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1 Geography, the book,
and the reception
of knowledge

On 20 September 1912 some sixty geographers, representatives of
more than a dozen nations, gathered in Muir Woods, a grove of giant
redwood trees north of San Francisco.! These geographers were mem-
bers of the Transcontinental Excursion — a 13,000-mile, eight-week
geographical expedition organized by the Harvard geomorphologist
William Morris Davis (1850-1934) to mark the sixtieth anniversary of
the American Geographical Society. The stand of lofty redwoods, be-
neath which the party assembled for a commemorative photograph
(Figure 1), was ‘a living commentary on the effect of climate, modi-
fied by altitude and exposure.”” In miniature, as it were, Muir Woods
illustrated a contemporary trope in geographical thought: environ-

1 Geographers at Muir Woods, California, during the Transcontinental
Excursion of the American Geographical Society, 1912
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mentalism. This was not environmentalism as it is understood today
(a concern for the preservation and protection of the natural world),
but was a modern expression of a Classical theory which held the
physical environment to be an explanatory mechanism in biological
and social development. For the Excursion’s members, the question
of environmental influence — of the role of geography in shaping the
development not just of redwoods but also human society — was a
shared and pressing concern: its ‘systematic elucidation’ was seen to
be a ‘great and worthy task.”

For much of the first quarter of the twentieth century, Anglo-
American geographical inquiry was characterized by its engagement
with environmentalism. Scientific efforts to describe and explain the
ways in which environmental circumstances conditioned and con-
strained human societies unified the discipline’s intellectual focus
and thus facilitated its academic institutionalization. The principal
spur to geography’s engagement with what would later be termed,
and pejoratively so, “environmental determinism”, was the work of
Ellen Churchill Semple (1863-1932), and particularly her 1911 vol-
ume Influences of Geographic Environment.* Semple’s book, part of a
venerable tradition of environmentalist scholarship, built upon the
work of German geographer Friedrich Ratzel (1844-1904). Influences
was an adaptation and restatement of Ratzel’s concept of anthropo-
geography, a theory that saw the distribution and development of
human societies as a function of their physical environment. Revised
and expanded by Semple (‘misinterpreted’ in the view of some), an-
thropogeography held that religion, politics, economics, and settle-
ment patterns, as well as a population’s physical and mental charac-
teristics, could be understood by reference to the persistent influence
of topography and climate.® Anthropogeography was thus promoted
as an empirical methodology which would provide geography with a
‘scientific foundation’ to the study of human affairs.®

By outlining an approach to geographical research that satisfied a
desire for quantification and scientific rigour, Influences ‘determined
the methodological thought of at least a generation.” For a time, in
an Anglo-American context at least, Influences was geography and was
implicated in the discipline’s ‘scramble for intellectual turf.”® In the
opinion of one contemporary, Semple’s book shaped ‘the whole trend
and content of geographic thought.” For the geographers of the
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Transcontinental Excursion — nearly all of whom subsequently read
Influences and incorporated it in various ways in teaching and re-
search — environmentalism was a live and urgent concern. Narrated
in this progressivist mode, the history of geography’s engagement
with environmentalism, and the discipline’s response to Semple’s
book, appear benign and uncomplicated. The reality, of course, was
rather different.

Despite the undoubted importance of Influences in directing the
initial course of Anglo-American disciplinary geography, Semple’s
environmentalist ideas, of which her book was the foremost represen-
tation, were not received with uniform enthusiasm. For those geog-
raphers who considered Influences a monument to Semple’s scholar-
ship and erudition, her book was a timely manifesto for a scientific
and anthropological approach to geographical research. For other
geographers, however, Semple’s book was conceptually flawed - a
text which might damage geography’s academic legitimacy and dis-
ciplinary credibility. Accepted by some, repudiated by others, Influ-
ences — and the anthropogeographical scheme it sought to promote —
was at turns lauded and criticized. The antithetical responses to
Semple’s ideas mirrored a differential geography of her book’s read-
ing. Just as the reaction to Influences varied between and within the
different contexts of its reception - institutional, disciplinary, and
others — so too did its reading. Semple’s text was read variously as ‘a
remarkable book’ and ‘bunkum’ - a volume of ‘unquestionable merit’
but one also that was verbose and ‘a little exhausting.”'’ The dis-
similar, sometimes contrary responses that Influences provoked are
striking and curious. Quite why Semple’s book and the ideas it con-
veyed meant different things to different readers, and what these
differences in reception reveal about the circulation and consumption
of environmentalist thought in geography, is this book’s central con-
cern.

In describing and explaining the history and geography of Influ-
ences’ reception, this book reveals how the ideas Semple sought to
communicate were differently understood, staged, and disputed by
her different audiences. Bringing together evidence from published
reviews, letters, diaries, and marginalia — the material traces of indi-
vidual reading experience - I explain why Influences was read in cer-
tain ways and how these unique interpretations combined within
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geography’s different institutional spaces to constitute shared and
common understandings of anthropogeography, whether critical or
supportive. My concern is to outline a geography of Semple’s book
that addresses more than simply the act of reading. In tracing the
circulation of anthropogeography - in its textual guise and in its
other representational forms — I demonstrate that the reception of
Semple’s ideas was not delineated straightforwardly by geographical
scale (metropolitan, regional, or national, for example), but rather by
disciplinary networks defined by shared professional relationships,
common visions for geographical research, and friendships forged
variously in the field and lecture theatre.

In reflecting upon individual readings within networks of know-
ledge exchange, I consider how the geography of the book, as a ques-
tion of reception, might attend both to the spatialized practices of
reading and to the spatially-transcendent qualities of interpretative
communities.'! Informed by recent work in the history of science on
the reception of scientific texts and by emergent scholarship on the
geography of the book, I examine the locational particularities of
Influences’ reception revealed by its incorporation into, and excision
from, geography’s disciplinary agenda in the United States and Brit-
ain. In its geographical attention to the circulation of Semple’s text,
this book is a study of what one historian of science has called ‘know-
ledge in transit.’*?

GEOGRAPHIES OF THE BOOK

The historiographical study of the book as a material artefact has
changed significantly since the publication in 1958 of Lucien Febvre's
and Henri-Jean Martin’s agenda-setting The Coming of the Book."“
From its initial focus of the mechanical elements of print — the num-
ber and location of printing presses, the manufacture of paper, the
distribution and sale of texts — book history has attended increasingly
to the social bases of book production and circulation, authorship
and reading, textual reception and the exchange of knowledge."
Throughout, the work of book history has been underpinned by a
spatial sensibility — its attempts to describe and elucidate the social
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processes which govern authorship, publishing, and reading have
been informed by an appreciation of space and situation. Geography,
whether manifest in discussions of the location of printing presses, or
in analyses of the circulation and consumption of texts, has been
central to the historical study of print.

Whilst it has be claimed that ‘the geography of the book is still
making up its rules’, recent studies concerned with print’s geograph-
ical components have defined something of book geography’s poten-
tial epistemic and methodological scope.'® Bertrum MacDonald and
Fiona Black have, for example, pioneered spatial analytical tech-
niques in the study of print, employing Geographical Information
Science to describe the history of the book in Canada.'® James Secord
and David Livingstone, meanwhile, have set out an intellectual
framework for the geography of reading.'” Still other studies have
addressed the geography of (and in) printed texts as a means to
understand variously the operation of travel, trade, and empire.'
Likewise, historians of science have turned to the book to better
understand the processes by which scientific knowledge is communi-
cated and received.” Bibliographical studies — attending variously to
Darwinian evolution, Einsteinian relativity, and Newtonian physics —
have exposed national and cultural differences in the reception of sci-
ence.”” Work by Nicolaas Rupke on the critical reception of Alexander
von Humboldt’s Essai politique sur le royaume de la Nouvelle-Espagne
(1808-1811) in Britain, France, and Germany has, for example, re-
vealed the influence of national reviewing cultures upon the popular
conception of Humboldt and his writings.?! Differences in the appre-
hension of Humboldt’s work have been shown to exist between na-
tions but also between periodicals, reflecting the particular concerns
of journals, their authors, and audiences.

In work of this kind on the reception of knowledge, the national
has typically served as ‘natural unit of assessment’ by which the ac-
ceptance and repudiation of scientific work is judged.?” At this scale
a tendency exists, however, to homogenize heterogeneous reading
practise by assuming national commonalities in the response to
books. In an effort to counter this supposition, several studies on the
reception of scientific and theological texts have attended in more-or-
less explicit ways to local and individual responses to books.” Import-
ant to this localist turn in reception study is James Secord’s Victorian
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Sensation (2000), which deals with the authorship, publication, and
reading of Robert Chambers’ anonymously-issued Vestiges of the Nat-
ural History of Creation (1844). Different patterns of Vestiges’ reception
are shown to exist at different scales of analysis; the meanings attrib-
uted to Chambers’ book varied ‘within regions and between them,
within cities and between them, within neighbourhoods and between
them.’** For phrenologists in Edinburgh, philanthropists in Liverpool,
and middle-class women in London, Vestiges meant different things;
its significance depended upon the particular social, religious, polit-
ical, and economic contexts within which it was encountered. These
distinct engagements reflect ‘geographies of reading’ and demonstrate
the situated nature of reading practice and interpretative commu-
nities.?

Owen Gingerich’s work on the reception of Nicolas Copernicus’
De Revolutionibus has been similarly attentive to the sites of book
production, transmission, and reading.”® In a wide-ranging census of
the approximately six hundred extant copies of the first and second
editions of De Revolutionibus, Gingerich has interrogated provenance
and marginal annotations to describe the invisible college — the intel-
lectual network of students, tutors, and corresponding colleagues —
within which Copernicus’ ideas circulated.” Gingerich makes clear
that the reception of De Revolutionibus depended not only upon its
original printed content, but also upon the ways in which individual
copies were variously altered and supplemented with their readers’
marginal annotations. Gingerich shows that to speak of the reception
of a book is problematic; it is necessary to attend, as far as is possible,
to the reading of individual copies of a book - to marginalia and to
matters of provenance.

READING THE RECEPTION OF INFLUENCES

To recover the reception of Influences depends upon bringing together
in combination the ‘witness of individual readers’ — the disparate but
complementary sources in which its historical readings are in-
scribed.?® Correspondence, diaries, and marginal notes — together
with academic and popular reviews, institutional archives, and the



GEOGRAPHY, THE BOOK, AND THE RECEPTION OF KNOWLEDGE

records of Semple’s publisher — are the sources from which the con-
tours of Influences’ reading and the reception of anthropogeography
are herein described. Each reader brought to Semple’s book a unique
set of expectations and assumptions — preconceptions which were
conditioned, in part, by the wider intellectual concerns of the social
and academic communities to which they belonged. The reading of
Semple’s book was thus both an individual activity and a collective
phenomenon.

How the ideas in Influences were received depended upon a read-
er’s individual orientation and his or her broader intellectual context.
By collating and comparing the disparate indicators of Influences’
readings, and by treating these individual engagements with Semple’s
book as part of the wider reception of her ideas, I show that it is
possible to make claims about the significance of Influences — for
particular individuals, for certain academic and intellectual commu-
nities, and for specific historical moments — that do not depend upon
a national scale of analysis. By highlighting the important role played
in the dissemination of scientific ideas by social networks which tran-
scended neat spatial categories, this book questions the appropriate-
ness of scale as an analytical framework for reconstructing the re-
ception of knowledge. My intention is to outline a geographical ap-
proach to the study of reception that attends to individual readings
of Influences, whilst also explaining how and why collective under-
standings of Semple’s anthropogeography emerged. In this respect,
this book is not just about reading, but rather it is about the processes
- textual and otherwise — which facilitated the reception of Semple’s
ideas.

Before turning to the reading of Influences, I explore in Chapter 2
the intellectual concerns of which Semple’s work was a component:
environmentalism and anthropogeography. I introduce Semple’s biog-
raphy, describing her educational background and the development
of her academic interests, paying particular attention to her work
with Ratzel and to her engagement with geography’s environmental-
ist traditions. In an effort to contextualize Semple’s work, and this
book’s reading of its reception, I consider the history of environmen-
talist thought, and the role of nature-culture theory in shaping the
development of disciplinary geography in Europe and North America.
Dealing specifically with Semple’s attempt to represent Ratzel’s an-
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thropogeography to the Anglo-American geographical community, I
trace the parallel emergence of disciplinary geography in the United
States and United Kingdom, and the development in each of distinct
environmentalist research agenda.

Chapter 3 considers the popular and academic reception of Influ-
ences revealed in published reviews of Semple’s book. I examine the
relative influence of reviewing cultures — whether defined in terms of
national responses to Semple’s work, or by assessments which were
conditioned by the city, genre, or discipline in which they were com-
posed. Whilst the principal aim here is to discuss and to assess the
geography of these reviews, and what they reveal about the initial
response to Semple’s text in different contexts, questions of author-
ship, intended audience, and editorial mediation will be shown to
be significant in shaping the content of published critiques. The
reception of Influences was not a matter simply, however, of its read-
ing. It depended to an important extent upon Semple’s communi-
cation of her ideas in public lectures, scholarly seminars, summer
schools, and university lecture rooms. Chapter 4 considers, therefore,
the influence of this public oration upon the acceptance (or not) of
her anthropogeography, particularly in the half decade immediately
following the publication of Influences.

Chapter 5 examines the various ways in which Semple’s book was
employed pedagogically in the United States and United Kingdom.
Drawing upon individual reading experiences, these engagements are
situated within the educational contexts in which they occurred, and
related to then-contemporary geographical debates. My focus is, at
turns, biographical and prosopographical: I am interested in both the
individual encounters with Semple’s text, and in its incorporation
into the teaching of geography at different academic institutions. In
this respect, this chapter follows not only the trajectory of Influences’
textbook career, but also describes the locational, institutional, and
individual particularities in the discipline’s engagement with ques-
tions of environmental influence. The book concludes, in Chapter 6,
by reflecting upon the role of geography in describing and explaining
the differential reception of scientific texts and the situated circu-
lation of knowledge.



2 Anthropogeography:
a biography

Ellen Churchill Semple (Figure 2) was born during the American Civil
War, in Louisville, Kentucky on 8 January 1863.! Her birth closely
followed Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation — a pair of
executive orders that declared free all slaves in territories in rebellion
against the federal government (but which did not apply to slaves in
border states supporting the Union or to slaves in southern states
under Union control). Kentucky was something of a political pivot in
this movement, since it represented both the physical and ideological
boundary between the Confederate South and Unionist North. Just as
territorial control of Kentucky passed between Unionist and Confed-
erate forces at various times during the War, so too did the majority
political opinion of its population. Kentucky’s unique geographical
position conditioned both its role in, and response to, the Civil War.
The interrelatedness of geography, politics, and historical events
which the War thus revealed would later become for Semple an im-
portant research concern and a spur to her interest in environmental-
ism.?

Critical appraisals of geography’s historiographical practices have
shown that to assume a connection such as this — between Semple’s
life experiences and her geographical philosophy, for example -
reflects a presentist impulse whereby past events are deemed signifi-
cant only where they are believed to have had some bearing on an
important later event.®> This tendency has been apparent in discip-
linary histories which have tended to ‘personalize and institution-
alize’ — to see the development of geographical thought as a retro-
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2 Ellen Churchill Semple, 1914

10
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spective question of ‘leadership and schools.”* An essentialist and po-
tentially problematic implication of such an approach is that intellec-
tual influence is seen to be something which can be attributed
straightforwardly to an individual or institution. For this reason, we
must treat with caution the idea that the history of anthropogeog-
raphy as a method and manifesto can be traced simply through the
personal histories of Semple and her intellectual mentor, Friedrich
Ratzel. This chapter contends however, that the development, articu-
lation, and dissemination of anthropogeography was intimately related
to Semple’s and Ratzel’s intellectual experiences and that it was, per-
haps just as importantly, at base a question of texts written and read.

In what follows, I use Semple’s biography as the starting point
from which to trace the emergence of her geographical interests; to
describe how these intersected with those of Ratzel; and to position
her anthropogeography in relation to traditions of environmentalist
thought. This is neither an essentialist account of Semple’s work, nor
of geography’s engagement with environmentalism, but rather an
effort to understand how her geographical interests were initiated, in-
formed, and communicated. In presenting a biographically-informed
assessment of anthropogeography, I show that Semple’s personal tra-
jectory mattered to the development and articulation of her ideas,
and that, as a consequence, there is value beyond the enumerative in
engaging with the ‘annoyingly complex and uncertain’ facets of past
geographers’ lives.> To understand anthropogeography we must
understand its progenitors. This chapter is as much, then, about the
nature of geographers as it is about the nature of geography.

A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

Semple, the youngest child of Alexander Bonner Semple (1805-1875)
and Emerin Price Semple (1822-1904), was spared first-hand experi-
ence of the Civil War since Kentucky was, from 1862, controlled ex-
clusively by Unionist forces.® Her father, an entrepreneur, operated a
business specializing in ‘hardware, cutlery, and guns.” Louisville’s
geographical situation — bordering Illinois on the Ohio River, a major
tributary of the Mississippi — facilitated trade with both northern and

11
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southern states.® As a consequence, Alexander Semple’s firm enjoyed
considerable commercial success. At Ellen’s birth, his family was fi-
nancially secure: they enjoyed ‘good schooling, an abundance of
books, and a healthy, well-ordered life.”” Although Semple’s parents
separated during her girlhood, this seems not to have affected the
family’s financial status — her mother was part of a ‘famous Kentucky
family’ and seems to have drawn upon the support of her extended
lineage.'’ Following her parents’ separation, Semple passed her child-
hood within a predominantly female milieu. Within this matriarchy,
Semple’s mother, ‘an exceptionally gifted woman of rare charm’,
exerted an important and enduring influence.!’ Under her guidance
Semple came to ‘delight in reading books, especially books on history
and travel.””? She also mastered tennis and horseback riding, and was,
to her apparent reluctance, introduced to Louisville’s postbellum
social scene.

Her family’s wealth and privilege afforded Semple excellent educa-
tional opportunities and facilitated her later independent research.
She attended a number of girls’ schools in Louisville and, to prepare
herself for future study, received private tuition. She also ‘engaged in
a great amount of systematic reading in economics, social science,
and history.”"”® In autumn 1878, aged fifteen, Semple followed her
sister’s lead and entered Vassar College in Poughkeepsie, New York.'*
Although underage, Semple passed the entrance examination — which
included questions on geography, grammar, English literature, Ameri-
can history, arithmetic, algebra, geometry, and Latin — ‘without con-
ditions’ and enrolled as the youngest of three hundred incoming
students.” Although the college did not offer tuition in geography,
something of the intellectual contours of Semple’s later concerns
were outlined in courses on history and economics, as well as in her
training in classic and modern languages. Vassar instilled in her an
ability to organize data, to draw conclusions, and to communicate
her ideas. The college served also to extend Semple’s social circle. Her
academic colleagues, many of whom became firm friends, comprised
students from a variety of backgrounds, both from the United States
and abroad.'®

Semple graduated from Vassar in 1883 with ‘an outstanding rec-
ord’ and was awarded a Bachelor of Arts degree.'” Her success earned
her the position of valedictorian.'’® She delivered a commencement

12
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address on ‘The conscience of science’ at her graduation ceremony.
Semple returned to Louisville shortly thereafter and spent a pleasur-
able but intellectually unsatisfying decade mired in ‘a whirl of fre-
quent and elaborate social activities.”” After a period of travel in
Europe, she found scholarly fulfilment by offering tuition at her
sister’s private school in Louisville — the Semple Collegiate School.*
Despite Semple’s rather intimidating persona — ‘slim and straight,
with masses of dark hair, the crispest white collar and jabot’ and ‘an
air of almost fierce authority’ — she was regarded fondly by her stu-
dents, who knew her as Miss Nelly.?' She taught Latin, ancient his-
tory, and physical geography, and seemed to revel in the task. As one
student recalled,

She really enjoyed teaching. She loved to see her class catch fire.
The pains that she used to take with the stupid as well as the bril-
liant paid off for she held her group of girls enthralled, at times
even frightened by her zeal for imparting knowledge. And what
knowledge!”

Semple’s pedagogic ability, honed in preparing Louisville’s privileged
for college entrance examinations, would later be crucial to the prop-
agation of her geographical philosophy.

Whilst the experience of tutoring proved valuable to Semple’s later
work, it was not her career’s ‘motivating germ.’* Inspiration came in
this regard from discussions with two ‘widely read and cultivated
lawyers and a brilliant Jewish Rabbi.””* Conversations with these men,
supplemented by access to their libraries, had an important influence
on Semple’s intellectual development.” She became interested in
questions of environmental influence, but found little beyond the
‘purely pseudo-scientific writings of Henry Buckle’ with which to
engage.”® Buckle’s work, expounded in his unfinished History of Civil-
ization in England (1857-1861), posited the view that man, to use
Buckle’s terminology, progressed from ‘a stage in which he was
completely dominated by the environment to one in which he had
obtained freedom from it and even controlled it.”” The ultimate stage
in this progression was represented, in Buckle’s model, by mid-
nineteenth-century Western Europe. Whilst Buckle’s work appealed
to Semple in terms of the answers it seemed to provide on the subject
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of environmental influence, she was ‘shrewd enough to see ... that he
was not authoritative. He was valuable only as being suggestive.””® As
she later put it, ‘I began to scent the importance of geographic influ-
ences, tho’ at that time ... I struck no trail of a previous investigator
that was reliable enough to follow.’”

In 1887 Semple again visited Europe - travelling to London in the
company of her mother. There she was introduced to Duren James
Henderson Ward (1851-1942), a recent Ph.D. graduate from the Uni-
versity of Leipzig.*® Ward relayed news of a charismatic professor of
anthropogeography, Friedrich Ratzel (Figure 3), whose lectures ‘made
history come alive.””! In what was later termed the ‘turning point in
her career’, Semple borrowed from Ward a copy of the first volume of
Ratzel’s Anthropogeographie (1882).%* She kept the book for six months
and, supplemented by a bibliography from Ward, systematically ab-
sorbed Ratzel’s oeuvre. Semple found in Ratzel a compelling approach
to geography and history. She resolved to go ‘immediately to Leipzig
to study under him.”*® To prepare for research under Ratzel, Semple
began external studies towards a Master of Arts degree in Economics
and Social Science from Vassar. Throughout this period of supple-
mentary education she maintained a correspondence with Ward,
discussing ‘many of the then on-going problems of evolution and the
influence of various types of environment.”* In 1891, having com-
pleted a thesis on slavery, Semple travelled to Leipzig to undertake
work with Ratzel.

Although Semple had studied German for six years in the United
States, she spent her first three months in Leipzig in lodgings with a
local family in order to ‘get a command of the vernacular.”* This lin-
guistic and conversational preparation was important since her ad-
mission to study at Leipzig would depend upon her skills of negoti-
ation and persuasion. In the late nineteenth century, the University
of Leipzig did not permit female students to matriculate or officially
to sit examinations. Female students were, however, permitted to
attend lectures and seminar series if they petitioned the organizing
faculty directly. A testimonial as to their abilities would be provided
upon completion of the course.*® Following a personal application to
Ratzel, Semple was afforded ordentliches Mitglied (regular member)
status, and was admitted to his geographical seminary.”’ She also
undertook economic studies with Wilhelm Georg Friedrich Roscher
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3 Friedrich Ratzel, undated

(1817-1894), from whom she learned a ‘wonderful method in in-
ductive research.””® She later credited Roscher for ensuring the rigour
of her work: ‘Roscher taught me to take off my hat to every obstruct-
ive fact that threatened to block my theory; and that is a great debt to
owe any man.”* It was from Ratzel, ‘my inspiration, my dear master
and friend’, that she drew personal and professional motivation.*’
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Whilst the typical Leipzig professor was dour and efficient, Ratzel
was an enthusiastic and effective orator. For Joseph Russell Smith
(1874-1966), an American geographer who studied at Leipzig a dec-
ade after Semple, Ratzel was ‘as full of energy as a steam engine. He
bounces along like a boy.’*! Something of the influence of Ratzel’s
lectures came, then, from his convincing and charismatic presenta-
tion, rather than from the straightforward communication of his geo-
graphical principles. His oratorical skill was apparent when, in 1902,
Wilhelm II visited the university and chose to attend one of Ratzel’s
lectures. For one observer, Ratzel was ‘by far the most imposing figure
in the party, he was not only the most handsome, but he was the
most learned and altogether the most kingly.”**

Whilst Ratzel’s enthusiasm and apparent regal confidence en-
thralled Semple as much as it did his other students, she was attracted
more particularly to his geographical approach. Although a number
of biographical treatments have asserted that as a consequence of her
sex Semple was required to sit ‘in an adjoining room, with the
communicating door ajar’ when attending Ratzel’s lectures, this was
not the case.* The pair enjoyed a constructive and collegiate relation-
ship - discussing, among much else, ‘the philosophy of style, and
style in geographical writing.”** Such discussions were critical to
Semple’s later articulation of anthropogeography. As she recalled,

Ratzel, in his frequent talks with me, urged the value of a literary
style for books on Anthropo-geography. He argued that since the
science had to do with man, it was entitled to the same literary
treatment as History. I took his admonitions to heart, not only be-
cause I agreed with him in theory, but also because I anticipated
that anthropo-geography would make its way slowly in this coun-
try [the United States], and that outward charm might help to se-
cure for it more open doors.*

In contemplating Semple’s response to Ratzel’s geographical work,
and her desire to communicate it to an Anglophone audience, I turn
now to consider the development of his philosophy in the context of
nineteenth-century German geography.
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RATZEL AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF ANTHROPOGEOGRAPHY

The contours of German geographical investigation in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries were drawn largely by Alexander von
Humboldt (1769-1859) and Carl Ritter (1779-1859).* Building upon
the discipline’s philosophical foundations — which had earlier been
laid by the Prussian geographer Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) — Hum-
boldt and Ritter attempted to extend its scholarly purview by out-
lining novel methodological approaches to the study of geographical
teatures. Humboldt’s exploration of tropical America at the turn of
the nineteenth century served to codify a systematic and instru-
mental approach to natural science and to ‘further systematize the
theory of the control of land-forms and climate over the distribution
and habits of plants, animals, and man.”* Humboldt’s contribution
was, then, to questions of environmentalism.*® The issue of how far
and in what ways the earth’s physical features influence humankind'’s
social and physical development is part of a long debate within West-
ern intellectual traditions, traceable to Hippocrates and Aristotle.*
From the beginning of the nineteenth century, however, it became
(principally as a consequence of Humboldt’s explorations) a question
of geography and a question for geography.®

In contrast to the peripatetic Humboldt, Carl Ritter, an ‘armchair
geographer’, spent the majority of his professional career at the Uni-
versity of Berlin, where in 1820 he was appointed to the first chair of
geography.®! Ritter’s principal influence upon the development of
geography as an academic discipline was in his criticism of the de-
scriptive nature of geographical investigation. He advocated a scien-
tific and inductive approach to geography which he termed Erdkunde
(earth science).>?
finished nineteen-volume Die Erdkunde im Verhdltniss zur Natur und

Ritter’s ideas were most fully expressed in his un-

zur Geschichte des Menschen (The science of the earth in relation to na-
ture and the history of mankind), written between 1817 and 1859.%
Infused with a teleological vision, Ritter’s work was an attempt to
apply a physiological approach to the study of the earth, in order that
the laws which govern it might be discerned. The metaphor of com-
parative anatomy was apparent in his analysis and classification of
regional difference. For Ritter, it was in the comparison of similar
regions in different parts of the world — a form of areal differentiation
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— that causal relationships describing the ‘reciprocal and evolutionary
relation of environment and society’ could be apprehended.>* Ritter’s
geography conceived of the earth’s surface as a series of ‘discrete and
objective natural regions’ which were ‘uniquely linked to a particular
national ethos.””® Ritter’s contribution to geography was principally
two-fold: he outlined a systematic and inductive methodology and,
in ‘conjoining Land and Volk’, facilitated a geographical understand-
ing which took land and its inhabitants to be intimately correlated.>

Ritter and Humboldt both died in Berlin in 1859, the year of
Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species.”” Their deaths marked the
end of a period of significant development in German geography
and heralded ‘the beginning of a crisis in scientific and philosophic
thought.”*® Ritter’s chair of geography at Berlin remained vacant until
1874, and geography became ‘a side issue in the curricula.”” Some-
thing of a disciplinary focus was recovered in 1871 when - following
the Franco-German war and the establishment of a German state — a
chair in geography was created at the University of Leipzig.® Its first
occupant was Oscar Peschel (1826-18735). In contrast to the Kantian
idealism which permeated the work of Humboldt and Ritter (the
notion that our knowledge of objects is inherently subjective),
Peschel was influenced by the philosophical doctrine of materialism,
which holds that what is observed in nature can be explained only by
reference to natural causes, not by assuming the existence of an
external, supernatural power. Peschel was critical, therefore, of the
apparent teleological basis to Ritter’'s work and sought to offer a
materialist revision to his vergleichende Erdkunde (comparative geog-
raphy). Peschel’s principal contribution was to revise, and to define
more narrowly, the basic units of comparative analysis. Where Ritter
sought comparisons at a continental scale, Peschel attended to par-
ticular types of landforms - valleys, mountains, glaciers, lakes, fjords,
and so on. In this respect, Peschel’s morphological focus was an
important prompt to the development of systematic physical geog-
raphy.

Aspects of Peschel’s research focus were developed by a former
student of Ritter — Ferdinand von Richthofen (1833-1905).°* A geolo-
gist by training, Richthofen undertook the majority of his field re-
search in Southeast Asia, the details of which occupied his five-
volume China: Ergebnisse eigener Reisen und darauf gegriindeter Studien
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(China: the results of my own travels and studies based thereon)
published between 1877 and 1912. Richthofen made a special study
of loess (fine-grained, wind-blown soil) as both a geological phenom-
enon and as evidence of the ‘reciprocal action of man and his envir-
onment.’*® Following his research in China, Richthofen pursued an
academic career. He was appointed Professor of Geology at Bonn in
1875, before succeeding Peschel at Leipzig in 1883. Richthofen used
the opportunity of his inaugural lecture at Leipzig to communicate
his manifesto for the scope and method of geography. His geography
was based upon the intensive observation and description of the
earth’s surface features, and an attempt to relate these to their phys-
ical underpinnings - that is, for example, to describe the develop-
ment of soil by reference to the base geology. In this way, Richt-
hofen’s scheme allowed for both descriptive geography (special geog-
raphy or chorography) and explanatory geography (general geography
or chorology). He saw geography as both idiographic (concerned with
the description of unique features) and nomothetic (concerned with
generalities and the laws governing them).

The systematic study of the earth’s physical features pioneered by
Peschel and Richthofen informed Ratzel’s approach to human geog-
raphy. In much the same way that Peschel and Richthofen advocated
the comparative study of representative landforms, so too was Ratzel
concerned to understand the ‘biotic and cultural’ features of different
social groups in relation to their environment.®® Ratzel’s intention
was to do for human geography what Peschel and Richthofen had
done for physical geography - that is, to make it a science. His ap-
proach to human geography was informed, to a significant extent, by
his student training in natural history and zoology.®*

Ratzel began his academic training in the mid 1860s — variously at
the universities in Heidelberg, Jena, and Berlin — approximately five
years after Darwin’s On the Origin of Species had ‘newly invigorated’
the natural sciences.® His enthusiasm for the Darwinian method —
particularly as interpreted by Ernst Heinrich Haeckel (1834-1919), his
graduate professor of biology at the University of Jena - was ex-
pressed in his first book Sein und Werden der organischen Welt. Eine
populdire Schopfungsgeschichte (The nature and development of the
organic world. A popular history of creation) published in 1869.%
Haeckel’s interpretation of Darwin facilitated a world view in which
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all organic life could be explained and understood by reference to the
‘natural laws and processes that had been proclaimed by Darwin.’®” In
this respect, human beings could be subject to study in much the
same way as other animal or vegetable life — the fundamental controls
on their development being the same. Darwin’s work, as interpreted
by Haeckel, provided a basis by which human adaptation to the
environment might be described and explained scientifically as a
question of biology.

Ratzel’s enthusiasm for the Darwinian approach was further re-
inforced during a short period of study at the University of Munich,
where he was introduced to the naturalist and ethnographer Moritz
Wagner (1813-1887).°® Based upon fieldwork in Central America dur-
ing the late 1850s, Wagner had formulated a theory to describe the
function of the migration of species in the development of organic
diversity.®” Wagner was somewhat critical of the principles of natural
selection and proposed, instead, a Migrationstheorie (law of migration)
which stated that it was the dispersal of organisms across space, and
into new environments, that facilitated adaptation, and that these
adaptations were subsequently preserved by means of geographical
isolation.”” Wagner’s perspective gave Ratzel ‘his first direct awareness
of the interest of geographical work.””! In the years immediately
following his exposure to Wagner’s theory, Ratzel undertook a num-
ber of important expeditions as travel correspondent for the Kolnische
Zeitung (Cologne Journal). The most significant of these was his
1874-75 sojourn in North America.”> Of principal interest to the read-
ers of Ratzel’s dispatches in the Kolnische Zeitung was the contribution
of German migrants to the United States, particularly their role in the
nation’s westward expansion. Ratzel made a special study of other
minority groups, including the settlement of the Pacific coast states
by East Asians. This period of field observation was critical for the
later development of his anthropogeographical principles; it helped
to clarify his understanding of ‘the relationship between the political
state and its environmental milieu.’”?
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The publication of Anthropogeographie

Following his appointment to a lectureship in geography at the
Technische Hochschule (Institute of Technology) in Munich in 1875,
Ratzel began to formulate his perspective on human geography (and,
in so doing, to make a substantive and systematic contribution to the
discipline).”* The principal aim of Ratzel’s developing geographical
philosophy was to refute Buckle’s claim that ‘as civilization advances
it becomes more & more divorced from the physical environment.””
Ratzel saw modern civilization as ‘a product of the close interrelation-
ship between culture & environment’ — not as a separate and inde-
pendent phenomenon.”® He was influenced in his thinking by the
social evolutionary writings of Herbert Spencer (1820-1903).
Spencer’s perspective on human societal development — expounded
most fully in his First Principles (1862) — was based upon biological
evolutionary principles.”” For Spencer, the development of human
society (and, by implication, the state) was analogous to organic evo-
lution in that competition for survival and predominance facilitated
and prompted adaptation. Aspects of this organic conception were
apparent in Ratzel’s numerous publications on the United States, but
expressed most systematically in Anthropogeographie, oder Grundziige
der Anwendung der Erdkunde auf die Geschichte (Anthropogeography, or
the principles of the application of geography to history) (1882).

In the first volume of Anthropogeographie, Ratzel sought to describe
how the distribution and comparative success of human populations
could be seen as ‘more or less’ a function of environmental con-
ditions.” In this respect, Ratzel’s text was a reworking of Ritter’s Erd-
kunde, and an attempt to elevate the study of human-environment
relations above the pseudoscience of Buckle.” Ratzel was keen to
show that as societies developed they ‘became more and more en-
meshed in their lands.”®® By eliminating the teleological framework
associated with Ritter’s geography, Ratzel presented a model of hu-
man development that was, in effect, directionless and without ‘ulti-
mate purpose.’®! Since there was no divine direction, the evolution of
human societies was seen to depend upon a Spencerian struggle for
survival, with those most adept at responding to the challenges and
opportunities afforded by particular environmental circumstances
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being ultimately successful. In this respect, Ratzel’s scheme was
coloured by a ‘deterministic tint.’®?

Combining Wagner’s Migrationsgesetz with the biological evolu-
tionary ideas of Spencer and Jean-Baptiste Lamarck (1744-1829) - or,
more properly, their application to the understanding of the social
organism - Ratzel’s volume was a synthesis of the theoretical posi-
tions underpinning his perspective and an attempt to set out sys-
tematically what he took the study of Anthropogeographie to be.® His
intended foci were threefold: the distribution of human societies on
the earth’s surface; the function of migration and the environment in
relation to these distributions; and the developmental influence of
the physical environment upon individuals and social groups. Aware
that ‘the geographer cannot formulate laws expressed with mathem-
atical precision’, Ratzel’s work was an attempt to describe how the
study of human geography might proceed rather than a proof of his
concept.* As a methodological statement Ratzel’s text was received as
a timely conformation ‘of the view then held by scientists, that
environment determined the characteristics and the line of develop-
ment of a people.”® Yet, the validity and value of Ratzel’s geography
when applied to research in the field was, for some readers, uncertain.
This much was true of the German anthropologist Franz Boas (1858-
1942).

Despite having received a doctorate in physics from the University
of Kiel in 1881, Boas ‘self-identified as a geographer.”®® His education
was richly infused with geographical themes. As a doctoral student,
for example, he produced work on ‘the northern limit of Greenland,
and geography as the necessary foundation of history.”®” At Kiel, and
previously at the University of Bonn, Boas had come under the influ-
ence of Theobald Fischer (1846-1910), a disciple of Ritter who lec-
tured on geographical exploration and polar research. Fischer’s influ-
ence — combined with Boas’ interest in questions of environmental
influence - led him to undertake an expedition to Baffin Land (now
Baffin Island) with the purpose of confirming the environmentalist
position then current in German geography. Ratzel’s Anthropogeo-
graphie provided Boas with a ‘systematic representation of the ideas
which I had then in mind, and which I desired to study in one par-
ticular field.”®® His investigation of the social organization of Baffin
Land’s Inuit (or Eskimo as they were then called) showed that ‘in the
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same physical environment different cultural forms occur.”® He con-
cluded that ‘the environment can only act upon a specific culture,
not determine it.””° Something of this perspective was rehearsed in his
1887 methodological treatise ‘The study of geography’, published in
Science, in which Boas discussed the segregation of geography be-
tween descriptive and nomothetic research.’!

Ratzel succeeded Richthofen at Leipzig in 1886, and in lectures to
small seminar groups perfected his pedagogic style. At Leipzig, Ratzel
also composed the second volume of his Anthropogeographie, subtitled
Die geographische Verbreitung des Menschen (the geographical distrib-
ution of mankind), which was published in 1891. Ratzel’s previous
proclamations on anthropogeography had been subject to criticism
by Hermann Wagner (1840-1929), professor of geography at the Uni-
versity of Gottingen, principally because ‘the basis in data and the
citation of authorities was too slender.””> Wagner, who corresponded
with Ratzel, worked closely also with Franz Boas on the Geograph-
isches Jahrbuch — an annual geographical bibliography.” It seems
probable that Ratzel was aware of the concerns expressed as to the
empirical validity of his work, and sought to provide a ‘foundation in
fact.”* The second volume of Anthropogeographie was, then, situated
more firmly in data — indeed Ratzel devoted an entire section of the
book to a discussion of population statistics.”® It dispensed, moreover,
with the deterministic environmentalism which characterized the
preceding volume and was rather more constrained in terms of its
theoretical pronouncements. Where the first volume dealt principally
with the effect of the physical environment upon human history, the
second attended more particularly to the social organisation of
human societies in relation to their environment. This subtle dis-
tinction was important, since it later facilitated both deterministic
and possibilistic interpretations of Ratzel’s ideas.’® Ratzel later issued a
second edition of the first volume of Anthropogeographie, which
brought it into closer alignment with the second volume.®’

Semple’s period of study at Leipzig between 1891 and 1892 coin-
cided with the ultimate expression of Ratzel’s anthropogeography.
His four thematic principles — that human societies develop ‘within a
frame (Rahmen), exploiting a place (Stelle), needing space (Raum) and
finding limits (Grenzen)’ — became the fundamental tenets of Semple’s
later discussions on anthropogeography.” Whilst in Ratzel’s lectures,
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Semple ‘avidly absorbed whatever the master propounded and truly
became his disciple.””” As her appreciation for Ratzel’s anthropo-
geography developed, Semple became concerned to communicate it
to ‘an American public to whom the subject was quite new.”'® She
was conscious that since there was ‘no previous Ritter and Peschel on
this side of the water [the United States]’, she would be required first
to outline the basic principles of a systematic human geography.
Moreover, given that Ratzel’s work was ‘so closely adapted to con-
ditions obtaining in Teutonic and Slavonic Europe’, it was ‘to most
American and English students ... a closed book.’'* Semple’s project
was, then, one of translation, clarification, and adaptation — of bring-
ing Ratzel’s work to the attention of a different interpretative com-
munity.

BRINGING ANTHROPOGEOGRAPHY TO THE UNITED STATES

In the eight years since Semple had been introduced to Ratzel’s work
by Duren Ward, she had evolved from pupil to preceptor: ‘Previously
she had followed; now she would lead the anthropo-geographic
movement in the United States.”'®” Semple’s central project upon
returning to Louisville in the mid 1890s was to communicate Ratzel’s
ideas to the English-speaking world, ‘but clarified and reorganized.”'*
To that end she devoted her time to library study and field research,
honing ‘the craft of authorship.’'® To further her authorial skills,
Semple joined the Authors’ Club of Louisville — a recently-formed
cabal of aspiring female writers who composed fiction inspired by
Louisville and its environs.'”® Semple was, in this way, able to refine
the literary style which both she and Ratzel believed necessary to
communicate the anthropogeographical position.

Semple’s initial academic writing was confined to the direct trans-
lation of German scholars - principally the economist Karl Diehl
(1864-1943) and the sociologist Ludwig Gumplowicz (1838-1909),
both of whom published a number of reviews in the Annals of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science. Semple also translated
short works by Ratzel and published reviews of his work.'” It was in
the lecture theatre, however, that Semple was first able to synthesize
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and represent aspects of Ratzel’s geographical philosophy. In com-
mon with her desire to reframe Ratzel’s arguments in a locally-
tailored form, Semple presented a lecture entitled ‘Civilization is at
bottom an economic fact’ at the Third Biennial General Federation of
Women'’s Clubs in Louisville on 29 May 1896. Her talk - said to be
‘one of the most valuable papers of the convention’ — was delivered
under the auspices of the Philanthropy and Home section of the
Federation, and was intended to address questions of economic dis-
parity that were then apparent in Louisville.'”’

Semple’s first opportunity to address a more obviously geograph-
ical audience came in 1897 with a paper she contributed to the first
volume of the Journal of School Geography. The Journal had been estab-
lished that year by Richard Elwood Dodge (1868-1952), a former stu-
dent of William Morris Davis. Dodge was then professor of geography
at Teachers College, Columbia University, and along with Davis was
part of ‘that general movement ... which created modern geography
in the United States.”'® Semple’s paper, ‘The influence of the Appa-
lachian barrier upon colonial history’, was an attempt to apply some-
thing of Ratzel’s method to the historical study of North America.'®”
The Appalachian barrier — running from Vermont to Alabama - repre-
sented, for Semple, an impediment to the historical settlement of the
continent and an environment within which early colonial settlers
were ‘protected from without by bulwarks of nature’s own making.*'°
In Semple’s formulation the geographical arrangement of the contin-
ent was seen to confer upon British settlers in the Thirteen Colonies a
‘certain solidarity which they would not have otherwise possessed’ — a
factor vital, she believed, in their ultimate success in the American
Revolutionary War.

The environmentalism of Turner and Shaler

Semple’s use of environmentalist principles to explain the historical
development of the United States was not, however, unprecedented.
At a meeting of the American Historical Association in Chicago in
1893 - organized in conjunction with the World’s Columbian Expos-
ition, celebrating the four-hundredth anniversary of Columbus’ voy-
age — Frederick Jackson Turner (1861-1932) had presented a ‘pene-
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trating essay’ on ‘The significance of the frontier in American his-
tory’.!" Turner’s paper, it is claimed, ‘became the most famous schol-
arly paper ever delivered by an American historian.”'> More prosaic-
ally, it motivated an intellectual reassessment of the nation’s frontier
experience. Turner’s thesis saw the American West as a metaphor and
an explanation for the distinctive historical development of the
United States. For Turner, the ‘ever retreating frontier of free land’ to
the West of the Appalachians was fundamental to the nation’s his-
torical experience and social development.'* The physical and cul-
tural distance which separated the frontier from the eastern seats of
power promoted an individualism and ad hoc democracy among the
frontier’s pioneers.''* Reliance was placed upon individual wit and
strength, and centralized political control was regarded with sus-
picion. In this respect, the frontier was seen to be responsible for
facilitating a national character — and consequently national insti-
tutions — in which individual liberty was emphasized.'”® In Turner’s
scheme, ‘bio-social inheritance was envisaged as subservient to the
influence of the physical environment in shaping the American
nation.’"¢

Turner’s personal background was not dissimilar to Semple’s. He
passed his boyhood during the Civil War in Portage, Wisconsin. Like
Louisville, Portage represented a ‘semifrontier milieu’ and was an im-
portant centre of commerce.'”” Turner’s hometown, as Louisville had
done for Semple, provided ‘a typical example of the theory of Ameri-
can history to which he devoted his life.”'** Turner was educated in
zoology, botany, physics, and chemistry at the University of Wis-
consin, and received his doctorate from Johns Hopkins University.'"
His principal intellectual influences were evolutionary and environ-
mentalist: he drew variously upon Darwin, Spencer, and Thomas
Henry Huxley (1825-1895).'%° A particular spur to the development of
his frontier thesis was, however, the deterministic political economy
of Achille Loria (1857-1943), an Italian economist whom Turner read
whilst a young professor of history at Wisconsin (1890-1910).'*
Loria, who was also influenced by a Spencerian perspective, saw econ-
omic development as a function of the relative scarcity or abundance
of land.'®* In this respect, Turner’s formulation, and Loria’s too, was
similar to the anthropogeographical principles outlined by Ratzel.'?
In applying to the historical study of the United States the Lam-
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arckian metaphor of the social organism, Turner’s perspective cor-
responded with the ‘new science of evolutionary human geog-
raphy.”'** As such, Turner (who was admitted to the Association of
American Geographers as a full member in 1915) has been credited as
the ‘cofounder, along with Ellen Churchill Semple and Albert Perry
Brigham’ of the subfield of American geography concerned with
environmental influence.'® This is, though, a historiographical con-
ceit: although Brigham, Turner, and Semple understood their work to
be complementary, they did not consider the establishment of an
environmentalist geography to be their common aim.

Whilst Turner’s and Semple’s contributions to the post-Darwinian
project can be seen to have exerted a novel influence upon the dis-
ciplinary focus of American geography, aspects of their intellectual
interests were apparent in the earlier ‘creative outlooks’ of George
Perkins Marsh (1801-1882) and Nathaniel Southgate Shaler (1841-
1906).'2° Turner’s work can be seen to have built, most particularly,
upon that of Shaler, a Kentucky geologist-geographer who studied
under the Swiss naturalist Louis Agassiz (1807-1873) at Harvard and
who later taught William Morris Davis.!” Among Shaler’s most
notable contributions to the environmentalist canon was Nature and
Man in America.®® Shaler’s book, situated firmly within the context of
contemporary anthropological science, considered the relationship
between human society and the physical environment in North
America (particularly the United States). As he noted in the volume’s
introduction, ‘In the light of modern science, we regard our species as
the product of terrestrial conditions.”'* Shaler regarded the influence
of the environment upon organic life as a function of its develop-
mental stage — the more advanced the organism, the greater its
dependence upon the environment: ‘When the human state is at-
tained ... the relations of life to the geography and other conditions
of environment increase in a wonderfully rapid way.”"* Formulated
in this way, Shaler’s perspective on environmental influence was
‘fully consonant’ with that of Ratzel - societal development was seen
to be paralleled by increasing dependence upon the physical environ-
ment.”*! The thrust of Shaler’s book contrasted the ‘unsuitability of
the North American continent as a cradle for civilization’ with its
suitability as an arena in which incoming races could prosper.’** In
this way, and echoing Ratzel’s earlier work on German immigrants in
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the United States, Shaler argued that ‘in its transplantation from Eur-
ope to America the Aryan race had not deteriorated, but had probably
benefited.”**

Shaler’s engagement with neo-Lamarckian conceptions of social
development extended into the analysis of ‘mental, moral, and social
realms.”** This was apparent, most particularly, in his discussion of
race and racial superiority. Shaler’s views were predicated upon the
notion that different racial groups did not share a common origin (or
that a common origin was so temporally distant that sufficient modi-
fication had taken place in the interim to render races morally and
intellectually distinct). This polygenist perspective was underpinned
by a number of environmentalist principles, particularly those related
to climatic influence and geographical isolation."®® As he made clear,
for example, the emergence of civilization in Europe depended upon
‘the stress of the high latitudes, [and] the moral and physical tonic
effect of cold.”*

Aspects of Shaler’s argument had earlier been set out by Marsh in
his treatise on the relationship between nature and society: Man and
Nature; or, Physical Geography as Modified by Human Action (1864)."’
Where Marsh'’s perspective differed from that of Shaler, however, was
in its predominant attention to the deleterious effect of society on
the environment.”*® Marsh - later described as the prophet of con-
servation — developed his geographical perspective having witnessed
the destructive effects of deforestation in his home state of Vermont
and in Turkey and Italy where he served as a diplomat."** Marsh’s
perspective was articulated, moreover, in opposition to his near-
contemporary, the Swiss scholar Arnold Henry Guyot (1807-1884).'%
Guyot had relocated from Europe to the United States in the 1840s,
initially delivering a series of lectures at the Lowell Institute in
Boston, before accepting a permanent position at Princeton Univer-
sity.'*! Guyot’s geographical perspective — articulated in his Earth and
Man: Lectures on Comparative Physical Geography in its Relation to the
History of Mankind (1849) — brought a Ritterian and deterministic
model of comparative geography to the attention of the American
academy.'** Whilst Guyot’s belief that ‘the earth made man’ was then
uncontroversial, Marsh sought to prove the opposite - that ‘man in
fact made the earth.”'* Despite this fundamental difference, Guyot
‘applauded Marsh’s insights’, and his work was commended by Shaler
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and Davis.'* In this respect, Guyot and Marsh both exerted an im-
portant, although different, influence on geographical thought in the
United States. It is apparent, then, that Semple’s work on the Appa-
lachian barrier, and Turner’s frontier thesis, emerged from, and were
representative of, a broader trend within American scholarship (in no
small part a corollary of Humboldt’s influence on American intellect-
tual life) which encompassed geography, geology, history, culture,
race, politics, and economics.'* The contributions of Semple and
Turner were, then, new rather than entirely original.

Anthropogeography in the field:
investigating ‘moonshine whiskey and wretchedly cooked food’

Between 1897 and 1900 Semple contributed five further papers on
various aspects of anthropogeography to the Journal of School Geog-
raphy, and one on that subject to the Journal of the American Geograph-
ical Society of New York.'*® These papers were based largely upon
secondary sources and were restatements of ideas she had absorbed
during her time in Leipzig rather than original pronouncements.
Semple’s contributions to the Journal of School Geography were con-
sidered by its editor, Richard Dodge, to be important in communi-
cating to ‘the common school teachers’ the principles of anthro-
pogeography.' In the journal’s view, geography was conceived of as
‘the science of man’s relation to his earth environment’, and the
object of its inquiry ‘the mutual dependence of man and nature upon
one another.”'* Given this formulation, Semple’s anthropogeography
could be seen to parallel the initial contours of academic geography
in the United States and also to represent a model for the teaching of
school geography. Whilst Semple received the support and encour-
agement of Dodge and Davis in her promotion of Ratzel’s geography,
she retained a desire to demonstrate the utility of anthropogeography
in the field. Semple’s perspective on geographical research, ‘based on
bold and keen creative insights’ seemed to offer a model for a sys-
tematic engagement with human geography — one which might most
convincingly be demonstrated in the field."*

In the summer of 1898, Semple participated in a philanthropic
project of the Kentucky Federation of Women’s Clubs to establish a
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‘social settlement’ for the intended benefit of the nearby populace in
Hazard, ‘a squalid, wretched little town in the heart of the Kentucky
mountains.”’* Whilst the project was motivated largely by religious
and moral imperatives, Semple saw the difficulties of life in the
mountains as a problem of geography rather than theology. In the
scattered and isolated population, Semple saw clearly the deleterious
influence of the physical environment on what was, fundamentally,
an Anglo-Saxon population: ‘isolated by mountain ranges from the
outside world and from each other, their naturally fine stock de-
teriorating constantly from the effect of too close intermarriage,
moonshine whiskey and wretchedly cooked food, these people have
degenerated in many respects.””>! Yet, for Semple, the perceived su-
perior lineage of the population ensured that ‘in talking to them, one
is deeply impressed with the fact that the material is sound and
good.””** The social settlement took the form of a tent — ‘decorated
with flags, Japanese lanterns, and photographs of the best pictures’ —
where books, newspapers, and periodicals were made available, and
the basic principles of hygiene and domestic economy communi-
cated."® Over the course of its six-week operation, the settlement was
judged to have been successful in bringing to the mountains certain
aspects of lowland social and religious culture."*

A fundamental tenet to which the volunteers in this philanthropic
project subscribed was that the Kentucky mountaineers were ‘our
brothers in blood.”*> This perspective, inspired by Scripture, depend-
ed also upon their shared Anglo-Saxon ancestry. The task of the
Federation of Women's Clubs was, then, not to impose an entirely
novel social framework on the mountaineers, but to reinvigorate one
which had been lost as a consequence of a century’s isolation (and
also to counter what they saw as the insidious spread of Mormonism
and Roman Catholicism in the mountains). This is not to suggest,
however, that the work of the Federation was considered a question
of racial superiority. The dominant theological model in the Com-
monwealth of Kentucky during this period was that ‘God has made of
one blood all peoples of the earth’ - a firmly monogenist per-
spective.’*® For Semple, the notion of an immutable and geograph-
ically independent racial superiority (at least in the face of the chal-
lenges of the physical environment) made little sense. Her interest in
the Kentucky mountaineers was due not so much to the fact that
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their origin was broadly Anglo-Saxon, but rather that they provided
an instructive case study: in little more than a century the ‘naturally
fine stock’ from which they were descended had been so significantly
modified as a consequence of geographical isolation that their social,
economic, and agricultural systems were largely novel.'*’

Semple’s work in the Kentucky Mountains continued in 1899,
when she completed a 350-mile horseback journey through its more
isolated stretches. Her observations formed the basis of her most
personal contribution to the anthropogeographical literature: ‘The
Anglo-Saxons of the Kentucky Mountains: a study in anthropogeog-
raphy’."*® This paper, published in the Royal Geographical Society’s
The Geographical Journal, was said to take ‘high rank among the geo-
graphical articles in the English language.”* Semple’s paper intro-
duced to its readers a region where the population was ‘still living the
frontier life of the backwoods’, where Elizabethan English was
spoken, and where ‘the large majority of inhabitants have never seen
a steamboat or a railroad.”"® The principal characteristic of life in the
mountains was a geographical isolation — not only from the rest of
the state, but from one another - that left the population ‘almost as
rooted as trees.”’®* The consequence of this comparative immobility
was close intermarriage and the preservation of ‘the purest Anglo-
Saxon stock in the United States.”’®* The same isolation that facili-
tated this conservation of racial qualities was seen also to have facili-
tated a ‘retarded civilization’ where the ‘degenerate symptoms of an
arrested development’ were apparent.'®®

The physiological effects of the mountain environment were par-
ticularly apparent to Semple. The population was seen to have lost
the ‘ruddy, vigorous appearance’ of their forebears, having become
‘tall and lanky ... with thin bony faces, sallow skins, and dull hair.”***
Despite these outward adaptations to the rigorous mountain life,
Semple confidently detected ‘the inextinguishable excellence of the
Anglo-Saxon race.”'® In this respect, whilst the mountain environ-
ment was a limiting factor in the physical and societal development
of its population, it did not circumvent entirely the civilizing poten-
tial of their genetic inheritance (wrought over millennia amid more
tavourable conditions). Whilst the physiological effects of the envir-
onment were pronounced, Semple saw the influence of the mountain
topography most particularly in the vernacular architecture. The
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most remote and isolated communities typically displayed cabins that
were ‘primitive in the extreme’ and suggestive of ‘pioneer archi-
tecture.”’®® The barns which accompanied these were, in an echo of
their topographical setting, redolent of the ‘Alpine dwellings of Switz-
erland and Bavaria.”'® In broader valleys, where access to the centres
of sawmilling was easier, the buildings were akin to ‘village dwellings
in Norway.”'® For Semple, then, there was an evident parallel be-
tween environmental conditions and architectural style in terms both
of what could be constructed and what was most suited to local cir-
cumstances. The existence of similar dwellings in the Alpine and Ken-
tucky Mountains did not necessarily indicate a shared culture, there-
fore, but a set of common geographical circumstances.

In physiology, architecture, and social organization, Semple saw
the influence of the mountain environment written upon the Ken-
tucky highlanders. Geographical isolation and topographical obs-
tacles were presented — with implicit reference to the tenets of an-
thropogeography - as an explanatory framework: the environment
being the basis by which the peculiarities of the mountaineers’ soci-
ety might be understood and accounted for. Semple’s demonstration
that anthropogeography could be studied in the field, and that envir-
onmental influence was thus an apparently legitimate and demon-
strable causal explanation, was significant for those geographers —
particularly Davis and Dodge — who believed that the promotion of
the discipline depended upon an ability to adhere to a scientific and
nomothetic approach.'” Davis, for one, thought Semple’s paper
ought to ‘serve as the type of many more.”"’”° In appearing thus to
satisfy Davis’ desire for rational and deductive geographical research,
Semple’s paper drew positive attention: it ‘fired more American stu-
dents to interest in geography than any other article ever written.”'”!
It served also to secure Semple a more prominent position within the
professional geographical community. The fact that her work had
been published by the Royal Geographical Society brought her to the
attention of an international constituency.
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FROM ‘UNASSUMING LITTLE WOMAN’
TO PROFESSIONAL GEOGRAPHER

Concurrent with her fieldwork in the Kentucky Mountains, Semple
was encouraged by Richard Dodge to collate her earlier articles on
North America in a single volume.'”? Semple was contracted by the
Boston publisher Houghton, Mifflin and Company to produce a book
setting out her perspective on the influence of the physical environ-
ment upon the course of American history.'”* In preparing the vol-
ume, Semple undertook extensive secondary research, visiting ‘Wash-
ington and ... the magnificent Mercantile Library of St. Louis.”*’”* The
most valuable and instructive material for her study was found in
Louisville, at the private library of Reuben Thomas Durrett (1824-
1913). A cofounder of Louisville’s Filson Historical Society, Durrett
amassed an unparalleled collection of primary material relating to the
historical settlement of Kentucky and the Ohio River Valley, and an
impressive anthology of secondary literature dealing with travel and
historical accounts. Semple sought, by reference to these authorities,
to present a convincing demonstration of the application of anthro-
pogeographical principles to the study of the United States. Semple’s
book attended to the environmental factors which she understood to
have conditioned, among other things, war, migration, commercial
development, the location of cities, the provision of transportation,
and international trade. In tandem with her examination of the Ken-
tucky mountaineers, Semple had demonstrated that an anthropo-
geographical approach might be applied with equal success to the
study of historical and contemporary society.

Semple’s original plan had been to entitle her book Geographic
Influences in American History, but shortly before its publication, it was
discovered that her near contemporary Albert Perry Brigham (1855-
1932) was working on, and had copyrighted, a book of the same
name. Retitled American History and its Geographic Conditions, Semple’s
book was published in 1903 - the same year as Brigham's. Despite
their similar subject matter, Semple and Brigham proceeded ‘as if the
other one did not exist’, and, as a consequence, drew fairly distinct
conclusions.'”® Brigham had studied as a graduate student under
Shaler and Davis at Harvard, and was familiar with Ratzel’s work.'”
Where Semple’s book took as its basis the influence of individual
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environmental factors upon the historical settlement of the United
States (rivers, mountains, climate), Brigham took a rather more re-
gional approach by considering the particular combination of geo-
graphical factors characteristic of specific ‘physiographic provinces’,
and their subsequent influence upon national development.'”” As a
consequence of the somewhat different emphasis placed upon geo-
graphical influences by Semple and Brigham, their work could be
read as complementary rather than contradictory.'”®

In the critical response to the work of Semple and Brigham, it is
possible to detect the influence of readers’ distinct disciplinary and
interpretative circumstances. The complex contours of this reception
show a distinction between generally positive reviews by geographers
and more critical interpretations by historians (the exception being
Frederick Jackson Turner’s review in The Journal of Geography). In
demonstrating the validity and applicability of the anthropogeo-
graphical method to geographical work in the United States, Semple’s
text was welcomed both by American geographers — including Ralph
Stockman Tarr (1864-1912), a former student of Davis — and inter-
national scholars, among them the Oxford geographer Andrew John
Herbertson (1865-1915)."7? Semple’s work, coming as part of the
‘drama of professionalizing geography’, was read by geographers as a
contribution to debates then current regarding the infant discipline’s
epistemic and methodological foundation.”® In this respect, Semple,
despite holding no professional position within the academy, became
‘part of the movement to establish a professional field of geography
in America.”™®

Something of the cultural and scholarly impact of Semple’s vol-
ume is indicated by its relatively rapid adoption as a standard text-
book on historical geography and anthropogeography. In a number
of states, the book was adopted by Teachers’ Reading Circles where it
was read by elementary and secondary school teachers of geography,
and was placed on the formal reading lists for history and geography
at several universities.'® Semple’s book was also adopted by every
ship’s library in the United States Navy, and ‘included in the list of
required reading for students entering the government military at
West Point.”’® As a consequence of the comparative success of her
volume, Semple became ‘a person of importance who was in great
demand.’'** American History was, for Semple, an important watershed
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— it marked the conclusion of her first period of geographical author-
ship, and, as a warrant of credibility, provided an entrée to the profes-
sional geographical community. As one Kentucky newspaper reported
of Semple’s scholarly success, ‘on a quiet street of a Kentucky city an
unassuming little woman ... [has produced] an authority for the

centuries to come.’'%

Semple’s professional apprenticeship

In 1904 the two most significant influences in Semple’s life died: her
mother and Friedrich Ratzel. Shortly before his death, Ratzel ex-
pressed a desire that Semple should realise her long-held ambition of
communicating his anthropogeographical principles, in their fullest
expression, to the English-speaking world. He reassured her that there
was no one ‘who could handle this matter as well as you.”*® Driven
by the loss of her intellectual mentor, Semple enthusiastically pur-
sued the task of translating Ratzel’s ideas — beginning a seven-year
project that became Influences of Geographic Environment (1911).
Despite the personal losses experienced by Semple in 1904, her pro-
fessional standing advanced considerably. In September of that year,
she was invited to present, along with Martha Krug Genthe (1871-
19435), a tribute to Ratzel before the Eighth International Geo-
graphical Congress in Washington, D.C."® Semple also addressed the
Congress’ Educational Section on the pedagogical potential of an-
thropogeography.'® The Congress was an important opportunity to
communicate to an international audience the geographical work
then being conducted in the United States, and the Chairman of the
Congress’ Scientific Committee, William Morris Davis, was keen to
make ‘the best possible showing.’'*’

Concomitant with Davis’ international aspirations was the ‘larger
problem of mobilizing geographers in the United States.”**° For Davis,
the tasks of disciplining and professionalizing geography were related
and imperative. Whilst physical geography had begun to coalesce
under recognised courses, degree programmes, and (in some in-
stances) departments at north-eastern universities in the last decade
of the nineteenth century, the same was not true of human geog-
raphy — the very issue to which Semple’s work was seen to speak.
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Although two independent societies existed for the promotion of
geographical knowledge — the American Geographical Society and the
National Geographic Society — neither was tailored specifically to the
requirements of newly-emergent academic geographers.'”! Davis was
keen, therefore, to establish ‘a society of mature geographical experts’
that might more properly represent their interests.'*

Davis’ plan for an Association of American Geographers was given
impetus by the 1904 Congress.'”® Before the close of the year, a
seventy-strong list of potential members was compiled, based upon
an evaluation of their published work. Of the forty-eight short-listed
candidates who went on to become charter members of the Asso-
ciation, only two were female: Semple and Genthe. Unlike their male
counterparts, neither Semple nor Genthe were ‘employed in research
oriented Universities.”””* This gender discrepancy was typical of the
period and belied the fact that Genthe was the only founding mem-
ber of the Association to hold a Ph.D. in geography (from the Univer-
sity of Heidelberg). Davis was convinced of Semple’s and Genthe’s
‘scholarly qualifications’, and, in this respect at least, their gender was
not an impediment to membership.”® The wider organization of
academic geography in the United States was such, however, that
gender inequalities were significant and obvious.”® Formal degrees
were not considered, however, to be of crucial significance. One of
the Association’s founding members, Nelson Horatio Darton (1865-
1948) had, for example, no university education.'”’

The Association, from its founding, comprised the leading Ameri-
can geographers and afforded Semple a warrant of professional cred-
ibility that complemented the positive reception of her scholarship.
The Association’s subsequent annual meetings provided her also with
an important platform from which to communicate her ideas. Semple
devoted much of 1905 (her first year as a professional geographer) to
work on Influences, but took time away for a further visit to Europe.
Whilst abroad, Semple was invited by John Scott Keltie (1840-1927),
Secretary of the Royal Geographical Society, to lecture before the Soci-
ety on either mountain dwellers or convict islands — subjects ‘semi-
popular and sufficiently narrow to be adequately treated in one
evening’s lecture.”’”® Semple was concerned to ensure that she might
be permitted to extemporise during her talk rather than be compelled
to read from a prepared paper — this despite what she described as ‘an
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old-time feminine objection to hearing myself speak in public.”**’
Although Keltie was keen for Semple to lecture before the Society
(and, indeed, also invited her to contribute a paper to The Geograph-
ical Journal), her plans changed and Semple returned to the United
States without addressing the Society.

Upon returning to the United States, Semple was approached by
Rollin D Salisbury (1858-1922), a fellow member of the Association of
American Geographers, and founder of the newly-created department
of graduate studies in geography at the University of Chicago, and
offered a visiting lectureship.?® Established in 1903 by Salisbury, then
dean of the graduate school, the department was the first in the
United States to offer graduate studies, and exerted an unequalled
influence upon the development of the discipline during the first half
of the twentieth century. Salisbury — regarded as a ‘skilful organizer,
an inspiring leader, [and] a teacher beyond praise’ — assembled a
faculty drawn from among the leading geographers of the period,
including John Paul Goode and Harlan Harland Barrows (1877-
1960).2

Salisbury had studied geology at Beloit College under Thomas
Chrowder Chamberlin (1843-1928).%%? Salisbury, like his near con-
temporary Davis, pursued work in physiography (physical geog-
raphy).?® He conceived of geography as a geminated discipline, com-
bining the related fields of ‘geographic geology’ and ‘life-significance
studies.’”* The latter he understood to take as its focus the ‘relevance
of physical conditions to human affairs.”””® This reflected a longstand-
ing interest in environmentalist themes - cultivated during a rural
boyhood in which Salisbury ‘noticed interesting things on the farm’,
such as the influence of agricultural practice upon local topog-
raphy.?® In this respect, he was, like George Perkins Marsh, ‘much
more concerned with man’s influence on nature than with nature’s
influence on man.’*” Salisbury was, as a consequence, ‘hopeful, but
sceptical, that workers in anthropogeography might develop that part
of geography on a scientific basis.’**®

Something of Salisbury’s interest in the promotion of anthropo-
geography was evident in his appointment to the department of
Barrows who, in the summer of 1905, offered a course on the ‘Influ-
ences of Geography on American History’ — the first of a series of spe-
cial Summer Quarter seminars intended for teachers of geography.*”
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Barrows’ brand of environmentalism was, in common with Salis-
bury’s vision, concerned with influence rather than with ‘extreme
determinism.””° In this context it might seem peculiar that Semple —
later understood as an advocate of environmental determinism -
should have been invited by Salisbury to join the faculty on a part-
time basis. Her perspective on anthropogeography was not, however,
logically incompatible with that of the department, even though
Chicago would later be associated with a passionate ‘revision of the
environmental doctrine.””"' Barrows’ concern (and Salisbury’s too)
was to make clear the mutual relationship between society and envir-
onment.”? Barrows drew, in this respect, on the work of Turner
(under whom he later studied at the University of Wisconsin), and,
most particularly, on Semple’s American History.”'* Whilst Barrows’
perspective on anthropogeography would later change it was, at the
time of Semple’s hiring, broadly compatible with her own.*"*

Semple’s appointment to Chicago reflected not only the topicality
of her geographical interests, but also the perceived authority of her
scholarship. She was an important part of Salisbury’s plan to ‘break
new ground in ... teaching and research.’”"> Her election to the Asso-
ciation of American Geographers undoubtedly facilitated this tran-
sition from private scholar to academic geographer. Her appointment
to the department was on a part-time basis only (she lectured typ-
ically during the Spring Quarter). Quite why she was not offered, or
did not accept, a fulltime position is uncertain. For one biographer,
this was a conscious choice on Semple’s part, and reflected ‘her prior-
ities in keeping research and writing as her primary activities.’*'® For
Robert Swanton Platt (1891-1964), who studied under Semple at
Chicago, Salisbury’s decision to appoint Semple on a part-time basis
was ‘not so much because [he was a] nonbeliever [in] environmental-
ism as [it was] because [Semple was a] woman.’*"

The course Semple developed - ‘Some Principles of Anthropo-
geography’ — was intended as a general introduction to her geograph-
ical perspective, drawing upon her existing body of work.?’® Semple’s
lectures were considered the ‘most stimulating & inspiring’ of those
offered by the department, and her ideas were, as a consequence, re-
ceived with considerable approbation.””? The opportunity for Semple
to present her work to an audience of enthusiastic students, the first
in the United States to receive an explicitly geographical education at
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graduate level, proved valuable in shaping not only the subsequent
content of her work, but also aspects of the discipline’s later research
focus. Semple’s students included ‘many who went on to play im-
portant roles in the development of professional geography.’?*® The
influence of Semple and of Chicago were such that four fifths of
geography Ph.D. graduates during or before 1946 could trace an aca-
demic lineage back to one of five geographers, four of whom taught
at Chicago: Salisbury, Barrows, Semple, Wallace Walter Atwood
(1872-1949), and Vernor Clifford Finch (1883-1959).2

THE GENESIS OF INFLUENCES

Semple’s relatively light teaching schedule ensured that she was able
to devote extended periods to her work on Influences. When not
teaching in Chicago, she divided her time between Louisville and the
Catskill Mountains in New York State, where she lived in a tent and
worked on her book without interruption. As one newspaper report-
ed, ‘she would work six hours a day, with only the chipmunks and
the birds as her companions.’”* Rather than present a literal trans-
lation of Ratzel’s Anthropogeographie, Semple sought to re-examine the
fundamental principles of his work, to clarify them, to subject them
to proof and, where necessary, to reject them. She intended to re-
locate Ratzel’s book linguistically, and to reframe its contents, revise
its arguments, and supplement its sources. She sought to ‘make the
research and induction as broad as possible, to draw conclusions that
should be elastic and not rigid or dogmatic ... to be Hellenic in form
but Darwinian in method.’””” Semple hoped to distinguish her text
from Ratzel’s in several ways. The first was to eliminate the organic
theory of society and state, which had formed an important inter-
pretative component of Ratzel’s work. Additionally, Semple was disin-
clined to use race as an explanatory category, believing that if people
of different ethnic stock, but similar environments, manifested simi-
lar or related social, economic, or historical development, it was rea-
sonable to infer that such similarities were due to environment and
not to race. Perhaps most significantly, however, Semple’s explicit
aim was to deny any straightforward relationship between the natural
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environment and human social and physiological organization.”**
Her prefatory remarks made this clear: ‘the writer speaks of geograph-
ic factors and influences, shuns the word geographic determinant,
and speaks with extreme caution of geographic control.””” In this
respect, although it was Semple’s intention to offer a ‘faithful English
rendition of her master’s doctrine’, her project was one of reinter-
pretation, rather than straightforwardly of representation.??

By mid-1907 Semple had made substantial progress on Influences
and was keen to communicate her findings. In addition to two papers
in the Bulletin of the American Geographical Society dealing with geo-
graphical boundaries, Semple was invited by Frederick Jackson Turner
to contribute a paper to the meeting of the American Historical Asso-
ciation in Madison, Wisconsin.?’ Turner’s session — to which he
offered a paper on ‘The relation of geography and history’ — was in-
tended to bring together work on geography, history, and environ-
mental influence. Semple’s paper, ‘Geographical location as a factor
in history’, was not, as has been claimed, ‘the first occasion on which
Semple delivered a formal paper before an assembled body of
scholars’, but was nevertheless an important opportunity to commu-
nicate her ideas to an interdisciplinary audience.?®

Semple’s work was not received with unequivocal enthusiasm.
One member of the audience — George Lincoln Burr (1857-1938),
then professor of medieval history at Cornell University — took ex-
ception to aspects of Semple’s thesis, and engaged her in extended
debate. His principal contention was that Semple placed too much
emphasis on geographical control. For Burr, ‘geography, though a
factor in history, is only a factor, and that no more in history than in
mathematics can the outcome be inferred from a single factor
alone.””” Attempting to strike a conciliatory note, Harlan Barrows,
who was also in the audience, ‘defended a position intermediate be-
tween that of Miss Semple and Professor Burr.’”*° Semple for her part
was inclined to attribute Burr’s dubiety to the fact that, as she per-
ceived it, ‘historians as a rule do not know geography.””' She was
supported in this opinion, to some extent, by Ralph Tarr (who had
earlier praised her American History) and George Burton Adams (1851-
1925), President of the American Historical Association, who believed
‘the disagreement was caused partly by lack of definition of terms.’***
The argument resurfaced some days later at the Association of Ameri-
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can Geographers meeting in Chicago, where Semple and Burr dis-
coursed at length during the formal dinner.***

Throughout the research and writing of Influences, Semple main-
tained a correspondence with John Scott Keltie. On 21 April 1907, she
dispatched a paper dealing with coastal peoples (which later formed
the eighth chapter of Influences), along with a letter outlining her
approach to, and hopes for, the book. This letter indicates Semple’s
eagerness to ensure that her work was seen as ‘something more than
a mere restatement of Ratzel’s principles.””* To that end, Semple had
‘made wide inductive research, just as if I were writing a wholly
original work’, enabling her, she believed, to see ‘more clearly than
he [Ratzel] did ... the immense importance of the interplay of geo-
graphic forces.””*® Impressed by Semple’s chapter, Keltie again invited
her to lecture before the Society. She agreed enthusiastically, hoping
that she would ‘finish the manuscript and maps a year from this date’
and then talk ‘volubly on the subject of Anthropo-geography’ at the
Society.*¢

Between 1908 and 1910, Semple maintained an almost unwaver-
ing pattern of research, writing, and presentation as Influences took
shape. Her 1907 talks at the American Historical Association and
Association of American Geographers were published the following
year in the Bulletin of the American Geographical Society, and on 27
November 1908 she presented ‘The operation of geographic factors in
history’ at the annual meeting of the Ohio Valley Historical Asso-
ciation in Marietta, Ohio.”” Semple’s paper formed the basis of the
first chapter of Influences — indeed the opening sentence of both was
identical: ‘Man is a product of the earth’s surface.””® In 1910, perhaps
in anticipation of the imminent publication of Influences, Semple’s
then famous paper on the Kentucky Mountains was republished in
the Bulletin of the American Geographical Society.”® Semple had been
‘constantly getting requests’ for offprints, and the copy on deposit at
the library of the University of Chicago had been used so heavily that
the ‘article has the printer’s ink almost now off.””* By the close of the
first decade of the twentieth century, then, Semple’s work on Influ-
ences neared completion and its potential audience had been alerted
to its publication through papers and conference contributions.**!

In March 1910, Semple wrote to Keltie from the University of Chi-
cago, announcing that her manuscript was nearing conclusion. It is
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evident from her letter that she intended Influences to meet the re-
quirement of student geographers: ‘I have had the advantage of lec-
turing out the material three times here at the University of Chicago;
and this has enabled me to adapt it to students’ needs.’*** Semple’s
principal reason for writing to Keltie was to gauge his view on the
suitability of issuing a British edition of Influences. She wrote: ‘Do you
think it would perhaps be advisable to arrange for an English edition
of it [Influences], in view of the growing demand for geography in
your universities? I should greatly appreciate a word of advice from
you ... for no one understands the English field so well as you.””* In
reply, Keltie enthused:

I shall be very interested indeed to see your book on the Influences
of Geographical [sic] Environment, when it is published. We want
a book which discusses the whole problem thoroughly, widely and
fully. We talk a great deal about the influence of geographical en-
vironment, but I do not think that anyone has actually and fairly
faced the position, stating what the terms of the problem are on
both sides, first from the side of the environment — what exactly
do we include in that term; and then from the side of the human
subject, and what precisely as far as we can make out, are the inter-
actions between them. I should very much like indeed if an Eng-
lish publisher would take the book up.**

Although Keltie advised Semple to discuss this matter with her pub-
lisher, Henry Holt and Company, he suggested a number of suitable
London firms, including Macmillan, Heinemann, and John Murray.

When Semple next wrote to Keltie, on the eve of the publication
of Influences, it was in a mood both buoyant and reflective. Contem-
plating her recently-completed work, she explained:

I hoped to make the research and induction as broad as possible,
to draw conclusions that should be elastic and not rigid or dog-
matic, and finally to give the whole book a certain literary quality
.... That was my ideal: of course I did not get within shouting dis-
tance of it in the accomplished book, as you will clearly see; but
perhaps you will occasionally catch a gleam from the star to which
I tried to hitch my lumbering little cart.”*
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This apparent lassitude was countered by the enthusiasm she ex-
pressed for a planned round-the-world journey:

now I'm to have my play time; early in June I start on a year’s trip
around the world vid San Francisco and Japan .... Some time in the
summer or autumn of 1912, I shall loom up on the horizon of
Burlington Gardens; there I shall drop into the house of the Soci-
ety and say, - how do you do, Dr Keltie, do you remember me?**

Keltie’s reply, congratulating Semple on the publication of Influences,
reached her shortly before she departed on her global sojourn. In it,
Keltie’s expectancy is evident:

I am delighted to hear from you once again, especially with such
good news about your new book. We have not received it yet, but I
dare say we shall soon, and you may be sure that I shall read it
with real delight, and hope we shall be able to have a stunning re-
view of it in the Journal by some competent hand.*’

CONCLUSION: THE DEVELOPMENT
AND PROMOTION OF ANTHROPOGEOGRAPHY

Semple’s American History included on its title page the Ritterian epi-
gram ‘So much is certain: history lies not near but in nature.””® In
some respects, this quotation characterized Semple’s approach to
geography — one which saw the natural environment as ‘the central
determinant’ of history.** Anthropogeography was, for Semple, a
method which combined her dual intellectual interests: history and
geography. It was also an approach which, for a period of almost four
decades, paralleled and reflected the scholarly concerns of disciplin-
ary geography - first in Germany, then later in the United States and
Britain. Although part of a broader contemporary debate concerning
evolution, nature, society, race, and cultural development, anthropo-
geography represented a nineteenth-century revision of Classical en-
vironmentalist themes.
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Ratzel’s formulation of anthropogeography — having drawn upon
the earlier work of, among others, Ritter, Peschel, and von Richthofen
— can be seen to be part of a tradition within German geography
concerned with describing the relationship between people and land.
Yet it might equally be seen to depend upon the emergent themes in
nineteenth-century biology and ethnography, particularly that of
Darwinian evolution and its subsequent social revisions. The genesis
of Ratzel’s anthropogeography can be seen most properly to represent
the unique combination of these scholarly themes. His intellectual
interests were informed not only by his academic mentors, including
Haeckel and Wagner, but also by his periods of journalistic field ob-
servation as correspondent for the Kdélnische Zeitung. Ratzel’s pesonal
biography mattered, then, to the development of his academic con-
cerns.

Personal experiences mattered also to the formation of Semple’s
geographical interests. Firsthand experience of the Civil War in Ken-
tucky; of class segregation in Louisville; and of extreme poverty in the
Appalachians were motivating factors in the development of her
environmentalist concerns. Semple’s privileged upbringing also facili-
tated the educational and research opportunities which engendered
her dual interest in history and geography. When considered in light
of her subsequent research focus, her period under the tutelage of
Ratzel was the most crucial pedagogic experience. In Ratzel’s work,
particularly as communicated in the first volume of his Anthropogeo-
graphie, Semple found an expression of geography which correspond-
ed with her own emerging perspective. Although an enthusiastic and
taithful student of Ratzel, Semple was not an uncritical disciple. In
communicating Ratzel’s geography to the Anglo-American academic
community, she saw an opportunity to correct its perceived failings
by putting it on a more rigorously scientific foundation, based prin-
cipally upon field observation.

Semple’s promotion of a scientific approach to geographical re-
search coincided with the institutionalization of the discipline in the
United States. Her interpretation of Ratzel’s ideas was seen to corres-
pond not only with a desire among geography’s proponents to place
the discipline on a scientific footing, but also with the neo-Lamarck-
ian environmentalist project outlined by, among others, Turner,
Marsh, and Shaler. It was the topicality and applicability of Semple’s
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early work on anthropogeography that ensured its generally positive
reception. Yet it was not until Semple entered the academy in her
early 40s that she felt sufficiently able to begin the major part of her
geographical work: the writing of Influences. Semple’s appointment to
the University of Chicago afforded her the opportunity to commu-
nicate her ideas to an enthusiastic graduate cohort and to work
through the principal components of her book in the lecture theatre.
This space, a forum for debate and discussion, was one in which
Semple’s oratorical skills were honed and her philosophy refined. The
publication of Influences in 1911 was, in certain respects, the apothe-
osis of Semple’s anthropogeographical project. Rather than marking
the terminus to this particular element of her research, however, the
book was a prompt to a new and important phase of geography’s
disciplinary development. In the chapter which follows, I trace the
initial reaction to Semple’s book through an examination of reviews
in the popular press and academic literature, and describe how these
early readings framed the response to Influences.

45



3 Popular and scholarly
reviews of Influences

Common to work in the history of science and literary criticism is the
idea that reception includes the afterlife of an initial textual encoun-
ter. Rather than being simply a temporally-fixed event — the moment
when the reader scans a line of text and begins to consume or con-
struct its meaning - reception is also what happens next. The recep-
tion of Influences of Geographic Environment was, then, a question not
only of its initial reading, but also of the role of anthropogeography
in informing then-current discussions in geography; of its incorpora-
tion into teaching curricula; and of the subsequent rejection of the
geographical perspective it sought to convey. In thinking about the
trajectory of Semple’s anthropogeography, or the career of Influences,
it is necessary to consider what her book meant to its various audi-
ences in 1911 (and why), and also what it meant to readers at various
times, and in different places, in the years following its publication.
The study of reception is, in this way, ‘concerned with investigating
the routes by which a text has moved and the cultural focus which
shaped or filtered the ways in which the text was regarded.”’ Recep-
tion is, then, a process that is never completed - a series of moments
described by individual reactions and encounters, unconstrained by
an arbitrary limit of time.

Efforts to reconstruct the reception of scientific knowledge have,
as was described in Chapter 1, tended to employ in their analyses a
hierarchical conception of scale, privileging the national.> An unin-
tended limitation of this approach is a propensity to de-emphasize
interpretative differences within nations, whilst accentuating dissimi-
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larities between them. The assumption of homogenous analytical
practices which underpins the examination of national responses to
science has been challenged by work which has attended to local and
individual responses to scientific and theological texts.* As might be
expected, however, examining reading and reception practices at the
level, variously, of region, city, street, or individual reveals an appar-
ently unbounded heterogeneity of interpretation: the more local the
scale of analysis, the more diverse and particular the hermeneutic
practices appear to be. In short, the closer we look, the more we see.
If the intention of work in the reception of texts and of knowledge is
to make claims about the nature of circulation and consumption
which are in some way general and look beyond individual experi-
ence, then it is necessary to consider in what ways commonalities
and shared interpretations might be identified. As has been suggest-
ed, ‘Precisely what the correct scale of analysis is at which to conduct
any particular enquiry into the historical geography of science - site,
region, nation, globe — has to be faced.”*

Given the fact that at different scales, different patterns of recep-
tion can be identified, the utility of spatial scale as a framework upon
which to reconstruct the reception of knowledge is uncertain. Al-
though the intention of this book is not to challenge the ontological
or epistemic validity of scale as a basis to describing the reception of
Semple’s anthropogeography, it is apparent that to better understand
the commonalities and disunities in the response to Influences, it is
helpful to think beyond scale as nominally-fixed, spatially-defined
categories, and to consider the function of social networks and her-
meneutic communities. To speak of the reception of Semple’s work it
is necessary to consider what reception means, and at which spatial,
temporal, and social scales such meanings can usefully be explored.

The popular and professional reviews of Influences are one way in
which to interrogate the reaction to Semple’s text and to investigate
the value of social networks and spatial scales in accounting for the
book’s reception. Ranging from the highly complimentary to the
mildly derogatory, the printed critiques of Influences reflect the spec-
trum of opinion associated with its reception, but are not straight-
forwardly a proxy of it. Indeed, as one historian of science has noted,
‘reviews are by no means the only standard by which reception and
relative success of books can be measured.”” Moreover, given the
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general anonymity of the newspaper reviews upon which this chap-
ter draws in reconstructing the popular interest in Influences, it is not
always possible to determine the identity of individual readers, or,
when their identity is apparent, to contextualize their reading experi-
ence and to position them within an interpretative community
(other than that of the audience which the newspaper addressed or
aspired to address).

The professional reviews of Semple’s book - those which appeared
in learned journals and academic periodicals — present other, related
analytical difficulties. Although the identity of the reviewers in these
cases is almost always apparent, quite how their interpretation of In-
fluences was conditioned by their disciplinary concerns, and those of
the periodical for which they were writing, is not always clear. The
extent to which these reviews can be seen to represent discrete dis-
ciplinary reactions to Semple’s book is limited, moreover, by the
same vagaries of individual authorship, editorial remit, and reviewing
culture evident in relation to the popular assessments of Influences.®
Generally speaking, however, it might be assumed that the authors of
these professional reviews were addressing audiences who shared cer-
tain academic concerns, who were familiar with particular canonical
texts and debates, and who wished to know the value of Semple’s
book in relation to their own disciplinary context.

Rather than framing my analysis of the popular and professional
reviews of Influences in relation to their thematic content or geo-
graphical origin, this chapter follows a more-o1-less chronological
arrangement. My intention in so doing is not to present an uncom-
plicated narrative of the book’s reception, but simply to acknowledge
the thematic complexity of newspaper and periodical reviews and the
difficulty inherent in their categorization. Given that the majority of
British newspaper reviews were published after those in the United
States, and that periodical reviews were issued later still, a coinci-
dental grouping of location and medium is evident. Whilst these
accidental categories provide more opportunity to make general
claims about the role of location and publication type in the review-
ing of Semple’s book, they are not intended to provide definitive con-
ceptions of the British, or American, or newspaper, or academic re-
sponse to Influences.
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Reception is messy and various and personal — reviewing no less
so. Whilst this complexity precludes a definitive narrative of the
critical response to Semple’s work, it invites useful speculation about
the nature of interpretation, the geographical variability of reading,
and the processes which facilitate the communication and reception
of knowledge. The discussion and assessment of Semple’s book by
what might be thought of as a republic of reviewers, served to define
the initial trajectory of Influence’s reception — acting as an interpret-
ative buffer between Semple and her intended audience. For that
reason, as this chapter seeks to do, it is important to consider the
nature of those reviews; the factors which shaped their authors’ read-
ing of Influences; and what it is that these critical responses can tell
us about the reaction of different interpretative communities to
Semple’s book. In tracing the critical reading of Influences, 1 reflect on
the role of medium and audience in determining the culture of re-
viewing, examine how different intellectual and disciplinary con-
cerns influenced the book’s perceived value and credibility, and con-
sider quite how we might deal with the geography of reviewing
practice. Enumerating these reviews is not an exercise in compre-
hensiveness; rather it is an attempt to illustrate how, from a hetero-
geneous collection of individual reading experience, it is possible to
identify interpretative commonalities.

THE NATURE OF INFLUENCES

In a brief preface to Influences, Semple detailed her perspective on the
book’s function and purpose and outlined the intellectual genesis of
her anthropogeography. Her intention was to show that, although
planned originally as a ‘restatement of the principles embodied in
Friedrich Ratzel’s Anthropo-Geography’, her book had developed to
become something rather more sophisticated and intellectually rele-
vant, reflecting the geographical interests of its author and mirroring
contemporaneous disciplinary concerns.” As a consequence of her
earlier discussions with John Scott Keltie, Semple was keen to make
clear to her readers that, in bringing Anthropogeography to the United
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States, her project was not one merely of ‘literal translation’, but
rather was an exercise in interpretation and cultural relocation.?

It was important for Semple that Influences should be ‘adapted to
the Anglo-Celtic and especially to the Anglo-American mind.” The
purpose of this cultural reframing was to place Ratzel’s work more
obviously on a scientific foundation and to ‘throw it into the con-
crete form of expression demanded by the Anglo-Saxon mind.’"
Semple’s concern was, as it had been in her earlier work, to reform
Ratzel’s conclusions, which she regarded as ‘not always exhaustive or
final’, and to present them in a manner more clearly supported by
real-world examples.'' In so doing, Semple drew upon ‘about a thou-
sand different works’ - bringing together data from travel and
exploration texts, and from ‘works of comprehensive or even en-
cyclopedic scope in the fields of history, geography, and anthro-
pology.’'? Her desire to situate her work within this literature repre-
sented her wish to position anthropogeography in relation to a wider
intellectual genealogy and also a pragmatic attempt to avoid the ‘just
criticism of inadequate citation of authorities’ to which Ratzel had
been subject.”® Influences combined and juxtaposed contemporary
sources with Classical authorities. In uniting such disparate work,
Semple’s sought to ‘compare typical peoples of all races and all stages
of cultural development, living under similar geographic condi-
tions.”'* If, by so doing, she was able to show that ‘peoples of differ-
ent ethnic stocks but similar environments manifested similar or
related social, economic or historical development’, she might con-
vincingly make the inference that such similarities were a function of
environment rather than of race.' Semple was aware, however, of the
potential speciousness of this argument, and felt compelled to state
that she had ‘purposely avoided definitions, formulas, and the
enunciation of hard-and-fast rules’ in describing the causal links
between environment and society.'® The purpose of Influences was,
she stated, not to ‘delimit the field’ or to advance ‘precipitate or rigid
conclusions’, but was to serve as an indicative manifesto for what
anthropogeographical research was and might become."

The first chapter of Influences — ‘The operation of geographic
factors in history’ — opens with a Scripturally-resonant proclamation:
‘Man is a product of the earth’s surface.””® This statement underpins
Semple’s proposition that “man” (to employ her term) cannot be
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studied scientifically, or understood correctly, without consideration
being given to ‘the ground which he tills, or the lands over which he
travels, or the seas over which he trades.”” The body of the first chap-
ter is devoted, therefore, to a wide-ranging summary of human/
environment interactions in historical context. In a series of case ex-
amples, drawn from her wider reading, Semple outlines her perspec-
tive on various components of geographical influence (topographical,
climatological, geological, hydrological, among others), describing
the different ways in which these factors have affected human soci-
ety, psychology, and physiology. Despite her noted desire to speak of
geographical influence rather than of geographical determinant, the
section dealing with climate attributes to it controlling influence on
aspects of human life: ‘Climatic influences are persistent, often ob-
durate in their control.’*

In its second chapter, Influences details at greater length the classes
of geographical influence previously identified. Here, again, Semple’s
tone is rather more deterministic than might be expected given her
protestations against this line of argument. The text is peppered with
language incompatible with her desire to avoid ‘the word geographic
determinant.””! She speaks in terms of the ‘pressure of the environ-
ment’, and about the ways in which the ‘environment modifies the
physique of a people ... by imposing upon them certain dominant
activities.”” Humanity is described as ‘a passive subject’, exposed to
environmental factors that ‘determine the direction’ of its develop-
ment, and ‘determine the size of the social group.”” The reason for
Semple’s use of such seemingly inconsistent language is not immedi-
ately apparent, but ‘such adverbs as “inevitably,” “always,” and
“everywhere” are favoured’ in a way that is at odds with ‘avowals to
the contrary in the preface.’””* A similar tone pervades the following
fifteen chapters, and is apparent in her discussion of all aspects of
human/environment interaction.

READING THE POPULAR RECEPTION OF INFLUENCES

On 11 March 1911 in its ‘Book news and book views’ column, the
Syracuse, New York newspaper The Post-Standard reported the immi-

51



BRINGING GEOGRAPHY TO BOOK

nent publication of Semple’s book. Influences had been selected for
special mention from among Henry Holt’s March output, but the
anonymous Post-Standard copywriter seems to have been unfamiliar
with its author; Semple is introduced incorrectly as ‘Ellen Church
Temple.””® Beyond The Post-Standard’s erroneous two-sentence ad-
vanced notice, Influences did not attract further press attention until
June (for reasons that remain unrecorded, the book’s publication was
delayed until 29 May).?® After this apparent false start, a comparative
flurry of publicity accompanied the book’s summer launch - The
Nation (New York City), for example, carried seven advertisements
between June and September. Despite the effort the book’s produc-
tion had cost, Semple chose not to await critics’ reaction and em-
barked almost immediately on an eighteen-month journey around
the world. Aware of the significance of newspaper reviews in framing
the reception of her work, however, Semple had these collated by a
press clipping bureau and dispatched to her at intervals during her
sojourn. She was keen to learn whether these reviews foresaw ‘the
career for the book which I had hoped for.””’

A brief and matter-of-fact summary appeared on 17 June in The
Publishers Weekly, a New York City trade news magazine serving the
publishing industry, booksellers, and librarians.”® Semple was de-
scribed simply as ‘The author of “American history and its geographic
conditions”’, and her book as ‘a modified, simplified, and clearer ...
restatement of Ratzel’s “Anthropo-Geographie”.”” Rather more con-
textual exposition was found in the following day’s Daily Picayune, a
New Orleans newspaper. The Picayune had formerly been a powerful
organ of pro-slavery politics, and was still in 1911 largely ‘white,
conservative and racist.”*® The political stance of the paper was in
flux, however, and was becoming more closely aligned with the
Democratic position of its rival, the Times-Democrat, with whom it
merged in 1913. Given the important role of race and geography in
the historical development and contemporary politics of New
Orleans, it seems likely that Semple’s exploration of the topic would
have been of some interest to the Picayune’s 28,600 readers.*' As with
the notice in Publishers Weekly, it was assumed by the Picayune that
Semple was ‘already well known’ to its audience as the author of
American History. Influences was described as an extension of the
themes outlined in that book, namely ‘How geography goes hand in
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hand with history and sociology.”** For readers unfamiliar with the
scope of anthropogeography, its purpose was defined as being to
show how ‘social and historical development has been affected by
such factors as climate, soil, rivers, seas and mountains.”*

In contrast to the rather perfunctory announcements of The Pub-
lishers Weekly and the Daily Picayune, a more thoughtful and con-
sidered response to Semple’s book featured in The Sun (New York
City) on 24 June.** The anonymous reviewer seems to have taken as
the basis of his or her response Semple’s hope that her book would
tulfil a pedagogical role. Under the headline ‘Geographical light on
history’, The Sun lamented the current state of school geography,
noting that whilst children ‘are taught about climate and physical
configuration, about the place of the earth in the universe, about
nature and strange peoples ... they do not know that Springfield is in
Massachusetts or the Ozarks in Missouri.”* Although disapproving of
the general trend towards specialization in geography, the reviewer
was keen to make clear the value of Semple’s work: ‘none [of geog-
raphy’s specialisms] is so fascinating as the “anthropogeography” of
Katzel [sic] and Peschel which Ellen Semple Churchill [sic] intro-
duces.”* The reviewer saw much in Semple’s book that engaged with
‘the study of plain geography’, something which was understood to
have been among ‘the greatest sufferers in the evolution of the mod-
ern school system.”” In its attention to geographical context and to
environmental circumstance, Semple’s work was seen by this reviewer
to incorporate fundamental components of a correct geographical
education.

Beyond the empirical content of Influences, the review found
Semple’s causal scheme linking human history to its geographical
situation largely valid. So convincing were the examples Semple ad-
vanced, the reviewer expressed the ironic concern that they risked
eliminating ‘pride of individual achievement or national characterist-
ics’ by showing geographical location, rather than a population’s in-
herent merit or ability, to be the controlling factor in its social devel-
opment.*® Despite the reviewer’s support for Semple’s specific claims,
he or she expressed some dubiety about their wider applicability. As
the reviewer framed it, ‘The danger with the science [anthropogeog-
raphy] is that, while the theories may be true and may be applicable
in general cases, in specific instances other elements also come into
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consideration.”* The reviewer’s concern was that although Semple’s
principles were confirmed by the specific examples she provided,
their general applicability was unproven - particularly when they
were formulated and proposed as scientific rules. The reviewer recom-
mended treating Semple’s work not ‘as an exact science, but as a
tentative explanation of many things that have happened on earth.*

The Sun's review concluded by stating that Semple ‘has rendered
education a service’ by expounding upon a component of geograph-
ical research ‘which the modern pedagogues are inclined to neglect.”*!
Her repeated reference to German and French authorities was singled
out for particular praise, as was her ‘interesting and readable man-
ner.”*? By situating her work in relation to its perceived intellectual
genealogy and by applying to her writing the literary style which she
and Ratzel believed necessary for the communication of anthropo-
geography, Semple secured the approbation of The Sun’s reviewer. A
doubt remained, however, about the scientific validity of her work,
particularly in terms of its ability to furnish nomothetic propositions.
As a consequence, the reviewer concluded that Influences ‘is an admir-
able piece of work, provided it is not used as a text book.”**

The Sun’s generally laudatory assessment of Influences was echoed
by the Boston Evening Transcript on 5 July.** The Transcript had some-
thing of a tradition of printing items relating to current debates in
geography. In 1849, for example, it had given considerable attention
to the public lectures in Boston of the Swiss geographer Arnold
Guyot, and, towards the end of the century, it regularly included
letters and notes from William Morris Davis.** As with previous re-
views of Influences, and perhaps as a consequence of its earlier geo-
graphical output, the Transcript assumed in its readers knowledge of
Ratzel and his work. The precise details of Semple’s thesis were not,
consequently, made immediately obvious: her book was described
only as being ‘on the basis of Ratzel’s monumental system of
anthropo-geography.’* The reader of the Transcript was to under-
stand that it was as an addition to, and correction of, Ratzel’s work
that Semple’s book was most valuable: ‘“The ideas of Ratzel have been
tested and verified and the author in her work has had constantly in
mind the English-reading peoples for whom her work has been pre-
pared.”¥ In common with The Sun, the Transcript's reviewer thought
Semple’s ‘extended reference to books and personal authorities’ was
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important in extending the value and credibility of her conclusions.*
Unlike The Sun, however, the Transcript thought Influences had more
than simply a pedagogical value; it was seen to have a national
importance and to be a ‘distinct credit to American scholarship.”* For
this reason, and as a consequence of Semple’s accessible prose, the
reviewer felt that Influences was likely to appeal both to ‘the special
student and to the general reader.”*

Quite who the general reader of the Boston Evening Transcript was
in 1911 is an interesting question. The Transcript was Boston's fore-
most newspaper and attended particularly to the city’s art and litera-
ture.”’ The paper’s literary editor, William Stanley Braithwaite (1878-
1962), encouraged the work of emerging poets, one of whom, T. S.
Eliot, immortalised the paper in his 1915 poem ‘The Boston Evening
Transcript’ > In Eliot’s poem, the Transcript's readership was set apart
from the city’s lascivious and sanguine street life: ‘When evening
quickens faintly in the street, / Wakening the appetites of life in some
/ And to others bringing the Boston Evening Transcript.’** The Tran-
script’s readers were the ‘local intelligentsia and upper social class’
of Boston and Cambridge, and one might assume that their literary
sensibility and familiarity with certain geographical debates (a conse-
quence of Davis’ contributions), would have facilitated a critical en-
gagement with Semple’s text.>*

It is unwise to assume, however, that the general reader as im-
agined in retrospect is the same general reader to whom the Tran-
script, or the Picayune, addressed their reviews of Semple’s book.
Whilst is it possible to infer something of the interpretative stance of
a newspaper’s audience from its social characteristics — ‘intelligence,
socio-economic status, occupation, educational level, and so forth’ -
its inherent heterogeneity means that neither the Picayune nor the
Transcript can stand as an unproblematic proxy for their various audi-
ences.” The ‘active plurality’ of a newspaper’s readership is such,
moreover, that it would be unjustified to make broader inferences
about the intellectual and hermeneutic characteristics of their read-
ers’ metropolitan setting based solely upon single reviews.*® The Tran-
script alone cannot be seen to represent Boston’s reading public.
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Modes of reviewing and the problem of anonymity

The Outlook, a weekly New York City periodical, whose contributors
included former United States President Theodore Roosevelt (1858-
1919), published a chiefly complimentary review of Influences in its
15 July issue. Although the review was unsigned, the tantalizing
possibility exists that Roosevelt was its author. Roosevelt had a long-
standing interest in Social Darwinism, and his account of the United
States’ westward expansion during the eighteenth century — The
Winning of the West (1889-1896) — formed an important basis not
only to Frederick Turner’s frontier thesis, but was also cited in both
Semple’s American History and Influences.”” For The Outlook, Semple’s
text represented a ‘valuable and scholarly’ contribution to geography
- one likely to prove ‘of genuine interest to a considerable class of in-
telligent general readers.’*®

In common with The Sun, however, The Outlook’s reviewer be-
lieved that the general applicability of Semple’s anthropogeographic-
al principles had been overstated: ‘sometimes too much is claimed for
the effect of geographic conditions upon man’s development.’* Des-
pite this qualification, the reviewer saw Semple’s book as a valuable
corrective to Houston Stewart Chamberlain’s (1855-1927) Die Grund-
lagen des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts (1899), published in English in
1911 as The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century. Chamberlain’s text
argued for the controlling influence of race upon social development
and advocated the desirability of preserving the Aryan race, whom he
saw as the inheritors of Classical civilization.®® Roosevelt later offered
a withering review of Chamberlain’s book in his 1913 volume History
as Literature. For Roosevelt, Chamberlain’s doctrine was ‘based upon
foolish hatred’, and situated in ‘a matrix of fairly bedlamite passion
and non-sanity.”®! For The Outlook and, one might suppose for Roose-
velt also, Semple’s expressed desire to eliminate ‘the race factor’ en-
hanced the value and relevance of her book.®

The Outlook’s laudatory sentiments were echoed by the Providence
Daily Journal, whose congratulatory assessment of Semple’s book fea-
tured under the headline ‘A German dose sweetened’.® In common
with previous newspaper reviews, the Journal considered Semple’s
principal achievement to have been shaping Ratzel’s Anthropogeog-
raphy — ‘a German work said to be difficult reading even for Germans’
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- into a form accessible by the ‘English and American students’ to
whom its contents had previously been largely unavailable.** Despite
expressing some concern as to the limitations of Semple’s conclu-
sions, the Journal was satisfied by her admission that ‘some of the
principles may have to be modified or their emphasis altered after
wider research.’® This minor caveat did not ‘detract from the interest
of the elaborate work, which shows the science as it is to-day, and
which contains much that appeals to the intelligence and judgement
of the thoughtful reader.’*

The Journal’s review, taken together with those published in other
newspapers during the summer of 1911, demonstrates the general ap-
probation with which Semple’s ideas were greeted in the United
States. A common source of praise was Semple’s academic rigour and
literary flourish. For the American Library Association Booklist (Chi-
cago), for example, Influences was distinguished by ‘Sound scholar-
ship and a readable style.””” More particularly, however, Semple’s
achievement was seen to lie in ‘liberating anthropo-geography from
the drag-weight of the “social organism” theory of society’, and in
placing it more properly in the context of current social theory.®® For
the Boston Herald, so impressive was Semple’s reformulation of
Ratzel’s work that Influences could, conceivably, ‘be advantageously
re-translated for the use of Germans themselves.”” For the Herald,
then, the fundamental correctness of anthropogeography was not in
doubt, and the value of Semple’s book depended upon her proper
framing and contextualisation of its principles. By presenting her
conclusions with ‘modesty and reserve’, and by making clear their
‘merely tentative character’, it was the Herald’s opinion that Semple
‘increases rather than diminishes the value of her book.””

The relatively uncritical acceptance by the Boston Herald of
Semple’s anthropogeography contrasted with the thoughtful and
measured assessment offered by the Springfield Daily Republican. Estab-
lished in 1824 as a weekly Whig newspaper, the Republican’s political
stance changed during the mid-nineteenth century as it became an
important opponent of slavery.”! In its Liberal Republican guise, the
Republican was the political antithesis of the New Orleans Daily
Picayune. Whilst both newspapers welcomed Semple’s book, it seems
probable that they did so for different reasons. Unlike previous assess-
ments of Semple’s work — which dealt only with the broad tenets of
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her environmentalist position — the Republican attended to her pro-
nouncements on the geographical regions with which its readership
would be most familiar: the continental United States, and, most
especially, its eastern seaboard. By addressing the local application of
anthropogeographical principles, rather than treating them in ab-
stract, the Republican’s reviewer presented a geographically-specific
assessment of their validity.

Although largely appreciative of the book’s philosophy, the Repub-
lican expressed concern as to Semple’s discussion of climate and its
effect on different social groups. As the reviewer made clear, ‘The
eastern coast of the United States gives a specially [sic] good oppor-
tunity for the study of climate and its influence upon man’ since, in a
relatively narrow latitudinal range, the climatic variations are pro-
nounced.”” According to Semple’s scheme, the ‘contrasts in tempera-
ment, manner of life, point of view, etc.” resulting from this climatic
gradient should be particularly marked.”” Semple cites, by way of
explanation, ‘the famous contrast between New England Puritan and
Virginian Cavalier’, and concludes that the divergent population
characteristics of the Northern and Southern states have ‘become still
more different owing to the fact that the large negro labouring class
in the South, itself primarily a result of climate, has served to exclude
foreign immigration.”* This conclusion represented, for the Repub-
lican, ‘too strong a statement’, in part because Semple had failed
properly to acknowledge the ‘French Huguenot and Scotch-Irish
settlement’ in Southern states.”

Despite the tentative nature of Semple’s claims as to the signifi-
cance of climatic influence, the Republican’s reviewer felt that she
ought to distinguish more overtly ‘between the direct and indirect
effects of climate.””® Semple was, in fact, well aware of the importance
of so doing. She thought it vital to ‘distinguish between direct and
indirect results of climate, temporary and permanent, physiological
and psychological ones, because the confusion of the various effects
breeds far-reached conclusions.”” She was conscious, moreover, that
the ‘direct modification of man by climate is partly an a priori as-
sumption’ and that ‘incontestable evidences of such modifications
are not very numerous.”’® Despite this circumspection, Semple was
explicit in her view that whilst the direct physical effect of climate
was not always obvious, it ‘undoubtedly modifies many physiological
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processes’ and informs a population’s temperament and intellectual
energy.”” The Republican’s reviewer broadly concurred with this posi-
tion, and, in what was certain to appeal to the newspaper’s local
readership, summarised Semple’s interpretation thus: “The northerner
is more domestic, and works harder; the southerner is less thrifty and
teels less compulsion to work. Hence class lines are sharper in the
South because in the North the labourer, under the whip of climate,
is constantly recruited into the rank of capitalist.”*® Semple’s repre-
sentation here of Jedidiah Morse’s (1761-1826) moral topography (as
articulated in his 1789 volume The American Geography; or, a View of
the Present Situation of the United States of America) cast the Republican’s
readership in a positive light — an accidental compliment which flat-
tered the reviewer.®!

Despite the largely positive response to Influences evident in its
early newspaper reviews, efforts to assess the function of Semple’s
book — beyond its pedagogical role in informing the ‘thoughtful
reader’ or ‘student of anthropology’ — were somewhat limited.* In
almost all cases, reviewers assumed or implied that their readers ‘had
tavourable [prior] knowledge’ of Ratzel’s Anthropogeography and
Semple’s American History.*® Framed in this way as part of an already-
established body of knowledge, and as an ‘index to Ratzel’s thought’,
Influences required a somewhat lower burden of proof than might
otherwise have been expected.* Whilst the scholarly authority of
Semple’s book depended upon her attempts to place anthropogeog-
raphy on a scientific basis, its popular authority was a function of her
‘direct transmission of Ratzelian principles into American cultural
and geographical understanding.”®® The fundamental validity of
Semple’s thesis seems not to have been at question.

It is possible, conversely, that the apparent reluctance of news-
papers’ reviewers to assess the content of Influences in an analytical
manner was a consequence of their very unfamiliarity with its prin-
ciples. As one biographer of Semple has noted, anthropogeography
was ‘new to the United States, and few critics felt competent to deal
with such a theoretical work.”® The authority and credit which they
sought to confer upon Semple’s book as a proxy of Ratzel’s anthropo-
geography might equally represent an effort not to appear ignorant.
The popularity of Semple’s American History would suggest that a sig-
nificant proportion of Influences’ reviewers were likely to have read it,
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or have had access to it. Ratzel’s Anthropogeographie, by contrast, was a
‘closed book’: its language and relative unavailability in the Anglo-
phone world being limiting factors.*” The familiarity with which
Ratzel’s work was treated in these reviews is, perhaps, erroneous, and
illustrative of a particular rhetorical stance and style of reviewing
which privileged idealised ‘intelligent general readers.”® Given the ano-
nymity of these reviews, it is difficult, moreover, to make inferences
about their authors’ horizon of expectation, and the interpretative
presuppositions which they brought to their reading of Influences.

Trans-Atlantic flows: the international circulation of Influences

During the summer of 1910, in correspondence with John Scott
Keltie, Semple discussed the desirability of arranging a British edition
of her forthcoming book. Following Keltie’s advice, Semple ‘left the
disposition of the English rights’ to her publisher Henry Holt, who
arranged for the London firm Constable and Company to act as the
book’s European distributor.* Upon the book’s publication in the
United States, Holt shipped ‘150 and 10 free copies in sheets’ to
Constable in London, which were then bound and sold at 18 shil-
lings.”® Early in 1912, Constable ordered a further 100 copies from
Holt - an indication of the book’s comparative success.”’ Holt’s stock
of unbound copies had, however, been exhausted, and they shipped
the outstanding order with their own binding.”> Although it is un-
clear precisely when Constable offered Influences for sale in Britain,
the book was reviewed first by The Bookseller, an organ of the United
Kingdom book trade, on 29 September 1911.

Unlike the early summaries that accompanied Influences’ publica-
tion in the United States, The Bookseller offered an extended descrip-
tion of the book’s content, method, and intended audience. In a
highly complimentary assessment of Semple’s work, The Bookseller
noted that ‘the skill with which she marshals her facts and makes her
inductions at once arrests and retains the interested attention of the
reader.””® In common with the Springfield Daily Republican, The Book-
seller drew its readers’ attention to the sections of the book most
likely to correspond with their personal environmental experiences:
‘English people will naturally turn to the chapter describing the main
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characteristics of island peoples.”®* Influences was, in this way, seen to
have a local geographical significance for its British readers. The Book-
seller also noted that, as a consequence of the ‘mass of facts instanced
and her comprehensive knowledge of her wide and important sub-
ject’, Semple’s conclusions were of potential interest ‘to all races.””
Influences was important both locally and globally.

The perceived relevance of Semple’s book mattered somewhat less
to The Morning Post, a conservative London daily. Under the headline
‘The brotherhood of man’, the Post’s reviewer explained how Influ-
ences supported and confirmed a monogenist understanding of hu-
man development (the notion which holds that all human races share
a single biological origin).”* Questions of human origin underpinned
much eighteenth- and nineteenth-century discussion of biology, an-
thropology, philosophy, and religion.”” Although such debates were
influenced by theological principles, novel theories of transmutation,
evolution, and speciation were significant spurs. These new ideas had
an important bearing upon understandings of racial inferiority and
superiority. Although the debate was settled, to some degree, during
the 1870s — when, along with other works, Darwin’s Descent of Man
(1871) effectively refuted the premise that race was akin to species —
the promotion and discussion of monogenist and polygenist per-
spectives remained live. The persistence of polygenism reflected an
unwillingness to concede the troubling moral implications of mon-
ogenism: that there existed a ‘common ancestry for black and white,
Christian and Pagan, cultured and barbarous.””® As the Post’s reviewer
conceded, this was ‘a view of humanity not wholly pleasing.’”

Readers of the Post who had travelled ‘off the beaten track’ —
perhaps ‘camping with the lonely Indian on his native lake shores,
musing amid the scented turmoil of Eastern bazaars, watching sleek
Kanakas fishing in some Queensland lagoon, or swarthy Levantines
quarrelling on the quays of Scutari’ — could not have failed, its re-
viewer noted, to ‘resist the curious conviction that, after all, there was
something in the old Biblical version of a human race dispersed from
a common centre and gradually moulded in different patterns by the
tyranny of environment.”"” What Semple’s text had done, for the
Post’'s reviewer at least, was to put these suspicions on a scientific
footing by dint of its scholarship: ‘it is in working out a thousand
interesting results that Miss Semple overwhelmingly convinces us.’'"!
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It seems unlikely that the reviewer’s opinion as to the persuasive-
ness of Semple’s argument would have been shared by the Post’s
editor, Howell Arthur Gwynne (1865-1950).'” Gwynne held strongly
anti-Semitic views, and the Post was an occasional organ for these;
particularly following the publication in English of the fraudulent
The Protocols of the Elders of Zion (1920), a text which alleged a Jewish
plot to achieve world domination.'® Part of Gwynne’s prejudice de-
pended upon the notion of Jewishness as a racial/species category,
and the political perspective of his newspaper reflected this to some
extent.'”* Semple’s implicit effort to undermine such categorizations
would seem, then, to contradict the paper’s editorial stance, but did
not detract in any overt way from the reviewer’s commendatory as-
sessment of Influences.

The themes of scholarship, local relevance, and scientific authority
were equally apparent in a review published in the Irish Times, Ire-
land’s leading unionist newspaper.'® For the Times, Semple’s book
represented ‘one of the most important books ever published upon
generalised geography.”’® The veracity of this claim was demon-
strated by reference to Semple’s impressive scholarship: by supporting
her arguments with ‘an infinite variety of instances’, she was seen to
have produced an ‘encyclopadia of geographical facts.”’” In the
scope, ambition, and industry of her work, the Times saw fit compari-
son only with Darwin, but conceded that Semple’s text was not ‘illus-
trating anything so wonderful and new’ as a theory of evolution by
means of natural selection.'®

In an effort to persuade its readers of the book’s local relevance,
the Times attended to the aspects of Influences which dealt particu-
larly with island environments and with Celtic ethnicity. As the re-
viewer made clear, “To us who live in the British Islands the chapter
on Island Peoples is of deep interest.”'” Part of this interest lay in the
fact that Semple’s book seemed to offer an explanation for Celtic re-
ligiosity — which was described as the inevitable consequence of life
in ‘remote, isolated, or mountainous regions.”"'° Perhaps more signifi-
cantly, the review quoted at length from Semple’s discussion of Irish
history and her explanation of the nation’s comparative domination
by England. In Semple’s view, although the Irish ‘started abreast of
the other Northern Celts in nautical efficiency’, they experienced an
‘arrested development in navigation’ from which they did not re-
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cover fully.'""' According to Semple’s thesis, Great Britain acted as a
barrier to the stimulating effect of commercial and cultural exchange
with continental Europe and Ireland consequently ‘tarried in the
tribal stage till after the English conquest.”'’* Semple’s conclusion was
that Ireland, as a result of excessive isolation, ‘failed to learn the salu-
tary lesson of political co-operation and centralisation for defence,
such as Scotland learned from England’s aggressions, and England
from her close Continental neighbour.’'*®

Despite the unflattering nature of Semple’s account, it was, for the
Times’ reviewer, proof that ‘Ireland suffered from failure, long before
English influence could reach her.”''* Semple’s position satisfied, in
some ways, the paper’s union