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The Regional Concept and 
Regional Geography 

The concept of region is one of the most fundamental concepts in geography. 
For a long time it has been the principal organizing concept in geographical 
work. Yet, as in the case of a host of familiar ideas, "the concept of region 
floats away when one tries to grasp it, and disappears when one looks 
directly at it and tries to focus. Like the ideas of Ttme and Art it is so 
obvious yet so difficult to define, but equally so useful, so much part of 
geography" (Minshull, 1967, p. 13), that a definition must be attempted. 
However, owing to the ill-defined nature of the concept, there has never 
been a commonly accepted definition of "region", so that in a wide-ranging 
survey of this concept in the late 1930s, two nongeographers, Odum and 
Moore, had collected as many as 40 different definitions. Such a wide 
variety of definitions of a single concept underlined the fact that the concept 
of region has been somewhat personal and special to each major practitioner. 
Region has been variously defined as: 

A domain where many dissimilar beings, artificially brought together, 
have subsequently adapted themselves to a common existence. 

�P. Vidal de la Blache 

A complex of land, water, air, plant, animal and man regarded in their 
special relationships as together constituting a definite, characteristic 
portion of the earth's surface. -A.J. Herbertson 

An-area characterized by similar surface features and which is ... contrasted 
by neighbouring areas. -N .M. Fenneman 

An area delineated on the basis of general homogeneity of land character 
and occupancc. -R.S. Platt 

A geographic area unified culturally, unified at first economically and 
later by consensus of thought, education, recreation etc. which 
distinguishes it from other areas. -K. Young 

Although a source of considerable confusion to the student, this great 
variety of definitions also underlines the usefulness and strength of the 

concept of region, which is required by every serious student of geography, 
and which has proved quite capable of growth and adaptation as directions 
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in geographical research changed over time, from the preclassical focus on 
the physical environment to the concept of geography as integrated discipline 
of man-environment relationships in particular places, to the Hettnerian 
concept of geography as the study of areal differentiation and regional 
systems. 

Although chorology has a hoary tradition dating back to the ancient 
Greeks, the regional tradition in modern geography is traced to around 
1800 A.O., when emphasis in the study of the eartb.'s surface shifted from 
an overriding concern with the development of metrics of recording absolute 
locations (including the evolution of map projections and the associated 
task of compiling and revising maps) to the problems posed in recording 
what places, now accurately located, are like and how far one place is 
similar to or different from another (Abler, Adams and Gould, 1971). 
Alexander van Humboldt and Carl Ritter-the twin founders of modern 
geography-were the original pioneers in this field, so that a host of German 
geographers in the 19th century devoted a great deal of attention to refining 
the framework within which geographers should describe the assemblage 
of phenomena of diverse origins existing together in particular places. The 
most distinguished nineteenth century contributor in this field was the 
German geographer Ferdinand van Richthofen (1833-1905), who in his 
inaugural lecture ( delivered on assuming the chair of geography at the 
University of Leipzig) in 1883, defined the distinctive purpose of geography 
as a field of learning to focus on the diverse phenomena occurring in inter
relation on the face of the earth. He evolved a framework for the study of 
geography that is frequently referred to as the classical approach to regional 
geography. The framework of study started with the natural/physical 
environment and proceeded therefrom to analyse the distribution of man 
and his activities in different parts of the earth's surface. Such an approach 
to understanding the earth as the world of man was carried to its finest 
tradition in France by Reclus, and later on by Vidal de la Blache and his 
school of regional geography. 

An important input in the regional tradition in geography, focused on 
comprehending the earth's surface in terms of its constituent parts (the 
regions), lay in the widely prevalent nineteenth century notion that although 
God could not be experienced in a direct sense, He is omnipresent and the 
observable phenomena on the earth's surface represent His handiwork; as 
such: "the greater our understanding of nature, the greater our knowledge 
of the works of God and, therefore, the nearer we would approach Him" 
(Chisholm, 1975, p. 32). Another important influence came from the concept 
of "oneness" or "wholeness" of things, associated with the philosophy of 
Hegel (1770-1831), who advocated that the researcher was required to 
"comprehend the entire universe" and that he must try "to know the infinite 
and to see all things in God". The Hegelian concept of wholeness had had 
a profound influence in geography, one which, Chisholm contended, was 
"obscured by the perhaps undue attention geographers have given to 
Immanuel Kant" (who is widely credited to have given geography its place 
in the overall framework of organized objective knowledge): 
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In the name of Kant an essentially Hegelian view of the world was 
adopted, especially by Hettner, who in tum exerted a major influence 
upon Hartshorne ... Although .... Kant is widely quoted by geographers, 
and revered for giving us a place in the sun, it is really the ideas of Hegel 
and his concept of wholeness or totality of things that has been pervasive 
in geographical work .... The geographer's most important traditional 
form of this concept of wholeness of phenomena is the concept of region 
or landscape ... [through the study of which] the geographer could attempt 
to understand the totality of phenomena and their interrelationships. 
Furthermore, the notion of landscape, embodying the sum of natural and 
human phenomena, was thought to enable the student to make teleological 
inferences concerning man and his relationship to the natural environment 
(Chisholm, op. cit., pp. 33-34). 

Later on, as a result of the rapidly spreading influence of the Darwinian 
theory of evolution, and its supportive concepts of organization, natural 
selection, and the role of randomness and chance, teleology was soon 
forgotten but the regional framework of analysis had continued as the 
fundamental concern in geography. Elaborating upon the concept of region, 
Hellner (1927) wrote: 

Reality is simultaneously a three-dimensional space, which we must 
examine from three different points of view in order to comprehend the 
whole ... . From one point of ,,iew we see relations of similar things, from 
the second the development in time, from the third the arrangement of 
phenomena and their distribution in space .... Together with 
systematic ... and ... historical ... sciences, there must develop chorological 
or space-sciences .... As history studies the character of different times, 
so geography studies the character of different areas and places-"the 
earth-spaces filled with earthly contents", to use Ritter's expression-it 
studies the continents, regions, districts, and localities as such (Hettner, 
1927; cited in Hartshorne, 1939, pp. 140-142). 

THE REGION 

The Whittlesey Committee on regional geography which drafted the 
document on regional geography published in James and Jones (1954) 
clarifying the concept of region in geography observed as follows: 

Any segment or portion of the earth's surface is a region if it is homo
geneous in terms of such an areal grouping. Its homogeneity is determined 
by criteria formulated for the purpose of sorting from the whole range 
of earth phenomena the items required to express or illuminate a particular 

.' grouping, areally cohesive: So defined, a region is not an object, either 
self-determined or nature-given. It is an intellectual concept, an entity 
for the purpose of thought, created by the selection of certain features 
that are relevant to an areal interest or problem and by disregard of all 
features that are considered to be irrelevant (Whittlesey in James and 
Jones, 1954, p. 30). 

But, as one author put it, there is, of course, only one region-the 
surface of the earth1-on which mankind finds its home, "although much 
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effort is devoted by geographers towards the study of this diversified 
environment as a whole, it has long seemed necessary by methods of 'special' 
or 'regional geography', to study its component parts", so that although 
nature abhors lines, geographers "appear to adore them, so busily do they 
engage themselves in delimiting on their maps allegedly significant areas 
called 'regions'" (East, editorial preface to Minshull, 1967, pp. 9-11). 

The term "regional geography" had originally been used to distinguish 
a new teaching method from the traditional political geography in which 
an encyclopedic collection of data, organized by political units, was presented 
to be memorized by the student. In this sense regions represented just another 
type of unit area-"just another receptacle", as James called it-so that to 
many the region appeared as omnium gatherum of information about 
particular areas. Wright branded it the "trash can approach", in the sense 
that it appeared to him to consist of describing the contents of an arbitrarily 
defined "container" (James, 1972, p. 461), so that many felt that in the 
absence of a sound philosophical basis as a branch of learning, regional 
geography, as taught and as written, presumed too much and achieved too 
little (East, op. cit.). In an influential paper, Kimble (1951) discussed "the 
Inadequacy of the Regional Concept", wherein he suggested that "regional 
geographers may perhaps be trying to put boundaries that do not exist 
around areas that do not matter". 

Notwithstanding the growing dissatisfaction with region and regional 
geography since the 1950s, there has always been a strong body of opinion 
in the English-speaking world favouring the view that "in its simplest 
essence the geographical problem is how and why does one part of the 
earth's surface differ from another", and that "The purpose of regional 
geography is simply the better understanding of a complex whole by the 
study of its constituent parts" (Wooldridge and East, 1958, pp. 28 and 159). 
According to Wooldridge, "the aim of geography" is "to see nature and 
nurture, physique and personality as closely related and interdependent 
elements in specific regions" (Wooldridge, 1956, p. 53). So central did the 
study of regional geography appear to geography as a discipline that 
Wooldridge advocated that in every department of geography each member 
of the staff should commit himself to the study of a major region. 

However, the regional geographers of the old persuasion were, in a 
sense, engaged in fighting a losing battle. Thus, commenting upon the 
Vidalian tradition of the French regional geography, Wrigley underlined 
that 

It was essential to the best flowering of Vidal's method that the society 
living in an area should be "local" and that it should be basically rural. 
It must be local in the sense that the bulk of the materials used as food, 
for building, for fuel, in the manufacture of tools and machines and so 
on, should be local in origin 

so that 

The method developed by Vidal de la Blache is admirably suited to the 
historical geography of Europe before the Industrial Revolution, or indeed 
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to the limited and shrinking areas of the world today whose economies 
are still based on peasant agriculture and local self-sufficiency ... , but it 
is not applicable to a country which has undergone industrial revolution 
(Wrigley, 1965, pp. 8-10). 

But as Wrigley (p. 13) pointed out, 

There has been, however, little, if any retreat from regional geography, if 
by that one means the study of things in association in an area, which 
still affords endless opportunities for ad hoc studies. The regional method 
thus remains the means for much geographical work but is no longer its 
end. One may say that much geography is still regional, but no longer 
that geography is about the region. 

The Region as a Concrete Unit 

The search for the most suitable areal unit on the basis of which the earth 
surface as the world of man could be comprehended, has been a persistent 
problem in geography. To begin with, political entities were used for this 
purpose. Gatterer (1727-1799) was the first to advocate discarding of political 
units in favour of natural regions into which the earth surface was believed 
to be divided, according to Buache's (1700-1773) theory, which postulated 
the existence of a continuous network of mountain ranges that divided the 
earth surface into well-defined regions. However, after Buache's theory 
was proved to be unfounded in reality, the concept of natural regions was 
not abandoned; it was modified in the light of new information so that 
under the lead given by Ritter, the concept of natural regions got established 
as the fundamental premise in the study of regional geography. In the 
post-Ritterian period, interest in regional geography had considerably 
declined, but, by the beginning of the twentieth century, interest in regional 
studies was once again revived, and the concept of the region as a definite, 
concrete unit (or genuine entity) reappeared in the geographical methodology 
advanced by Schuter (1872-1952). Schuter regarded the region or landsc/u,ft 
as a concrete unit possessing a form or structure, and he believed that 
different regions on the face of the earth are intimately related, so that the 
earth's surface may be conceptualized as being made up of a mosaic of 
individual landscapes or regions. In line with the concept of Schuter, 
Carl Sauer regarded landscapes as concrete objects forming individual 
unitary wholes that "have form, structure, and function, and hence position 
in a system" (Sauer, 1925). Thus, for a good number of regional geographers, 
the region became an organic entity comparable to biological organisms. 
According to Passarge (1867-1958), the concept of region as a concrete 
unitary object owed its origin to reaction against the concept of region 
as merely an analytical method, as pioneered by Hettner (cited in 
Hartshorne, 1939). 

According to Hartshorne (1939, p. 271), 

the thesis on "natural regions"-individual and distinct areas determined 
by the non-human elements-whether in its original teleological form or 
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in its more modern presentations, is unconsciously based on the 
assumption of a single sequence of control in the interrelations of natural 
phenomena. 

In reality, however, there is little relation between the climatic divisions 
of the earth and its major landforms, and the most important factor that 
"prevents any great correspondence between the regions of different elements 
is formed by the entire group of transport or 'circulatory' phenomena, in 
the air, the waters, and even on dry land (mass movement of soil)". Indeed, 
Heitner (1927) himself wrote that the point missed by the proponents of 
natural regions was that 

The earth surface owes its nature nl)t to a single cause but to a great 
number of causes which have nothing to do with each other .... The 
tectonic and climatic phenomena create ... two separate though coexistent 
groups of causes. Most of the other geographical facts are conditioned by 
these in one manner or another, not, however, certain ones by one of 
these, others by the other, but most of them by both together ... [wl1ile] 
many important geographical conditions are not based on present causes 
but those of the past (cited in Hartshorne, 1939). 

The attempt to enshrine regions as concrete individual objects was 
part of the general endeavour, at that time, to elevate geography to a position 
at par with the systematic sciences, each focusing on a particular class of 
objects. The geographers, however, lost sight of the fact that 

one essential element that distinguishes geographic thought from that of 
all other sciences, namely the constant consideration of the relative location 
of things on the earth's surface with reference to each other .... Theoretically 
one might talk of the relative location of the region as a unit in reference 
to other such units, but any attempt to analyze a concrete situation in 
such terms reveals the fundamental fallacy: regions do not have relations 
to each other as units-only particular elements and complexes of elements 
within regions are related to those in others (Hartshorne, 1939, p. 281). 

Kinds of Regions 

The Whittlesey Committee has identified a variety of different kinds of 
regions. The most fundamental division is that between formal (or uniform) 
and functional (or nodal) regions. The i,niforrn region represents a discrete 
distribution that is defined in terms of specified criteria, and is homogeneous 
throughout in terms of those criteria. The definition of such regions may 
be based either in terms of single features or in terms of a well-defined 
association of several selected features. The functional region, on the other 
hand, is defined in terms of the functional zone (the area of influence) 
around a given node (a city or town) or several related nodes. Such a region 
represents areas functionally tied to the specified node. The most important 
factor in the definition of the functional region, therefore, involves the 
measurement of movements (or spatial interaction) from a central place to 
its hinterland. 
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Hartshorne did indeed underline the significance of the concept of 
functional region, but most of the discussion about regions, until after the 
Second World War, was concerned Y,ith the formal (i.e., single feature) 
region. In geographic practice, Dickinson's City Region and Regionalism (1947) 
had marked a major development in regional theory. According to Gregory, 

what was novel about Dickinson's formulation was its break from physical 
geography and the physical environment ... and following from this, its 
provision of a central regionalizing principle that lies behind the "spatial 
structure of society" 

Dickinson's city-region was 

an area of interrelated activities, kindred interests and common organiza
tions, brought into being through the medium of the routes which bind 
it to the urban centres (Dickinson, 1947, cited in Gregory, 1981, p. 285). 

Such a concept of region as spatial organization through movements 
was further advanced (and reinforced) by A.K. Philbrick (1957) who 
maintained that the task of human geography was to "analyze the areal 
structure of human occupance independent of the natural environment" 
and through "the functional organization of human occupance in area". 
Both Dickinson and Philbrick had been greatly influenced by Christaller 's 
"central place theory". Thus the works of Christaller, Dickinson and Philbrick 
together "formed the springboard for the eventual translation of functional 
regions into spatial systems" (Gregory, op. cit.). 

A distinguished committee of the Geographical Association in U.K. 
had published a widely acclaimed report of "Classifications of Regions of 
the World" (Geography, 1937). The committee (whose members included 
Roxby, Stamp, Unstead and Myres-the last named, a historian) dist
inguished between two types of regions: "Regions which fall into types 
... may be said to be of generic character", and "Single regions, large or small, 
which possess a well-marked geographical individuality may be called 
specific as distinct from generic regions" (see Dickinson, 1976, pp. 144 147). 
The distinction drawn by the Committee is essentially one between the 
single-feature regions that represent a type, and the total-feature or total
topic regions that stand out as non-repetitive and unique examples. 

Although regions are under consideration in each of the two types, 
the distinction drawn points to the existence of the two original (and equally 
important) branches of geography-one called Special, and the other General 
geography, as Bernard Varenius had named them long ago. Special 
geography is concerned with the unique characteristics of segments of the 
earth space which result in each area from a combination of the complete 
physical and human environment, which is now generally referred to as 
regional geography. Strictly speaking, it represents complete descriptive 
geography on a regional basis. General geography on the other hand, is 
not concerned with the sum total of phenomena existing together at one 
place, but is focused on the distribution and variations in the occurrence 
of selected phenomena over the face of the earth. Thus, 
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General geography may have as much right to be called regional as has 
special geography, but the regions in question are of a different type. 
Each relief region, vegetation region or farming region has its own 
characteristic relief, vegetation or farming which is different from that in 
the adjoining regions. This type of single-feature region [also called formal 
or uniform region] ... is homogeneous within the limits set by the observer, 
but while the region must be different from the adjoining neighbours, it 
is not necessarily unique (Minshull, 1967, p. 29). 

-

The persistent confusion between the concepts of Special and General 
(i.e., Regional and Systematic) geography is easily avoided if one remembers 
that in General or Systematic geography we are concerned with topical 
studies in which the student pursues the examination of one element (or 
a group of mutually related elements) over the whole world (or a country, 
province or continent), while in Regional geography a variety of elements 
of diverse origins is examined in their mutual interdependence in well
defined areas delimited on the basis of selected criteria. 

In a paper entitled "Southern Rhodesia: An African Compage", 
Whittlesey (1956) put forward the idea of "compage" as a kind of uniform 
region defined in terms of all the features, natural and man-made, that are 
related to the human occupance of the area. This represented an important 
conceptual progress in the study of regional geography. As Minshull (1970) 
wrote: those who suggest that the study of specific regions is beyond the 
powers of one man may well have the ill-defined total-topic region in 
mind; the fact is that most successful regional geographers have been 
concerned with what Whittlesey named as compage. 

Natural Regions 

In geography, we accept the single-feature regions such as those based on 
relief, climate, soil or vegetation, or any other related element as partial 
representations of reality-as models of reality-just as students of biology 
do in respect of their diagrams of the human body. On a worldwide pattern, 
it has long been recognized that in respect of soil, vegetation or climate the 
single-feature regions reveal some kind of intimately related repetitive 
patterns recurring in different continents. On this basis world patterns of 
distribution of climate, vegetation and soil types have long been recognized. 
It had generally been believed that irrespective of differences in detail, a 
close interrelationship existed between the global patterns of the three related 
elements . Owing to the apparent influence of climate over vegetation, and 
of these two together on soil; soil, vegetation and climate have often been 
combined to forr,1 "natural" regions. A grand scheme of natural regions on 
a global scale, by combining single-feature regions of important physical 
determinants of plant and animal life, was proposed by A.J. Herbertson in 
1905. Herbertson's scheme of natural regions became an important tool in 
the teaching of geography in the educational institutions in Britain and the 
other countries of the British Commonwealth (as it was then called). In the 
course of time the so-c_alled natural regions (subsequently called "major 
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regions") taught in the school, became established in the students' mind as 
accepted fact. 

As discussed previously, Herbertson' s scheme of natural regions 
was greatly influenced by belief in the principles of vitalist biology. It 
is true, that Herbertson himself did not devote much attention to the 
human geography of his regions, but the following statement in his 1905 
presentation clearly suggested that the natural regions proposed by him 
could provide a useful background to the study of human groups inhabiting 
them: 

By comparing the histories of the same race in two different regions; or 
of a succession of races in the same region, it should be possible to arrive 
at some knowledge of the invariable effect of a type of environment on 
its inhabitants and permit some estimation of the non-environmental 
factors in human development. 

Thus, those who used his scheme of regions, generally stepped forward 
to prove covariance between human geographical differences in relation to 
differences in the natural habitat. Thereby each natural region came to be 
regarded by the student as the location (and cause) of a certain definite 
way of life, so that the role of non-physical factors such as migration, 
history, and tradition was completely overlooked, and geography assumed 
a deterministic posture. Many students of regional geography tried to make 
"the natural region serve as the plaster cast of a specific kind of human 
economy" (Kimble, 1951, p. 153). 

In 1913, Herbertson restated his ideas in a paper entitled: "Higher 
Units: A Geographical Essay" (reprinted in Geography in 1965, pp. 332-342). 
(Excerpts from this as well as another of his papers entitled: "Regional 
Environment, Heredity, and Consciousness" [Geography, 1915, pp. 147-153] 
are reproduced in Dickinson, 1976). According to Dickinson (1976), the 
1915 paper of Herbertson revealed a clear departure from the naive 
assumptions of environmental determinism of social Darwinism, in that 
Herbertson envisioned regions as living wholes of different orders, from a 
local to a worldwide scale. According to Herbertson, "The separation of 
the whole into man and his environment is a murderous act. There are no 
men apart from their environme11t".

Herbertson' s suggestion that his scheme of natural regions could be 
used as the basis for the study of human groups in specific regions, was 
given focused attention by another British geographer, J.F. Unstead (1916). 
Unstead suggested that any scheme of natural regions should be based on 
a combination of physical and cultural features. Through a series of papers 
Unstead extended this idea further. His effort culminated in a broad-based 
system of geographical regions published in 1933. The paper suggested a 
hierarchy of regions with a view to "study the interactions of the various 
components of the great macroorganism of the earth and its inhabitants". 
As Hall noted, while not being avowedly deterministic, Unstead's paper 
"certainly pointed the way to a concept of the geographic region as being 
an area where society had adjusted to the local environment and where 
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there was consequently homogeneity of both physical and cultural features" 
(Hall, 1937, paraphrased in Grigg, 1967, p. 469). 

Unstead' s scheme of regions was synthetic in approach, as contrasted 
to the analytical scheme of Herbertson. According to Unstead, regions could 
be defined into different degrees of generalization, so that one could start 
with the smallest unit area of observation, and move on progressively to 
higher level regions. He suggested the te111, "stow" to represent the smallest 
unit area, and "tract" for a contiguous group of interrelated stows. (The 
tract was roughly equivalent to the French pays.) Tracts could be combined 
to create subregions, minor regions, and major regions. 

A major difficulty with Unstead's (indeed with any synthetic scheme 
of hierarchy of regions) is the concept of a uniform unit of area-a stow. 
As James (1972) wrote, 

it is clear that stow is only indivisible because it is so conceived by the 
observer: actually it is necessary to start with the observable fact that 
no two microscopic points on the face of the earth are identical and that 
any area enclosed by a line and described as homogeneous is only 
homogeneous with respect to the selected features. The face of the earth 
is an intricate system of interconnected features that forms a continuum 
of varying aspects. Regions are defined and drawn to illuminate some 
aspect of the problems geographers are concerned about; and in fact, it 
would be impossible to reach any comprehension of the earth's surface 
without recognizing areas of partial homogeneity .... The difficulty arises 
when the region is identified as a unit area, an indivisible segment of 
space. If the geographer were reduced to the size of an ant, he would 
start subdividing the indivisible stow Games, 1972, pp. 269-270). 

James was referring, in this passage, to Linton's (1951) suggestion to 
begin with a still smaller primary unit. 

Concept of Region in French Geography 

Herbertson as well as Unstead had, each in varying degree, got trapped in 
the deterministic theory maintaining that the way people live is a reflection 
of their natural surroundings. The result was that the followers of their 
schemes of regions were led on to recognize homogeneous associations of 
physical and human factors in particular regions. However, such a tendency 
was avoided in the French school of regional geography. The French 
geographers, in line with the lead given by Paul Vidal de la Blache, defined 
their regions in terms of genre de vie. The region was defined as: 

A unified, functionally organized pattern of living, characteristic of certain 
culture or livelihood group ... in which livelihood is seen as the core around 
which a whole nexus of physical, social and psychological bonds develops 
(Billinge, 1981). 

In his scheme of geography Blache asserted that human occupance 
creates homogeneity even where natural features are not homogeneous. 
He drew attention to the fact that the same environment frequently leads 
to different responses from people with different genre de vie, since the 
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complex of institutions, traditions, attitudes and technical skills which make 
up a genre de vie largely determine which of the many possibilities offered 
by nature in any given area shall be selected for development. 

The Logic of Regional Systems 

Regionalization in geography has for a long time been recognized as a 
form of classification (or division), but not until the late 1950s was the 
similarity between regionalization and scientific procedures of classification 
and division explicitly underlined. Such a recognition came as a by-product 
of the general call in favour of adopting quantification and statistical 
techniques of analysis, so that writing on "Statistical Methods in Geographical 
Research", Reynolds (1956) noted that "the definition of regions is essentially 
a classification process". Bunge (1962), De Jong (1962), and especially Grigg 
(1965 and 1967) had offered further clarifications on the issues involved. 
The work of Grigg is the basis of much of the discussion that follows. 

Classification consists of grouping of objects into classes (or categories) 
on the basis of certain common property possessed by all the members of 
a class, or on the basis of some specified relationship obtaining between 
the objects under investigation. In the terminology of science, the objects 
being classified are called the individuals, and the totality of individuals 
under classification is named as the universe or the population. In the first 
stage of classification, one particular property that is possessed by all the 
members of the population in greater or smaller degree, is selected to serve 
as the basis of classification. Such a property is known as the differentiating 
characteristic. When grouping into classes is done on the basis of some 
similarity between objects under classification, the procedure is known as 
association uy similarity. However, when the grouping is based on certain 
specified relationships between interconnected objects of different origins, 
the procedure is known as association by contiguity. 

Association by contiguity ... is a structural and functional relationship 
amongst things that ... may be quite dissimilar, or in any event their 
similarity is irrelevant. Such, for instance, is the relationship between a 
plant and the soil in which it grows, between a rabbit and the fox that 
pursues it, between the separate organs that compose an organism, 
amongst all the trees of a forest .... Things in this relationship to each 
other belong both structurally and functionally to what may be defined 
in a broad but technical sense as a single system (Simpson, 1961, p. 3). 

On the basis of the selected differentiating characteristic, individuals 
are initially grouped into a number of classes. All classes at the same level 
are called a set of classes or categories. Such a first order grouping into 
classes may be repeated to obtain a hierarchy of classes. A procedure closely 
allied to classification is logical division. Whereas in classification individuals 
are grouped into classes and classes are regrouped into super classes, in 
the case of logical division, an initial class is taken as the universe, and it 
is divided into subclasses on the basis of some logical principle. In the case 
of logical division the universe we begin with is called the genus, which 
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may be divided into species on the basis of some specified principle. The 
constituent species occurring at the same level are similar to a category of 
classes. The procedure may be carried further in order to arrive at a hierarchy 
of classes. Thus, in logical division, although we arrive at results similar to 
classification, the process is reversed: Instead of seeking similarities, we 
look for differences, and instead of building up, we are involved in breaking 
down. 

A special case of logical division is dichotomous division, where the purpose 
is not to form a hierarchy of species but to isolate single species. Thus, 
for example, land may be divided into arable land and non-arable land. 
Arable land is then divided into grain crops and non-grain crops, further 
division divided grain crops into wheat and non-wheat, and we have 
thus isolated wheat as a species (Grigg, 1967, p. 481). 

The two processes, of classification and division, can be equated with 
the two basic approaches to acquiring knowledge: the inductive and the 
deductive. This has been recognized by geographers for a long time, so that 
Whittlesey (1954, pp. 38-39) wrote that we could arrive at regional systems 
either by aggregation or subdivision. The difference between the two procedures 
was most clearly underlined by Unstead (1916, pp. 236-241) who described 
his own system of regions as synthetic, as contrasted to Herbertson's method 
which was analytical in design, wherein the researcher started with the 
world as a whole, which was then divided into smaller order regions. 
Synthetic regionalization is analogous to classification, and analytical 
regionalization to division. As noted previously, classification may be done 
either on the basis of similarity or on the basis of a specified relationship 
obtaining between objects of dissimilar origins existing together. As Grigg 
noted, this difference is analogous to the distinction between the uniform 
and the nodal region: 

the delimitation of a single region, where we are isolating a particular 
area from the rest of the world (universe under reference) is analogous 
to dichotomous division. On the other hand, the generic region wherein we 
create a system of regions (a set of coordinate classes) is equivalent to 
normal classification and division. The single region is then a special 
case of areal classification (Grigg, 1967, pp. 482-483). 

Classification, however, is a necessary first step in scientific research, for 

If each of the many things in the world were taken as distinct, unique, 
a thing in itself unrelated to any other thing, perception of the world 
would disintegrate into complete meaninglessness (Simpson, 1961, p. 2). 

The purpose of classification is to give order to the universe of objects 
studied. Classification helps the researcher in giving a name to things 
possessing set characteristics, and thereby in transmitting information, and 
making inductive generalization. 

Are regions areal classes? Starting with Hettner, many geographers have 
shown awareness of the scientific procedures of classification and division 
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(Hartshorne, 1939, pp. 290-306), but the closest comparison between 
classification in science and regionalization in geography was first made 
by Bunge (1962, pp. 14-22), who argued that in geographical regionalization 
the individual is represented by "place"; and we refer to property of places 
as elements whereas the differentiating characteristics are called criteria. Places 
are grouped to create regions or areal classes. To Bunge, the similarity 
between regionalization and scientific classification appeared so close that 
he declared: "geographers have independently rediscovered the entire logic 
of classification systems". 

Principles of Regionalization 

As Grigg (1965) wrote: 

whereas many regional systems have been devised by geographers there 
have been relatively few attempts to suggest any principles of regional 
division. By principle we mean procedures which should be followed in 
constructing any system of regions, and which would be as applicable to 
a division of the whole world as for a country, and for agricultural regions 
or climatic regions as much as, say, religious regions. 

Since regionalization is akin to scientific procedures of classification 
and division, the principles of classification and division may be fruitfully 
applied in the construction of regional systems. Grigg enumerated these 
principles as follows: 

1. Classification should be designed for a specific purpose; it rarely serves
two different purposes equally well. Purpose determines the differentiating 
criterion selected, and the number of regions delimited. Thus a set of soil 
regions based upon properties such as colour and texture shall not necessarily 
be a reliable guide to regional variety in soil productivity. 

2. There exist differences in kind between objects; objects which differ in
kind shnll not easily fit into the same system of classification. Titls is a fundamental 
principle of taxonomy. Thus, stones and animals, being different in kind, 
cannot be put under the same classification system. In geography, land and 
sea differ in kind, so that they are seldom included in the same system of 
regionalization. As James (1952) noted, any attempt to define regions based 
on phenomena produced by a variety of different processes could lead to 
serious errors of interpretation, so that "We may find ourselves trying to 
add things like cabbages and kings". 

This principle shall not, however, apply to the cases of classification 
based on the criteria of association, such as the case of ecological 
classifications, where forms of life animals and plants-may be classified 
on the basis of their habitat. This is also true in the case of systems of 
geographical regions and the general-purpose regions devised by human 
ecologists. 

3. Classifications are not absolute; they require to be changed as new
iriformation becomes ,available about the object being classified. Owing to this, 



196 GEOGRAPHICAL THOUGHT-A CONTEXTUAL HISTORY OF IDEAS 

"almost every classification which is proposed in the early stage of a science 
will be found to break down as deeper similarities of objects come to be 
observed" (Jevons, 1887). For geography the lesson is obvious: We must 
keep updating the regional systems used in our teaching programmes, 
such as Herbertson's model of major regions, or Whittlesey's scheme of 
agricultural regions each needs a thorough review. The problem is all the 
more urgent because many regional systems used by geographers are often 
borrowed from other sciences. This is particularly true of soil and vegetation 
systems and it is not always clear whether the criteria used were the most 
recently developed or whether they are necessarily suited to the geographer's 
purpose. Thus, a map of soil regions where the classification is based upon 
soil genesis may not be the most suitable if the geographer is considering 
the relationship between soil and landuse {Grigg, 1967). 

4. Classification of any group of objects should be based upon properties of
those objects. In other words, the differentiating characteristics used should represent 
properties of the objects being classed. This has been frequently overlooked in 
a host of geographical classifications. For example, attempts have been 
made to delimit agricultural regions not by properties of the system of 
farming in practice, but by factors which are supposed to cause the observed 
differences in farming systems (such as, differences in soils and climate). 

5. When dividing, the division should be exhaustive, and the classes formed
should exclude each other. For instance, if one were to group people of the 
world into the following four classes: Hindu, Muslim, Jewish, and European; 
the four classes are neither exhaustive nor do they exclude each other since 
one may be European and Muslim or Jewish at the same time. In the case 
of geographical regionalization, this rule means that if an area is to be 
divided into regions then all parts of the area must be assigned to some 
region, and each to one region only. 

6. When dividing, the division should proceed at every stage, and as far as
possible, throughout upon one principle. In any regional system, regions of the 
same order should be based upon the same property or some degree of 
variation of the same property. Thus, a system of climatic regions can 
logically be based upon variations in annual and seasonal incidence of 
rainfall, or in the rate of evapotranspiration, or any other significant element 
of climate. It will be illogical if one were to mix up different unrelated 
elements and divide a country into, say, the Dry East, the Industrial West, 
the Highly Populated South, and the Mountainous North. 

7. The differentiating characteristic, or the principle of division, must be
important for the purpose of division. The differentiating characteristic should 
be so chosen as to be of help in understanding the distributional pattern 
in question, or the spatial relationships of the object or the problem being 
investigated. For this reason, a regional system devised for one purpose may not 
serve another purpose equally well. 

8. Properties which are used to divide or classify in the case of higher order
categories must be more important for the purpose of division than the ones used 
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to divide lower order categories. In geography, most of our regional systems 
consist of regions of a single order only. Examples of a carefully designed 
hierarchy of regions, such as the one proposed by Philbrick (1957), are rare . 
This principle of regionalization implies that 

The initial division should always be upon the principle which is most 
important to the purpose of the division. It is not unusual to find this 
rule neglected in elementary regional geographies. Thus we may find 
that western Europe is divided into a few major regions upon the basis 
of physiography, and then subdivided by vegetation and further 
subdivided on the basis of occupational structure. Such a procedure often 
means that the lower order regions, which are invariably the most 
important units of description, separate similar areas simply because 
they have been earlier divided on the basis of physiography, which 
is largely irrelevant to the purpose of lower order regions (Grigg, 1967, 
p. 489).

REGIONAL GEOGRAPHY 

The chorological concept of geography focused on the study of the earth's 
surface in terms of variations between areas (later named areal
differentiation), was originally developed by Richthofen (1883) and 
subsequently advanced by Heitner in Ger111any. It was popularized and 
raised to the level of the dominant concept of geography in the English
speaking world through Hartshorne' s monumental Nature of Geography 
(1939). A strong tradition of regional geography had already developed in 
France under the leadership of Paul Vidal de la Blache. Indeed regional 
geography reigned supreme in the world of geographical scholarship until 
the early 1950s, after which the regional paradigm for comprehending the 
earth as the world of man began, starting with Schaefer (1953), to be attacked 
as one that propagated "exceptionalism" and "idiography" in the discipline 
and thereby led the geographer away from the fundamental goal of science, 
i.e., the search for general principles of behaviour. A few years earlier,
Kimble (1951) had condemned the concept of region as an eighteenth century
concept. Kimble maintained that "it is links in the landscape ... rather than
the breaks that impress" the scientific mind. Bunge (1966) was convinced
that the regionalists' error lay in their "notion of the uniqueness of location",
owing to which they emphasized exceptions rather than similarities between
places and locations. Coupled with this was a general impression that the
French tradition of viewing the region as an ecological unit for the analysis
of human groups was no longer relevant to the study of places and regions
in the post-Industrial Revolution societies like those in Europe. All this
contributed to a widespread retreat from regional geography. This meant
the "eclipse of a traditional component of geograph,Y which was until recently 
widely considered a sine qua non of the discipline" (Guelke, 1977). 

The reason why regional geography at rnidtwentieth century had such 
a hostile reception may have been partly owing to the fact that "the people 
who write regional geography are not the same people who write about 
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regional geography", wrote Paterson, who defined regional geography as 
"the work in which the purpose of the study is to clarify a specific situation 
in a particular locality; in which, in other words, attention is focused upon 
the region for its own sake and of its inhabitants" (Paterson, 1974, p. 4). As 
a practising regional geographer, Paterson made a strong plea for regional 
geography. Referring to Wrigley's foregoing comments, Paterson noted that 

it is curious ... to argue that, with the overriding of local differences [in a 
market economy], all places have now in effect become the same place, 
and so the whole exercise of regional analysis should be abandoned. All 
places are manifestly not the same place, chemical fertilizers notwith
standing (p. 16). 

Paterson underlined that the changes brought about by the Industrial 
Revolution affected the scale and range of interpretative factors rather than 
the process of interpretation itself: 

Formerly, the geographer may have been preoccupied with local 
correlations .... Now he is increasingly likely to be concerned with national, 
if not international, influences and effects. So long as there are contrasts 
between region and region, no matter to what they are attributable, there 
is work for the geographer to do (Paterson, 1974, p. 16). 

A beneficial outcome of the post-Second World War trend in favour 
of interdisciplinary programmes of area studies in close association with 
geography, especially in North America, was that it conferred on regional 
work in geography a new measure of reality, in that the geographer studying 
a particular area was no longer required to master all aspects of the area 
under investigation-since other experts were at hand-so that the 
geographer could now concentrate more on "regional analysis" as the special 
area of his expertise. Relieved of this unnecessary burden, geographers 
were now encouraged to widen the scope of regional analysis to include 
new themes of research, such as literature, law, religion, and architecture. 

During the period between 1930 and 1960, regional geography had 
expanded its vision to incorporate historical geographical studies involving 
reconstruction of the past geographies of particular areas. Likewise, perceptual 
studies also acted as a significant multiplier on the scope and content 
of regional geography in the 1960s and the 1970s. As a result, "the 
unidimensional regional study, the region as it is today, has been expanded 
into two new dimensions, past or present, as perceived by the observer 
rather than as its own object self" (Paterson, op. cit., p. 17). The concept of 
region had received a new appraisal following the rise of behavioural and 
humanistic studies in the discipline. 

It would appear, that the very words "region" and "regional" have 
been misunderstood, and so too is regional geography as traditionally 
practised and taught; so that Mead (1980) felt that perhaps it should never 
have been called regional geography, but simply "the geography of other 
lands", which needs to be projected at certain educational levels as a 
pedagogical necessity, since: "Adventurous human contact with the strange, 
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the unfamiliar, the exotic, the dramatic remain central to the appeal of 
geography in the schoolroom-and it is in the schoolroom that most 
geographers are born". 

Since regional feeling among groups of people today is as widespread 
as ever, the regional approach to analysis and resolution of problems 
continues to be of great relevance to the understanding of social relations. 

The functional region and the developmental region may have replaced 
the traditional region as frameworks of enquiry, but they too proclaim 
that, in one way or another, the regional concept today is very much 
alive. Emotion that prevails over reason and the myth that takes over 
reality are as significant today [as ever before] .... Change is generated 
by spiritual forces as well as by technical. Poets, philosophers, and artists 
continue to play a role in creating regional feeling. Historical experience 
suggests that what begins as poetry often finishes as politics (Mead, 
1980, pp. 293-294). 

The charge that regional geography is essentially concerned with the 
study of the unique cannot be fully denied, even though regions may, in 
some ways, be viewed as individual cases. But, as Paterson (1974, p. 22) 
wrote, 

this is a charge that should be readily admitted: it is indeed a concern for 
the unique, but only in the sense that we have one world, and one only, 
and most of its inhabitants have in it only one home. Beyond that concern 
for the unique, the regional geographer will be attentive to the application 
of any and every finding of his non-regional colleagues to a specific 
situation; in fact he will want to insist that only when hypotheses have 
been tested in specific regional contexts, by specialists in those regions, 
are they worthy of acceptance. 

Regional Geography and Regional Science 

Until the 1950s, regional economics was descriptive and non-theoretical, 
the mainstream economic theory was highly aspatial while human geography 
was positively anti-theoretical; so that location theory continued to be a 
highly underdeveloped field of study. Dissatisfaction with the prevailing 
state of affairs prompted American economist Walter Isard to propose a 
new discipline called Regional Science, which was created to serve as a 
bridge discipline linking economics, geography, and planning with a view 
to promoting a more sophisticated theoretical and quantitative analysis of 
regional economies and the related problems. The Regional Science 
Association was founded in December 1954, and branches of the Association 
were soon started in other countries in the 1960s by which time the discipline, 
under the leadership of Isard, had gained considerable respectability. 
Regional science helped greatly to rejuvenate the study of regional economics, 
and it left considerable impact on the study of human geography which at 
that time was deeply involved in looking for ways and means for gaining 
scientific respectability through the introduction of quantitative techniques 
of analysis and model building. Most of the leading lights of the quantitative 
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_ revolution in geography in the 1960s and early 1970s were closely associated 
with regional science, which had become a major source for many fresh 
ideas and insights, particularly in the fields of economic and urban 
geography. This had led many geographers to 

assume that regional science is what regional geographers should have 
been doing all along ... , would now be doing if its complexities were not 
beyond them; in other words, that the regional geographer is a failed 
regional scientist, ... and that the relationship between the two workers is 
approximately that of an operative in a textile mill to the hand.loom 
weaver whom he has displaced and superseded (Paterson, 1974, p. 20). 

Part of the problem lay in that in the formative period of geography 
as a field of professional inquiry, regional geographers were required to 
work for a wide range of purposes starting from topographic description, 
and landscape analysis to regional planning, at one and the same time, so 
that many of the regional geographical studies proved unsatisfactory on 
every count. Late in the 1950s there came some measure of division of 
labour between regional geography and regional science. We may briefly 
underline here the basic difference in the perspectives of the two fields of 
study. 

As Paterson wrote, 

Regional science is concerned to evolve a body of theory about inte r - and 
intra-regional relationships which may be used to solve specific problems 
in decision-making. It is, in this sense, problem-oriented, which means 
that it is by nature forward-looking and precise. 

Regional geography need not be any of these things: 

Its goals are general rather than specific; it is not primarily problem
oriented but concerned to provide balanced coverage, and its aims are 
popular and educational. Such relevance as it possesses it gains by its 
appeal, at the lowest educational level, to the two universal l1uman 
responses of wonder and concern-that is, wonder about the nature and 
range of the earth phenomena and concern about the life of those whose 
circumstances differ from our own. 

At higher levels, regional geography 

builds on the less universal, but still strongly developed, faculty which 
John Betjeman has called "topographic predilection"-attachment to 
particular places or, even more simply, the recognition that not all places 
are the same place, and that in that fact lies their interest (Paterson, 
op. cit., p. 21). 

THE GRIGG-BUNGE DEBATE (1966): "THE ONE AND THE ONLY 
REVOLUTION IN GEOGRAPHY" 

The Quantitative Revolution in geography-which, Burton (1963) wrote 
had reached its culmination during the period from 1957 to 1960�·was 
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over by early 1960s in the sense that by that time (Burton added) accepted 
ideas had been overthrown or modified to include new ones, so that the 
revolutionary ideas had themselves become part of conventional wisdom. 
Quantitative revolution was claimed to have brought about a radical 
transformation of the spirit and purpose of geography. It was in the midst 
of such intellectual ferment that Grigg's paper on the logic of regional 
systems appeared in the Annals, A.A.G. By this time, geography had started 
moving away from the exceptionalist position of Heitner and Hartshorne, 
and geographers in ever-increasing numbers were using the general approach 
of the hypothetico-deductive methodology of science. James Bird (1989, 
p. 11) has identified June 1966 as the date representing "the last straw,
when the last idiographic bastion in geography was overthrown-the
destruction of the idea that locations could never be anything but unique".
According to Bird, this event of transformation was occasioned by Grigg's
attempt to deal with the problem of regionalization on scientific lines.

Grigg maintained that "all parts of the earth's surface are unique", 
and that "classification and regionalization obscure this fundamental fact"; 
so that, he added, "All locations are unique by definition, hence whereas 
location can be a property, it cannot be a differentiating characteristic''. 
Thus, notwithstanding his exposure of similarities between regionalization 
in geography and the process of classification in the sciences, Grigg's 
perspective on the region was very much in line with the idiographic
chorological perspective of Heitner and Hartshorne. The disciplinary 
implication of such a view was that: "if it is held that geography includes 
the study of location of its data and that 'locations are unique', then 
geography cannot fully employ the scientific method" (Bird, 1989, p. 12; 
see also Dikshit, 1994, Chapter 12). 

Commenting upon Grigg's paper, Bunge asserted that "locations are 
not unique", and that locations are indeed "general" and they are 
"comparable" as the frequent use of terms such as "near", "far", "close", 
"distant" and "adjacent" would show. These terms emphasize "relativity 
of location" which implies their comparability. Clarifying the point further, 
Bunge stated that geographical locations are unique only in the sense that 

no two things in the real world are exactly alike. To admit that no two 
things are identical, that is, have everything in common, in no way 
contradicts the statement that these objects may have much in common; 

and added that 

science is the deadly enemy of uniqueness (Bunge, Annals, A.A.G., June 
1966, pp. 375-376). 

In his response to Bunge's comment, Grigg (1966), while still insisting 
on the essential uniqueness of locations, conceded, nevertheless, that 
"locations are essentially relative". Thus, according to Bird (1989, pp. 12-13): 

Here was encapsulated the one and the only Revolution in geography, 
because tjle data studied were henceforth not held to be always discretely 
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differentiated in space and possessed of unavoidable qualities of total 
uniqueness .... June 1966 was the apogee of the view that geography 
could employ the methods of science because there was no longer any 
inherent quality in its data that prevented it from so doing ... [Bunge's] 
1966 commentary ... symbolized the one and the only revolutionary change, 
for henceforth it would be a case of constant revision [in the true spirit 
of science]. 
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