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Introduction  

Determinism is the philosophical proposition that every event, decision and action is causally 

determined by an unbroken chain of prior occurrences. This does not necessarily mean that 

humans have no influence on the future and its events (a position more correctly known 

as Fatalism), but that the level to which humans have influence over their future is 

itself dependent on present and past. Taken to its logical extreme, Determinism would argue that 

the initial Big Bang triggered every single action, and possibly mental thought, through a system 

of cause and effect. 

Thus, a Materialist or Physicalist view of the universe almost always involves some degree of 

Determinism. However, if the minds or souls of conscious beings are considered as separate 

entities (see the section on Philosophy of Mind), the position on Determinism becomes more 

complex. For instance, the immaterial souls may be considered part of a deterministic framework; 

or they could exert a non-deterministic causal influence on bodies and the world; or they could 

exert no causal influence, either free or determined. 

Another variation arises from the idea of Deism, which holds that the universe has been 

deterministic since Creation, but ascribes the Creation itself to a metaphysical God or first 

cause outside of the chain of determinism. 

Some hold that if Determinism were true, it would negate human morals and ethics. Some, 

however, argue that, through an extended period of social development, a confluence of events 

could have formed to generate the very idea of morals and ethics in our minds (a sort of chicken 

and egg situation). 

Interpretation of Determinism  

Determinism can be interpreted in two main way: 

 Incompatibilism is the belief that Free Will and Determinism are logically 

incompatible categories and therefore mutually exclusive. This could include believing 

that Determinism is the reality, and therefore Free Will is an illusion (known as Hard 

https://www.philosophybasics.com/branch_philosophy_of_mind.html
https://www.philosophybasics.com/branch_deism.html
https://www.philosophybasics.com/branch_ethics.html
https://www.philosophybasics.com/branch_ethics.html


Determinism); or that Free Will is true, and therefore Determinism is not (known 

as Libertarianism); or even that neither Determinism nor Free Will is true (known 

as Pessimistic Incompatibilism). 

 Compatibilism is the belief that Free Will and Determinism can be compatible ideas, and 

that it is possible to believe both without being logically inconsistent. By this definition, 

Free Will is not the ability to choose as an agent independent of prior cause, but as an 

agent who is not forced to make a certain choice. This leads to the position of Soft 

Determinism, proposed by the American Pragmatist William James on the grounds that 

thorough-going, or Hard, Determinism leads either to a bleak pessimism or to a 

degenerate subjectivism in moral judgment 

History of Determinism  

In Buddhism, there is a theory called Dependent Origination (or Dependent Arising), which is 

similar to the Western concept of Determinism. Roughly speaking, it states that phenomena arise 

together in a mutually interdependent web of cause and effect, and that every phenomenon is 

conditioned by, and depends on, every other phenomena. 

According to the ancient Chinese "Yi Jing" (or "I Ching", the "Book of Changes"), a kind 

of divine will sets the fundamental rules for the working out of the probabilities on which the 

universe operates, although human wills are also a factor in the ways in which we can deal with 

the real world situations we encounter. 

In the West, the Ancient Greek atomists Leucippus and Democritus were the first 

to anticipate Determinism when they theorized that all processes in the world were due to 

the mechanical interplay of atoms. 

With the advent of Newtonian physics, in the 17th Century, which depicts the physical matter of 

the universe as operating according to a set of fixed, knowable laws, it began to appear that, once 

the initial conditions of the universe have been established, then the rest of the history of the 

universe follows inevitably, (rather like billiard balls moving and striking each other 

in predictable ways to produce predictable results). Any uncertainty was always a term that 

https://www.philosophybasics.com/branch_libertarianism.html
https://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_james.html
https://www.philosophybasics.com/branch_subjectivism.html
https://www.philosophybasics.com/branch_atomism.html
https://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_democritus.html


applied to the accuracy of human knowledge about causes and effects, and not to the causes and 

effects themselves. 

Since the beginning of the 20th Century, quantum mechanics has revealed previously concealed 

aspects of events, and Newtonian physics has been shown to be merely an approximation to the 

reality of quantum mechanics. At atomic scales, for instance, the paths of objects can only be 

predicted in a probabilistic way. Some argue that quantum mechanics is still essentially 

deterministic; some argue that it just has the appearance of being deterministic; some that 

quantum mechanics negates completely the determinism of classical Newtonian mechanics. 

Types of Determinism  

 Causal Determinism (or Nomological Determinism) is the belief that future events are 

necessitated by past and present events combined with the laws of nature. Thus, all events 

have a cause and effect and the precise combination of events at a particular time results in 

a particular outcome. 

 Logical Determinism is the notion that all propositions (i.e. assertions or declarative 

sentences), whether about the past, present or future, are either true or false. The question 

then arises as to how choices can be free, given that what one does in the future is already 

determined as true or false in the present. 

 Environmental Determinism (or Climatic or Geographical Determinism) is the view that 

the physical environment, rather than social conditions, determines culture. 

 Biological Determinism is the idea that all behavior, belief and desire is fixed by 

our genetic endowment and make-up and cannot be changed. 

 Theological Determinism is the belief that there is a God who determines all that humans 

will do, either by knowing their actions in advance (via some form of omniscience) or 

by decreeing their actions in advance. 

 Emergentism (or Generativism) argues that free will does not exist, although an illusion of 

Free Will is experienced due to the generation of apparently infinite variations in behavior 

from the interaction of a finite (and deterministic) set of rules and parameters. Thus 

the unpredictability of the emerging behavior which we see in daily life actually stems 

from complex, but entirely deterministic, processes. 



 

                                             Possibilism in Geography 

 Possibilism is a concept that is most commonly associated with the work of the French 

geographer Vidal de la Blache. Vidal de la Blache developed this geographical approach as a 

reaction to a more traditional geographical way of thinking, which is known as environmental 

determinism. While this latter tradition “regarded all the facets of human activity (from farming 

practices to political systems) as ultimately determined in character by the naturalenvironmental 

context”, the former way of thinking about the relationship between people and their 

surroundings is shaped by the idea that “the natural environment offers possible avenues for 

human development, the precise one chosen being very much a human decision”. This is not to 

say that people are completely free to determine their own directions, but rather it assumes that 

there exists a “ongoing „dialogue‟ between natural environments and the human communities 

they support” („milieux‟ and „civilisations‟), which, according to Vidal de la Blache, results in a 

“human world full of different genres de vie („lifestyles‟), distinctive to particular people living 

in particular places”. Thus, Possibilism explains that the environment does not dictate what 

people would become, but rather that the environment offers the opportunities for people what 

they choose to be. People adapt to the different conditions the earth has to offer at different 

places and that is how different living conditions and habits arise. It was the French historian 

Lucien Febvre who elaborated further on the concept of possibilism, by writing that, when it 

comes to human behaviour in relation to their environment, “there are no necessities, but 

everywhere possibilities; and man, as a master of the possibilities, are the judge of their use. 

Thus, according to Febvre, because of the fact that men have the most influence as a 

geographical agent on the earth, we should put man in the first place, and no longer the earth, nor 

the influence of climate, nor the determinant conditions of localities” What is the Possibilism in 

Geography? Possibilism is the philosophy introduced by Fabvre, to explain man and 

environment relationship in a different way of determinism, taking man as an active agent in 

environment; which asserts that natural environment provides options, the number of which 

increases as the knowledge and technology of a culture group. According to Fabvre, 'there are no 

necessities, but everywhere possibilities'. The possibilism saw in the physical environment a 

series of possibilities for human development, but they argued that the actual ways in which 

development took place were related to the culture of the people concerned, except perhaps in 



religion of extremes like desert, tundra, equatorial and high mountains. The possibilism 

emphasize that it is impossible to explain the difference in human society and the history of that 

society with reference to the influence of environment; and they hold that man himself brings his 

influence to bear on that environment and changes it. According to them, nature is never more 

than an adviser. In marginal environments of equatorial forests, cold deserted areas and tundra 

region man's choice may be very extremely restricted; but in areas of the warm and cool 

temperate zones, man's techniques were highly developed, the possibilities were more numerous. 

Thus, Bowman asserted while the physical laws to which mankind response are available in their 

application and degree of effect yet this is also true that all man everywhere are affected to some 

degree by physical conditions. Inspire of the fact that man has numerous possibilities in a given 

physical setting; he cannot go against the direction laid by the physical environment. Thus, the 

possibility approach was criticized by many scholars. G. Taylor, while criticizing possibilism 

stressed that the task of geography is to study the natural environment and its effect on man, not 

all problems connected with man or the cultural landscape. Moreover, Possibilism does not 

encourage the study of geographical and it promotes over anthropocentrism in geography. 

 

 Who is the Father of Possibilism? Alfred Hettner, a German Geographer known for his concept 

of chorology (the study of places and regions) is most widely considered as one of the pioneers 

of school of thought of Possibilism. However, even earlier than him, a French geographer Paul 

Vidal de la Blache became the first active advocate of Possibilism. Who gave the concept of 

Possibilism in Geography? Vidal is credited with introducing geographic possibilism and defined 

it in the sense that in a given natural environment, humans have a range of potential actions 

available to them, which they can deploy to overcome the natural limitations placed upon them. 

What is an example of Possibilism? „Man Has Changed the Environment‟ – Examples of 

Possibilism Man has brought changes to the environment by increasing its capacity to meet his 

largely increased needs and demands. The most visible and common examples in this regard are; 

industrial revolution, agricultural advancement, technological revolution. Historical Background  

Since ancient times, determinism has been important notion defining the manenvironment 

relationship. The idea was that man is a product of nature or physical environment moulds the 

human culture. Most of the early scholars like Aristotle, Eratosthenes, Strabo, and Hippocrates 

were deterministic in their approach. For Example, Aristotle believed that the worlds climatic 



zones – frigid, temperate and torrid; determined habitability of man.  In medieval time, France 

scholar Montesquieu in his work The Spirit of the Laws (1748) discusses how climatic 

conditions govern the degeneration and persistence of cultural traits. This philosophy even 

dominated the writings of Arab scholars especially Al- Masudi, IbnBattuta, and Ibn- Khaldun. In 

the early modern period, Kant vehemently supported determinism.  Ritter, one of the founding 

fathers of Modern geography also had a tilt towards anthropocentric approach and advocated 

geographical determinism. Ratzel (1844- 1904) also propagated new determinism where he 

emphasized that man holds a higher position than other organisms; still accepting that 

determinism is a dominant force in explaining the man-environment relationship.  In the second 

volume of „Anthropogeographie‟, he analyzes socio-economic activities and culture of man in 

relation to the physical environment. This concept at the later stage became an inspiration for 

Vidal de la Blache.  Apart from determinism, scientific concepts like deductive approach, 

Darwin‟s theory of evolution, Newtonian cause and effect relationships in the latter half of the 

ninetieth century and early twentieth century influenced a number of geographers in France. This 

led to the foundation of the modern school in France (France School of Geographical Thought) 

which had its roots in the philosophy of possibilism. Vidal de la Blache, Gallois, Brunhes, 

Demangeon, Emmanuel De Martonne, Blanchard, and all advocated the paradigm of possibilism. 

This philosophy is in direct contrast to determinism and puts a man in the first place that is a man 

and no longer the earth or climate influences man‟s habitability. Thus, presents man as an active 

rather than the passive agent. The Rise of Possibilism  The doctrine of possibilism tries to 

explain the relationship of a human being with the environment in a different way; it puts 

human at a higher level and regards it as an active agent. It is a principle which claims that 

environment provides opportunities and man being an economic man chooses from those 

possibilities. Febvre (1932) in „A Geographical Introduction to History‟ stated „there are no 

necessities, but everywhere possibilities; and man, as the master of these possibilities, are the 

judge of their use‟.  The roots of possibilism can be traced back to the works of Plato, who is 

considered the master of deductive reasoning. Though his idea went into gloom for hundreds of 

years; the contrasting doctrine of determinism continued to grow and flourished. It got support in 

the writings of French scholar of the eighteenth century – Montesquieu, who is credited with 

developing a doctrine analogous to modern paradigm of possibilism. He opined that man 

possesses free will and has the ability to choose from a series of opportunities. Similar thoughts 



were also put forward by another eighteenth-century French philosopher, Comte de Buffon. He 

believed that man was ordered to conquer the earth and even transform it. Their views laid the 

base for crytopossibilistic hypothesis.  In the nineteenth century, George Perkins Marsh and 

Kirchoff made an attempt to put forward a non-deterministic approach to human geography; 

they focused on the man himself. It was only in the latter half of the nineteenth century that 

under the leadership of Vidal De la Blache (1845 – 1918), a possibilistic view of 

manenvironment developed. The focus of this philosophy was “Nature has set boundaries and 

has provided possibilities for human settlement, but the way a person responds to these 

conditions or adjusts it depends on the traditional way of life." Vidal rejected the concept of 

material determinism and advocated favourability. He even rejected Durkheim‟s opinion of 

human geography as social morphology rather insisted that man was a partner and not a slave of 

the environment (Dikshit, 2009). He was critical of Darwinian Ratzelian heritage which 

proposed environmental determinism and put forth the concept of possibilism. He sought a 

scheme for understanding the interaction of nature and culture that eschewed both environmental 

determinism and radical possibilism to seek answers or solution for the dichotomy between the 

human and the environment.  He vehemently rejected the idea that society and nature stood out 

as adversaries in the human-nature confrontation. For him, the man was part of nature and 

therefore, its most active collaborator. To resolve this dichotomy he generated the concept of 

„genre de vie‟. „Genre de vie‟ (way of life) includes all activities, practices, and techniques that 

characterize the adaptation of a human group to the milieu – the natural surroundings of their 

habitat. Vidal pointed out that the same genre de vie had different interpretations for various 

human groups.  Thus, his works gave a sound methodological as well as a philosophical 

foundation for the doctrine of possibilism. This growth somewhat weakened the hold of 

Darwinian Determinism within the geographical thinking.  In the twentieth century, possibilism 

got stronghold after the publication of Blache‟s article in 1913 where he categorically states 

that geography as a discipline seeks to measure and role of man in modifying the earth surface. 

This was further strengthened when his book was published in 1921 (English translation in 

1926), though posthumously. He observes that nature gives man materials which have their 

inherent needs as well as limitations thus leading them to limited uses.  

  



      Possibilism was further flourished by acclaimed historian Lucien Febvre (1878-1956). He 

puts forward - “Whatever the men do in their own environment, they cannot completely get rid 

of themselves completely." Febvre emphasized human initiative and motivation against the 

environment, destroying the environmental deterministic reasoning and as part of the 

environment of any group, as well as other humans, because they belong to the next group's 

cultural surroundings or the constraints of the environment are influenced by such thinking. He 

stated that in the view of possibilists, a homogeneous region does not necessarily result in a 

homogeneous society. This is because people residing in any area have the choice of possibilities 

time to time and also in the quantity they want.  Bruhnes followed Blache‟s ideas and took it to 

next step, he not only transmitted Blache‟s philosophy in France but also disseminated it to 

different parts of the world. In 1910, his monumental work La Geographie de L'Histoire was 

published. His prime focus was on the actualities of exploitation of the earth by man. 

Commented: "The power that is meant is limited, and it meets in it the bounds of nature that it 

cannot cross human activity can change within its boundaries and its environment. But it cannot 

be removed from its environment, it can only modify it, but it can never cross it, and it will 

always be conditioned by it. “He also stated that - "Nature is not compulsory but the approval." 

Futility is also associated with the French school of geography; French geographers saw a series 

of possibilities for human development in the physical environment, but argued that the 

development in the real development was related to the culture of related people, perhaps in the 

field of extremes like deserts and tundra. Major thinkers of Geographical Possibilism 

Geographical possibilism is a school of thought in cultural geography that says that although the 

natural environment places certain constraints and limitations on human life, culture is 

determined independently of nature by human social conditions. Geographical possibilism 

replaced a long legacy of geographical determinism in geographical thought, which held that the 

natural environment places an all-encompassing influence on human activity, such that all of 

human life is dependent on the natural environment, in the characterization of the Earth 

organism. Paul Vidal de la Blache: Representing one of the central epistemological conflicts 

within geographical thought, both geographical possibilism and geographical determinism form 

distinct approaches to the analysis of geographical phenomena. The contention has been 

developing since the 1920s, when geographical determinism began its decline, and its claims 

began to be countered more often. Geographical determinism was also frequently interpreted in 



terms that were politically racist and facilitated thought on empires and imperialism. This led to 

the formation of geographic possibilism through the French geographer Paul Vidal de la Blache 

who proposed that although the environment establishes limits on culture, it does not completely 

define culture. Geographical determinism by the 1950s had been replaced by geographical 

possibilism as the dominant school of thought in geography. Talcott Parson: The imagination of 

societies characterized as organic with functional components proposed by geographical 

determinism came to pass even in sociological thought with the passing of Talcott Parson‟s 

dominant sociological theory of structural-functionalism by the 1970s. These began to be 

replaced by more critical perspectives on societies, bypassing the hierarchical mode of 

functioning of the Parsonian model that served to universalize Western modernity at the time. 

Organic imaginings of culture were also widely seen as gradually reducing humanity to atavism. 

With the development of knowledge and technology in human societies, geographical 

possibilism thinks that it would be improbable for contemporary human societies to be 

completely subservient to the natural environment. Geographical possibilism joins this general 

trend in social scientific thought by placing human beings as active agents in terms of the natural 

environment, instead of the passive organism imagined by geographical determinism 

representing a point in Earth‟s long evolutionary history. Lucian Febvre: A central belief in 

geographical possibilism states that with the progress in the knowledge and technology of a 

cultural group, there is a corresponding increase in the options available by which they can 

interact with the natural environment. The movement was led by French geographers following 

Lucian Febvre attempting to provide a model for cultures and their dispositions towards 

interacting with the natural environment. Hence this movement in geographical thought was 

named geographical possibilism in terms of the possibilities for human interaction with the 

natural environment. There are notable thinkers associated with this movement which has 

branched into many different positions in contemporary times, which we shall discuss later. 



 



 



 



 



 



 



PROBABILISM 

       Probabilism, in casuistry, a principle of action grounded on the premise that, when one does 

not know whether an action would be sinful or permissible, he may rely on a “probable opinion” 

for its permissibility even though a more probable opinion calls it sinful. An opinion is 

considered probable either if sound, logical arguments can be cited in its favour (intrinsic 

probability) or if recognized authorities give it support (extrinsic probability). 

Formulated in 1577 by Bartolomé de Medina, a Dominican Christian friar of Salamanca, Spain, 

probabilism was developed by the Jesuits. The Jansenists, who held that in doubtful cases 

of conscience one should follow the safer view—i.e., against permissibility (tutiorism, 

rigorism)—attacked the benignity of the Jesuit confessors as leading to laxity of morals. 

Excesses of probabilism were condemned by Pope Alexander VII (1666, 1667) and more 

forcefully by Pope Innocent XI (1679). 

Probabiliorism, which enjoins following the more probable opinion, was predominant in the 18th 

century before the formulation of equiprobabilism (either of two equally probable opinions may 

be followed) by the moral theologian Alfonso Maria de’ Liguori, a doctor of the Roman Catholic 

church. 

In a broader context, Carneades, one of the heads of the Platonic Academy (flourished 2nd 

century BC), was attacked by his fellow Greeks for advocating an intellectual Skepticism that, 

they argued, rendered man incapable of any action whatsoever. Carneades replied that 

“probability” (“approvability”) was a practical guide for day-to-day living. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/casuistry
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/premise
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Bartolome-de-Medina
https://www.britannica.com/place/Spain
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Jesuits
https://www.britannica.com/topic/conscience
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/morals
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Alexander-VII
https://www.britannica.com/topic/equiprobabilism
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/moral
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/context
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Carneades
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/Platonic
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/intellectual
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/Skepticism

