1ter

cannot come to terms rvith his humanity. lt
is in the background of such a serious crisis
in knowledge that the geographical science

h;is a modest but a significant role to play.
Though deeply rootcd in naturr:,the discipline
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has manifested a unique capacity to come
to terms rvith man. Tbis enables geography
to bring a vitally important input in the
current debate on ecology and development
that is raging in the world, particularly in
its third segment.

The geographer's conceptualisation of
eco-system helps him to steer clear of two
erroneous strategies-first, the strategy of
" development " at all cosls leading to eco-
destruction; and second, the strategy of
rejecting development in the name of
ecology. For Geography, the elcology
development contradiction is a false con-
tradiction. The laws of nature not only
impose constraints on but also point to
the direction of optimal development.
Unless this dual relationship between the
ecological corelates and the development
proces$ is fully recognised, one tends to
get neckdeep in the morass of .,hippie"

ecology, the spurious environrnental con-
cerns of the " flower people " for whom
Dature is a virgin which should not be

violated through humau intervention. The
Iatter view, under different colours and
hues is being assiduously scld by some of
the ideclogues of the Ceveloped vrorld to
the developing cr:untries. The situation is
rather ironical. The advice not to proceed
along the path of developmrnt through
proper rcsource utilisation comes fron:
those nations who are themseives the major
culprits of eco-destruction through the
dysfunctional monopoly of natural resources

in an inter-national system of inequalities,
rvherein 20% of the world population is

permitted to misuse 80r"/" of its resources,
and wheiein the city of Chicago alone is

allowed to consume more oil than the

sccond rnost populous country in the world.
Tbere appears to be considerable weight
in a.ssessment of some scholars of both
the developed and the developing world
to the effect that the anti-development
irrjuctions, being issued for the benefit of
the innocents of .the rhird world by the
prophets of doom of the Club of Rome. or



the dons of I\,IIT and or Sussex, ale really
intercied to rviden the North-South gap ard
perpetuate the poverty and misery of the
bulk of humanity. Our concern with ecology
rvithin the framervork ofan eco-systemic
approach is directe d to optimising (aucl not
maximising !) del'elopment so as to extricate
our people from the vicious stranglelrold of
hunger and poverty; for, in the third world
hunger continues to be a most potent
pollutant - an e co-destructive force of trcm-
endous magnitude for it destroys lnarl,
the crucial component of the comtemporary
eco-systems. Those who lose their night's
sleep over the fate of a biighted tree or a

faded flower should sometime also look
at the bloated bellies, sunken eyes and the
skinny arms of hungry chikiren.

It is heartening to note that as early as in
the Fourth-Five Year plan, a fairly clear
undrrstandirg about relationship between
ecology and development was discernable. It
was stated therein : " The physical environ-
ment is a dynamic, conplex and inter"con-
nected system in which any action in one part
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affects others. There is also the inter-
depnderce of living things and their relation
ships with land, air and water. Planning for
harmonious developntent recognises this
unity of nsture and man. Such planning is
possible only on the basis of a comprehen-
sive appraisal issues-particularly economic
and ecological...". . It is necessary, therefore,
to irtroduce the environniental aspects into
our planning and development, Along with
effective conservation and rational use of
natural resources, protection and improve-
ment of human environment is vital for
national lvell be ing. It is particularly
important that long term basic consider-
ations should prevail over-short term
commercial corsiderations, the social costs
and benefits be useil as the yardstick than
private gains and losses."

The above statement provides the basic
guidelines for formulating a proper strategy
which llould simulteneously strengthen the
integrity of the eco-systrm, on the one
haud, and, on the other, ensure an acclerated
rate of socio-econcmic development.
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