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EOGRAPHIC DETERMINISM 

WHAT DOES “GEOGRAPHIC DETERMINISM” REALLY MEAN? 

The term “geographic determinism” is used by many scholars as a pejorative, to justify the quick dismissal of a 

proposed geographic interpretation of a human phenomenon. For example, the charge of geographic 

determinism is occasionally leveled at my book Guns, Germs, and Steel. What does this term mean? 

 

Many human phenomena and characteristics – such as behaviors, beliefs, economies, genes, incomes, life 

expectancies, and other things – are influenced both by geographic factors and by non-geographic factors. 

Geographic factors mean physical and biological factors tied to geographic location, including climate, the 

distributions of wild plant and animal species, soils, and topography. Non-geographic factors include those 

factors subsumed under the term culture, other factors subsumed under the term history, and decisions by 

individual people. Some human phenomena and characteristics are overwhelmingly influenced by geographic 

factors; others are significantly influenced by both geographic and non-geographic factors; and still others are 

subject to scarcely any significant geographic influence at all. 

 

Among the latter is the failure of the attempt by German conspirators to kill Hitler on July 20, 1944, an event 

that had big consequences for the course of the last year of World War Two, the lives of millions of people, 

and the resulting map of Europe today. The attempt failed merely because Count Claus Stauffenberg, who had 

placed on the floor under Hitler’s conference table at Rastenburg a briefcase carrying a bomb, was able to 

push the briefcase with his foot only close enough to Hitler to wound Hitler, not to kill him. No geographic or 

environmental feature of Rastenburg ordained that the bomb would only wound Hitler. Similarly, the 

differences between the current economies of North and South Korea, or between those of the former East 

and West Germany, cannot be attributed to the modest environmental differences between North and South 

Korea, or between East and West Germany. They are instead due entirely to the different policies of North 

and South Korea’s governments today, and to legacies of the different policies until 1990 of the former East 

and West German governments. Still other examples are the many differences between the attitudes of 

French and German people, e.g. towards obedience, eating foie gras and frogs, and admiring Wagner’s music. 

These differences are viewed as products of French and German culture and history for which no plausible 

geographic explanations have been advanced. German as well as French geography provides geese and frogs. 
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At the opposite extreme, the Inuit and other traditional peoples living north of the Arctic Circle developed 

warm fur clothes but no agriculture, while equatorial lowland peoples around the world never developed 

warm fur clothes but often did develop agriculture. The explanation is straightforwardly geographic, rather 

than a cultural or historical quirk unrelated to geography. Within Europe, England and France and Spain and 

Portugal founded worldwide colonial empires but Switzerland and Poland and Greece did not, because of 

equally straightforward geographic reasons: the former countries did, and the latter countries did not, have  

Atlantic Ocean ports. A less familiar and more subtle but equally important outcome of geography, discussed 

in Guns, Germs, and Steel, is that Aboriginal Australia remained the sole continent occupied only by 

hunter/gatherers and with no indigenous farming or herding, even though Aboriginal Australia supported 

hundreds of different tribes varying greatly in their cultures, and although large areas of Southeast, South, and 

Southwest Australia today support productive farming and herding. The explanation is biogeographic: the 

Australian continent has no domesticable native animal species and few domesticable native plant species.  
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Instead, the crops and domestic animals that now make Australia a food and wool  exporter are all non-native 

(mainly Eurasian) species such as sheep, wheat, and grapes, brought to Australia by overseas colonists. 

 

Today, no scholar would be silly enough to deny that culture, history, and individual choices play a big role in 

many human phenomena. Scholars don’t react to cultural, historical, and individual-agent explanations by 

denouncing “cultural determinism,” “historical determinism,” or “individual determinism,” and then thinking 

no further. But many scholars do react to any explanation invoking some geographic role, by denouncing 

“geographic determinism” and then thinking no further, on the assumption that all their listeners and readers 

agree that geographic explanations play no role and should be dismissed. 

 

Several reasons may underlie this widespread but nonsensical view. One reason is that some geographic 

explanations advanced a century ago were racist, thereby causing all geographic explanations to become 

tainted by racist associations in the minds of many scholars other than geographers. But many genetic, 

historical, psychological, and anthropological explanations advanced a century ago were also racist, yet the 

validity of newer non-racist genetic etc. explanations is widely accepted today.  
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Another reason for reflex rejection of geographic explanations is that historians have a tradition, in their 

discipline, of stressing the role of contingency (a favorite word among historians) based on individual decisions 

and chance. Often that view is warranted, as in the case of the bomb attempt against Hitler on July 20, 1944. 

But often, too, that view is unwarranted. The development of warm fur clothes among the Inuit living north of 

the Arctic Circle was not because one influential Inuit leader persuaded other Inuit in 1783 to adopt warm fur 

clothes, for no good environmental reason. 

 

A third reason is that geographic explanations usually depend on detailed technical facts of geography and 

other fields of scholarship: knowledge of wild plant and animal distributions, facts of climates and soils, and so 

on. Most historians and economists don’t acquire that detailed knowledge as part of the professional training. 

 

Finally, many people yearn to believe that the human spirit, free will, and individual agency are the noblest 

expressions of being human and have broad scope. But even those noble things have limits. The human spirit 

won’t keep you warm north of the Arctic Circle in the winter if you are nearly naked, as are equatorial lowland 

peoples. Nor will the human spirit enable you to herd kangaroos, whose social structure is different from that 

of the dozen species of herdable Old World large domestic mammals. Neither Aboriginal Australians who have 

occupied Australia and been hunting kangaroos there for 46,000 years, nor modern European livestock 

breeders who have occupied Australia for 225 years and are experienced in herding cows and sheep, have 

been able to herd kangaroos. Instead, ranched kangaroos in Australia today have to be harvested laboriously 

by being shot one by one, rather than by just being herded onto a truck like sheep. The explanation has to do 

with details of kangaroo behavioral biology, not with the human spirit. 

 

For all these reasons, whenever I hear the words “geographic determinism,” I know that I am about to hear a 

reflex dismissal of geographic considerations, an opinion not worth listening to or reading, and an excuse for 

intellectual laziness and for not coming to grips with real issues. 

 


