
 

 

Schools of Human Geography:  

Human geography, as a sub-discipline of geography, focuses on the spatial patterns and 

processes associated with human activity, including culture, economy, politics, and social 

organization. Over time, distinct schools of thought have emerged within human geography, 

each offering unique perspectives and methodologies for understanding human-environment 

relationships and spatial phenomena. Below is an overview of the major schools of human 

geography, reflecting their historical evolution and key contributions. 

1. Environmental Determinism 

 Time Period: Late 19th to early 20th century 

 Core Idea: The physical environment (climate, terrain, resources) directly determines 

human behavior, culture, and societal development. It posits that geography shapes 

human destiny. 

 Key Thinkers: Friedrich Ratzel, Ellen Churchill Semple, Ellsworth Huntington 

 Examples: Huntington argued that temperate climates fostered advanced civilizations, 

while tropical climates hindered progress due to heat and humidity. 

 Criticism: Over simplistic and reductionist; it ignored human agency and cultural 

factors. By the mid-20th century, it largely fell out of favour. 

 Legacy: Influenced early geographic thought but gave way to more nuanced 

approaches. 

2. Possibilism 

 Time Period: Early to mid-20th century 

 Core Idea: The environment sets limits and offers possibilities, but humans have the 

agency to choose how to adapt and shape their surroundings based on culture, 

technology, and decisions. 

 Key Thinkers: Paul Vidal de la Blache, Jean Brunhes 

 Examples: Vidal de la Blache’s concept of genre de vie (way of life) showed how 

French rural communities adapted differently to similar landscapes through farming 

practices. 

 Significance: A reaction to environmental determinism, emphasizing human creativity 

and variability within environmental constraints. 



 

 

 Legacy: Laid the groundwork for cultural and regional geography. 

3. Regional Geography 

 Time Period: Early 20th century (peaked 1920s–1950s) 

 Core Idea: Focuses on the detailed study of specific regions as unique entities, 

integrating physical and human characteristics to describe their distinctiveness. 

 Key Thinkers: Carl Sauer, Richard Hartshorne 

 Examples: Sauer’s work on cultural landscapes (e.g., The Morphology of Landscape) 

explored how human cultures transform regions over time, like Mexican agricultural 

landscapes. 

 Approach: Descriptive and qualitative, often using fieldwork and historical analysis. 

 Criticism: Seen as overly descriptive and lacking theoretical rigor, leading to its decline 

during the quantitative revolution. 

 Legacy: Influenced landscape analysis and remains relevant in cultural geography. 

4. Quantitative Revolution (Spatial Science) 

 Time Period: 1950s–1970s 

 Core Idea: Geography should be a rigorous, scientific discipline using mathematical 

models, statistics, and spatial analysis to explain human patterns and processes. 

 Key Thinkers: Walter Christaller, William Garrison, Peter Haggett 

 Examples: Christaller’s Central Place Theory modeled settlement hierarchies based on 

market principles; locational analysis optimized industrial or retail sites. 

 Approach: Emphasized testable hypotheses, GIS precursors, and theories like gravity 

models or diffusion studies. 

 Criticism: Criticized for being too abstract, dehumanizing, and ignoring social context 

or qualitative experiences. 

 Legacy: Transformed geography into a more analytical field, paving the way for 

modern GIS and spatial technologies. 

5. Behavioral Geography 

 Time Period: 1960s–1970s 



 

 

 Core Idea: Focuses on human decision-making, perception, and behavior in space, 

rather than assuming rational economic choices as in spatial science. 

 Key Thinkers: Reginald Golledge, David Harvey (early work) 

 Examples: Studies of how individuals perceive distance (mental maps) or choose 

migration destinations based on subjective factors like safety or familiarity. 

 Approach: Blended psychology with geography, using surveys and cognitive mapping. 

 Significance: Highlighted the role of human subjectivity in spatial processes, 

countering the purely quantitative focus. 

 Legacy: Influenced urban planning and consumer behavior studies. 

 

6. Humanistic Geography 

 Time Period: 1970s–1980s 

 Core Idea: Emphasizes the subjective, lived experiences of people in places, focusing 

on meaning, identity, and attachment to space rather than abstract models. 

 Key Thinkers: Yi-Fu Tuan, Edward Relph, Anne Buttimer 

 Examples: Tuan’s Topophilia explored emotional connections to landscapes, like the 

sense of “home” in rural settings. 

 Approach: Qualitative, interpretive, and often literary, drawing from phenomenology 

and existentialism. 

 Criticism: Seen as too subjective and lacking scientific rigor by some. 

 Legacy: Enriched geography with a focus on place, culture, and human experience. 

 

7. Marxist/Radical Geography 

 Time Period: 1970s–1980s (ongoing influence) 

 Core Idea: Analyzes spatial patterns as outcomes of economic systems, particularly 

capitalism, focusing on inequality, power, and social justice. 

 Key Thinkers: David Harvey, Doreen Massey 



 

 

 Examples: Harvey’s The Condition of Postmodernity linked urban development to 

capital accumulation; Massey examined how industrial decline reshaped regions like 

northern England. 

 Approach: Critical and theoretical, using Marxist concepts like class struggle or 

uneven development. 

 Significance: Shifted geography toward political economy and activism, addressing 

issues like gentrification or globalization. 

 Legacy: Foundations for critical geography and political ecology. 

8. Feminist Geography 

 Time Period: 1980s–present 

 Core Idea: Examines how gender shapes spatial experiences, power dynamics, and 

access to resources, challenging male-centric geographic narratives. 

 Key Thinkers: Doreen Massey, Gillian Rose, Linda McDowell 

 Examples: Studies of how women’s mobility is restricted in patriarchal urban spaces 

or how domestic labor shapes suburban landscapes. 

 Approach: Combines qualitative methods with critical theory, often intersectional 

(considering race, class, etc.). 

 Significance: Broadened geography to include marginalized voices and perspectives. 

 Legacy: Influential in social geography and urban studies. 

9. Postmodern/Poststructuralist Geography 

 Time Period: 1980s–present 

 Core Idea: Rejects universal truths or fixed models, emphasizing diversity, 

contingency, and the constructed nature of space and knowledge. 

 Key Thinkers: Edward Soja, Derek Gregory 

 Examples: Soja’s Postmodern Geographies reimagined Los Angeles as a fragmented, 

multi-layered space reflecting global capitalism. 

 Approach: Deconstructive, discursive, and often tied to cultural studies or philosophy 

(e.g., Foucault, Derrida). 

 Criticism: Accused of being overly abstract or relativistic. 

 Legacy: Shaped cultural geography and debates on representation and identity. 



 

 

10. Critical Geography 

 Time Period: 1990s–present 

 Core Idea: A broad, evolving school that critiques power structures, colonialism, and 

neoliberalism in spatial contexts, often overlapping with Marxist, feminist, and 

postcolonial perspectives. 

 Key Thinkers: Neil Smith, Ruth Wilson Gilmore 

 Examples: Analysis of how redlining (spatial segregation) perpetuates racial inequality 

or how global trade exploits peripheral regions. 

 Approach: Interdisciplinary, activist-oriented, and critical of traditional geography. 

 Significance: Addresses contemporary challenges like climate justice, migration, and 

urbanization. 

Evolution and Trends 

 Early Focus: Determinism and regional description dominated early human 

geography. 

 Mid-20th Century: The quantitative revolution brought scientific rigor, followed by 

behavioral and humanistic reactions emphasizing human agency. 

 Late 20th Century–Present: Critical, feminist, and postmodern approaches reflect a 

shift toward social justice, diversity, and complexity. 

These schools are not mutually exclusive; modern human geographers often draw from 

multiple perspectives. For instance, a study of urban gentrification might use Marxist critiques 

of capital, feminist insights on displacement, and humanistic views on community identity—

all analyzed with GIS tools from the quantitative tradition. 

Each school has enriched human geography, making it a dynamic field that continues to evolve 

with societal and technological changes. 

 


