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REVIEW ARTICLE 

APPROACHING HUMAN GEOGRAPHY: TOWARDS 
NEW APPROACHES IN HUMAN GEOGRAPHY? 

by 
Frank Hansen 

Hansen, F., 1994: Approaching human geography: towards 
new approaches in human geography? Geogr. Ann. 76 B (3): 
211-216. 

©The Swedish Society for Anthropology and Geography. 

ABSTRACT. This article is an extended review of a recently 
published book by P. Cloke, C. Philo and D. Sadler: Ap
proaching human geography: an introduction to contempor
ary theoretical debates. London: Paul Chapman 1991,252 pp. 
ISBN 1-85396-100-0. The author of this review takes the 
book as a starting-point for an assessment on contemporary 
approaches in human geography. 

The first part of the title a bov e is taken from a new 
and very interesting book on contemporary 
theoretical debates in human geography. The see
ond partrelates to the main question I expected to 
findan answer to in the book, namely, can we talk 
about new ways of approaching the subject matter 
of our discipline? 

As the subtitle of the book indicates, it is an in
troduction to contemporary theoretical debates in 
human geography. A considerable merit of the 
book is that it takes us beyond the ground covered 
by previous overviews in the same genre (e.g. 
Chisholm, Gregory, Holt-Jensen, Johnston). It 
not only deals with traditional regional geography, 
with nomothetic quantitative human geography, 
and with the radical and the humanistic reactions 
to the latter. It also deals with reactions to the re
actions. It sees in the radical alternative a strong 
and problematic tendency toward a structuralistic, 
objectivistic and mechanistic point of view. In the 
humanistic alternative it finds the opposite bias to
wards an individualistic and subjectivistic point of 
view. Therefore, the authors provide a detailed in
troduction to three new 'ways of approaching' 
which attempt to transcend the dualisms dividing 
structuralist and humanistic geography. Thus, over 
half the book is a critical introduction to structur
ation theory and its application in human geogra-
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phy, realist approaches and postmodem human 
geography. 

In the following I will first provide a brief pre
sentation of the main themes and points of the 
book. This is followed by a critical evaluation, fo
cussing on some major issues, some of which are 
bypassed in the book. The final part deals with the 
progress of the discussion in the book and with its 
conclusions. While I would agree with the conclu
sion that we cannot expect to develop or maintain 
one common approach, but should rather expect 
diversity in the future human geography, I bad ex
pected mo re conclusions in the form of statements 
conceming the ongoing debates, especially those 
across the borderlines between realism and struc
turation theory, and between modernism and post
modernism, i.e. suggestions concerning how we 
are to continue the search in the future. In order to 
be more conclusive, I think we need to develop an 
explicit conceptualisation of what we mean by ap
proach. The discussion below is very much influ
enced by my own attempt to conceptualize the 
word approach. The concept is therefore presen
ted in the box below. 

An approach is constituted by at least the follow
ing elements: 

- a philosophy of science, including a model of 
human agency, 

- a social ontology a bo ut the constitution of socie
ty, and the individual-society relationship, and 

- a set of specific social theories depending upon 
the subject matter of the enquiry. 

I findit important to stress that philosophy and sci
ence are linked, and neither can be reduced to the 
other. This means that the distinction between on
tology and social ontology, as weil as between so
cial ontology and social theory, must be taken seri
ously. Finally I presuppose that social science by 
its very nature must be cross-disciplinary. 
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lbe main themes 
The book opens with a brief overview of human 
geographic thought from the late nineteenth cen
tury until the 1970s. The ear! y geography is charac
terized by two essential points of view, environ
mental determinism and regional differentiation, 
which are both exemplified and discussed. Geo
graphy as a spatial science is regarded as a reaction 
to the lack of relevance and to the idiographic na
ture of early regional geography. A new geogra
phy, quantitative and nomothetic, developed. 
Here the authors present some old and some new 
criticisms of the new nomothetic science of geogra
phy. 

One Iine of critique of the new spatial science is 
based upon radical Marxist thought. The next 
chapter is concemed with its development within 
human geography. lt starts with a short description 
of the Marxist conceptualisation of the capitalist 
system and then provides a more detailed intro
duction to historical materialism, which is re
garded as the grounding theoretical basis of Marx
ist method. Then follows an investigation into 
what is perceived as four phases of radical geogra
phy: from liberal to Marxist critique, Marxist 
theoretical foundation, reconsidering structur
alism and the possible disintegration of radical 
geography. Mostly the works of Harvey are em
ployed in the discussion of the different pha
ses.They are given a short presentation as are 
some of the critiques of his work. In the center of 
the discussion are structuralism and function
alism, including the Marxist attempts to change 
their understanding of the role of structures. Fi
nally the authors pose the question if Marxist geo
graphy is in a process of degeneration, with refer
ence to recent debate in Society and Space and de
bate on locality studies. 

The next type of critique to be presented is that 
which originates from humanistic geography. lts 
historical development is investigated, starting 
with its roots in European humanistic thought to
gether with its roots in ear! y human geography, es
pecially Vida! and Wright. Then follows an intro
ductiori to humanistic geography as a humanistic 
critique of positivistic geography with its objec
tified human beings. Geography has to deal with 
human values and ideas to be really human. In
cluded in the introduction is a presentation of phe
nomenology, one of the philosophies of science 
which claims to be a comerstone of humanistic 
geography. A further development is existential 
geography, based upon later phenomenological 
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philosophers, the existentialists, who were critical 
of Husserlian phenomenology. Curiously, one of 
the key concepts in humanistic geography, 'place', 
is treated en passant. The chapter ends with a look 
in to the possibility if humanistic geography can en
devour to be a social science, i.e. transcend the in
dividualism and subjectivism embedded in its ori
ginal philosophy of science. Here we are intro
duced to hermeneutic and ethnographic methods 
as possible means to reach that end. 

Structuration theory is described as away of in
tegrating structure and agency. The chapter fo
cuses mainly upon the works of Giddens, a few of 
his critics and some empirical investigations in 
human geography based upon his ideas. His work 
is divided into two phases. The first deals with the 
development of Giddens's thought on the constitu
tion of society, formulated in his mode! of human 
action and his conceptualisation of the duality of 
structure and system of action. Phase two in volves 
the development of understanding the relation be
tween social processes and time-space. lt starts 
with a short description of time-geography and 
Giddens's critique of it. Then follows a presenta
tion of his understanding of the two types of inte
gration in modem society and their constitution in 
time-space and of his two key concepts, locale and 
modes of regionalisation. This small section ends 
with a presentation of his distinctions between 
front and back regions and between central and 
peripheral regions as part of a discussion of time
space and scales of regionalisation. Two examples 
of the empirical implementation of structuration 
theory in human geography are presented: the 
works of Pred and of Gregory. In Gregory's work 
we find some very fundamental criticisms of 
Giddens's way of conceptualizing time-space 
routinisation as weil as time-space distanciation. 
Finally, the chapter summarizes critique of struc
turation theory, concluding favourably that i t pro
vides a basis to sustain "middle ground" theory. 

Then follows a chapter about realism as philoso
phy of science and its use in human geography. The 
foundations of this philosophy are presented and 
the central notion of naturalism in social science is 
discussed. Realism can be broken down into two 
currents: the naturalism of Bhaskar versus the 
anti-naturalism of Harre. Ties to hermeneutics 
and critical theory are outlined, followed by a 
more detailed presentation of epistemological and 
methodological aspects of realism, relying very 
much upon the work of Sayer. Sayer's methodolo
gical distinction between intensive and extensive 
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research is clarified. In general the focus in the 
chapter is upon realism as an epistemology. Like 
the chapter on structuration theory, this chapter 
also includes a presentation of examples of empiri
ca! research efforts, and a summary of critique. 
The review reveals major disagreements between 
human geographers conceming realism. 

The chapter about postmodem human geogra
phy is divided into two parts, one about post
modemism as object and one about postmoder
nism as attitude. The first centres on different cul
tura! aspects of recent changes in consumption pat
teros with respect to literature, architecture, 
urbanspace and the like. The culturat products of 
postmodemity are seen as a rapidly changing col
lage which defies categorisation. Flexibility, diVer
sity and differentiation are the key words used to 
describe this new human world. As a little inter
mezzo, this new postmodemistic world is t hen 
given a modemistic explanation as the newest 
phase of capitalism by a few modernists, among 
them Harvey, against whom the a utbors later iosist 
that postmodemism must be considered in its own 
terms, not as a mere reflection of recent develop
ments in global capitalism. 

Postmodemism is best understoodas a qualita
tively new attitude. This new attitude is critical to
wards the Enlightenment (modernism) thought, 
with its belief in Reason and Order, and is very sen
sitive to difference, including geographical differ
ence. lt is against any grand narrative and any ap
proach building upon ideas of a total history. The 
French philosophers Lyotard and Foucault are 
considered the architects of postmodemism's phi
losophical foundation (to the extent it is possible 
to speak of a foundation). Contrary to the other 
chapters, this one does not include any examples 
of what empirical postmodemist human geogra
phy could be like. 

The very short epiloque is not a conclusion in 
favor of a common new approach to be recom
mended. The authors do not see any common 
ground for a future human geography. They are in 
favor of diversity, pointing to the variey of differ
ent subject matters, and argue for the need for dif
ferent approaches. The book finishes on a hopeful 
ton e, with a view towards creative and fruitful dia
logue in the future between different approaches 
and a community of common concem. 

Some critical points 
The introductory chapter on historical traditions 
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in geographic thought could have been developed 
more, in ways which could have contributed to dis
cussions which arise later in the book. For in
stance, important issues about the conceptions of 
science and different forms of naturalism in early 
geographic thought are ignored, though discus
sion of them could have provided a useful 
background to later chapters. Generally, I doubt 
that environmental determinism was quite as 
dominant as postulated here. While a paradigm of 
land-man dependency did predominate, its most 
deterministic forms were not prevalent. The com
mon approach in the early tradition, at !east on the 
continent, was a culturat historical approach, 
along the Iines of Ratzel. Ratzel, a fonnder of po
litical geography and social geography, and inf
luential in the development of cultural anthropol
ogy, can hardly be blarned for environmental de
terminism. The interesting issue in this context has 
to do with the forms of naturalism of the early geo
graphers and their interpretation of human geo
graphy as a non-social science. lt may be instruc
tive to regard the idiographic/nomothetic 
dichotomy as an important distinction in the in
terpretation of changes in human geography dur
ing this century and to see Hartsborne and 
Schaefer as opponents. But often a perhaps even 
more important distinction-that of realism ver
sus idealism-is ignored. Hartshome, whose 
work is given very little attention in the book, 
codifies many important changes within tradi
tional geography, one of which is the shift towards 
idealism (the ch ange from region as individnaVor
ganism to region as intellectual construction). In 
this sense Hartsborne is more properly perceived 
as Schaefer's predecessor than his antagonist. 

The chapter about Marxism and human geogra
phy is generally better and much more detailed. lt 
provides a good introduction to Marxist geogra
phy, but is not without its problems. First, I miss an 
introduction to the Marxist conception of science, 
which should perhaps not be called Marxist since 
essential parts of it were common to many scien
tists before and during Marx's lifetime, especially 
among the classical political economists. lt is a rea
list conception hearing strong resemblances with 
Bhaskarian realism, with abstraction and abstract 
research as a key methodological element. This is 
why Sayer can use Marxist theorising as an exam
ple of intensive (realist) research. lt is therefore 
somewhat artificial to, as the authors do, regard 
Marxism and realism as oppositional. If Marxist 
and realist geographers are opponents it is not due 
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to their conceptions of science (and realism is not 
more than that) but to their social ontologies and 
theories. Marxism on the other hand is of course 
much more than a conception of science. Bu t this 
at the same timetellsus that quite different human 
geographies can be formulated on the basis of a 
realist philisophy of science, among them a Marx
ist one. We can not talk about one realistic ap
proach! 

Second, the authors over-emphasize the role 
that historical materialism has played in human 
geography at least as a theory of history. I know 
very few exaroples where it has been used. On the 
contrary, much research was constructed precisely 
upon a critique of the dogmatism of historical rnat
rialism as historical theory, as manifested in vari
ous neo-Marxisms such as Althusserian structur
alism, the capital logic school of thought, or 
Marx's own basic understanding of capitalism and 
of its political economy. If historical materialism 
has played a role it is as a social ontology, not as a 
theory of history. 

As to the disintegration of the 'Marxist tradi
tion', the book presents a very confusing picture. 
It is of course difficult to say exactly what consti
tutes Marxist reseach. But it becomes even more 
difficult without any clearly articulated Marxist 
philosophy of science, as indicated above. I would 
argue that an important part of realistic re
search-based either on a Marxist understanding 
of capitalist society or upon a revision of Marxist 
political economy-must be regarded as reformu
lations within a Marxist tradition. The work of 
Massey and Meegan is just one example. This 
means that much more reformulation and e labora
tion of Marxist human geography has taken place 
than the authors pretend. The picture becomes 
even more warped when contributions to the local
ity debate are uncritically (and dubiously) presen
ted as Marxist, presurnably because the authors 
have a history of Marxist research. The much 
acclaimed disintegration may be less than is as
sumed. 

The chapter on humanistic geography also 
serves· as a solid and informative introduction, 
even if i t must have been more difficult to compose 
because varieties are even more numerous than 
within Marxist geography. What I welcome very 
much (as compared to previous overviews) is the 
presentation of phenomenology and existen
tialism as possible elements of a philosophical 
foundation of a humanistic human geography. Bu t 
then, I miss a discussion of the conception of sci-
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ence following from these viewpoints, leaving 
aside the formulated anti-scientific attitude 
among some humanistic geographers as not in
teresting. What is their alternative to naturalistic 
social science, towards which they are so negative? 
Furthermore, what does i t mean for such a science 
that it is based upon an idealistic philosophy 
(transcendental idealism, to use Husserl's expres
sion). 

I agree with the authors in that human geogra
phy is not about individuals, but about groups. B ut 
this raises a major problem for humanistic geogra
phy: how do we transcend the human in order to 
understand the social? I also agree with the 
authors when they, with reference to the work of 
Ley, indicate that philosophy does not hel p us fur
ther. But I have considerable doubts about their 
proposed solution, to rely on hermeneutic me
thods or ethnografic inquiry. This may come down 
to a return to empirism if the groups are formed as 
empirical generalisations, based upon a phenome
nological-existentialist vocabulary. One alterna
tive could perhaps be that qualitative inductive 
methods are used instead to form abstract social 
categories. Another alternative would be to start 
with social theory! But this requires that one have 
some idea of structures and social relations in so
ciety beforehand. It raises a final question, which 
is not raised in the book: Do not humanistic geo
graphers need a social ontology, i. e. explicit ideas 
about the individual and the constitution of socie
ty, power etc., in order to be social geographers? I 
believe so. Transcendental philosophies may pro
vide good inspiration, but they can not replace so
cial ontology. 

The introduction to structuration theory is short 
and concise, but at the same time comprehensive. 
It also raises a number of important critical points 
toward structuration theory. The authors fail how
ever to make i t sufficiently clear that we are not de
aling with a theory, bu t a social ontology, based on 
a philosophy of human action. It consists of gener
alisations about the constitution of society as such. 
First when Giddens embarks on a stud y of moder
nity (his third phase) can on e talk of theory. In
stead of criticising Giddens for approaching 'grand 
theory', as the authors do, i t would be correct to 
acknowledge that Giddens's structuration theory 
is a social ontology, and any social ontology will in
clude statements involving universal categories of 
social being. This should not be confused with 
'grand theory'. I find this point important, because 
the popularity of structuration theory is due not 
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only to its anti-structuralism and its focus upon the 
time-space constitution of social processes, but 
also to the fact that the proposed social ontology is 
congruent with not all, but politically quite differ
ent theoretical positions-precisely because i t is a 
social ontology and not a social theory. 

In another respect, Giddens's approach is very 
open to different interpretations. He has for in
stance not formulated any explicit account of his 
philosophy of science. Is he inclined towards an in
terpretative social science or a realist one? Mar
xists would probably argue the former, as would 
humanistic social geographers. And there is hardly 
any evidence in Giddens's discourse on social sci
ence that would suggest the latter. Giddens rejects 
positivist naturalism, but as he does not deal with 
realist naturalism, his apparently anti-naturalist 
position remains ambivalent. This reader at least is 
curious what Giddens's position is on Bhaskarian 
realism, since he fails to give any clear indications 
of his stance. 

The chapter on realist approaches is a fine intro
duction to realism as an epistomology in its Bhas
karian version. It fails to recognize however that 
realism also involves an ontological point of view. 
Furthermore, Harre's significantly different ver
sion of realism is not sufficiently described. This 
maynot be such an important oversight, since it is 
the Bhaskarian version, as popularized by Sayer, 
which is flourisbing among human geographers. 
But it would nevertheless have been beneficial to 
include Harre's realism as a contrast to and a criti
callight upon Bhaskar's ideas. 

In the discussion of a possible convergence with 
hermeneutics and critical theory, the authors 
rightly emphasize a common emanicipatory in
terest shared with critical theory. Realism is also a 
critical approach. On the other hand, Bhaskar is 
very critical of hermeneutics, due to among other 
things its antinaturalism and lack of conceptual 
criticism. 

As mentioned above, realism is notbing more 
than a philosophy of science upon which different 
approaches can be formulated, among them Marx
ist ones. This is perhaps indicated by the authors in 
the title of the chapter, where they refer to realist 
approaches in plural. B ut they do not put it on the 
agenda for a discussion. Here it would have been 
interesting with a discussion of which types of so
cial ontologies which can be combined with a rea
list philosophy of science. And it would have been 
interesting with an outline of Bhaskar's own social 
ontological proposals. 
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The analysis of postmodemism is pursued pri
marily at an empirical level, and thus lacks in 
depth of reflections at a conceptuallevel. Though 
the presentation of the understandings of Harvey 
and other modemists includes elements of (and an 
invitation to) such reflection, the authors do not 
make any conceptual specifications conceming 
postmodernism. Thus, one is left unsure if the 
authors see postmodemism primarily as culture 
and consumption related, or if i t ma y be perceived 
as normatively more inclusive. 

The attempt to sketch postmodemism as an at
titude in opposition to the Enlightment-moder
nism project is also doubtful in the sense that the 
latter is not something agreed upon. Not every
body just believed in Enlightment, Reason and 
Progress! Many of the modemist thinkers were 
sceptical and deeply critical, e.g. Rousseau, Marx, 
the Frankfurt school. It is a naive idealistic version 
of modernism, a strawman, and not modemism as 
such which is presented. In this connection I findit 
very suprising that the authors accept the ontolog
ical claim of Lyotard, that the world is constituted 
of notbing but fragmented clouds of communica
tion. Is this allthat is left of social relations?! 

To use Lyotard and Foucault as a common phi
losophical platform of postmodemism is also 
doubtful. Is the rebellion against metanarratives 
paraHel to the rebellion against totalized history? I 
do not think so. Foucault speaks favorably of 'dis
tinct totalities', and refers to Marx as the first to 
rebel against total history. Furthermore, could the 
Foucaultian conceptions of knowledge, power and 
society not be regarded as metanarratives in a 
Lyotardian sense? The assumption that they ex
press the same attitude toward modemism de
mands a much doser examination of their thought 
than is included in the book. 

The focus of postmodernism is presented as 
being diversity, difference. But do all types of dif
ferences matter? And are all differences of equal 
importance? I amsurethat the authors agree with 
me that we must make priorities among differ
ences-priorities which fundamentally are based 
upon ethical considerations. And I agree with 
them that we have not been sensitive enough in the 
past to some types of differences manifested in 
weak groups in society. But this does not mean 
that we must equally consider all sorts of fanciful 
differences, which I see as a move in an ethically 
wrong direction. It has for many years already 
been considered a sign of progress that curiosity 
about differences is being replaced by concem 
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about inequalities. I would suggest that it still is, 
and would warn against making difference the 
focus of future human geography ( remember areal 
differentiation?). But I am aware that we also 
must deal with differences and othernesses from 
the point of view of human rights and non-dis
crimination. Furthermore, I would stress more for
cefull y than the authors do, that sensivity to differ
ence carries greater potential the more it is 
theoretically informed. 

Some general critical points 
I miss a more systematic account of some common 
issues in philosophy of science, such as the under
standing of human action, and the central distinc
tions between empiricism and realism, and be
tween naturalism and antinaturalism, especially 
since empiricism and naturalism have such a 
strong foothold in human geography. Another 
common issue could have been the conceptualiza
tion of space. Such systematic accounts could have 
formed the basis for: 

- a more continuous discussion with greater po
tential to reach new insights, 

- a more critical attitude toward the use of history 
to legitimate recent approaches (e.g., to use 
Vidal as precursor to humanistic geography 
ought to raise a discussion on the adequacy of 
his naturalism), and 

- a realization that Marxist geography is just one 
among several alternative transcendental realist 
human geographies. 

Another factor that contributes to the unnecessar
ily blurred picture of recent debates is that struc
turation theory and realism are presented as ap
proaches in toto, though they are actually ele
ments of possible approaches. The first is a social 
ontology (what is the social?) and not a social 
theory about certain aspects of a specific type of 
society. That means it has to be employed in the 
construction of specific theories before we can talk 
about lm approach. The seeond is a philosophy of 
science upon which can be formulated different 
approaches. Here the first step must be to formu
late an appropriate social ontology before we 
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move to the mo re specific areas of theory. To do so 
I think it would be fruitful to bring Marx, B haskar 
and Giddens to talk with each other about struc
ture and agency, in order to formulate a critical 
realist, nonstructuralist social ontology. 

Bu t this is not necessarily the same as saying that 
we are searching for one approach in the narrow 
sense. Why do we assume that we are looking for 
a middle ground point of view? Why not two, or 
more? I think we have to be open-minded towards 
more approaches argued on the basis of social on
tological differentiations, and not restrict our 
thinking to empirical differentiations as is done in 
Approaching Human Geography. Sciences are 
characterized internall y by a variety of approaches 
corresponding to ontologicallevels within the dis
cipline. Giddens differentiation between the study 
of agency and the study of institutions underlines 
this point. Perhaps we can not talk about agency 
and structure as such bu t have to find a way to op
era te with agency and structure at ontologically 
different levels within social science? 

Do I have to say that most of these ideas are 
post -postmodernistic? 

Frank Hansen, Institute of Geography, Capenha
gen University, ~ster Voldgade 10, 1350 Copenha
gen, Denmark. 
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