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Scope of Population Geography

 The scope of population studies is quite wide. The quantitative aspect is concerned with a 

quantitative study of the size, structure characteristics and territorial distribution of human 

populations and the changes occurring in them. 

 Under the planned socialist economy, the practical tasks of population geography include 

quantitative and qualitative assessment of labour resources and a search for the forms of 

settlement most responsive to the requirements of production and the cultural and 

domestic needs of the population. 

 A study of the conditions of habitation in different natural geographic regions reveals the 

connections between population geography and medical geography. 

 Research on ethnography and the economics of labor is closely associated, and sometimes 

intertwined, with population geography. The development of methods of making 

population maps is very important. Hence, while describing, comparing or explaining the 

determinants and consequences of population phenomena, social phenomena have to be 

taken into consideration.

 Population geography has a special place in economic geography because people, as the 

main productive force, are employed in all economic sectors and, up to a point, their 

location has an all encompassing significance. The population is at one and the same time 

the producer and consumer of material goods. 

 Population geography studies, systems and structures—the forms of settlement in relation 

to the spatial nature of production, the characteristics of the geographical environment, the 

economic geographical condition of population employment, and population migrations. 

Together with differences in the natural growth of population, migrations determine the 

course of territorial redistribution of population. A prominent place is given to the 

classification and typology of populated points.

 One statement that can be made without reservation is that the boundary between 

population geography and demography, sociology, or economics can be difficult to locate. 

The consensus is that demographers focus more on fertility research, whereas population 

geographers tend to focus on migration. With the advent of more-sophisticated methods, 

in particular those related to geographical information systems (GIS) or remote sensing, 

and the ever-increasing availability of data at multiple spatial scales, the fundamental 

importance of space and geography has become more mainstream in population studies 



across the social sciences. This evolution is apparent in the development of a 

multidisciplinary subfield called spatial demography that is neither traditional population 

geography nor pure demography.

According to Trewartha, population geography can be grouped into three categories

a. A historical (pre-historic and post-historic) account of population;

b. Dynamics of number, size, distribution and growth patterns; and

c. Qualities of population and their regional distribution.

 Regarding historical account of population, Trewartha suggested that where direct 

statistical evidence is not available, geographers should adopt indirect methods, and 

collaborate with anthropologists, demographers and economic historians. 

 In Trewartha’s opinion, an analysis of world population patterns, population dynamics in 

terms of mortality and fertility, area aspect of over and under population, distribution of 

population by world regions and settlement types and migration of population (both 

international and inter-regional) form an important part of analysis in population 

geography. And finally, with regard to qualities of population, he suggested two broad 

groups – physical qualities (e.g., race, sex, age, health etc.), and socio-economic qualities 

(e.g., religion, education, occupation, marital status, stages of economic development, 

customs, habits etc.).

 In his book A Geography of Population: World Patterns, published in 1969, Trewartha 

arranged these topics in two parts. While the first included a geographical account of 

population in the past, the second incorporated all the characteristics of population 

including biological, social, cultural and economic characteristics.

 John I. Clarke, who is credited with bringing out the first textbook on the sub-discipline in 

1965 (at least after Trewartha had made the case of population geography in 1953), 

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).

 He opines that the main endeavour of population geography is to unravel the complex 

relationship between the population phenomena, on the one hand, and cultural 

environment, on the other. His book on Population Geography (1972) and his treatment of 

the subject matter is in conformity with that of Trewartha, though not as comprehensive as 

that of the latter.



 W. Zelinsky, a contemporary of Clarke, takes a similar view regarding the definition of 

population geography. He defines the sub-discipline 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 time as they follow their 

own behavioural laws, interacting one with another, and with numerous non- demographic 

phenomena” (Zelinsky, 1966).

 On the delineation of the field of population geography, Zelinsky suggested that “the list 

of human characteristics of practical interest in the population geography may be equated 

with those appearing in the census schedules and vital registration system of the more 

statistically advanced nations” (Clarke, 1972:3).

 Daniel Noin in 1979, in his book Geographie de la population, while agreeing with the 

scheme of Trewartha, expressed that distribution of population, components of its growth 

and characteristics are the main concerns of population geography (cited in Woods, 

1986:16). More recently, while discussing the methodological problems in population 

geography, 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).

 According to him, population phenomena include “the dynamics of population 

distribution, urban/rural location, density and growth (or decline); mortality, fertility and 

migration; and structural characteristics including age-sex composition, ethnicity, marital 

status, economic composition, nationality and religion”.

 Obviously, delineating the precise field of the sub-discipline has been a major problem 

before the scholars ever since it’s beginning. It has been argued that population 

geographers have spread themselves too thinly over too large a field that they have not 

been able to establish a niche for themselves in population studies (Woods, 1986:17). 

Scholars have, therefore, suggested that population geography should narrow its focus and 

concentrate on the components of population change (Woods, 1979, 1982 and 1986; 

Jones, 1981; Woods and Rees, 1986). Woods has made a distinction between broad 

definition and narrow definition.

 The former is described as an elaboration of Trewartha’s wide ranging agenda in which 

certain primacy is given to spatial variation in population, while the latter refers to 

approach which prefers analysis of population dynamics, namely, fertility, mortality and 

migration only. Noin’s survey in 1984 of the contents of population geography textbooks 



that appeared during the preceding two decades revealed that broad definition has been 

most widely used (Woods, 1986:16).

 Woods (1979) and Jones (1981) proposing the narrow definition have confined the main 

concern of population geography to the analysis of fertility, mortality and migration at 

various scales. They claim that the narrow definitions reflect a new process orientation, 

contrary to the traditional pattern orientation of broad definitions, and are more in line 

with current trends in geography as a whole (Clarke, 1984:2).

 Woods and Rees (1986) propose the term ‘spatial demography’ in place of ‘population 

geography’, which differs from the latter “mainly in terms of the equal emphasis on 

mortality, fertility and migration as components of population change and distribution… 

its use of the statistical demographic methods and its multi disciplinary approach” (quoted 

in Heenan, 1988:282). However, as pointed out by Heenan (1988), the distinction seems to 

be one of semantics rather than one based on critical or substantial epistemological or 

methodological differences.

 From the above, it is, however, clear that the main difference of opinion is on the main 

thrust in the sub-discipline and not on approach and methodology per se. Woods himself 

says that “the role of population geography is to provide the spatial perspective in 

population studies” (Woods, 1982:247), and that “population geography should be what 

geographers active in teaching and research do” (quoted in Heenan, 1988:283). To quote 

Heenan, “if that is so, then in view of apparently increasing erosion of disciplinary 

boundaries among subjects of common interest in population studies, a case might be 

made in favour of a definition encompassing any work in which the perspective is 

principally and explicitly a spatial one – in other words, such a definition would refer to a 

kind of approach and supporting methodology, rather than to a more or less exclusive 

disciplinary orientation” (Heenan, 1988:283).

 As Woods himself admitted, the two – broad and narrow definitions – are not mutually 

exclusive, rather they represent differences of emphasis (Woods, 1986:17). They are 

complementary to each other, and taken together, provide the full diversity of works 

undertaken by researchers in the field of population geography.

 Rightly remarked by Clarke that one cannot possibly do justice to all the aspects of 

population that appear in the census schedules or vital registration system (as suggested by 

Zelinsky) and that some will receive more treatment than others, partly because they are 

more central to the theme of population geography and partly because they have attracted 

closer attention from geographers (Clarke, 1972:3).



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 

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.

 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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