
Discourse and Geographic Enquiry

A.C. Mohapatra

Meaning of Geography

Geography is much misunderstood, much
less formulated. and the least formalised.
The misunderstandings arise trt two levels:
(a) at the 'common place'. or 'common
man's perspective, and (b) at the level of the
practitioners of the discipline. Doubtless. the

subject is old, as old, perhaps as human his-
tory and curiosity, the curiosity of knou,ing
places and people, nanations of human his-
tory etched on the landscape he treaded, built
his cultures, and in knowing other cultures.
So far the boundaries of the cultures were
drawn, the places, people, routes and passes

were emplaced into the boundaries and the
first maps were drawn. The Hellenics did
that, so also other cultures, the Mauryans
and the Contucians. But it is also a new dis-
cipline, unlike History, Mathematics, Law
or Physics, its historical roots go not much
beyond the nineteenth century. The common
place perspective of Geography that deals
with maps and information about people and

places, mountains and rivers, partly owes its

ori-ein in narations of those early curiosity
of man and partly too to Huxlel,'s popu-
iarising the subject in En_elish school edu-
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cation, and then to the rest of the English
speaking world in the last quarter of the nine-
teenth century, much before it gained access

in the British academia (Stoddart, 1986).

Its academic misunderstandings, rather
mis-placements ou'e their origin to the
Kantian schemata, all knor.vledge placed in
Cartesian coordinates of time-history and
space-geography, therefore its nature of'al1
inciusiveness', 'Geo-eraphy is what the ge-

ographer does'(Leighly. 1931). In a sense.

it failed to emer-qe as a discipline because it
failed to draw boundaries. The boundaries
could not be drawn because the central ob-
ject. (if there was onel) '.. the study of the
relationship of man and his natural environ-
rnent' as one can surmise from the writings
of the first three generation of geographers,

till the beginning of the twentieth century,
dithered. shifted from one end to the other,
the central position of 'man' having beerr

left out of the agenda of geography till the
end of nineteen sixties. The boundaries are

still unclear and the agenda still all rnixed
up. As a result, the studies instead of deep-

ening. still widens. Therefore, among the

-teneral scientillc community. the geo-
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-srapher's position remains at best on the

margins. The success of geo-eraphy as a

modern discipline depends on its success in
redefinin-e thc- centrality of man in its evely

day discourse. and man's spatiality (cultural)

and the study of environment as the princi-
pal tool of drawin-e boundaries of the disci-
pline.

Geography as Science

Is Geography a Social Science. an Environ-
mental Science or an Earth Science? Is it a

'science' at all, or part of so-called 'humani-

ties' as some prefer (or pretend to!) to as-

sign it? It is imperative to steer clear of these

questions briefly.

Modern science is not so much defined
by the degree of instrumentation or patently
obscure issues, rather by its objectives and

methodology adopted in reaching those ob-
jectives. The objectives could be in the realm
of pure theory or derivation of empirical
laws. The methodologies therefore. neces-

sarily will be 'analytical' or 'empirical'.
Analytical methodology deals by 'setting-

up' a theoretical problematic and has nec-

essarily solutions within its own domain
without explicit recourse to the external
world, as in mathematics or in theoretical
physics. On the other hand, empirical' by
definition deals with the sense percept. ex-

periential and in effect. are all 'historical'

because all facts are, essentially 'experi-
enced', thus historical.

However. empiricisrn has methods of
deriv in-e s ci e n ti fi c facts th rou 

-e 
h o b s ervati on

(including measurements) iurd experimen-
tation, methods that are also employed lor
verification and repeated verification to ac-

quire a certain degree of universality, laws.

No doubt Geography deals u,ith tacts and

thus. rightfulll,can be terrned 'empirical sci-

ence'. However, empirical research though
deals with facts, are not necessarily wrth
'truths'. but are 'about truths'. i.e.. very of-
ten deveiops a 'problematic about the truth'
rather than the 'truth itself and it is often
the innovative' character of 'setting up of
the problem' and developing a 'strategy of
solution to the problematic' that drives all
errrpirical or analytical scientific research
(Kuhn, 1962).

To the extent geography deals with earth

with its natural (physical) attributes, its
empiricism drau,s it closer to other natural
(empirical) sciences like the Lit-e Sciences.

Environmental Sciences or Earth Sciences.

However, Geography being clearly 'ethno-

centred', i.e.. its objective of understanding
of the natural world being towards under-
standing of rnan. his space bound activities
and habitat (and environment), brings it
closer to Social Sciences.

Social Sciences deal by definition with
social reaiity, be they historical. 'judgements

on events and processes'Car. 1964, under-
standing of social (s1,stems). structures and

relations political processes and institutions,
or economic or individual or coilective
behaviour (psy'chology) or for that matter
the study of cultures. They thus. deal with
empiricism about man. and no doubt, are

empirical sciences as well.

The a-ee-old methodological contro-
versy in social sciences. whether to treat so-

cial facts as 'unique events' (iri time and

space) or there are underlying '-eeneral prin-
ciples' governing social events, continue.
Disciplines like history and anthropolo_ey

continue with the fbrmer position (with the

exception o1' 'structuralism' in Anthropol-
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ogy). thus the social reaiity treated as unique
events ('the Uniqueness Theory', see Carr.
1964:62) and therefore, denying possibility
of development o1'generalprinciples. On the

other l-rand. disciplines like Economics. Psy-

chology, to sofrre extent in Politics and So-

ciolo-ey, there are serious attempts on de-
velopment of general principies, (under-

standing 'unities' than 'uniqueness'), espe-

ciaily in economics wherein rnodel devel-
opment and rigorous theory construction is

ovel'a century old and l-ras in effect left the

controversy rvay behind and has been greatly
successful at that. The principal underlying
logic has been treating the so-called unique
events, as if they are part of 'replicable uni-
versal processes using'methodological
universality' than universal laws governing
social events, this especially after the de-
velopments of the Vienna Circle and 'Logi-
cal Positivism'. Hypothesis testing and
theory deveiopment are as much important
in Social Sciences now as in other empiri-
cal (natural) sciences. The very position of
Geography being at an interface between so-

cial and natural sciences has made its meth-
odological position somewhat ambivaient
between a uniqueness theory and theory
construction.. especially the period attrib-
uted to Hartshronian influences -- say

e.g.. 'areal differentiation' as a method of
'inteilectual construction of regions'
(Hartshrone, 1939).

Whereas in most ernpirical sciences the
courses of research enterprise have gradu-
ally conver-eed to one position or the other.
In Geography principally four principal
methodological strands are still visible: (a)

There are geographers (at least in India) u,ho

still believe in the uniqueness of spatial
events, thus follor.ving Hartshrone, try un-
derstandin-s the geographical reality (as if,

there is one) as a discourse in uniqueness of
re-eions ('unique combination' of human and
naturai factors). (b) There are others, who
foliow an overtly 'Baconian System' of em-
piricism (a dispassionate 'positivist mode'
of thinking) as in the physical -ueography.
especiaily in Geomorphology. Climatology
etc.. where even some ciaim. there is nei-
ther a methodology, nor any hypotheses but
oniy the 'object of research'. (c) Still there
is the -erowing clan of geographers, espe-
cially after Shaet-er (1953). rvhich believes
in methodological universality and thus,
theory construction through hypothesis test-
in-e (Harvey, 1969) And, (d) there are still
others who have been influenced by
Postmodernist Movement in Europe in re-
cent times, lvhich is more 'representationai'

and'interpretative', than'derivative' (infer-
ential) and thus, in a sense could he
summarised as an 'anti-theory movement'
as a'Post-structuralist enterprise'('the
break-dorvn of unties' - see Foucault,
1972.1989 : Harvey, 1989).

The Course of Geography,
or a Discourse?

What course does geography chart (in the
Twenty-first century)? Is there a geographi-
cal, even discourse on spatiality of human
experience?

First. indeed the popularity of the disci-
pline, in this country appears to be directly
proportional to naivete, in the sense that the
generai theoretical, methodological and
empirical rigours are conspicuous by their
absence. Second. geographical research in-
ciudin-e the development of probiematic
greatly divulges from the problematic in
general, i.e., the ones recognised as critical.
This rarely happens in other sciences. in-
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cluding the social sciences, that there is a
complete lack of dialogue rvithin the disci-
pline across nations, and frontiers and seas.

Third, among the academics, there exist a

-sreat deal of common piace contusion as to
whether the discipline deals with the 'earth'

or deals with 'man'. a confusion that as-

sumes the course of enquiry in a certain di-
rection. Fourth, a fri_eidity. if I may say so.

relating our own history of colonialism and

-eeo-eraphy as a 'colonial subject' and fret-
ting without developing the subject as the
'lived spatiality' of experience of a human-
ity of one billion or more. Such a construc-
tion is not only necessary, but is imperative
to our very existence. Fifth is our essential

shyness for anything theoretical. The last
three decades have been the most fruitful
for geography if theory generation and con-
struction is concerned. However, we accept

only the narrations and reject the discourse,

often summarily, as somethin-s of no busi-
ness of geography. We are still by and lar-se,

diehard empiricists of the Baconian kind.
As a result. as Moonis Raza once said. 'In-
dian geography is but a dinosaur with a little
head, a large body and a long tail' (Raza,

1912). Indeed.

What discourse to open, in which di-
rection and with what objects? To my mind,
there are areas that are critical, and in which
natural and social sciences have opened
doors to discourse that the Indian geo-qra-

phers can respond and contribute. These are

principally three that I try to outline (but,

others could be added).

First. is the discourse on environment.
population and developrnent, the unities that

hold together the hermeneutics of other such

countries and cultures as well -- how to rec-

oncile the conflictin-u goals of economic

prosperity and with those of a -erowinu popu-
lation and impending (or even experienced)
environmentai catastrophe. Published litera-
ture in geography in recent times indicates
a -erowing interest in the subject. but little
in the debate. and still less in the social
theory discourse. For example the Green
'Movement (Der Grunnen) in general and

environmental movements in India in par-

ticular, from Silent Valiey to Sahashradhara

and the Chipko has attracted little attention
from geo-eraphers as such. Also, the gender-

environment discourse has little contribu-
tion. Is geography to be content with the
'form'only (unravelling the problem), or carl

it fruitfully contribute to the 'content'. i.e.

the processes includin-e the social ones that
increasingly have assumed critical signifi-
cance?

The second arises out of the
'multicultural' reality of ours, and the con-
tradictions in gender, caste, and ethnicities,
and the inanner in which these contradic-
tions assume spatial it1 in our existence.
Cultural and social pluralism has been criti-
cal to our history and political existence.
But. are socio-political pluralism and
multiculturalism expiained in terms of only
'history and time'? Much of the 'fixed di-
versities' of the country that geography as-

sumed are as much processes as well, con-
stantly changing and redefining our spatial-
ity of existence. The forces and structures
buried under the debris ofhrstory constantly
reappear, unravel and even 'reproduce'in a

complex web of spatialrty of our nationhood.
Why -eeography must be mute, a silent spec-

tator to fertiie discourses that other social
sciences avidly indulge in, around
ethnicities, the myriad identities, the gen-

der issues-all invariably with si-enificant
spatial undertones.
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Finaily is the discourse about the per-

petllation of povertv, deprivations and dis-
parities, across regions and boundaries. and

across boundaries ofsocial classes and struc-

tures. From early seventies Indian -seogra-
phy did address sorne of these issues rvith a
degree ofsuccess, especiallv u,ith the prob-

lem of re-sional dispalities and its historical
roots. Many of the early debales have ended
(or have taken new turns in international lit-
erature) but neu'discourses have yet to open.

New rigidities and stereotypes have taken
over creative endeavours--repetitious reaf-
finnations have beconre order of the day.

The disparity discourses, perhaps need cleep-

enin-e into the micro-tia-qmentary speci fici-
tres and broadened into cross-sectoral^ fast
chan-eing realities of modern India, away
from the orthodoxy of historical hermeneu-
tics to the 'livin-e and chan-ein-s spaiiality'.

Possibly. Geo-uraphy in this country
needs to be part of the social and political
discourses as well, instead of its orthodox-
ies of obsession with facts, lact -eathering
and inadequate theorisation. ln this endeav-

our it woulcl need to look over its shoulders.
across boundaries to other social. life and

earth sciences at one hand, and across fron-
tiers to debates and discourses that have

opened in redefining its objects and meth-
odolo-eies to those areas that have become
critical to our existence (ofpoverty and un-
derdevelopment, and of conflicts of multi-
cultural identities of our nationhood).

Much of this vast nation, its ter-ritorial
and cultural diversities. and its history lay
open to (geographical) enquiry. Much has

been said about. but little is done. Many of
us, inespective of the tag of social or natu-

ral sciences owe the responsibility of

unraveili ng the ( geo-eraphic irl ) di scourse, the

spatiality of existence aud progress of this
great nation.

References

Carr. E.H. (1961): What i.s Hisrott?. Penguin,
N4iddlesex.

Foucault. Michel ( 1967)t Of Other Spaces. cited in
Edrvard S oja. Po s t - lt'| t t d e n t C e o3 ru p I i e.s.

\/erso. London. 1989.

Foucaull. Michel (i972): Tlte Art.ltoeologt of Krnwl-
arl.ge. Tavistock. London.

Hartshrone. R (1939): Tlte Natrrre ol Geo.qraphy.

AAG, Lancaster. Penn.

Harvey, D ( 1969): E.rplartation,s iu Geograpltr,.
Edu,ard Arnold. London.

Harvey, D (1989): Tlte Conclitiott of Postutoie ntiit':
An Enquirt' ittto Origins of Cultural
C I rutt ge. Blackrvell. Oxtbrd.

Kuhn.TS t1962): Tlrc .\tructure of Sciertr(ic Relolu-
lion. Chicago.

Lefebvre. H f l99I): The Produt'tiott o.f'Space.
Blacku,ell. Oxford. lFrencli lOriginal).
La Productir-nt de Spdcc, 1974)

Leighly,J (1937): "Sorne comnlenls ott Corteiltpo-
ron' Ceog,ruphic ll'lttltods ". Anrtals (.17).

PP.l25-,11.

Raza, Moons (1972): Sunet' o.f Rtsearch itt Ceogra-
pirr'1I). ICSSR. New Delhi.

Shaefer. F.K.( 1953): "lixceptionalism in Geography:
a rnethodolosical exanrination". Annals
(-13). pp.226-a9.

Soja. E. (1989): Postntotlent Geo,e,raplties. Yerso.
London.

Stoddart. D.R. (t986): On Gtograpln' and it.s His-
ron. Blacku ell. Oxfbrd.

A. C. N4ohapatra

Professor of Ger)graphy.
Department 6f Qsographv.

NEHI].
Shillong- 193014

Transactions I Vol. 25, Nos. 1&2. 20A3 |l75


