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The Activities of the Geographical Society in Madrid
in the Early Period (1876-1901) : An Aspect of
Modern Geography in Spain

Hisako Kurihara

After the founding of the Sociéte de Géographie de Paris in 1821, several geogra-
phical societies came into being in the main cities of Europe and by the end of the 1860’s
there were eighteen of them. During the next decade, a total of thirty-four new societies
were establlished, again in various cities of Europe. All this was an expression of the
nationalistic upheavals taking place in the countries of Europe, the increased demand for
geography instigated by European colonialist expansion, especially in Africa, and the sub-
sequent necessity of the institutionalisation of geographical education. As is clearly delineated
in the statement of F. Coello, one of its founders, the Sociedad Geogrdfica de Madrid was
established under similar circumstances, in the year 1876.

Up till the end of the nineteenth century, the Sociedad Geogréafica de Madrid
retained its initial character as an organisation having the encouragement of nationalism
as its aim. In 1901, however, the society changed its name to the Real Sociedad Geogrifica
and, furthermore, altered its orientation to conform more closely so the academic world;
hence, a larger number of papers dealing with theoretical considerations on geography and
geographical education were published in the society’s organ. In this paper, the author
examines the activities of the society from the time of its foundation up to the year 1901
through its organ, the Boldtin de la Sociedad Geografica de Madrid.

During the period in question, the character of the society was clearly reflected
in the composition of its membership, that is, the 626 founding members of 1876. Some
56.1 per cent of them were civil or military engineers and cartographers engaged in the
compilation of topographical maps of Spain. Persons belonging to Spanish diplomatic or
political circles reprsented 10.9 per cent. Those engaged in seientific or academic activities

were represented by 14.0 per cen ; of these, the number of geographers was very small.



F. Coello, who played an important role in the foundation of the society, was engaged
mainly in the compilation of the national atlas, the maps for which were made to a scale
of 1:200,000. According to its statutes, the official purpose of the society was the diffusion
of geography ; this consisted in the supply of geographical information useful in the
implementation of Spanish colonial policies. After the independence achieved by numerous
Latin American countries, and under the impact of colonial penetration by other European
countries into Africa, the establishment of new colonial policies became a national task for
the Spain of the period. In this sense, J. Costa, who mobilised influential members of
the society into organising two national conventions of Africanists in 1883 and 1884, was
most active. Many papers insisting on the necessity of exploration and the establishment
of Spanish sovereignty in Africa therewith appeared in the society’s organ. Problems of
geographical education within the compulsory system were discussed, with particular
reference to the backwardness of geographical culture in Spain. But, in the field of
geographical education, the society was unable to develop consistent activities ; M. Ferreiro,
for example, prepared a geography textbook for use in primary education, but it was not
published.

The society did play an important role in the introduction of modern geography
in Spain with the reports on international geographical congresses submitted by R. Torres
Campos and others. R. Betrdn y Rospide published a long paper entitled ‘‘Geography in
1898”, in which he reviewed the development of geography in Spain and other countries.

By 1901, the membership of the society had decreased to 316 persons. In that
year, the share of those engaged in scientific and academic activities had increased to 25.4
per cent, but many of them were foreign corresponding members, a fact which reflected
the backwardness of the development of academic geography in Spain. The share of those
concerned with topographical maps decreased to 30.2 per cent in that year. Thus it was
that the influence of the Geographical Society of Spain on the formation of academic
geography, exercised through the activities of the society, only made itself felt after the

commencement of the twentieth century.





