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INTRODUCTION

Most current geography is regarded by many geographers and other
social scientists as a mere synthesis of fragmented elements often void of
logical linkages or objective causal relations, and thus unable to provide
convincing explanations for a multiplicity of phenomena and spatial,
social and temporal relations despite its encyclopedic language and huge
accumulated information and data. This relative poverty of geographical
inquiry emanates from the inappropriate methodological tools which we
apply uncritically, and which have rendered geography an apologetic and
conformist academic discipline, consolidating the capitalist mode of
production with its universalized socio-economic relations, structures and
values and its epistemological categories
The introduction of relatively recent methodologies in geographical
analysis has not reduced the gravity of the problem. The behavioural
approach, for example, tends to individualize people and communities,
and to externalize the individual from hisfher socic-economic context of
which he/she is a product. Thus we cannot generate objective theories out
of unique individualized behaviours. Likewise, the quantitative
techniques. despite their limited positive results when sufficiently
critically applied, like assigning measurement and precision to

geographical rescarch, have not solved the problem because 'we yet have



to fully apprchénd the fact that we have to think in order to nieasure and
not to measure in order to think' .. It is not just quantification or
measurement which we need because such quantification or measurement
depends squarely on our objective comprehension of what, how and why
we need to quantify or measure. Qur indiscriminate and uncritical
application of theories, models and methodologies developed in other
fields of human knowledge, like statistical techniques and mathematical,
behavioural and economic models, have partiaily i'ncapucjtated our
discipline because of their high degree of abstraction and the sharp
differences in the reference framework between geography and these
other disciplines.

This short paper argucs that the elaborate application of the dialectical
approach would immensely improve our understanding of our objective
world, human societies and the geographical and social phenomena and
relations. Dialectics, as a tool of analysis, allow the inner penctration of
spatial structures into their underlying social processes and causes. It will
thus help render geography a more useful discipline conducive, in
collaboration with other sciences, to socio-spatial change and
transformation.

The concept of dialectics simply refers to an internal oppositional relation
between two terms which are defined in opposition to each other. They
are dialectieully related because they are nwtually definitive, and the
cxistence of each necessitates the existence of the other however

unrelated they are presumed or appear 16 be.
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GEOGRAPHY, PHILOSOPHY AND DIALECTICS

Geographical knowledge is an integral part of the general human
knowledge, and both are united m the theory of knowledge and the
cognitive process through which all forms of knowledge are produced and
developed on the basis of the sensory processes and social practice and
the material and immaterial forms of production (Elayeb, 1995:11).
Distancing geography from some types of human knowledge, especially
philosophy, is a part of the oot causes of the poverty of geography.
Because of our limited concern with theory building and low regard for
the mnecessary abstract considerations, wc do not feel the need for
comprehending the principles and laws of logic so long as our prime
concern is. almost exclusively with what is materially determined. But we
dismiss the fact that what is materially determined is a mental construct
formed by the dialectical formulation of the elements and relations of the
cognitive and epistemological processes.

The historical evolution of geography reveals that it has never been - and
its current status confirms that it will never be — void of philosophical
foundations and dialectical relations. Brief reference to leading
philosophers will suffice. For Kant (1974), our knowledge of the world is
based either on what is consistent with the laws of necessity (our real
knowledge about nature) or on the organisms which act according to the
laws of freedom {our knowledge about human beings}. Both to Kant arc
pragmatic and not speculative forms of knowledge. Geography 1o Kant is
cssentially physical geography inte which human beings appcar as
physical features, and which forms the basis and incorporates the basic
elements of other geographies like political geography and commercial

geography. Hence the crux of the Kantian geographical theory 1s the
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separation between speculative and pragmatic subjects (between rational
reason and practical experience}, and to a lesser degree the separation
between geography and sociology and between nature and history
(Eltayeb, 1995:20).
On the other hand, geography has been addressed very differently in the
philosophy of Hegel who treats geography not as a purely physical
discourse, but rather as a branch of history, i.e as a study of the modes of
living or subsistence being offered by the environment to the local
inhabitants, and as a key to understand the history of the word
(Hegel,1975). The difference between Kant and Hegel emanates from
their different philosophical constructs. Hegel strives at avoiding the
shortcomings of the Kantian philosophy, particularly the separation
between nature and history, between the human being as a natural
creature and the human being as a maker of history. The basis and
principles of interpretation used by Hegel to determine the natural /
physical structures of continents and the possibilities they offer for the
historical advancement of humanity can be summed up into:
(1) the perception of continents and the geographic entities,
(2)the basic significance of the relationship between solid
forms and liquid forms (i.e .between land continents and water
bodies) .
(3) the historical and geographical significance of the contacis
between the East and West, and
(4) the inverse rélationship between the degree of dependence
on nature and the level of civilization
These bases and principles of interpretation constitute a part of the logical

and dialectical framework of the Hegelian philosophy which presupposes
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conformity between the physical structure and the national personality
(spirit) although history to him is a continuous and mounting liberation of
people from their natural environments. Hegel explains this liberation
process or the emergence of the spirit from nature as an example of a
dialectical relﬁtionship.

Marx(1904), on his part, acknowledges the natural basis of every single
historical and social phenomenon, and considers nature itself as a form of
historical and social subject . Despite his true contention of the temporal
priority of 'external nature’, he has not attributed the historical evolution
(i.e the advancement of society) to any extra — historical or extra — social
factors. Rather, it is attributg:d to nature which has been modified and
reshaped by historical and social processes, i.e. by the development of
material production which has been historically and socially conditioned.
Geography to Marx is thus constituted by two different, but inseparable
and mutually modifying aspects: the history of nature and the study of
people. He rejects all these concepts addressing the relationship between
nature and people in a materialistic and deterministic way from
Montesquieu's environmental historicism and natural historicism to all
forms of Hegelian idealism, stressing that nature should be regarded as a
specific stage of social preduction.

So, and despite their differences, the three philosophers have come o grip
with the logical and methodological fact concerning the 'unity of
opposites’ as a fundamental law of the dialectic, i.e. the unity of nature
and history: of the physical and the human« of freedom and necessity, of

the pragmatic and the speculative, and of existence and thought.
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