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ABSTRACT:

Based on the concept of mimesis elaborated by the Brazilian literature theorist Luiz Costa Lima Brazilian scholar, this article aims
to analyse the Vidalian human geography. Its particular use of description and its capacity of metamorphosing environmental
elements into geographical categories able to revealing the French national identity under the long-run time show how complex
and relevant its method is.
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REsumoO:

0 presente artigo visa a analisar a geografia humana vidaliana a partir do conceito de mimesis elaborado pelo teérico da literatura
Luiz Costa Lima. Seu emprego peculiar da descri¢io e sua capacidade de metamorfosear elementos do meio ambiente em
categorias geogréficas reveladoras da identidade nacional francesa em uma escala histéria multissecular nos levam a concluir pela
complexidade e pela importincia de seu método.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Vidal de la Blache, Geografia Humana, Mimesis, Meio, Método Geogrifico.
RESUME:

A partir du concept de mimesis élaboré par le théorique de la littérature Luiz Costa Lima, cet article vise 4 analyser la géographie
humaine vidalienne. Son usage particulier de la description et sa capacité de métamorphoser des éléments du milieu en catégories
géographiques révélatrices de I'identité nationale francaise dans la longue durée soulignent 'importance et la complexité de sa
démarche

MoTs cLES: Vidal de la Blache, Géographie Humaine, Mimesis, Milieu, Méthode Géographique.

A thematic affinity has attracted part of our generation to the history and epistemology of the geography
formed at the beginning of the last century; however, they were probably also dissatisfied with the hegemonic
interpretations available in Portuguese. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, each reading of a text authored
by Paul Vidal de la Blache, Friedrich Ratzel, or Halford John Mackinder confirmed that our intuition was
on the right track: their writings had little or nothing to do with what we were learning under the label of
"traditional” geography. Although it is counterproductive to attest to the frequent derogatory use of the term
in the most diverse sources, it is of enormous value to continue torecover and problematize the legacy of the
geographical "classics.” Besides the objective question of doing justice to their pioneering spirit on several
fronts, ultimately, examining Brazilian production overthe last two decades, including translations, enables
us to reflect more appropriately on the history of geography's role in the training of future geographers.
Unfortunately, at the time of writing (2020), thisfield is still perceived as a mere luxury or exotic accessory or
less relevant than spheres like urban oreconomic geography. A rapid survey of the distribution of grants by
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funding agencies may confirm this preference. This disdain has several consequences, especially a superficial
knowledge of geography'sgeneral trajectory and the classics' relegation to a past to which today's doors are
firmly closed. There are other facets to this diagnosis, which will be the subject of further studies. For now,
some of the lessons learned need to be called into question.

Although the present article focuses on Paul Vidal de la Blache, his unconscious roots lie inanother "classic”
geographer. As the British scholar Mackinder was principally canonized for his geopolitical reflections, it was
even more astonishing to discover the analytical scope and stylistic elegance of The teaching of geography
from an imperial point of view, and the use which could and should be made of visual instruction (1911).
As they merge objective and subjective aspects, maps are acentral pedagogical tool in geographic education,
aiding the complicated process of understanding and articulating phenomena, a vital requirement in the case
of the truly global British empire. However,these are not technical explanations and ready-made formulas
about subtitles and coordinates.Mackinder invites the imagination to go beyond using history and literature
as pragmatic auxiliary sciences and instead consider them as languages. Temporal flow and textual narrative
inspire and illuminate geographic form and the visualization of the "wordless language” represented by maps.

THE REAL GEOGRAPHER PREFERS A MAP WITHOUT NAMES. HE BROODS OVERIT BY THE HOUR TOGETHER, FOR
IT IS RICH INSUGGESTION. HE SEES THE WORLD-DRAMA AS HE READS HIS MORNING PAPER. HE GESTICULATES
UNCONSCIOUSLY ASHETHINKS. WITHIN LIMITS HIS WORDLESS LANGUAGE HAS GREAT RESOURCE, FOR WHEREAS
IN ORDINARY TALK WE CAN MAKE ONLYONE STATEMENT AT A TIME, MANY THOUSAND STATEMENTS ARE
MADE SIMULTANEOUSLY ON A MAP. THE TRAINED GEOGRAPHER, WHEN HE CONSIDERS A FACT, SEES IT ON
A BACKGROUND OF KINDRED FACTS. IN OTHER WORDS, HE SEES IT INTHE PERSPECTIVE OF SPACE, JUST AS
IT IS CHARACTERISTIC OF THE HISTORIAN THAT HE SEES EACH OCCURRENCE IN THE PERSPECTIVE OF TIME
(MACKINDER 2014: 145 [1911]).

In the throes of the Second World War, Mackinder reworked some of these theses and, through the
interlocution of Plato, Socrates and Aristotle, took a step forward by proposing that geography is both a
philosophy of the Earth's surface thanks to its comprehensive and articulated apprehension of phenomena
! and a "visual way of thinking" (MACKINDER 1942: 122). Its role complements literature:if the former

develops its plots through words, geography notably does so through images * , in "anindependent Art of
Expression” (idem, pp. 129 and 125).

To mention another example en passant, the direct translations of Ratzel’s work from the original
German, digitized in the Nossos Classicos section of the Geographia Jornal (UFF) ? , offer us the opportunity
to rediscover an intellectual dedicated to associating art and science, a esthetics and analysis,fruition and
rigor. Amid a tradition centered on von Humboldt and his studies with Goethe, in On the interpretation
of Nature (Uber die Natiirschilderung), Ratzel validates geographical description as a sophisticated act of
landscape painting and also states that "Nature has not always revealed the essenceof a phenomenon on
the surface, but true artists have frequently sensed it long before researchers and thinkers. There are many
cases in which art has anticipated science in the correct understanding of anatural phenomenon” (RATZEL
2010: 167 [1904]). His conclusion bothers determinists because he believes that "Science is not enough to
understand the language of nature” (idem, p.157).

This rapid mention of Mackinder and Ratzel is pertinent because there has only been a single translation
into Portuguese of the British scholar’s work in the last century (MACKINDER 1943[1954]); it is not,
therefore, an exaggeration to consider him an illustrious unknown to most of ournational geographic
community. As for Ratzel, his thinking has been the subject of considerable distortion. Although already
old, unfortunately, the bibliography dedicated to reversing this situation has not yet reached us satisfactorily
(BASSIN 1987, 1987a, 1987b; SMITH 1991; RAFFESTIN, LOPRENO& PASTEUR 1995) and even
pioneering articles written in Portuguese have not had the expected impact( CARVALHO 1997, 1997a).

From the heritage of Ibn Battuta to the neopositivists, and later the radicals, there is enough material
to justify a re-reading of "classical” geography. We insist on the use of quotation marks toindicate
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the precariousness of such classifications. Suppose both schools of thought had particular political and
epistemological reasons to criticize the "classical” period eloquently.

In that case, in the twenty-first century, it might be time to explore new analytical tools if we want to
refresh our learning of those authors to whom labels like descriptivism, empiricism, possibilism,determinism,
positivism, and objectivism have been applied, in a manner that reveals above all the fragility of those who
ascribed them.

Just as an illustration, in his approach to spatial science Alan Pred confesses that his involvement with
the work of authors like Christaller and the chance to do something new led him to translateTorsten
Higestrand’s famous Innovation Diffusion as a Spatial Process from Swedish to English in 1967, however,
he had never read authors like Vidal de la Blache (PRED 1984). The discomfort generated by the failure to
read the classics is not recent (MARTIN 2005 [1972]); nevertheless, in recent years, the history of geography
has been the object of the renewed interest of professionals from different places and traditions.

From "decanonization” to "decolonization” (KEIGHREN, ABRAHAMSSON & DELLA DORA 2012;
RIBEIRO, HAESBAERT & PEREIRA 2012; MELGACO 2017; FERRETTI 2019; DAVIES 2019), they
are united by the awareness of extracting the classics’ plurality, to reinterpret them criticallyand to bring

them to the present, either to clarify empirical phenomena or to enrich the epistemological repertoire.

Furthermore, it is imperative to rethink modernity's force lines and displace Europe as the world's center 4

. Although it was not always evident, in our case, decolonial philosophy had a significant influence, mostly
thanks to the Argentine Walter Mignolo and his concepts of territorial epistemology,the geopolitics of
knowledge, epistemic disobedience, and decolonial translation (MIGNOLO 2003[2000], 2009, 2012).

The concept of mimesis, as perceived by the Brazilian Luiz Costa Lima, has inspired us, an option that
avoids a dose of rationalism alcoholic enough to be abandoned. In particular, his rejection of the consecrated
definitions of fiction and literature, the effects of fictional discourse across differenthistorical periods, and
the complex articulations involving the role of "reality” in creating and understanding literature (COSTA
LIMA 1997, 2000, 2006, 2018).

The subsequent pages promote a reinterpretation of Vidalian human geography, emphasizing thathis
method went far beyond empirical descriptions of the phenomena visible in the landscape, that human-
nature relationships appealed to the subjectivity of objective elements of the soil and environment, and that
the construction of nationalism essentially involved the historical-political mobilization of the territory.

This article has four parts: the first provides a reading framework that asserts the complementarity and not
the separation between the modern academic concepts of geopolitics, political geography, and geography.
The dimension of mimetics is added to this perspective.

The second section aims to illuminate the epistemological novelty represented by the emergence of Ratzel
and Vidal de la Blache’s human geography, linked, however, to the latter’s political-imperial composition.
Next, we examine texts by Vidal de la Blache, which characterize a genre of geographical mimesis. Finally, we
highlight the manuscript's central parts, emphasizing the scope of using mimesis to comprehend the Vidalian

geographic method.

GEOPOLITICS, POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY, ANDGEOGRAPHY: MIMETIC
CONCEPTS?

According to Michel Foucault, the emergence of a field of knowledge both an intellectual and apolitical
issue (FOUCAULT 1971 [1970]). For example, this is evident in geopolitics, as the word itself denounces
its intentions. However, if the emergence of this concept dates from the end of the nineteenth century
in Europe, covering conflicts and agreements between nation-states on a world scale, there is anevident
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"epistemological gap" between it and the ancient practices of spatial control and organization since the
Roman Empire.

Likewise, although the expression did not yet exist, how many words are as appropriate as geopolitics
to illuminate the Atlantic Revolution, the conquest of America, and the birth of Modernity? Perhaps this
absence partly explains why Carl Schmitt used the Greek concept nomos in his masterpiece The Nomos of
the Earth in the International Law of the Jus Publicum Europacum (SCHMITT 2014[1950]) to show how
a particular definition of space, directly associated with land tenure and ownership,is inseparable from the
western modus operandi as a whole. Consequently, zones and boundaries,territories, and borders are not
just part of geopolitical discourse; they are also intimately linked to the fundamental Western instances of
law, sovereignty, and State.

In this context, the history of geopolitics is like a dance of light and shadow. Ratzel is consideredone
of the founders of this approach; during the German State's unification, he adopted the term Politische
Geographie, which was also the title of his book on the topic in 1897. His groundbreaking tome is the first
systematization by a geographer of the political dimension of space, territory, borders,and land (RATZEL
1987 [1897]). Two years later, inspired by Ratzel, the Swedish Germanophile Rudolf Kjéllen pioneered
the term geopolitics (Kjéllen 1899 apud HOLDAR 1992). However, the mostfamous article on this topic,
Mackinder’s The geographical pivot of history (1904), solemnly ignored thenovelty (MACKINDER 1904).

In the first half of the twentieth century, when geopolitics became a synonym for Nazism-Fascism, it came
under intense attack from French and American intellectuals such as Lucien Febvre, Albert Demangeon,
and Isaiah Bowman, with the latter two suggesting a Manichean distinction between political geography
and geopolitics 5 (FEBVRE 1922; DEMANGEON 1932, 1939; BOWMAN 1942). Both erroneous and
successful, these attacks had at least three effects: the political "purification”of Vidal de la Blache, the
impoverishment of the Ratzelian legacy, and the concealment of the eloquent geopolitical and imperialist
content present in the writings of the intellectuals mentioned above.Continuing to apply the Foucaultian
approach to this problem, it is evident that understanding sciencemeans considering a range of elements
that were suspended or excluded in a given historical period and not just those that were incorporated and
enshrined. Thus, all the definitions that establish a canonical definition of geopolitics should be considered
suspect (FOUCAULT 1971 [1970]; O TUATHAIL 1996,1998).

Similar reasoning can be applied to the academic concept of geography. Commonly interpreted as the
relationship between humans and the environment, this definition omits the political, economic, and
ideological constituents of a science whose academic autonomy occurred precisely during the Age of Empires
(1875-1914) and the advent of nationalism (HOBSBAWM 1987). In the name of the smokescreen of
scientific neutrality, from Augusto Comte to Max Weber, activities such as fieldwork,landscape descriptions,
and regional mapping were normalized as geographers’ métier par excellence, asif it were possible to separate
them from their colonialist ambitions. For this reason, we make the point that despite the specificities of
their scale and methods, the concepts of geopolitics, political geography,and geography must be examined
from the perspective of complementarity.

In the service of the formation of the Nation-State, capitalist competition, and the imperialist race,these
concepts were mobilized as part of a spatial crisis triggered by the European Empires at the time ofthe Franco-
Prussian War and culminated in the two world wars (see, again, SCHMITT 2014 [1950]). Asdifferent
sides of the same coin, national and international issues merged through the concepts above.Thus, the
validation of an external danger can only occur if a prior sense of territorial ownership has already been
forged. Likewise, an “overseas” colony thousands of kilometers from Europe will only be appropriated as
"ours" if soldiers, missionaries, teachers, and public opinion are convinced that they belong to an "imagined
community” (ANDERSON 1983). At the same time, external threats act to masknational contradictions
(COWEN & SMITH 2009).
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From a methodological standpoint, it may be possible to organize the issue as follows: geography,political
and geopolitical geography have undergone a kind of "mimesis" which, according to the Brazilian Luiz Costa
Lima, cannot be reduced to the notion of imitation (see also BLUMENBERG 2010[1957]). Costa Lima’s
fertile explorations of the nature of literary discourse and its relationship with the real and his dissatisfaction
with the concept of fiction do not adhere to Jacques Derrida’s deconstructionism, linguistic twists a la
Hayden White, or overvalue the aesthetic (see COSTA LIMA 2010). Indirectly, we are obliged to remember
both the condition of the nascent human sciences amidthe "paradigm" of natural sciences and literature’s
role in the nineteenth century. This leads us to the centrality of language and aesthetics in Alexander von
Humboldt’s analysis of landscapes (LEPENIES1996 [1985]; HUMBOLDT 2010 [1827-1828]; WULF
2016 [2015)).

Transfering this reasoning to geography, we argue that geographic mimesis, as we interpret it, isthe
antithesis of the dichotomous determinist-possibilist Febvrian model and the puerile view of geography as
an empirical and immobile scenario for human action (FEBVRE 1922). On the contrary, itis an intricate
design from which places and landscapes become a nation’s soul, mountains and rivers represent sacred lands
since time immemorial, and citizens have converted themselves into territorial boundaries.

Transcending individuals' time, Nature’s lengthy time span both strengthens the ties between societies
and their respective environments and converts physical geography into political and geopolitical geography
(we will return to this topic later). In the absence of an adequate term, it may be assumed that this "hybridity"
forced geographers to mimitize the Earth’s surface, not from the positivist perspective of science as a
neutral reflection of reality and the automatic description of nature-copy, but metamorphosing men and
environments in landscapes, regions, territories, places, and nations and, at thesame time, to reorganize their
writing. Costa Lima’s observation is pertinent here, "outside of mathematical language, which, however, is
not to be confused with dis-covering what it is, every newscientific paradigm presupposes the participation
of the fictional without it becoming the dominant layer" (COSTA LIMA 2018: 19-20).

Parenthetically, as far as we are aware, there is a project still pending in the textual comparison between
post-Ratzel human geography and preceding geographers as such a study might be able to illuminate some
aspects referring to the mimesis mentioned here 6

Furthermore, it is not by chance that this article opened with Mackinder. Human geography is also
based on the visual language required by maps, avant la lettre panoptic instruments blending art and
science, a remarkable capacity for synthesis and, above all, the sleight of hand that brings together thefar off,
making maps one of mimesis’ most powerful instruments (see ALPERS 1999 [1983];COSGROVE 2003;
GRATALOUP 2009; BROTTON 2012).

A mix of politics and epistemology, location, and distribution are more than mathematical coordinates;
they are ways of classifying areas and people, a spatial taxonomy responsible for the world's hierarchy. In doing
so, maps have shaped a plethora of images whose effect is to geographically legitimize modernity's political

imaginary (RIBEIRO 2015. See also MIGNOLO 2005; MEZZADRA &NEILSON 2013).

THE EPISTEMOLOGICAL EMERGENCE OF HUMANGEOGRAPHY: A
CRITICAL NOTE

The words determinism and possibilism forged in 1922 by the French historian Lucien Febvre in La
terre et 'évolution humaine: introduction géographique a l'histoire (FEBVRE 1922) caused so much
confusion about the emergence and nature of human geography that, despite the considerable accumulation
of criticisms from different countries and lines of thought (LACOSTE 1988 [1976];MARTINS 2001;

BAKER 2006 [2003]; GOMEZ MENDOZA 2008 [2007]; RIBEIRO 2009), its effectsare still felt a century
later. The pages below follow the opposite path to his.
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Anthropogeographie and subsequently the Géographie Humaine, were imbued with the old geographic
legacies regarding cartographic distribution and the political attempts to delimit space.However, its great
innovation lies in the profound transformations caused by humans on the Earth’s surface. At the turn of the
nineteenth century, recognizing a long-lasting historical process was at stake,including European Maritime-
Commercial Expansion, the Industrial Revolution, and Colonialism.These developments submitted the
relief, vegetation, hydrography, and distances to human action at an unprecedented scale and speed, altering
the perception of space-time and the totality of social life.Historically, geographic elements have always been
associated with physical-natural characteristics; however, the development of engineering techniques, steam
navigation, the telegraph, submarine cables,and railways brought new forms to the landscape, enshrining
humans as different from other living beings. However, according to Fernand Braudel’s The structures of
everyday life, humankind was still organic and waged a battle against the “Old Biological Regime” that
would only end in the eighteenth century. Before that, "the jungle book [could] be opened anywhere.
It will be wise to close it before anyone gets lost. But what a testimony to the weaknesses of human
occupation!" (BRAUDEL 1996: 58and 57 [1967]).

It is precisely within this framework that we must accept Ratzel and Vidal de la Blache’s arguments
on creating human geography. Only then will we understand why they linked it tophy togeography
and zoogeography using Darwinism and Neo-Lamarckism as their theoretical sources (RAFFESTIN,
LOPRENO & PASTEUR 1995; BERDOULAY & SOUBEYRAN 1991; and, most of all, SOUBEYRAN,
1997). After all, like animals and plants, as a geographical factor humans are alsoinherently subject to the
weather, adaptation, and migration in the most diverse environments. Therefore, Ratzel’s famous monograph
on living space, Lebensraum, is subtitled "a biogeographicstudy” [ eine biogeographische studie ]| (RATZEL
2019 [1901]). The same applies to the introduction othis Anthropogeographie (whose first edition dates
from 1882), which was titled The unity of life and biogeography. His first paragraph states plainly that
"anthropogeography can only be considered as abranch of biogeography and many biogeographic concepts
must certainly apply to the study of the spread of man over the Earth" (RATZEL 1914: 1 [1899 ]). He ends
the chapter concluding withouth esitation that "Anthropogeography can only have a solid scientific basis
when it takes as its cornerstone the general law that governs the diffusion of all organic life on Earth" (idem,
p-8).

Two decades later, in the the oretical-methodological article La géographie humaine. Ses rapportsavec la
géographie de la vie, whose similarity with Anthropogeographie is entirely deliberate 7 , Vidal dela Blache
emphasizes that "The conditions that governed the distribution of the human species, the composition of
the main groups and their adaptation to different environments are analogous to those revealed by flora and
fauna (...) This branch of [human] geography has the same origin as the botanicaland zoological geographies.
It is from them that they draw their perspective. The method is analogous(...)" (VIDAL DE LA BLACHE
1903: 221 and 224).

The examples above can be extended if we consider, on the one hand, the Ratzelian concept of the State
as an organism and, on the other, the naturalization of geographical phenomena found in the two Vidalian
texts dedicated to the idea of genre of vie and in the unfortunate statement that geography is the science
of places and not of men (RATZEL 1988 [1897]; VIDAL DE LA BLACHE 1911b, 1911¢,1913). The
interpretations attesting to Vidal de la Blache as a practitioner of the Ecology of Man (ROBIC 2013: 141
[1993]) and the naturalist status of his geography (RHEIN 1982: 244) are also wellknown, as is the finding
that the French School of geography used an organicist language (BERDOULAY 1988: 75-87) or that, in
its classical form, geography was a natural science of society (CLAVAL 2007: 22).

Despite these scholars’ pioneering spirit and rigor, it may be useful to explore the issue from other analytic
angles. Although we agree that Ratzel and Vidal de la Blache’s views on the formation and agency of
society and social groups were embryonic and that they were undeniably disposed to themethods of Natural
Sciences, in our judgment, both also had a concrete notion of the social and historical context of their
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times and the political, economic and territorial conflicts that shaped worldhistory. The late formation of
the German State and the consequent delay in its colonial expansion are among the cultural influences
that shaped Ratzelian geography. Equally, the preservation of the French Empire and the Franco-Prussian
War contributed to the raw material of Vidalian geography. In ourview, they are no less significant than
Darwinism and Lamarckism. Why, then, value epistemologicalelements and minimize historical-cultural
traits? Why canonize the oretical-methodological texts at the expense of political writings, dichotomizing
them? Both author’s ocuvres preclude an interpretation focused only on one characteristic or another.

These canonizing traps must be overcome and replaced with interpretations that reposition"classical”
geography (we prefer the term "imperial” geographies) as a historical-epistemological formulation to the
challenges of modernity, which displaced the longstanding centrality of the ruralhierarchy to make way for
the urban-industrial dynamics of the age. Just as it is possible to portray Vidalde la Blache with naturalist
hues, he can also be depicted as a social, historical, and political author.Therefore, it is plausible to state
that the biogeographic reference found in the "canonized" Vidal de la Blache was shaken by urbanization,
industrialization, and technical development.

The French scholar’s journey to the United States in 1904 showed him the need to modernize French
territory, as we infer from A travers 'Amérique du Nord (VIDAL DE LA BLACHE 1905) and Les
chemins de fer en Amérique (VIDAL DE LABLACHE 1912). The new economic dynamics reorganized the
previously fixed scale and function of cities and regions, according to the writings Régions francaises (VIDAL
DE LA BLACHE 1910), La relativité des divisions régionales (VIDAL DELA BLACHE 1911), and La
rénovation de la vie régionale (VIDAL DE LA BLACHE 1917). The structure in La France de I'Est: Alsace-
Lorraine (VIDAL DE LA BLACHE 1994 [1917]) is not based on"natural” regions or borders; instead, he
uses social and political arguments in favor of the Hexagon’s territorial integrity and economic survival. The
French Empire should be alert to its adversaries’'movements in the international geopolitical scenario if it
wished to maintain its position as the second-largest colonial power. These arguments are expressed in La
zone fronti¢re de '’Algérie et du Maroc, d’aprés de nouveaux documents (VIDAL DE LA BLACHE 1897),
La carte internationale dumonde au milionieme (VIDAL DE LA BLACHE 1910a) and La conquéte du
Sahara d’apres E. F.Gautier (VIDAL DE LA BLACHE 191 1a). Therefore we insist: why state only one side

of the issue? ®

Ultimately, Ratzel and Vidal de la Blache were part of an era of Western geographic awareness marked
by the pre-industrial past and a present in which the lines between local and global were rapidly becoming
blurred. Hence, their geography does not lack a human element. Plants and animals, weather and climate,
the plain and the mountain, proximity to the sea, and the continents' strength were structures that impeded
movement. However, techniques, culture, and politics promoted the domestication of plant and animal
species, thus creating agriculture. They also built cities and institutions as forms of social coexistence and
established National States and Colonial Empires, whichsurpassed the limits of the Mediterranean and
conquered the whole planet in the name of money and power. In their right mind, who would claim that
it is impossible to comprehend Politische Geographieand Principes de Géographie Humaine in that light?
(RATZEL 1988 [1897]; VIDAL DE LA BLACHE1954 [1921]).

THE METHOD OF VIDALIAN GEOGRAPHIE HUMAINE:A GENRE OF
MIMESIS?

We begin this section with the Vidalian intention to forge a unifying regional discourse in which peasants
and city dwellers, and provinces and departments, were called upon to participate actively in abroad and
heterogeneous group called France. This was the scene portrayed at the dawn of the twentieth century in
Routes et chemins de l'ancienne France (VIDAL DE LA BLACHE 1996-1997 [1902]. See also, ROBIC
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1996-97; CLAVAL 2003) when the living spaces of the common man were rescued,underlining the practices
that created material and symbolic geographies. Through the pilgrims’ sayings,painting, and movement, the
nation's cultural-popular face was exalted. There was a single message between the lines: in the transition to
urban-industrial modernity, it was essential to recall the legacy ofthe past since France was built by peasants
who skillfully knew how to manage the natural conditions in their locality. Particular attention should
be paid to rural communities and their respective pays, whether they were rooted in the hills of the old
medieval villages, the mountains occupied by the shepherds, orthe water-rich valleys. There was a debt of
gratitude to the Auvergne, Gascones, Savoyards, and somany others, mostly isolated, who made France great.
Nevertheless, an "extra-human" element should also be celebrated: the territory and its regions, points of
immanence that shape the national genius and identity.

Routes et chemins reveals an appreciation for fieldwork and the appropriation of landscapes as historical
documents and is note worthy for its aesthetic-linguistic dimension when using descriptionwith uncommon
skill 1 . Vidal de la Blache’s writing has a beautiful poetic imagery that leads the reader through an ancient
France characterized by varied places, landscapes, languages, and customs in which the local supplants outside
influences. It is a defense of the "France profonde.” Since Vidal de la Blachenever used the term, there are
no pejorative connotations; it serves here as a didactic illustration of French regions' singular history and
geography.

The same applies to the Tableau géographique de la France. Its title and descriptive strategy are not
accidental: if the Tableau is a painting of France, we should convert its images into landscaped text. Asa result,
the Tableau is celebrated as one of the main mimesis of France. The work emphasizes her most precious
treasures: her land, her soil, her people, and her culture. When reading it, the French from the north and the
south recognize themselves and feel integrated into a whole for which they are proud and responsible: their
homeland. In the long run, unconsciously, borders, in terms of contact, encounter,solidarity between spaces,
and defense, are the relief, forest, and river, but, above all, the French themselves. This is one mimetic way
that humankind enters the scene in geography. Needless to say, inan increasingly human geography.

The concept of pays aptly highlights the inextricable link that the French have with the land, as
anenvironment, composed of a range of material elements (soil, climate, plantations, and houses), resultingin
a symbolic atmosphere where each place has a unique spirit. France’s myriad of pays makes it adifferent,
special country, more diverse than others. The territory’s wealth is due to physical elementsand natural
landscapes, and also how people have adapted precisely to the benefits and vicissitudes of their milieu. In
a word, to the genres of life ' , heritage, and foundation of French identity. In 1885, Vidalde la Blache
criticized "systematic” geography for failing to value popular knowledge and geographical nomenclature
because added to direct observation they are essential to "extract the secret of it sappearance and influence
from the soil" (VIDAL DE LA BLACHE 1885: 173, emphasis added). Thissecret has several layers: vigorous
physical geography favors France thanks to its "general harmony"(VIDAL DE LA BLACHE 1904: 335),
driving exchanges and communication.

From a political point of view, the most famous name in modern French academic geography reinforces
the welding of a more privileged and diversified myth: the founding myth of Nature (see CHAUT 2000),
thus making soil and territory partially accessible to foreigners in a way that does not disturb the harmony
between the French and their secularly designed environment. "Crossing socialclasses, thought reaches and
discovers its foundation, its raison d’étre: French soil is also a historical character. By the pressure it exerts on
habits, by the resources made available to our misfortunes, itregulates the oscillations of our history” (VIDAL
DE LA BLACHE 2007: 780-781 [1903]). The mythbecomes more notorious when we turn our attention to
the threats to French borders in Europe and colonial spaces worldwide, with harmony giving way to imperial
conflicts, capitalist competition, and the dispute for hegemony. Neither does the text's vocabulary and tone
fit into any romantic, serene, tranquil scenario (see, to mention just one, VIDAL DE LA BLACHE 1897a).
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In short, what applies to France does not necessarily apply to others. Therefore, it seems an examination of
any discourse should consider both the place of origin and destination (RIBEIRO 2010).

A little familiarity with the history of geography is sufficient to pose the question of whether thereis
enough contrast here to consider the geographies developed by Ratzel and Vidal incompatible, as Lucien
Febvre and his repeaters have tried to persuade us. Certainly not. Both Ratzel’s Boden and the Vidalian Sol
are supporting pillars, the driving force of German and French virtues in the last decades ofthe nineteenth
and early twentieth century. In an excerpt that closely resembles Ratzel’s reflections,Vidal de la Blanche
writes of Northern France, the space where "the French state was formed" (VIDALDE LA BLACHE 2007:
394 [1903]), as follows: "Like a tree in a forest, a State does not separate itselffrom the environment where
other States live in contact with and in competition with each other"(idem). It is not by chance that such
strength, so full of symbolism, is intensely present in the pages of the Tableau, the apex of how France and its
identity are tributaries of its territory (VIDAL DE LABLACHE 2007: 535, 546-547,780-781,783 [1903]).
Notwithstanding, he notes that demarcating that the soil is more important for the French than for Germans

For Germans, Germany is, above all, an ethnic idea. What the Frenchman distinguishes in France, as his
regrets attest when he distances himself from it, is the goodness of the land and the pleasure of living in it.
Forthe French, the land is the pays par excellence, that is, something closely related to the instinctive ideal
he has about life (idem, p.384).

Unlike the case of Celts and Anglo-Saxons, Slavs and Germans, in France, there is no antagonism between
races (ibidem, p.386). A "beneficial force” prepared the "national existence,” a “genius loci (...) that conferred
something healthy" (ibid.). Yes, there is diversity in France, but it served to enrich the country and its
unity since it did not lead to fragmentation. Furthermore, the founding myth involvesdissolving political
geography in physical geography; in other words, naturalizing what is human. It complements physical
geography (ibid., P.387-389) and its role in shaping French territory. There is"harmony," a word repeated
over and over in the Tableau and several articles, and "balance between theparts” (ibid., p.335), that is,
physical features bring together and strengthen the bonds between the people and the territory. Thus, in a
single movement, Vidal de la Blache takes a political and scientific step formulating ideas of national territory
and human geography through the handling of people and the environment, everyday life and landscape,
historical process, and nature. Now, in its own way,geography participates in a kind of mimesis. France
and the French are transformed in and through the landscape (in the broad sense of integrating the other
geographical categories), are confused with it so that, in the end, they become one. That one is nothing other
than national unity, partially split after the defeat of 1871 and the Paris Commune.

Inverting the logic of canonization, we would like to point out that specific texts - Des
divisionsfondamentales du sol francais, Routes et chemins de 'Ancienne France and Les pays de France
(VIDALDE LA BLACHE 1888, 1996-97 [1902], 1904), only appear to focus stricto sensu on thehuman-
environment relationship. Deep down, they are subtle yet revealing political speeches whose contents appeal
to French people’s identity, belonging, and roots in their pays and their regions of origin. The landscape, the
land, the environment are a decoy. Likewise, the Tableau should be read as apolitical geography book (a term
used several times in the text) since it addresses topics such as the political formation of the Kingdom of
France, borders as spaces of conflict, the importance of occupyingmain access roads and the ensuing political
power, opposition to centralization in Paris in favor of greater regional autonomy, and the identity of the

French people, among others 12° However, for those who persist in a conventional reading (cf. GUIOMAR
1997 [1986]; LEVY 2003), perhaps it is paradoxical that an essentially descriptive book with a strong content
of physical geography concludeswith a discussion on Centralization and life in the past, that is to say, an
unquestionably political topic

To conclude in such a way, only corroborates the entire book’s leitmotiv. The preceding pagespaved the
way for the defense of national unity, the potency of the soil, regional, cultural and linguisticdiversity, and
the territory's solidity. A comprehensive reading of the Tableau requires us to examine the period's political
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situation, with the construction of national identities based on the homeland,simultaneously a material and
transcendental force to amalgamate people, Nature, and State. The choice of a descriptive style aims to outline
France's image in the light of an interplay between identity and diversity, life in general, and the local scale.
The territory itself is the political element, erected as aprivileged active stage for the nation, and therefore,
somethingcitizens should preserve and defend. It is not by chance that the national question is the keynote of
two of his other main books: Etats et nationsde I'Europe autour de la France and La France de I'Est: Lorraine-
Alsace (VIDAL DE LA BLACHEI1889, 1994 [1917]).

Finally, Vidal de la Blache based his method on an innovative temporal perspective for his age,which was
soon reworked more systematically by the periodical Annales de Géographie’s historians.We are referring to
the long-term démarche, which privileged permanence over change and structures over events. In our view,
which does not involve any infertile corporatism, Marc Bloch, Lucien Febvre,and even Fernand Braudel do
not give the geographer due credit for this methodological innovation (RIBEIRO 2017). The passage below
seems to clearly announce the program of a history of longuedurée that would be enshrined in the Annales
and permanently change how history is written andpracticed.

Next, as if anticipating ipsis litteris the Annales’s criticisms of Political History with the greatnames of
kings, ministers, and generals, Vidal de la Blache points out that the central factual and epistemological
treasure is none other than soil, land, and territory, that together support and provide all French life.

Here, the Vidalian proposal is clear: the history of French territory was built pays by pays, region by region,
over the longterm. Consequently, the importance of the soil surpasses revolutions; it is France's material and
symbolic cradle.

CONCLUSION

Since 1999, when small excerpts from the conclusion and introduction of the Tableau were published in
Portuguese by the magazine Geographia (UFF), the last translation of Vidal de la Blache inour language
besides As caracteristicas préprias da geografia in the widely disseminated collection Perspectivas da
Geografia Perspectives of Geography during the military regime (CHRISTOFOLETTI 1982), studies of
the French geographer have been gaining momentum in Brazil. The notable expansion of post graduate
programs, the subsequent internationalization of teachers and students, and the progressive digitalization of
foreign journals are instrumental in institutional terms and the circulation of knowledge. Above all, we wish
to emphasize the intellectual effects Vidalian ideas have had on differentgenerations.

In his analysis of Wolfgang Iser’s reader-response theory, Costa Lima points out that certainnovelists’
work admit the existence of gaps, which are catalysts for new questions, readings, and filling-ins over
generations (COSTA LIMA 2010: 141). Thus, by abdicating from merely copying facts,recognizing that
evenamap isan interpretation and not a reproduction (VIDAL DE LA BLACHE 1916:98), and developing
writing full of intangible layers, to some extent, Vidal de la Blache suspends the Cartesian-Newtonian strand
of modernity and projects his creation beyond his time (1845-1918).

The option to investigate Vidal de la Blache from Brazil in Portuguese and French establishestension
with the French language and tradition and avoids copies, repetitions, and intellectual subservience in the
periphery concerning the centers. The distance from the archives, the precarious understanding of an alien
historical-social context, and the mistrust felt by some foreign colleagues (stillexisting, but to a lesser extent)
should serve as further stimuli in the search for a "peripheral"interpretation of Vidal de la Blache. After
all, if rather than being processed topically, science treatsplaces, institutions, and networks as parts of its
procedures and results (LATOUR (2011 [1987]) and"objects" are analyzed from different angles, according
to different historical periods, then there is room for the academic study of Vidal de la Blache in the Tropics
and a regifting to the world by our best modernist legacy (see SANTORO & BUARQUE 2018).
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Thus, we can conclude that the concept of mimesis reworked by Brazilian literary theorist LuizCosta
Lima has illuminated distinct layers of Vidalian reflection, notably, metamorphosing the environment into
categories like landscape, region, and pays to strengthen French territory and nationalidentity on the one
hand and to establish methodological bases for the nascent human geography on the other. How physical
elements such as climate, relief, and vegetation are inserted in the scientific planeof the innovative géographie
humaine and the political-symbolic sphere of belonging to the homeland,with textual descriptions that
create perceptual images: this is what we mean by geographic mimesis thatgoes beyond imitation.

The Vidalian method is not concerned with methodical historiography’s grandiose events and characters
embodied in kings, ministers, and generals, or official written documents. Instead, he evokesa sui generis
artifact: the soil. Although narrower, this approach is by no means less effective. Vidal dela Blache thoroughly
describes the entire French territory, including both the great physical features and those on a local scale,
and paints a picture anxious not to miss any detail but without falling into objectivist realism. He values
peasants and their geographic knowledge and composes the "geographicalpersonality of France" (the title
of the first part of the Tableau ), questioning "in what sense [she] is ageographical being" (VIDAL DE LA
BLACHE 2007: 328 [1903]). In a situation marked by the"invention of traditions" (HOBSBAWM 1997
[1983]) and "imagined communities" (ANDERSON 1983), he offers the French an image of their own
country, amalgamated by forces built in the light of acenturies-long temporality. His country men must boast
of their achievements, the apex of which are the French territory, French regions, French borders, and French
landscapes. Vidal de la Blache describes aworld that needed to be known, recognized, and disseminated
(mimitized, therefore) not only by and forintellectuals, politicians, and capitalists, but also by ordinary men.
A gift of Nature, French soil is also their handiwork; they have shaped abbeys, shops, routes, customs, crops,
pays, contrées, and genres devie. He places his country and countrymen’s deepest roots in the territory. In a
mixture of materiality and metaphysics, the territory represents an "unshakable” unity, the true north that
must never be lostsight of, the guiding thread of a long-lasting story. "(...) without ignoring the inevitable
changes brought about by the general march of the world, we should rely on the comforting feeling of the
power and virtue of the soil" (VIDAL DE LA BLACHE 1904: 344, emphasis added). He wants to convey
that people and Nature live in deep harmony in France, an alliance built over a long time.

Although politically conservative, the methodological scope of Vidale an reasoning implies anessence may
be called geographic mimesis, whose vigor is in no way compromised by the dichotomous and superficial
interpretations that persist in finding followers.

This article is part of the research "Center of calculation, circulation networks and history of geography: the
case of the Brazilian Journal of Geography of IBGE (1939-1996)" contemplated by the Faperj public notice
“Support for Emerging Research Groups in the State of Rio de Janeiro (2019)”under our direction. I am
grateful for the generous and careful reading of the anonymous referees of Mercator and of the master in
Geography Joao Alves de Souza Neto.
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NOTES

1 For the Brazilian reader attracted by the history of geography in terms of continuities, it wouldnot be difficult to draw
parallels with the “philosophy of techniques” designed by Milton Santos in hiseffort to renew geography and explain
the historical period of globalization at the turn of the twenty-firstcentury. (SANTOS 1996).

2 Two decades later, the intricate nexuses between description and image were problematizedwith rare insight by the
British historical geographer HC Darby in The problem of geographicaldescription (DARBY 1962).

3 Praise here for the breathtaking work done by the geographer and translator Leonardo Arantes.

4 From its pioneering and stimulating phase of 2000 to 2007 and since 2012 , a new theoreticaland institutional
configuration, the Brasilis Network. Brazilian Network of History of Geography andHistorical Geography and its
journal Terra Brasilis have played an important role in this process.Available in https://journals.openedition.org/
terrabrasilis/.

5 On Bowman’s role in US imperialist ambitions since the end of the First World War, consultNeil Smith’s dense and
revealing research (SMITH 2004).
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Although ignoring the dialogue with geographers - except for Humboldt, whose scope,however, is not restricted to
modern disciplinary limits - Costa Lima’s seduction by mimesis led him toexamine a work with a strong geographical
content: The Sertdes by Euclides da Cunha (COSTA LIMA1997). If there is not enough space to synthesize the richness
of his analyzes, let us allude to thehistorical and stylistic intersections between Cunha’s classic and the Tableau de
la Géographie de laFrance , by Vidal de la Blache, published in 1902 and 1903 respectively (CUNHA 2016 [1902];
VIDALDE LA BLACHE 2007 [1903]).

He cites the same authors as the German, such as Humboldt, Ritter, Wagner and Ratzelhimself. In a suggestive text,
the Canadian geographer Guy Mercier attests that Ratzel and Vidal havethe same conception of the human-nature
relationship and, consequently, ended up producing verysimilar conceptions of State and region (MERCIER 2009
[1995]).

Most of the references to Vidal de La Blache listed above are available in Portuguese (see HAESBAERT, PEREIRA &
RIBEIRO, 2012).

Remodeled in the light of a new conceptual contribution, the following item is an unpublishedversion in Portuguese of
parts of an article published in French (RIBEIRO 2014).

How many criticisms has Classical Geography received regarding description, that it is unableto endow Geography with
scientificity? Mistaken criticisms that, preferring to emphasize a singleclement instead of taking the work as a whole,
end up diminishing the description. Fortunately,Jean-Marc Besse places it in a very rich tradition linked to landscape
painting (BESSE 2000).Anticipating some of the trends assumed years later by Vidalian studies, in 1979 Paul Claval
alreadyemphasized the existence of an “intimate connection between Vidal’s aesthetics and his conception ofthe use of
space by groups” (CLAVAL 1979: X).

Even though the two famous articles on genres of life were only written in 1911, the conceptis mentioned in 1903 in
Tableau and in 1904 in Les pays de France .

In the book Le Tableau de la géographie de la France in the labyrinthe des formes , organizerMarie-Claire Robic
thinks the Tableau “represents the paradigm of French national identity, a symbolicrepresentation of the territory
that causes a stable and relatively consensual adhesion” (ROBIC, 2000: 8).Among its articles that touch directly on
the topics addressed here, please consult the following references (PETITIER 2000; OZOUF-MARIGNIER 2000;
ROBIC 2000a; OZOUF-MARIGNIER &ROBIC 2000). The inspiration for re-reading Vidal de la Blache in the
light of politics, however, stemsfrom other works (BERDOULAY 1995 [1981]; NICOLAS-OBADIA & GUANZINI
1987,NICOLAS-OBADIA 1988), especially those by Mercier (MERCIER, 1995, 1998, 2001, 2009).



