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Formation and Structure of Augustin Berque'’s
Mesology

Yu Inutsuka®

Abstract

While the works of the French geographer Augustin Berque on Japanese studies are widely
well known, his theoretical framework called mesology (mésologie) has not been well examined.
In order to reconstruct geography, Berque has created his mesology in search of methodologies
in between positivistic approaches and hermeneutic approaches for the analysis of the
relationships between human beings and their environment. To understand the structure and
contribution of mesology, this research will examine the course of Berque's work.

In 1970s when Berque started his research career, French geography was under a
transformation from natural science to social science; phenomenological geography has been
established. Many scholars argued that “landscapes” cannot be reduced to a physical notion but
also contains phenomenological components. In this context, Berque also sought new
methodologies to overcome modern positivistic geography.

In 1986, influenced by the concept fudose: of the Japanese philosopher Tetsuré Watsuji,
Berque started to define his theory as mesology (translation of fudogaku). Watsuji defined this
concept as “the structural moment of human existence.” Berque translated the Japanese term
fudoser into mediance (médiance) and developed a new corpus for the study of milieu (fudo), the
key concept in French geography tradition since Paul Vidal de la Blache.

As a geographer, however, Berque has criticized the subjectivity in Watsuji's actual analysis
of the analogies between human communities and their environments. It fallen into a kind of
geographical determinism which French geography does not accept. James J. Gibson's concept
of affordance guided Berque in considering mediance not only in phenomena but also in physical
reality by providing an ecological base. Guided by affordance, Berque has proposed the concept
of trajectivity (trajectivité) to express the reality of human milieu between subject and object.

The next significant change happened when Berque reinterpreted ecumene (a geographical
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term to describe “inhabited area of the world”) as “the earth as fudo” in 1996. To grasp the
characteristics of humanity in contrast to other animals, Berque first used the term
ecosymbolicity (écosymbolicité). This was elaborated by his interpretation of Andre Leroi-
Gourhan's anthropology to give the positivistic base for mediance. Leroi-Gourhan proposed the
coupling of the animal body (corps animal which is individual) with a social body (corps social
which is collective), constituted by technical and symbolic systems. Berque agreed with the
externalization through technical systems but not through symbolic systems depicted by Luroi-
Gurhan. Understanding Luroi-Gurhan's arguments in Watsuji's fzdo provides a new insight of
environmental issues and media technologies.

The course of Berque’'s works, starting from the hermeneutic approach in geography, has
progressively articulated and expanded the knowledge of many disciplines. The framework he
achieved, mesology, sheds a light on human milieux/ecumene which have been a blind spot for
modern sciences. Mesological analysis of today’s globalizing world guides us to consider the

condition of the earth as one's own existential problem.
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