
 

 

CLAUDIO SMIRAGLIA 

 
HUMAN VS PHYSICAL GEOGRAPHY –  

FROM SEPARATION TO CONSENSUAL DIVORCE...  
(BUT IS IT STILL A PROBLEM?) 

 
Almost a justification - The XXXI Italian Geographical Congress was held in Milan in June 2012. On the 
occasion I was invited by the President of the Congress and of the Scientific Committee Prof. 
Scaramellini to give the opening speech, described in the official programme, perhaps overstating the 
case a little, as a "scholarly address". Taking into account the amount of time usually spent in 
preparation of congress proceedings and the theme in question, which can also be addressed outside 
the context of the stated theme of the congress ("Decomposition and recomposition of territory in the 
contemporary city"), Professor Scaramellini and I agreed it would be appropriate to deliver a 
contribution previously published in the Bollettino della Società Geografica Italiana. Minimal changes 
were made to adapt the original text for oral presentation and the standard bibliographical notes were 
also dropped. It goes without saying that the ideas expressed below are entirely personal. 
 
When Professor Guglielmo Scaramellini asked me to give the introductory address at the National 
Geographic Congress in Milan, on the topic of the relationship between human geography and physical 
geography, I immediately felt both heartened and dismayed: on the one hand I felt very honoured, on 
the other, dismayed by the responsibility the honour entailed…which I have sought to relieve a little 
with a slightly irreverent title, perhaps inappropriate to such a formal occasion. In fact I wondered why 
I had been invited myself, as the theme of the congress leaves almost no scope (at least in appearance) 
for physical geographers.  
One possibility is that this invitation allows other friends geographers to quell their consciences. Given 
the friendship, mutual respect and background I share with Professor Scaramellini, I think that the 
invitation stems from my particular cultural itinerary and career, and from his belief that the subject is 
worth addressing again.   
As the latter is certainly true, I can only address it from my own point of view and experiences as a 
teacher and researcher, which geographers of the generation before mine certainly remember, but 
which most of the many young people here today are probably unaware of.  
I graduated in letters from the Catholic University of Milan, taught by Saibene (and of course 
Nangeroni), so I belonged to that group of geographers who, as Gaetano Ferro wittily noted in his 
memoir of Prof. Saibene, were in the 60s a little sidelined by others, being considered too "geological". 
I had a vague interest in the field of physical geography, particularly the higher altitudes. I attended 
some lectures and then received the peremptory order from Saibene, "if you want to learn more, go to 
the geologists", meaning physical geographers. These were the last few years of Desio, and of Belloni 
and Orombelli. At the heel of the hunt, I was, at least for the moment, the only professor of physical 
geography in Italy with a degree in literature. So this career path has made me a hybrid (I hope in the 
positive sense of the term), and therefore perhaps ready to tackle the topic with greater openness. It is 
worth remembering that the opposite career trajectory (from geology to human geography) is relatively 
rare, I can only remember Roberto Bernardi, Persi Peris, the late Pasquale Brandis, but surely there are 
others.  
So how should we approach the subject of the link between human and physical geography and, 
perhaps more importantly, is it even a subject that is worth talking about? 
When I first started to ask myself these questions (of course long before this conference), I began to 
realize the extreme difficulty of the task: everything hinges, at least at the level of definition, on 
understanding exactly what is meant by "geography" and then physical geography and human 
geography and how they somehow came to be seen as polar opposites.   
Half a century ago this topic would have been considered as "unsettling". The conceptual unity of 
geography as a subject was in fact not questioned by the early academics (I think everyone here will be 
able to name one from their own experience of that time, I remember Sestini, Morandini and 



 

 

Nangeroni) who were nevertheless not unaware of the epistemological complexity involved. As Corna 
Pellegrini wrote about this early phase in the evolution of geographical studies: "it seemed that there 
could be only one goal for geographical research and only one way to carry it out, whether to 
investigate physical or human phenomena. This was to "objectively" describe the earth's surface, 
including of course its human inhabitants.... Whether explaining the morphology of an alpine valley or 
the structure of an urban area, the objectives and methods used should not differ substantially ... ". 
In the last decades of the twentieth century, especially after the so-called quantitative revolution, there 
was rather anxious questioning and a constant "calling into question of the very object of geographical 
science" with "continuous dissertations and theoretical speculations on its scientific basis," writes 
Federici, one of the few physical geographers who has dealt with this issue on a theoretical level. To 
quote again from Corna Pellegrini, "cracks of doubt began to open in the edifice of the science of 
geography, which then exploded in a pyrotechnic scatter burst of geographical studies following 
subjective lines, completely different from those until then considered as definitively objective”. 
But I don't want to digress from this brief introduction to the theme of the very nature and evolution 
of geography, which has already been investigated by much more capable minds, such as Gambi, De 
Matteis, Quaini, Turco, Farinelli and Lando, to name but a few. 
I am not a theorist, but to proceed I must first address some questions that are apparently banal - "what 
is physical geography?", or rather, "who is a physical geographer?", "how have relations developed 
between the two halves of geographical studies?” “when the separation occurred?", "who was to blame?" 
and  "how do things currently stand?".  
A detailed and ongoing theoretical modern redefinition of what physical geography should consist of is 
surely lacking (despite some work by Federici and Laureti). We can follow Gregory's 3+1 formula 
(forms, materials, processes and time) dating from 1985 or we can side with Sestini and simply dismiss 
the whole question, "there is no need to pay undue attention to these theoretical debates". In fact, we 
watched as physical geography splintered and fragmented until it acquired an autonomous status, well 
defined and taking a slightly superior attitude to geomorphology. 
It is just as difficult to define what we mean by a physical geographer: someone who is a member of the 
AIGEO (Associazione Italiana di Geografia Fisica e Geomorfologia) instead of the AGEI (Associazione dei 
Geografi Italiani)? (and by the way I must here point out that there is no official representative of the 
AIGEO at this congress). Those who prefer to publish with GFDQ (Geografia Fisica e Dinamica 
Quaternaria) instead of BSGI (Bollettino della Società Geografia Italiana) or RGI (Rivista Geografia Italiana)? 
Those who teach in geological or natural sciences courses rather than in literature or economics 
courses? Those whose studies mainly focus on physical and natural aspects of the landscape? Many 
answers are possible and I'm not sure how far they would take us. 
To return to the initial question regarding relations between the two branches of geography and the 
now overt split, I first turned to the two best known and most prestigious journals of Italian geography, 
the BSGI and the RGI, examining issues over the last decade as an indicator to establish the relative 
importance of physical geography, while taking into account the above mentioned lack of any clear 
distinction between the two branches.  
In fact, even with many cases of doubt, in the BSGI about 10% of a total of 441 articles can be 
attributed to physical geography, while in the RGI the figure is 7% of 262 articles. Obviously very low 
percentages, and a precise interpretation should be placed in a broader chronological timeframe, at least 
going back to the '70s to see if and how the founding of the GFDQ in 1977 affected contributions to 
the two other publications. It would also be interesting to see a detailed analysis of groupings of articles 
and of the most commonly discussed topics, say, for example, climatology. In the case of GFDQ this is 
easily done: the journal officially publishes only articles on physical geography, glaciology, 
geomorphology and Quaternary geology. In practice, an increasing number of articles are being 
published, especially in recent years, that deal at various levels with human-environment interactions 
and the set of topics that can be classed under the general heading of applied or cultural 
geomorphology. 
To better trace the evolution of the physical-human schism, I considered two events that seem to me 
pivotal: the 1980 conference in Varese and the last Italian Geographical Congress in Florence in 2008.  



 

 

The Varese conference, organized by Giacomo Corna Pellegrini, then president of the AGEI, 
addressed the theme of the "state of geographical research in Italy 1960-1980". It was a pivotal moment 
of reflection and a meeting of minds in Italian geography, especially for those who like myself had just 
entered this fractured and intricate world (it is worth noting that in the section devoted to "Sectors and 
thematic areas in geographical research in Italy" in the titles of contributions, coordinated by Berardo 
Cori and Domenico Ruocco, there are at least twelve different kinds of "geographies"). It was, to a 
great extent, the moment when the existence of the problem of the unity or multiplicity of geography 
(or geographies) was first understood, perhaps more intuitively than consciously. Attilio Celant and the 
co-authors of the section on "Methodology and epistemology of geographical research in Italy" 
summed this up well. "For some time now we have gone beyond the distinction between the concept 
of the integral nature of geographical studies and its polar opposite: that it can be divided into two 
separate strands, one connected with the natural sciences and the other addressing the teleology and 
methodology of history" and "these debates are overshadowed by the new needs that have arisen with 
the expansion of the horizons of science. This poses increasingly complex problems for academics, 
who on the one hand require close collaboration between different disciplines, and on the other ever 
increasing specialization". These statements seem to however to be contradicted by the authors 
themselves a little further on, when they say that "unfortunately none of these contributions addressed 
the problem of interdisciplinarity, as far this concept can be applied to geography and other disciplines, 
but especially in those closest to our own and who by rights should collaborate with us in the study of 
territorial structures". Further on again the argument is stated more clearly and with no beating about 
the bush: "we must point out again that none of the Italian scholars who have sent contributions 
addressed the problem, much discussed in other countries, of the role of physical geography in modern 
geography in line with currents of thought that have developed over the last decade; the reason for this 
absence of contributions is very clear: the problem was never debated amongst Italian geographers in 
the 70s". The contribution by Celant and co-authors raises a question that is not answered: how to 
explain this lack of interest among Italian geographers in physical geography and the role it could play 
in the arena of the environmental sciences, how to explain this gaping hole? 
In fact, physical geography was represented in Varese, by the prestigious figure of Giovan Battista 
Castiglioni, who did not underestimate the problem: "this conference takes place at a time of a fairly 
marked trend towards isolation of the various sub-disciplines traditionally related to physical geography, 
and of physical geography itself from human geography" and again, "it seems that this is the propitious 
moment to promote, in a natural way, a discussion on all issues that are common to physical geography 
(as a whole) and human and economic geography”. Amongst the points that Castiglioni makes, the 
following statement stands out: "The particular links that intimately bind many areas of natural 
geography to a variety of natural and physical sciences, along with those that bind them to human and 
economic geography, are likely to be strengthened at this conference". The conclusion of Castiglioni's 
report is an invitation, almost in answer to Celant's call to Italian physical geographers: "there is a need 
for co-ordination, financing and awareness of other sectors that to date have been poorly supported; 
there is a need for a high level scientific effort to bring about real progress in knowledge of our 
territory, which is changing before our very eyes. There is no shortage of academic studies by physical 
geographers… Their work must be made known, disseminating the results already produced and 
supporting the potential which still remains undeveloped". The various contributions illustrating the 
works of physical geographers, by some of the most prestigious names (including Castiglioni himself, 
Lupia Palmieri, Federici, Orombelli, Panizza, Pellegrini, Belloni, Ciabatti, Sauro, Vittorini, Zanon, 
Caputo, Barbanti and Carollo) provide a good overview of the scientific production and of the vitality 
of the sector, but still do not deal at a theoretical level with the basic question posed by Castiglioni.    
Thirty years on, the situation seems clearer, but not as hoped by Castiglioni, the problem simply 
appears to have shifted. It is true that the scientific committee for the Florence Congress included 
AIGEO representation, but AIGEO members attending the congress were few and far between; it is 
true the field trip was led by Roberto Federici, but also true that at the young people's session physical 
geography was entirely absent (lack of interest or lack of expertise?).  



 

 

There was an environmental session, but without any "official" physical geographer (whatever that 
means!). A colleague from the Istituto Nazionale di Geofisica e Vulcanologia (INGV) in Bologna was 
invited to give the keynote speech, a prestigious researcher with impeccable credentials, but perhaps 
not the best choice to address a hall of geographers.  
Undoubtedly some things have changed drastically, but the lingering doubts and questions have only 
elicited contradictory responses. This has led to the temptation – to quote once again from Federici (I 
hope my friend Roberto doesn't mind my dragging his name in so much, but the unfortunate fact is 
that almost no other physical geographer has addressed these issues) – "to place greater emphasis on 
the divide between physical and human geography, fracturing the science in general into ever smaller 
splinters that communicate less and less with one another" (report to the XXIV Congress, Turin 1988). 
In fact some of the academics cited above have been first in line to establish institutional or informal 
links with the "dark side" of geography, in developing and supporting at a scientific and 
communications level the need for contact, exchange and reflection on the common origin and 
objectives of both disciplines.    
Relations between physical and human geography in Italy and their "separation" have been influenced 
by 3 basic factors: numerical, cultural and structural. Numerically, there have always been fewer 
academics in the field of physical geography than in other disciplines (again referring to the Varese 
Conference and taking account of cases of doubt, only 18 of 115 contributors of reports could be 
counted as physical geographers). In early 2000, however, according to AGEI and AIGEO figures, the 
situation had changed: the total number of academics was 340, of whom slightly less than half (160) 
were formally lecturers in physical geography disciplines. Today the ratio has changed even further: 
there are now 250 AIGEO members, as against AGEI's 371.  
Secondly, the educational background of most physical geographers often leads to more immediate 
communication with those in the geological sciences (which is not to say, however, that these 
communications are always easier and on a peer-to-peer basis...) rather than with those in the fields of 
human or economic geography. The fact is that, especially at the present time, dialogue between 
physical geographers and colleagues from any of the earth sciences, whether a petrographer or a 
structural geologist, is negatively affected by the lexical and terminological specialization; by the same 
token and perhaps to an even greater extent, there are difficulties in communication between physical 
geographers and specialists in human/economic geography. 
Thirdly, a decisive factor is undoubtedly the formal separation of the discipline at the level of university 
teaching and research structures, whereby - drastically oversimplifying - physical geography has always 
been firmly classed among scientific faculties such as natural sciences or geosciences, while "geography" 
tout court or with strings of adjectives ("socio-historical-political-economic") has always been included 
among the humanities, or the political science and economic faculties, with separate structures and 
usually located in different and often distant areas.  
To these factors we should add two more: competitions for posts in geography from the second half of 
the '80s no longer included physical geographers. It should be noted how in recent times a very clear 
gap has opened up as regards methods for evaluation of research. Zanetti is surely right when he insists 
"on the need for some means of evaluation of research, such as complex algorithms that analyze 
journal rankings and number of citations, which have already proven highly effective in the disciplines 
that lend themselves more easily to such approaches".  "If you try to apply these criteria" – says Zanetti 
– "Italian geography does not fare well: our journals do not publish in English ...; Italian geographers 
only rarely publish in international journals". I don't know if the situation has changed in recent years, I 
don't think so, but for physical geography the case is totally different: for at least five years now the 
competition to publish in high IF international journals is fierce, as my students know all too well (and 
I am by no means claiming that this is the panacea for all the ills of research, I am simply stating the 
fact).  
To sum up, quoting once again from Roberto Federici's speech at the XXIV Geographical Congress in 
Turin, "thanks to the abundance of adjective-laden qualifications now assigned to the physical space 
and territory" and "leaching into other fields," we have got to the point of "consolidating a loss of 
cultural identity"; "physical geographers, long used to the historical methods of geology, often 



 

 

borrowed the mechanisms and determinism rightly belonging to certain strands of physics, and human 
geographers in the transition from qualitative interpretation of the landscape, and from idiographic to 
functionalist approaches, restricted the analysis exclusively to the human components of the area... This 
was the consequence of having lost sight of the primary objective of geographical research, the 
interaction between man and environment... ".  
In the congress organized by Corna Pellegrini in 1992 Federici again insists that "progressive 
specialization of knowledge and the frantic search for cultural spaces have weakened the cultural 
identity of geography, which for many is now only a socio-historical science" and that "articles in 
geographical journals show a tremendous increase in studies in human and economic geography".  
In fact, in Florence not only was the congress theme "The future of geography: environment, culture 
and economy", the sacred trinity, but a round table was dedicated to "critical environmental issues: the 
geographical approach", coordinated by Cecilia Santoro and Ugo Leone. Rereading the reports one gets 
the impression a new subspecies of geography is being created, one where the word "sustainable" 
reigns supreme. Summing up, Leone wallpapers over the prevailing pessimism with the hope that "no 
matter how improbable, today's trends will be positively reversed".  
How does physical geography fit into this framework? At the Florence congress, not at all: reports were 
not presented by any "official" physical geographers. Physical geographers have been and are still 
fighting fiercely to find their own place and space against the hordes of environmental engineers, 
landscape architects, applied geologists, and so on and so on.   
In conclusion, we may ask ourselves whether the split between human and physical geography is still a 
raw nerve, an unresolved problem, whether we really need each other, whether young people in 
particular are interested in what, over-simplifying again, could be called "holistic" geography or simply 
couldn't care less, whether the physical geographers, having seen the outcome of the generation that 
with considerable difficulty tried to keep the physical-human relationship alive, will consider it a waste 
of time and money to continue these attempts. All we can do is face the unchangeable truth and sign 
the papers for a consensual divorce between irreconcilable partners. 
In Florence there was perhaps more hope than certainty; the optimism of Leone was matched by that 
of Persi and his "geography for humanity", echoing the hopes of Federici who in another context calls 
for a "re-foundation of the discipline (disciplines?) of  geography based on a solid moral relationship 
between man and the territory he lives in". Or yet another: De Matteis, who emphasizes that geography 
can play the part of "intermediary between the hard sciences and the humanities", "a connecting 
thread". 
What is certain is the transition evident in the titles of two works by Federici: in 1992 "Physical 
Geography and Human Geography: towards greater collaboration" and 2005 "Human Geography and 
Physical Geography: a relationship that is over or otherwise ended?" leaves a tiny vestige of hope only 
in the shape of the question mark. 
I myself can claim no certainties and I can offer no magic potions, perhaps following the doubting De 
Matteis, it is better not to have a "fixed and absolute frame of reference".  
However I cannot help but reflect not only how many points of contact there are, but also the issues 
that might unite us in joint research, perhaps separated by different skills but sharing the awareness that 
man should not consider himself, again citing Federici "an element of this system that behaves just like 
a natural element", but should look on himself as a "resident", with its not only natural but also social 
and existential connotations. 
I will mention just some, by no means exhaustive and in no particular order of priority, borrowing this 
time from Panizza: 

- environmental or geomorphological risk  

- vulnerability of territories to effects of tourism 
- natural risks and sustainable development 

- geomorphology and resources 

- anthropo-geomorphology 
- environmental policies and planning 

- geomorphology and cultural heritage. 



 

 

And as an additional and essential connecting thread of what is beginning to be called the 
Anthropocene, let's not forget that in the geological history of our planet the event - the geological event 
- never before experienced is the weight of more than 7 billion creatures belonging to the species 
labelled, perhaps wrongly, homo sapiens. 
To conclude, let me return to the metaphor in the title: we have moved from separation to divorce, but 
we can still be friends and phone from time to time!  
Reason says that it is impossible to rebuild the relationship, the heart says otherwise, and geography 
often comes from the heart. 
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