Precision---Physical geography is the most precise starting point---defining regions based on political characteristics is unpredictable
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Many British geographers, like their American counterparts, emphasized the importance of regions and regional geography as the discipline's leitmotif. According to Wooldridge and East's (1951) influential British book on The spirit and purpose of geography, "General Geography, involves a number of distinct and systematic studies. These find their application in the description and interpretation of actual areas or regions, large and small" (p. 38).'- Nevertheless, although they argued that: "The serious study of the subject cannot begin without the findings of physical geography" (p. 29), separate aspects of human geography got substantial attention. (Their chapter on physical geography occupies 25 pages: those on historical, eco¬nomic, and political occupy 23, 18, and 19 respectively. There was neither a separate social geography- although they later used the term as a portmanteau incorporating "economic, political, demographic etc." (p. 141) -nor cultural geography." Human geography, unlike physical geography, does not generate "formal categories and universal principles and processes" (p. 30) but this does not imply "inferiority; it is rather to admit that it is infinitely more complex, subtler, more flexible and manifold." Because of that, however, there can be "no generalized human geography. The nature of man and of human evolution ensures that each region which we study-is in large measure unique" (p. 32) - hence their adherence to the same argument as J lartshorne's that regional geography is the discipline's core, although by discuss¬ing "urban regions" at the end of their chapter on regional geography they divorced some types of regional definition from the firm environmental foundation that many others deployed (p. 160).I4 The study of regions within British geography was also influenced by the work of the polymath Patrick Geddes (Meller 1993) and the activities of the le Play Society, in which geographers interacted with sociologists in, for example, 71 major field surveys (mainly overseas) between 1931 and 1960 (Beaver 1962; Herbertson 1950). and which was the model for the later Geographical Field Group based at the University of Nottingham."∂ The importance of environmental influences - if not determinants - permeated much geographical writing during the first half of the twentieth century, perhaps retarding movement towards a separate sub-discipline of human geography. Chisholm's famous Handbook of commercial geography exemplified this. The preface to its first edition (Chisholm 1889) makes clear that its discussion of the "facts of commercial geography" - i.e. gazetteer-like material on what is produced where and traded with where - are set within an explanatory framework comprising material on the physical features of the earth's surface: the first chapter is on climate. American authors took a similar approach: Huntington, Williams and van Valkenburg introduced (1933: v) their Economic and social geography with the statement that:∂ A continuous thread of geographic reasoning runs through the whole of this book. It begins with a section on the major factors of geographic environment and the principles∂ which govern their relation to plants, animals and men. Climate naturally comes first because it is the most widespread, pervasive and variable or the factors. ... Climate, relict, and soil are the main determinants of the geographic regions into which the earth's surface is naturally divided.∂ They identified two basic sets of facts: "the purely physical ... and ... the facts of economics." The former predominated, although "Other factors of a political, racial and social nature also play a part and introduce all sorts of complications" (p. I)∂ - an argument illustrated with the example of rubber production. They included∂ much material relating to the "all sorts of complications" that influence what is∂ produced where - such as maps of the costs of producing corn and the prices∂ received for it in the USA - but these are seen as deviations from a "geographic∂ norm." After describing some of the social, cultural and political factors influenc∂ ing the geography of wheat production, they concluded that (Huntington ct a\.∂ 1933:229):∂ ... the geographer dots not lose faith, hut keeps on dreaming of a future in which the economic development of the world will conform to geographical factors, unhampered by political interference.∂ At the global scale, regional definition was based almost entirely on physical features∂ - notably climatic zones, as in Herbertson's (1905) classic early work. At more local∂ scales, such as the exercises associated with the Midwest geographic field confer¬∂ ences (Piatt 1959), field investigations identified patterns of human occupancy,∂ linked to features of the physical landscape, which created areas with separate∂ characteristics, such as settlement patterns and agricultural land use. Much of this∂ work had a strong implicit deterministic thrust, notably in the many regional text∂ books which portrayed the physical environment first before mapping human pat∂ terns on to it.
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