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to the 100th anniversary of the restoration of na-
tional independence and the emergence of insti-
tutional structures of geography in Poland), the
proposals of the Ministry of Science and Higher
Education on the new classification of science

Introduction

The year 2018, celebrated as the Year of Polish
Geography, revived discussion about the place of

geography in the system of sciences and its so-
cial role. Apart from the historical factor (related

! This article is an abridged and modified version of the

paper published in Polish in Prace i Studia Geograficzne
[Studies in Geography], vol. 65(2)/2020.

§ sciendo

in Poland were a direct impulse that prompted
the discussion. This classification (hereinafter re-
ferred to as the new classification) was drawn up
in the form of the Ordinance of the Minister of
Science and Higher Education of 20 September
2018 on the fields of science, and scientific and
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artistic disciplines (Rozporzadzenie... 2018). This
ordinance was issued following the implementa-
tion of the so-called Constitution for Science, and
more precisely the Act of 20 July 2018 on higher
education and science (Ustawa... 2018). The new
classification replaced the previous one defined
in the Ordinance of the Minister of Science and
Higher Education of 8 August 2011 on areas of
knowledge, fields of science and art, and scientif-
ic and artistic disciplines (hereinafter referred to
as the old classification, Rozporzadzenie... 2011).
It meant significant changes for geography, be-
coming on the one hand, the object of criticism,
and on the other, solving some problems that had
been pressing for years.

The search for a place for our discipline in the
new classification was not easy. The narratives
developed around the process did not always re-
flect (and still do not) its real course. Therefore,
this article attempts to present the path of emer-
gence of the discipline “socio-economic geogra-
phy and spatial management’ from the stand-
point of one of the participants of this process.

Over the last years Polish geographers have
repeatedly discussed the place of geography
in the science system, its identity as well as its
integration and disintegration tendencies (e.g.
Banski 2010, 2013, Chojnicki (ed.) 2004, Degoérski
2014, Domanski, Widacki (eds) 1999, Lisowski
1996, 2007, 2012, 2016, Liszewski, Suliborski
2006, toboda 2004, Maik 2014, Parysek 2020,
Plit 2013, Starkel, Wolski 2014, Stryjakiewicz
2016, Suliborski (ed.) 2016, Sleszynski 2020).
In one of the articles cited above, entitled ‘On
the place of socio-economic geography in ge-
ography and the science system’ published in
Przeglgd Geograficzny [Geographical Review] in
2012, Lisowski set himself the goal, among oth-
er things, of “showing arguments in favour of
dividing geography—as a discipline composed
of two basic disciplines: physical geography
and socio-economic geography, assigned to
two separate areas of science: natural and social
sciences”, stating at the same time that “in de-
liberations on the disintegration of the subject of
geography, an institutional thread is becoming
increasingly important (Lisowski 2012: 171, 185).
It is this thread, relating to the place of geog-
raphy in the classification of science in Poland,
that will be developed in the following sections
of this article.

Socio-economic geography in the old
and new classification of science in
Poland

The structure of the old classification of sci-
ence in Poland embraced three levels: the area of
science, the field and the discipline. Geography
(both physical and socio-economic)? was one of
the four disciplines in the field of Earth sciences,
in the area of natural sciences (next to geophys-
ics, geology and oceanology). This situation and
the lack of separateness of socio-economic geog-
raphy entailed a series of difficulties of practical
nature and the need to seek informal solutions. A
good example can be obtaining academic degrees
and titles. The post-doctoral and professorship
procedures in the discipline of geography were
formally proceeded in the Central Committee for
Degrees and Titles (CCDT) in the section of hard
and natural sciences?; socio-economic geography
affairs, however, were referred to the section of
economic sciences®. This kind of solution, operat-
ing for many years on a poorly formalised agree-
ment within CCDT, raised a number of doubts
from a legal point of view. It was also doctoral
students, specialising, e.g. in social geography,
who frequently expressed their dissatisfaction
with the fact that they had to attend geology or
glaciology classes as part of PhD studies, which
were of little use in their future academic careers
(similar dissatisfaction was expressed from the
other side). Therefore, the need to look for new
solutions was increasingly articulated. For many
years, however, there were no external conditions
for introducing any changes and the determina-
tion of the geographic community (outnumbered
by the representatives of physical geography,
close to other Earth sciences) was not strong. The
reform of the science system in Poland undertak-
en in 2017-2018 by the Ministry of Science and

2 T use the term "human geography’ interchangeably

with ‘socio-economic geography’.

Hard and natural sciences encompassed the following
disciplines: mathematics, computer science, astron-
omy, biophysics, physics, geophysics, biochemistry,
biotechnology, chemistry, chemical technology, biol-
ogy, biotechnology, ecology, microbiology, environ-
mental protection, geography, geology, oceanology.
Economic sciences encompassed the following disci-
plines: economics, finance, management, commodity
science.
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Higher Education provided such an opportunity.
Notwithstanding the assessment of the assump-
tions and results of this reform (which varies
considerably in the scientific community), one
must admit that it created the possibility of the
new ‘empowerment’ of geography (particularly
socio-economic geography) in this system.

According to the Ministry of Science and
Higher Education, one of the objectives of the new
classification of science in Poland was to bring it
closer to world classifications. There are obvious-
ly a lot of such classifications and their accuracy
can be argued, but the fact that the classification
offered by the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD 2007) was
adopted as a certain model opened a ‘window
of opportunities” for socio-economic geography.
This is so because this classification, among 40
scientific disciplines, singles out social and eco-
nomic geography in the field of social sciences,
while physical geography is one of the subdisci-
plines of Earth and related environmental scienc-
es in the field of natural sciences®.

Path to a new discipline

It was not easy to give human geography its
rightful place in the Polish classification of sci-
ence. There were two—as it seems—basic rea-
sons for that:

1. the position of socio-economic geography,
and hence its bargaining power, in the struc-
tures of both science and geography itself is
rather low in Poland; and

2. the community of Polish geographers (so-
cio-economic geographers as well) were un-

> Cf. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment (OECD), 2007. Revised Field of Science
and Technology (FOS) Classification in the Frascati
Manual. The introduction to this document reads,
among other things: “...it is not realistic to think that
it is possible to develop a classification that satisfies
the needs of all actors involved. This is due to differ-
ent perspectives of the scientific community, adminis-
trative systems, and users of the classification and to
the dynamics of science itself (such as the emergence
of interdisciplinary sciences). Therefore, the final clas-
sification represents a compromise between different
viewpoints and user needs” (p. 2). This reflection is
worth keeping in mind in all discussions concerning
the classification of science and technology.

decided —at least initially —about the direc-

tion the proposed changes should take®.

The body that played an important role in the
formulation and evaluation of the first version of
the new classification of science in Poland was
the CCDT, where this issue was addressed many
times at the meetings of its Presiding Committee
and individual sections. The position of the eco-
nomic sciences section of CCDT of 10 October
2017 included the words that ‘there are argu-
ments for separating the discipline of socio-eco-
nomic geography and spatial management’.

It should be mentioned here that in this pro-
posal a long English expression used in the
OECD classification specifying the scope of the
discipline —environmental sciences (social aspects);
cultural and economic geography; urban studies
(planning and development); transport planning and
social aspects of transport (transport engineering to
be civil engineering) —was deftly “translated” into
Polish, defining the name of the new discipline
as ‘socio-economic geography and spatial man-
agement’. Thus, the name ‘geography’, with its
centuries-old tradition, has not been eliminated
from the list of scientific disciplines. On the other
hand, ‘spatial management’, the representatives
of which for many years strived also for singling
it out as a field or discipline of science, could be
found for the first time in the official classification
of science (not even being in the OECD classifica-
tion). The above proposal was supported by the
Committee of Geographical Sciences of the Polish
Academy of Sciences (PAS). Despite numerous
doubts, this position was also positively received
by the participants of the annual Conference
of directors of geographical units held at the
University of Warsaw in November 2017. A dif-
ferent position was adopted by the Executive
Group of the Union for Development of Spatial
Management Studies, which submitted a letter
of protest to the Minister of Science and Higher
Education after the meeting of its representatives
in Poznan. The actions described above, tak-
en also by other environments (e.g. Committee
of Deans of the Faculties of Geodesy, Polish
Association for Spatial Information), resulted in
the emergence of alternative projects concerning
the classification of science in Poland. The most

¢ Lisowski (2007) called this group of geographers ’sit-
uationists’.
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widespread was the one (dated 21 January 2018)
in which socio-economic geography and spatial
management would disappear as a separate dis-
cipline in the field of social sciences, and ‘geodesy
and geospatial engineering’ would emerge in the
field of engineering and technical sciences. There
appeared many other conceptions as well, but
the vast majority of them were aimed —against
the Ministry’s intentions—at increasing the
number of disciplines, not reducing them. This
inconsistency with the legislator’s intentions,
pro-active actions of a group of geographers (es-
pecially from Krakow and Warsaw scientific cen-
tres supported by the opinions of the Committee
of Geographical Sciences of PAS and the Polish
Geographical Society) and also the placement
of social and economic geography as one of the
disciplines of social sciences in the annexe to the
opinion of the Scientific Policy Committee on the
conception of the new classification of fields and
disciplines’ caused the project of the Ordinance
of the Minister of Science and Higher Education
on the fields of science, and scientific and artistic
disciplines of 31 July 2018 not to be much differ-
ent from its original version, and socio-economic
geography and spatial management returned to
its place. This place — despite successive propos-
als of changes brought forward by different sci-
entific communities —remained in the final ver-
sion of the Minister’s Ordinance.

Consequences of separating ‘socio-
economic geography and spatial
management’ in the new classification
of science

The consequences of separating ‘socio-eco-
nomic geography and spatial management’ as a
scientific discipline in the field of social scienc-
es (and simultaneously subordinating physical
geography to the discipline ‘Earth and related
environmental sciences” in the field of hard and
natural sciences) can be considered in the catego-
ry of both opportunities and threats. The great-
est chances are connected with the perspective
of a more equal position of human geography in

7 In the proposal of the Scientific Policy Committee,

spatial management did not appear at all.

relation to widely understood physical geogra-
phy in the structure of science in Poland (not only
in terms of substance, but also in terms of organ-
isation). Therefore, this is essentially about re-
turning to the general model of geography which
I call “balanced’, propagated, among other schol-
ars, by Leszczycki (1962), in which proportions
between physical geography (divided into sub-
disciplines, such as geomorphology, hydrology,
climatology etc.) and socio-economic geography
(with such subdisciplines as, e.g. settlement and
population geography, agricultural geography,
geography of industry, transport and services,
political geography, cultural geography) are fair-
ly equal (Fig. 1).

I realise that appealing today to the division
of geography into the examples of subdisciplines
presented above is somewhat anachronistic®,
nonetheless the idea itself of balancing the pro-
portion and significance of the two principal ele-
ments of geography (one of which is more related
to natural sciences and the other to social scienc-
es) seems reasonable, regardless of the growing
importance of interdisciplinarity in research and
the emergence of numerous, more modern classi-
fications of geography?®.

In one of my previous articles (Stryjakiewicz
2016), I drew attention to the fact that the insti-
tutional structures of geography in Poland had
been dominated by a model in which one of the
subdisciplines of physical geography (most often
geomorphology) was prevailing, and its essence

8 A detailed discussion concerning this issue is not cov-
ered in this article.

? 1 personally advocate the relational approach in ge-
ography (cf. Stryjakiewicz 2016). However, in the
institutional structures of geography in Poland (e.g.
organisational units of faculties or institutes, commis-
sions of the Polish Geographical Society), the division
into subdisciplines related to particular components
of the natural environment or human activity is still
the most common, and the models shown in Figure
1 reflect this real situation (although modern trends
in scientific development, especially GIS, increasingly
‘dilute” the above dichotomy of geography). There-
fore, my viewpoint presented in this chapter does
not mean that the new classification of science will be
geared to the conservation of the previous institution-
al structures. On the contrary, there is an opportunity
to change them, not necessarily to the detriment of ge-
ography as a scientific discipline and its unity. Taking
this chance will depend on the future activity of the
geographic community.
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Fig. 1. Position of socio-economic geography in two separate structural models of geography as a science.
(A) Model of balanced proportions between physical geography (with its subdisciplines) and socio-
economic geography (with its subdisciplines). (B) Model in which socio-economic geography is one of many
geographical subdisciplines.

Source: own elaboration.

was “greater concern about the preservation of
the position of a dominant subdiscipline than
concern about the development of geography as
a whole (and much less socio-economic geogra-
phy)” and that “this model departs from global
standards” (Stryjakiewicz 2016: 71-72). The de-
parture from the ‘model of balanced proportions’
presented above, has entailed at least two—in
my opinion—adverse trends in the development
of geography:

- gradual departure from using the name “geog-
raphy’, pushing it out of the public awareness
and replacing it with such synonymous (but
still not identical) names as ‘Earth sciences’,
‘geoecology’, ‘spatial management’, ‘regional
studies’ etc.’’; and

10 Specialists on marketing would say that geography
started to lose its brand. Lisowski (2012: 18) discuss-
es “continuous elimination of the signboard ‘geog-
raphy’ from the names of scientific and teaching in-
stitutions”. This trend has been advantageous from

- rivalry between geographical subdisciplines
for gaining a dominant position at the expense
of geography as a whole (understood as the
science of interactions between the natural en-
vironment and human activity).

These tendencies are also expressed in the
names of some organisational units related to ge-
ography (e.g. there are several Faculties of Earth
Sciences and Spatial Management at Polish uni-
versities, not having geography in their name). It
was many years ago that I wrote about and dis-
cussed this issue, especially during the intergen-
erational discussion ‘State, perspectives and the
development strategy of socio-economic geogra-
phy...” (Stryjakiewicz 2016).

the standpoint of the attractiveness of didactic offers,
although it is not always conducive to self-identifica-
tion and the consolidation of the identity of geogra-
phy as a scientific discipline against other disciplines.



12 TADEUSZ STRYJAKIEWICZ

Paradoxically, the introduction of the new
classification of science stimulated discussion on
the unity of geography and I am convinced that
it may be conducive to halting the adverse trends
outlined above. In addition to looking for inter-
disciplinarity in strengthening links with other
sciences, one may wish to strengthen more the
‘interdisciplinarity” (approved at present by the
new classification of science) within geography.
This would be a reference, among others, to the
views of Lisowski expressed in the statement:
“The unity of geography can be preserved by
the reintegration of the discipline around two of
its basic segments. A model ‘two in one” seems
more useful than searching for a “spirit of unity’
in the unity of geography understood traditional-
ly” (Lisowski 2012: 191, cf. Liszewski, Suliborski
2006, Starkel, Wolski 2014). Likewise, Banski
(2013: 294) is of the opinion that ,dualism is (...)
the strength of geography.”

Another positive consequence of separating
socio-economic geography and spatial manage-
ment in the new classification of science, and at
the same time an opportunity for the future, is
a favourable formal and legal ‘empowerment” of
socio-economic geography in the system of the
organisation and evaluation of science in Poland.
Today, this discipline has as many as three repre-
sentatives in the Council of Scientific Excellence
(the same as economics and finance, sociological
sciences or legal ones); also the evaluation of sci-
entific achievements (and the related categorisa-
tion of organisational units) will take place with-
in a reasonably homogeneous discipline, which
should entail more objective assessments. One
may say: it has never been better.

Among the greatest threats one can see the
organisational disintegration of the present dis-
cipline ‘geography’, i.e. of scientific communities
and related organisational units. The first expe-
riences show, however, that it does not have to
be so. The transformation of particular organisa-
tional units seems to go more smoothly in those
geographical centres where the previous institu-
tional model of geography was closer to the bal-
anced one presented earlier. Problems arise most
often in centres that significantly differ from this
model.

Another threat, which in some cases has be-
come a reality, concerns a loss of powers to
confer academic degrees and titles regarding

socio-economic geography, especially in relation
to post-doctoral and professorship procedures'.
On the other hand, these powers have been
taken over, or are being claimed, by units that
have not been formally geographical so far, and
which develop research on spatial management
and regional studies (e.g. the former Faculty of
Economics of the University of Szczecin, Faculty
of Geodesy, Geospatial and Civil Engineering of
the University of Warmia and Mazury). In the
further perspective, this may lead to a reduction
in the importance of socio-economic geography
in favour of spatial management in the discipline
of “socio-economic geography and spatial man-
agement’, and also to the emergence of new cen-
tres of research.

Final remarks

The experience gained so far shows that the
question of relationships between the two bodies
of a new discipline is becoming very important
with respect to its future. Several conclusions can
be drawn here:

1. There is a need to better coordinate activities
of scientific communities and institutions con-
nected to the widely understood knowledge
of space and the geographical environment.

2. The formulated postulates and propositions
of the institutional ‘empowerment’ of this
knowledge must take into account a broader
context (particularly external circumstances,
potential against other disciplines, ‘compat-
ibility” in relation to international classifica-
tions).

3. Excessively ‘rigid” connection of scientific dis-
ciplines with courses of studies is not fully jus-
tified.

4. Future activities should focus on the means to
strengthen realistically the position of a new
discipline and its constituent subdisciplines.

I realise the reflections presented in this article
are highly subjective and may seem controver-
sial. The point of view and assessment of the in-
troduced changes regarding the classification of

1 There are no obstacles, however, to reapply for those

powers after meeting the criteria specified in the Act
on higher education and science (Ustawa... 2018).
Some geographical units have already done that.
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Polish science (and not only this issue) depends —
as always—on ‘where you sit’. Time will verify
those changes. Undoubtedly, we are at a turning
point in the development of socio-economic ge-
ography in Poland, which in the conception of
path dependence is defined as critical juncture.

The conception of path dependence closely links

such a turning point to the events and processes

preceding them. A new place of human geogra-
phy in the classification of science in Poland re-
sults from many years of efforts, which Lisowski

(2012) summarised as follows:

- “the rivalry between natural and social com-
ponents of geography in Poland was related
to the pursuit of separating a social compo-
nent” (p. 181), and

- “contemporary geography reached a stage
that requires reintegration, in which greater
independence of socio-economic geography is
an essential element” (p. 189).
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