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Concept and Development of Population Geography

Population Geography as an independent sub-field of human geography is a comparatively 

recent phenomenon. Geography of the population is one of the most well established branches of 

general Geography. As it had been suggested, growing availability of population statistics has 

played an important role in the emergence of population geography. The purpose of this article 

review is to identify the challenges that facing population geography;

The most significant authors who worked on defining population geography were French 

geographers P. George (1951, 1959), Beaujen-Garnier (1965, 1966); North-American 

geographers: G. Trewarta (1953, 1969), W. Bunge (1962), J. Clance (1965, 1971), W. Zelinski 

(1966); in Great Britain: J.I. Clarke (1965); in USSR: (1950), (1966), (1973); in Poland V. 

Ormotski (1931), L. Kosinski (1967) A. Jagelski (1980). Those authors and their works had the 

significant influence on the development of population science in the world  Development of 

population geography from Antropogeography to spatial-analytical approach.

According to Ogden and Philip, population geography is concerned with the understanding of the 

regional differences in the earth’s covering of people. Moreover, population Geography had been 

defined as the branch of Geography that studies the distribution of the human population over the 

terrestrial surface.

 Geography is in charge of the distribution of facts and phenomena over the surface. In a 

more concrete sense, Geography consists of the ―study of the terrestrial surface and of the 

phenomena that mutually affect it‖

 Population geography implies the investigation into human covering of the earth and its 

various facets with reference to physical and cultural environment. 

 Although population geography is, in the early 21st century, a well-established subfield of 

human geography, this was not always the case. “A Case for Population Geography.” 

 Presidential address G. T. Trewartha 1953 is recognized as the original call for the 

establishment of a population geography subfield within the discipline.

 The early works of George (1951) and the influential statement of Trewartha before the 

annual meeting of the Association of American Geographers in 1953 are often considered 

as the turning point in the emergence of population geography as a separate field within 

geographical studies. The development, however, was not sudden nor was it unexpected. 

The roots of the sub-field can be located in developments that were taking place both 

within geography and outside during some earlier periods.
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 While some can be traced, as early as, in nineteenth century, others became potent forces 

in the first half of the twentieth century. 

As Kosinski (1984) and Clarke (1984) have suggested, growing availability of population 

statistics has played a crucial role in the emergence of population geography. Prior to the 

emergence of governmental and international agencies as sources of data, several private 

agencies, mainly in Europe, were involved in collection and compilation of population data. The 

UN agencies began publishing demographic statistics on a regular basis soon after the end of the 

Second World War.

 By the turn of the twentieth century, most of the developed countries had completed this 

transition. Around this time, death rates started declining in the less developed parts of the 

world. Remarkably, this decline, unaccompanied by a corresponding decline in birth rates, 

was much faster than what had earlier happened in the West.

 Thus, world population continued to grow at increasing pace. Since most of the world 

humanity lives in the less developed parts of the world, a significantly larger proportion of 

the net addition in world population during the first half of the twentieth century came 

from this part.

 There was a growing consciousness among the people regarding population expansion and 

its effects on economic development. The less developed countries had also begun 

experiencing redistribution of population within their boundaries from rural to urban areas. 

The emergence of large cities and their manifold problems became a compelling focus for 

research by geographers.

Definition of Population Geography

As noted earlier, population geography as an independent sub-field of human geography is a 

comparatively recent phenomenon. In the expression ‘population geography’, the term 

‘population’ signifies the subject matter and ‘geography’ refers to the perspective of investigation. 

Thus, population geography can be interpreted as the study of population in spatial perspective. 

Etymologically, population geography implies the investigation into human covering of the earth 

and its various facets with reference to physical and cultural environment.

 In the academic world, any discipline is almost invariably defined by its subject matter 

Johnston (1983:1). The subject matter of population geography has been a matter of 

debate ever since Trewartha formally raised the issue in 1953. So is the case with the 

definition of the sub-discipline.
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 Trewartha, population geography is concerned with the understanding of the regional 

differences in the earth’s covering of people (Trewartha, 1969:87). 

 “Just as area differentiation is the theme of geography in general, so is of population 

geography, in particular” (Trewartha, 1953:87). 

 Population geography is the area analysis of population which implies “a wider range of 

population attributes than most geographers have ordinarily included” in their analysis 

(Trewartha, 1953:88). 

 According to Trewartha, population geography is concerned with the understanding of the 

regional differences in the earth’s covering of people (Trewartha, 1969:87)

 John I. Clarke, suggested that population geography is mainly concerned with 

demonstrating how spatial variation in population and its various attributes like 

composition, migration and growth are related to the spatial variation in the nature of 

places (Clarke, 1972:2)

 Wilbur Zelinsky defines it as “a science that deals with the ways in which geographic 

character of places is formed by and, in turn, reacts upon a set of population phenomena 

that vary within it through both space and timeinteracting one with another, and with 

numerous non- demographic phenomena” (Zelinsky, 1966).

 R.J. Proyer suggested that population geography deals with the analysis and explanation of 

interrelationship between population phenomena and the geographical character of places 

as they both vary over space and time (Proyer, 1984:25).

Recent Developments in Population Geography

 The development of population geography was, however, not as rapid as one might have 

expected in the decade from mid-sixties to mid-seventies. No further addition to the 

existing textbooks on the sub-discipline took place during the period. The research output 

was also not as focused or as innovative as in some other aspects of geography partly 

because the thrust was in areas somewhat peripheral to population geography (Clarke, 

1977:137). 

 Although, there were studies on the relationship of population phenomena with social or 

economic development, much of the works continued to be descriptive in nature.

 Likewise, though fertility and mortality did attract the attention of population geographers, 

migration analysis engaged population geographers throughout much of the 1960s and the 

1970s. Of many works on migration that appeared during the period, a mention may be 
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made of People on the Move, which is a collection of 23 papers by Kosinski and Prothero 

in 1975.

 A classic work on migration, it covered such wide-ranging topics as theoretical framework 

and typology of migration, problems of migration data, empirical and comparative studies 

of internal migration, issues related with different groups of migration etc. Undoubtedly, 

the aspect of population geography, which developed the most in the early decades, was 

migration analysis – an issue that never appealed to the demographers in the same way as 

did fertility, nuptiality and mortality.

 The major thrust on migration analysis by geographers got further impetus in the wake of 

rapid world urbanization, particularly in the less developed parts of the world. Population 

redistribution and government policies related to it got increased attention of geographers.

 One remarkable development in the sub-discipline was a move away from mere 

population patterns to the study of processes, especially migration. There was a switch 

over from the macro analytic explanation of social physics towards micro analytic 

explanation of behaviouralism, though the former was not completely given up (Clarke, 

1979:263).

 The preoccupation of population geographers with distribution and composition the so 

called ‘traditional pattern orientation’ in population geography – attracted severe criticism 

by some geographers towards the close of 1970s. The publication of two books, namely, 

Population Analysis in Geography by Woods in 1979, and A Population Geography by 

Jones in 1981, initiated a discussion on the need to reorder the emphasis in population 

geography. Woods and Jones emphasized that population should reflect process 

orientation, in line with the current trends in geography, with emphasis on population 

dynamics.

 Woods later suggested that the role of population geographers is “not to describe the 

geography of population by emphasis on its distribution but to employ their spatial 

perspective in the analysis of demographic structures” (Woods, 1984:247). Criticizing the 

broad definition, which makes population geography identical to human geography, 

Woods suggested that population geographers should redefine the core of the sub-

discipline and master the modern techniques. He suggested that spatial variation in 

mortality, fertility and migration, together with those of population distribution, should 

form the core areas of the sub-discipline.
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 The period that followed witnessed a reordering of emphasis and resultant significant 

contributions from population geographers in the areas of modeling and estimation, 

policy-oriented research designed to assess the impact of population programmes and 

causes of long-term demographic changes (Woods, 1984:248). Population geography, 

thus, became strongly demographic and moved in the direction of being redefined as 

spatial demography (Findlay, 1991:64).
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