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ANTHROPOGEOGRAPHY

Anthropogeography

Linda J. Peake
York University, Canada

Anthropogeography refers to a mode of system-
atic analysis, adopted in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, of the geographical
distribution of societies, the relationship between
migration and the physical environment, and
(that for which it is best remembered) the influ-
ence of environments upon societies. Although
it can be placed on a continuum of a long
history of studies of environmental determinism
dating back to Greco-Roman times, the term
comes from the title of a two-volume work,
Anthropogeographie (1882 and 1891), written
by the German geographer Friedrich Ratzel
(1844–1904). Ratzel is best known for being the
founder of geopolitics although his influence
in shaping late nineteenth century human and
physical geography (and anthropology) is increas-
ingly being recognized. Anthropogeography was
to influence the work of other prominent early
twentieth century geographers, including, in
the United States, the student of Ratzel, Ellen
Churchill Semple, and Isaiah Bowman, and in
the United Kingdom, the political geographer,
Halford Mackinder, and in Europe, the German
geographer, Karl Haushofer. It was, however,
the taking up of Ratzel’s concept of living space
(Lebensraum) by the Nazis in their justification
for territorial expansion for which his work is
perhaps still best remembered.

Ratzel’s practical and intellectual engagement
in the imperialist politics of expansion is best
understood in the political and intellectual
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context in which he worked at universities
in Munich and Leipzig in the late nineteenth
century of European imperialism. This polit-
ical context has also defined the memory of
Ratzel’s contributions to geography, serving
to undermine that it was also the period in
which the divides between natural science, social
sciences, and the humanities were being carved
out and in which geography as an academic
discipline was institutionalized as the study of
the Earth’s surface (Lossau 2009). Ratzel’s role
in shaping these divides was seminal, involving
going beyond the focus on geomorphology that
occupied his contemporaries to also examine the
life on the Earth’s surface. His work was to lead
to the merging of human and physical geogra-
phy, albeit in a way that was marked by causal
explanations, natural laws, and one in which
knowledge was derived from the ground (Boden)
(views which his French contemporary, Emile
Durkheim, was to critique), heavily influenced
by the rise of social Darwinism, or survival
of the strongest societies, and environmental
determinism.

Ratzel’s book Politische Geographie (1897) is
considered the culmination of his voluminous
work and that in which he explicitly addressed
geopolitics, the analysis of the relationships
between geography and the practice of statecraft.
As Lossau (2009) has pointed out, there are two
competing geographical imaginaries in Ratzel’s
work, of containment and expansionism. The
first is that of natural lands (Länder), or the
territory of a nation state which results from
the interactions between a specific group of
people (Volk) who are bonded not through
kinship but through their relations to their
occupied territory (Boden). This is the spatial
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imaginary of regional geography that dominated
the study of human geography in the early and
mid-twentieth century. The second imaginary,
central to geopolitics, is based on the view of
the state as the biogeographical, or organic, unit
that corresponds to its living space (Lebensraum).
The state, as organism, was subject to laws of
territorial growth and development (“the law of
growing areas”) and would thus “naturally” seek
to expand as its population increased leading
to a constant struggle for the conquest of space
among states, creating a cycle of progression
and defeat, and what can be recognized as a
process of uneven development (Natter 2005).
Although there is disagreement among scholars
as to the extent to which Ratzel’s work had a
direct impact on the expansionist policies of the
Third Reich, it was complicit in the national
socialist ideology of Lebensraum. While Ratzel
did not speak to the annexation of European
countries or the racial superiority of Germans,
the political implications of his work on geopol-
itics and on the practice of war were obvious
and he actively developed them through his
membership of the Pan-German League in
which he advocated the overseas expansion
of Germany and the development of its navy
(Lossau 2009).

The dual imaginaries in Ratzel’s work compli-
cate a straightforward narrative of environmental
determinism; the belief that the environment
determines social life has to be understood
in relation to the dynamism of Boden and
Lebensraum. While the concept of Lebensraum
is strongly determinist, tied to the belief that
societies are subject to natural laws determined
by the land, that of Boden speaks more to the
physical environment as a causal influence on a
Volk. The latter, it has been argued, is the basis
of the regional paradigm of modern geography
and is open to less determinist understand-
ings. However, it is clear that for Ratzel both

concepts rely on the environment as a causal
force with Lebensraum possessing the norma-
tive power to provide “an apparently scientific
justification for political aims” (Lossau 2009,
146). The debate as to whether this taints his
status as a founding figure of modern human
geography can only continue. Certainly, his
work in geopolitics laid the pathway for sub-
sequent geopolitical theories and, arguably, of
the interest in statecraft in critical geopolitics.
That his work also falls into the tradition of
biogeography (the study of the distribution
of species and ecosystems in geographic space
and through geological time), with continuities
between the earlier work of von Humboldt,
and that to come of Vidal de la Blache on
genre de vie, and opening up questions of the
relations between societies and the environment,
is notable.

Most recently, the popular but controversial
work of the geographer Jared Diamond has
re-opened this debate. Although working a cen-
tury apart, there are marked similarities between
the intellectual trajectories of Ratzel and Dia-
mond: both shared an education in the natural
sciences (Ratzel in zoology and chemistry and
Diamond in physiology and biophysics); both
spent time travelling extensively, studying how
societies evolved socially in relation to their
environment, as a journalist in the case of Ratzel
and as a popular science writer in the case
of Diamond; and, finally, both turned to the
professional designation of geographer. In both
their bodies of work it is their understanding of
culture that has been critiqued, both viewing it
not in the realm of ideas but explained through
environmental imperatives.

SEE ALSO: Biogeography; Environmental
determinism; Geopolitics; Political geography;
Regional geography
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