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1. Introduction 

The aims ofthis contribution are oftwo kinds. The first one is, in a number 
of aspects, of an informative nature, as it is related to the characteristics of 
the Czech human geography at present, and especially in the second half of 
the 1990's. It thus presents both a description ofthe thematic orientation, as 
well as the cognitive and applicable results of the Czech human geography in 
the period between the two last IGU congresses. Description of the state is 
nevertheless also connected with an evaluation of the causes and problems of 
the current research trends. Moreover, the evaluation of such trends requires 
a wider context in a form of an overview of changes in the Czech human 
geography, both from the development and international viewpoints. 

The second main aim of this contribution is to discuss some general problems 
of cognitive functions of human geography which, in number of aspects, points 
out to possible directions of future research. The stress here is placed on the 
general level of research. The "national specificity" of research, it is argued 
here, can be considered as being of secondary importance and, in addition, as 
something which can be directly read off from the overall orientation of the 
present research, as well as from the particularities of the present development 
of the society in the Czech Republic (continued of post-Communist social 
transformation, integration into European structures, etc.). On the contrary, 
the conceptual questions about the position of geographical research within the 
integral knowledge of society, as well as of the understanding of the relation 
between society and environment, problems of regularity or randomness in 
formation of geographical organization of the society, or the up to now 
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ambiguous specification of the research subject of human geography, represent 
the fundamental problems which, at the same time, represent the main sources 
of internal doubts within human geography worldwide. The final part of this 
paper will therefore briefly discuss these issues. 

2. Paradigm transformations in post-war human geography 
and the isolation of Czech geography 

The development of geography, and of human geography in particular, 
since the Second World War can be legitimately characterized as unusually 
dynamic. This dynamism is evident especially in. comparison with the 
development in the 19th century, as well as in the first half of the 20th 
century. The transformation of the concept of environmental determinism to 
the possibilist one was going on for a long time without taking radical forms. 
For that reason, controversies over idiographic versus nomothetic character of 
geography or discussions about the relation human - physical geography 
were not sharp which was certainly due to the still predominantly descriptive 
character of geography. Also, for that reason, discussions about the key 
theoretical questions were inconclusive. The situation changed quite 
dramatically after the Second World War, whereas three principally different 
concepts appeared in turns over the latter half of this century (see Cloke et al. 
1991, Holt - Jensen 1988). The initial paradigm, which can be characterized 
as idiographic, represented in principal the heritage of the precedent long­
term development of geography (Hartshorne 1959). The stress placed on the 
unique character of geographical phenomena has necessarily led to the 
preference of descriptive method. A further consequence of this heritage was 
a limited interest in applied use of geographical findings or in "problem 
solving" in general. Geography was maintaining its essentially educational 
and informative function, that it rather a cultural function than a specific 
scientific/cognitive one. 

The descriptive and unproblematic orientation of geography raised a 
sharp criticism of younger generations of geographers in the late 1950's and 
in the 1960's in the United Stated and in the United Kingdom. Under the 
influence of the then fashionable positivist methodology of science a radical 
attempt was made to build a "nomothetic" geography with a large exact 
methodical aparatus. The cost of this major methodological and methodical 
enrichment of geography was nevertheless a substantial reduction of the 
qualitative content of geographical systems. Therefore, positivist geography 
has been often qualified as "spatial science"., It is, however, necessary to 
mention also other contributions of this period, such as the integration of 
the formerly isolated school of location theories into the geographical 
cognitive system, world-wide spread of the research findings of the so-called 
Lund School (Hagerstrand 1967) or systemization of methods and models 
(Haggett et al. 1977). The principal expected aims were nevertheless not 
attained, because the exaggerated interest in space structures lead to their 
breaking away from the "conditioning forces". Furthermore, the search for 
regularities in the organization of space per se did not bring any convincing 
results. 

Another decisive upheaval occurred in the 1970's in connection with the 
interest in spatial manifestations of social differentiation and social problems. 
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A considerable wave of humanization followed that resulted in the explicit 
declaration of human geography as a social science and thus leading to a 
further deepening of the long-term dichotomy between human and physical 
geography. This new post-positivist paradigm, however, is not of an 
integrating type, as, by emulating the example of sociology, it creates space 
for diversification of research orientations of both structuralist and 
voluntarist type. The positive contribution ofthis wave is especially the stress 
put upon the problem orientation and the attantion paid to human activities. 
In a simplified manner we can speak about a shift from studying location of 
phenomena to studying location of problems, and/or from a geography of 
"passive objects" to a geography of "active subjects". The increased 
interdisciplinary character of research can be viewed as another enrichment. 
However, the issue of a controversial existence of geographical regularities 
and organizational principles is still present here. The explanation of 
geographical circumstances is primarily seen in the internal organization of 
the society that is in the circumstances that represent traditional domains of 
sociology, economics or political science. 

The above characteristics thus allow for both positive and negative 
evaluations. In the former case, the stress on the dynamic intellectual movement, 
methodological development, problem orientation and deepening of the 
interdisciplinary cooperation all need to be pointed out. In the latter case, the 
lack of conceptual clarification of research within human geography needs to be 
mentioned at least, as well as the lack of continuity in building a coherent 
cognitive system. Without such a lack of conceptual clarity it is not possible to 
explain the principal and quite antagonistic transformations of paradigms within 
a relatively short time span. However, from the viewpoint of the Czech human 
geography, these transformations were not quite so dramatic. An obvious reason 
for this was the isolation ofthe Czech society, and by that also of geography, from 
the developments in the outside world. Due to this isolation, the development of 
knowledge was slower in number of aspects, but nevertheless without losing its 
continuity. The impact of positivism was most clearly manifested in the form of 
search for regularities in regional differentiation rather than in the attempt to 
model spatial structures. The impact of post-positivist trends was somewhat 
limited, not only because of the political isolation connected with tabooization of 
many social issues, but also because of a deformation of the social sphere itself. 
Finally, the impact of discussions within the Soviet geography has also been 
marginal: going from the inconclusive argument between monistic and dualist 
conceptions of geography (Anuchin 1960) to the inappropriate attempts to 
identify the conception of sociogeographical region with the conception of the so­
called territorial productive complex (Kolosovski 1958). 

In a number of ways, an intensive contact with the applied sphere was very 
important for the Czech geography during the totalitarian period. In the 
sphere of applied research, the problem orientation of human geography and 
the ability ofinterdisciplinary cooperation were progressively increasing. The 
most important field of activity was territorial/spatial planning that was 
relatively little affected by the governing ideology. Quite distinct from the 
regional planning that represented much more of a bureaucratic and political 
activity, territorial/spatial planning largely maintained i~ professional 
character. In addition, due of the absence of professional regional planning, 
the content of territorial planning was step by step extending towards the 
functions of integrated spatial planning. This orientation was near to human 
geographers, just as was the cooperation with urban planners. 
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3. A major current issue: geography of post-Communist societal 
transformation 

The radical turn over in the social development of the Czech Republic after 
1989 was quickly reflected in the orientation of the human geographical 
research. It was a consequence of two major, mutually augmenting influences. 
The first one was dismantling of the barriers to international cooperation and 
the opening of the possibility to chose freely from various research topics. The 
second one was a sudden rapid increase in the "demand" for geographical 
analyses of the transformation process that has just been taking off. This was 
the case with both the applied, as well as the theoretical research. The 
historical uniqueness of the process of "return" from a totalitarian to a 
democratic system, and from a centrally planned economy to a market one, 
has been connected not only with the rise of many principal practical 
problems in the post-totalitarian countries, but, at the same time, it has also 
represented an internationally attractive research theme for social sciences. 
In addition, the systemic character of transformation processes has directly 
required the application of current trends in social sciences, including human 
geography, which are characterized by the above mentioned orientation to 
practical problems and interdisciplinary approach. 

The concentration of research interests on geographical aspects of societal 
transformation has undoubtedly lead to a sensible thematic rapprochement of 
the Czech and world human geography, and that in spite of the uniqueness of 
the transformation of post-totalitarian countries. It has been also due to the 
fact that post-totalitarian transformation has to be evaluated in a larger 
context; that is, within the framework of the development of post-industrial 
society, globalization tendencies and the interaction of global and local, etc. It 
is equally important to look for answers to general questions concerning the 
nature of geographical organization, the character of geographical 
regularities, or the link between human geography and other social sciences 
on the one hand, and with the environmental sciences on the other hand. It is 
nevertheless legitimate to distinguish the preferred themes and, on the 
contrary, the neglected ones in the present research of the Czech human 
geography. However, this differentiation is rather a consequence of research 
traditions and of limited research capacities on the side of geographical 
departments at universities than of the character of transformation 
processes., It is possible at present to trace four broadly defined "preferred" 
research topics: 

(1) The greatest attention has been paid to the problems of regional 
development, including the issues of territorial administration, development 
of the settlement system and of the regional policy. Although many papers 
mainly dealt with partial components of development of regional 
differentiation (unemployment, banking, foreign investments, etc.), there was 
also a marked tendency to grasp the development of regional structures 
within the Czech Republic in an integrated way. A particular attention was 
also paid to the supranational connections, especially from the viewpoint of 
European integration processes (see for example Blazek 1997). Two 
monographs elaborated by teams of authors (Hampl et al. 1996, 1999) can be 
pointed out as representing the outcomes of integrally conceived research 
projects .. Another important publication was "Human Development Report, 
Czech Republic 1996" (Pavlik et al. 1996), elaborated in an interdisciplinary 
cooperation co-ordinated by the geographical division of the Faculty of 
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Science, Charles University. This research also involved investigations of 
theoretical geographical issues (Hampl 1998) and was linked up with the 
development of international cooperation (especially within the IGU 
Commission "Geography and Public Administration"). Many outputs of the 
research were also applied in practice: projects of administrative territorial 
organization, conception of regional policy and forthcoming membership in 
the European Union in this field, territorial plans of metropolitan regions, etc. 

(2) A synthetically aimed regional research work, with a stress put upon 
the microregionallevel, has been carried out in joint research of geographical 
departments within two large grants (one of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and one of the Grant Agency of the Czech Republic). Both projects are aimed 
at problems of border regions including trans-border cooperation. This 
research has been co-ordinated by the Usti nad Labem branch ofthe Institute 
of Sociology, Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic (see also the 
information about the project "Geogrant of border regions", Jerabek 1998) and 
involved cooperation of geography departments of universities in Brno, 
9lomouc, Ostrava, Plzen and Prague (see for instance Dokoupil 1996 and 
Sindler 1999). A research of that type not only deepens the cooperation of 
national geographical departments, but also strengthens the Central­
European cooperation - close links exist with a number of universities, 
mainly regional ones, in Germany, Poland, Slovakia and Austria. Major 
attention has also been paid to the issues of revitalization of protected 
landscape areas (Vaishar, Mikulik 1996), as well as former military districts 
(Postolka 1996 and a collection of papers published in a thematic issue ofthis 
journal - no. 3, 1998). 

(3) In the late 1980's and in the 1990's a large research team was formed 
with the aim to study long-term patterns in land use. This project is further 
related to historical-geographical evaluation ofthe human-nature interaction, 
to the research on the current transformation of agricultural sector and of 
rural settlement (see for instance papers by Bicik 1998, Bicik, Gotz 1998). The 
main base for this research is the Department of Social Geography and 
Regional Development, Charles University, Prague, whigh cooperates with 
the universities in Brno, Olomouc, Ostrava, Plzen and Usti nad Labem. A 
unique data base on Land Use (since the year 1845, including more than 
10,000 elementary units), is gradually approaching completion and deserves 
also a special mention, as does the international presentation of the results of 
this project, which took place mainly within the IGU Study group "Land Use/ 
Land Cover Change" and the Global Change Programme (directed by the 
IHDP and IGBP). 

(4) Finally, one of the key themes of the Czech human geography have 
traditionally been population geography and urban geography. There is also 
a tradition of close cooperation between geographers and demographers, 
expressed also by integration of the Department of Demography and 
Geodemography into the Geographical Section of the Faculty of Science, 
Charles University, Prague. Key themes in this sphere again reflect the 
present social changes. Major attention has ~een paid to migration of 
population, both in the Czech Republic (see Cermak 1996) and at the 
international level (see for instance Drbohlav 1997 and Cattan, Grasland, 
Rehak 1996), as well as to the transformation of inner structures of cities, 
especially of Prague (see Sykora 1998). Many papers deal with the regional 
differentiation of demographic processes, health situation of the population, 
etc. 
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The selection of research themes serves only a basic indicative and guiding 
purpose. Equally the quoted titles represent only a selection of a much more 
substantial publication activity - see the information about individual 
geographical research centres in the Czech Republic listed in another part of 
this issue. This selection of topics can nonetheless be claimed to provide a 
more or less representative picture which is based on the analysis of the 
recent publishing activity. In the period 1996 - 1998, 90 % of the nearly 90 
papers published by the largest department of human geography in the Czech 
Republic concerned one ofthe four above-mentioned problems. This means in 
the same time that there are many themes that are not sufficiently cover by 
research. These are mainly issues in the domain of geography of transport, 
industry and partly also services and leisure. Papers on the regional 
geography of foreign countries are also rare, which represents a long-lasting 
deficiency of the Czech geography, largely due to its limited human and 
financial sources. 

The above-mentioned research "debts" in human geography can be in the 
first place justified by a very limited number of university geographers, 
especially human geographers. Although their number, as well as the number 
of departments, has substantially increased in the 1990's, human geography 
still remains a very small diSCipline. Personal capacities of this discipline are 
undoubtedly insufficient when taking into consideration the needs of both the 
applied sphere (for that reason, the graduates have no serious problems with 
finding a job) and of university teaching - in the 1990's, the increase of the 
number of students was greater than the increase in the number of university 
teachers. At the same time, the interest of students in geographical 
disciplines has been higher than the capacity of geography departments for 
years. The difficult situation of mainly human geography is also illustrated by 
the fact that there are in the whole of Czech Republic only two independent 
departments with a distinctly human geographical orientation (in Prague and 
in Ostrava) and that in most non-specialized departments of geography 
physical-geographical is the prevalent orientation. In addition, after the 
abolition of the Institute of Geography at the beginning of the 1990's, 
geography has practically lost the possibility of doing research within the 
Academy of Sciences (small teams work now only in the Institute of Geonics 
in Brno and in the Institute of Sociology in Prague). 

4. Conceptual problems of human geography: concluding remarks 

Although many problems and limitations of the development of the Czech 
human geography still remain as a heritage of the totalitarian period, it is 
fully justified to state that in the 1990's there a principal step has been made 
in the direction of international trends both in the thematic orientation and 
in the modes of research. In that sense, the prinCipal conceptual problems of 
the research have more or less "internationalized" and adopted a more 
general aspect. Their importance is great, as they represent research issues 
that have not been answered conclusively as yet. Frequent and often 
principal changes in the paradigm of human geography are an expression of 
this inconclusiveness because very often they concentrate more on the 
criticism of the previous concepts than on answering real issues, such as the 
subject specification of human geography, its position within the system of 
sciences, the question of existence of geographical regularities, etc. It is 
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therefore useful to conclude this paper by addressing several of these key 
problems. . 

(i) First, it is necessary to specify the subject of study of human geography, 
which consequently leads to determination of the position of this discipline in 
the classification of sciences. At present, the conception of human geography 
as social science is dominating which corresponds to its orientation at social 
phenomena and processes. But in what human geography differs from the 
other social sciences? Undoubtedly in its environmental orientation, because 
it inquires into environmental/geographical organization of the society. This 
naturally includes not only the aspect of space, but also especially the 
interaction between society and natural environment. The problem of monism 
and dualism of geography is thus primarily a problem of human geography, 
as in this case it is either possible to distinguish social and environmental 
conception, or, on the contrary, to stress the intersection, or more precisely 
integration of both conceptions. The position of human geography in the 
system of sciences must be thus characterized with the help of two classifying 
dimensions: on the one hand, according to the traditional viewpoint of the 
evolutionary complexity and, on the other hand, according to the non­
traditional (and up to now lacking) viewpoint of structural complexity 
expressing polarity of the part and of the whole (element - environment). As 
shown by the included classification scheme, introduction of the principle of 
structural complexity has a general validity both for the classifications of real 
system and of empirical sciences. From that point of view, it is then possible 
to define human geography as an environmental social science and the 
subject of its study as environmental organization of society (geosocietal 
systems), see Fig. 1. . 

(ii) The classification of real systems themselves (and consequently also of 
the empirical sciences) is not sufficient for solving the essence of the problem 
of human geography's cognitive function. For that reason, it is necessary to 
attempt to answer the question as to whether the geosocietal system 
represents a specific and relatively autonomous structure in the organization 
of reality. This is in principle the problem of existence of regularities in 
organization of those systems, or, more generally, in the organization of the 
environmental systems. This could solve the long-standing dispute about the 
idiographic or nomothetic nature of geography. Geography has always dealt 
in the first place with the study of differentiations in the territorial 
distribution of qualitatively different phenomena. This subsequently led to a 
domination of interest in the "spatial structures" and in differences, or, more 
specifically, peculiarities, that - viewed from another view-point - represent 
"irregularities" from the rule of spatial structure. On the contrary, science 
legitimately puts stress on the search for similarities and regularities. This 
stress is nevertheless manifested in a simplified way. It is even possible to 
speak about an ideological habit to search for recurrence only in the similarity 
of partial phenomena and consequently to delimit taxonomic systems of types 
of those phenomena. Geographical phenomena - settlements, lakes, 
mountains, nodal regions, etc. - are however extremely differentiated as far 
as their size is concerned. This does not necessary exclude either recurrence, 
or regularity in geographical reality. As already shown by Korcak (1941), the 
differentiation of phenomena may be of certain type, that is regular, and there 
can exist a repetition of this differentiation within whole geographical 
systems. It is not difficult to empirically confirm this affirmation. Within 
geographical (environmental) systems, there is always a regular 
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differentiation that can be qualified as a hierarchical one (decreasing 
frequency of phenomena in relation to an increase in their size). This is valid 
for settlements as for lakes, being it in the USA, France, Poland, etc. It also 
means that there exist - within our surrounding reality - two basic 
types/principles of organization: generic homogeneity of elements and 
hierarchical differentiation of environmental systems. A logical inference of 
this is that there are therefore two basic processes of understanding these 
types of organization: from the whole to its parts and from the parts to the 
whole. In studying interactions of both types of organization we can identify 
an integrated understanding of reality. In that sense, the cognitive function 
of human geography consists of a search for structural and developmental 
contingencies of hierarchic organizations of geosocietal systems; that is of the 
highest/most advanced (from the evolutionary point of view) hierarchical 
organizations of environmental systems. Connection of human geography 
knowledge with "other" scientific understandings ofreality may then be done 
in two principal directions. The first one is studying interactions of social and 
natural geographic organizations, that is the development of evolutionarily 
higher and more advanced geosocietal organization within the physical­
geographical organization. The second one is studying the interaction of the 
internal (social) organization of the society with its outer (geographical) 
organization. 

(iii) Environmental systems in general, and geosocietal systems in 
particular, are extremely complex, because their formation results from the 
interaction of qualitatively different phenomena and processes. In addition, 
these systems in their total represent a multilevel organized "supersystem", 
that is, an integral environment. The efforts of geographers to "directly" study 
geographical environment in its present form could not thus be successful. 
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They either ended up as a mere description of distribution of "all" phenomena 
with stressing the particularities of regions (for example regional 
monographs), or as an isolation of partial structures and processes and with 
the consecutive shift to the non-geographical way of study. It is not possible 
to find clear regularities in the immediate interaction of qualitatively 
different environmental components. The same is valid for "precise" spatial 
forms (for instance in the sense of the concept of the central place theory). 
Finding an "order" in the organization of environment demands both a higher 
level of abstraction and generalization (see the indicative nature of 
hierarchization of environmental systems) and a multilevel structuration of 
this supersystem. Such a structuration should be orientated along two 
dimensions: the scale one and the developmental one. In the first case, for 
instance, a different significance of physical-geographical conditions for 
geographical organization of society can be found at the microregional -
mezoregional- macroregional- global levels (when increasing the scale level, 
the significance of physical - geographical conditions obviously increases as 
well). In the second case it is possible to distinguish various qualitative types 
of hierarchical organizations of geosocietal systems and their 
developmental/evolutionary connections. In a more simplified way, it is 
expressed by a succession of dominant contingencies from external natural 
conditions via inner competitive mechanism to a combined interaction of 
competitive and cooperative mechanisms. 
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Shrnuti 

CESKA HUMANNt GEOGRAFIE: TEMATA A PROBLEMY vYZKUMU 

Prispevekje zameren na dva druhy problematik. Prvouje hodnoceni zmen ve vyzkumne 
orientaci ceske sociaIni, resp. humanni geografie v prubehu 90. let. Je konstatovano rychle 
pnblizovani k svetovym trendum, ktere pochopitelne odpovida spolecenskym zmenam po 
roce 1989, a tedy prekonani nekdejsi politicke, a proto i spolecenskovedni izolaci ceske spo­
lecnosti. Transformacni obdobi pnnasi navic vyznamne aktualni problemy ve sfere regio­
naIniho vyvoje, uzemni administrativy, socialni ekologie apod. Transformace post - totalit­
nich zemi se tak stava "velkym tematem" i pro sociaIni geografii. Atraktivita teto proble­
matiky neni pritom omezenajen na sferu aplikovaneho vyzkumu, ale uplatnuje se i ve sfere 
vyzkumu zakladniho. V druhem pripade nabyva na dulezitosti i v kontextu mezinarodniho 
vyzkumu diky unikatni povaze procesu "navratu k demokracii a k tdni ekonomice". 

Soucasna ceska socialni geografie, pnive v dusledku sveho otevreni vuci svetu, pociiuje 
ovsem i zesilenym zpusobem neuzavrenost diskusi klicovych teoretickych otazek studia. 
K tem patri stale se vynorujici problemjeji predmetove specifikace vyjadreny dualitou moz­
neho pnrazeni bud' k socialnim nebo naopak k environmentaInim vedam: pnpojene klasifi­
kacnf schema vyjadruje v tomto smyslu pozici predmetu sociaIni geografie v pruniku obou 
zminenych skupin ved, resp. odpovidajicich realnych systemu. Jeste zavaznejsi je otazka 
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existence geografickych, resp. geosocietalnich pravidelnostilzakonitosti. V tomto pfipade je 
mozno rovnez zduraznovat "neobvyklost" geosocietalni reality, resp. environmentalnich 
systemu obecne: zakladnim typem pravidelnosti jsou hierarchicky usporadane velikostni 
diferenciace jevu v ramci environmentaInich systemu. 

Obr. 1 - K1asifikace realnych systemu. Vyznacena ohraniceni se tykaji integrovaneho 
spolecenskeho systemu (zahrnuje cloveka, socialni system i sociogeograficky system); 
geografickych a ostatnich environmentalnich systemu. Sociogeograficke systemy jsou tedy 
urceny prunikem sociaInich a environmentaInich reaInych systemu (podrobneji viz Rampl 
a kol. 1999). 

(Authors are with Department of Social Geography and regional Development, Faculty of 
Science, Charles University, Albertov 6, 12843 Praha 2, Czech Republic.) 
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