Chapter 1

Objectives and Tools of World Regional Geography

Chapter Objectives

This chapter should enable your students to…

· Know what geography is

· Understand the world regional approach to geography

· Identify the six essential elements of geography

· Learn some key concepts in geography

· Appreciate the book’s overall objectives

· Learn the basic language of maps

· Understand what GIS and remote sensing are

· Know what geographers do and what kinds of jobs in geography are available

Chapter Outline

I. Welcome to World Regional Geography

A. What is Geography?

B. The World Regional Approach to Geography

C. The Objectives of this Book

II. The Language of Maps

A. Scale

B. Coordinate Systems

C. Projections

D. Symbolization

E. Mental Maps

III. New Geographic Technologies and Careers

A. Geographic Information Systems and Remote Sensing

B. What do Geographers do for a Living?

Chapter Summary

Simple rote memorization of geographic facts and figures – such as lists of countries and capitals – means little without context. Why is it important to know where countries and peoples are located? What is our role in the world? How do problems or issues overseas affect domestic politics, the economy, or the environment? These are the types of questions that the study of geography attempts to answer.

The National Geographic Society came up with six essential elements of geography: spatial terms, places and regions, physical systems, human systems, environment and society, and the uses of geography. Put together, these elements show the broad encompassing scope of geography, and, as discussed in this textbook, should allow readers to understand important geographical problems and potential solutions. In addition, students should be able to make connections between different kinds of information to understand the world, to understand current events, and to interpret places and read landscapes.

Geography literally means “earth description,” but the geographer does more than simply describe; we seek to explain earth phenomena. Maps, one of the most basic tools of geography, help us to explain that phenomena. Maps in their simplest form show where things and places are located on the surface of the Earth relative to each other, but they also have more complex uses. In order to use and appreciate maps more fully, geographers require a basic knowledge of cartographic principles such as scale, projections and coordinate systems, and symbolization. A very advanced form of cartography, the science of geographic information systems, or GIS, represents the cutting edge of geography today.

Modern geographic thought was initiated by the German geographer Alexander von Humboldt with a series of studies on the role of humankind in changing the face of the earth. Many subsequent geographers have broadened and enriched the field of geography, introducing such concepts as the landscape perspective, cultural and natural landscapes, environmental possibilism, and environmental perception (as well as now-discounted doctrines such as environmental determinism). Today geography is a wide and varied discipline, with most geographers specializing in regional, systematic, or technical fields.

This book has divided the world into eight regions in an attempt to make learning about the world and its peoples easier. Regions are arbitrary and should not be construed as “facts on the ground.” They are cartographic generalizations and conveniences, but not objective and unchanging. The eight regions identified in this text are Europe, Russia and the Near Abroad, the Middle East and North Africa, Monsoon Asia, Oceania, Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America, and the United States and Canada. Each region is further subdivided into one or more modules. Before looking at world regions, the text presents two introductory chapters that examine physical and human processes that shape world regions.

The book has four fundamental learning objectives: to understand important geographic problems and their potential solutions, to learn to make connections between different kinds of information as a means of understanding the world, to understand events, and to develop the ability to interpret places and read landscapes.

Key Terms and Concepts
absolute location (p. 8)

agricultural geography (p. 15)

Antarctic Circle (p. 9)

Arctic Circle (p. 9)

Association of American Geographers 
(AAG) (p. 16)

biogeography (p. 15)

cartogram (p. 12)

cartography (p. 7)

choropleth map (p. 12)

climatology (p. 15)

coordinate systems (p. 7)

core location (p. 9)

cultural ecology (p. 15)

cultural geography (p. 15)

cultural landscape (p. 4)
culture (p. 4)
degrees, minutes, and seconds (p. 8)

dot map (p. 12)

economic geography (p. 15)

environmental studies (p. 15)
equator (p. 8)

formal (uniform or homogeneous)

region (p. 5)

functional (nodal) region (p. 5)

geographic information systems (GIS) 
(p. 12)
geography (p. 2)
geomorphology (p. 15)

hemisphere (pp. 9-10)
historical geography (p. 15)

homogenous region (p. 5)

human agency (p. 3)

human-environment interaction (p. 3)
International Date Line (p. 10)

isarithmic map (p. 12)

landscape (p. 4)

landscape perspective (p. 4)
large-scale map

latitude (p. 8)
location (p. 7)
longitude (p. 8)
manufacturing geography (p. 15)

map projection (p. 10)

marketing geography (p. 12)

mathematical location (p. 8)

medical geography (p. 15)

mental map (p. 12)

meridian (p. 8)
meridian of Greenwich (prime meridian) (p. 10)

natural landscape (p. 10)

nautical mile (p. 10)

nodal region (p. 5)

North Pole (p. 9)

parallel (p. 8)
perceptual region (p. 5)
peripheral location (p. 9)

physical geography (p. 3)

place (p. 6)
political ecology (p. 15)
political geography (p. 15)

population geography (p. 15)

prime meridian (p. 10)
reference map (p. 12)
region (p. 4)
regional specialties (p. 14)

relative location (p. 7)

remote sensing (p. 13)

scale (p. 7)

six essential elements of geography (p. 2)
small-scale map (p. 7)
social geography (p. 15)

soils geography (p. 15)

South Pole (p. 9)

space (p. 6)
spatial (p. 7)
statute mile (p. 10)
symbolization (p. 11)

systematic specialty (p. 14)
thematic map (p. 12)
Tropic of Cancer (p. 9)

Tropic of Capricorn (p. 9)

urban geography (p. 15)
uniform region (p. 5)
vernacular region (p. 5)
world regional approach (p. 4)
Answers to Review Questions
1. Although geography literally means “earth description,” it is best thought of as the study of the earth as the home to humans. Geographers bridge the gap between the so-called natural and social sciences because of this focus on humans and their relationship with the environments in which they live. Many geographers specialize in either physical or human geography, but most practitioners have training in both parts of this dichotomous academic discipline. Characteristic approaches study the role of humans in changing the face of the earth, whether that be in the form of something seen, like a landscape, or unseen, like a hole in the ozone layer over Antarctica. [pp.1-4]

2. The six elements of geography as defined by the National Geographic Society are: (1) the World in Spatial Terms, which means geography studies the relationships between people, places, and environments in a spatial context; (2) Places and Regions, dealing with the roots of individuals and cultures in particular places and human-defined regions; (3) Physical Systems, the non-human effects upon the Earth’s surface and ecosystems; (4) Human Systems, studying human activities, settlements, and structures and the way they influence the Earth’s surface; (5) Environment and Society, which looks at the ways the physical environment is affected by the ways human societies value and use natural resources; and (6) Uses of Geography, which enables people to develop an understanding of the relationships between people, places, and environments over time. [pp. 2-3]

3. The word “spatial,” which comes from the noun “space,” refers to the distribution of various phenomena over the surface of the Earth. Above all, geographers study spatial patterns and distributions in Earth’s physical and human characteristics, which sets geography apart from other disciplines. [p. 7]

4. There are a number of differences between the locations of New Zealand and Great Britain. New Zealand is in the Southern Hemisphere, while Britain is in the Northern. Great Britain is located near the center of the world’s land masses; New Zealand is surrounded by vast expanses of ocean. Great Britain is located where many commercial shipping lanes converge, while New Zealand is far from most commercial centers. New Zealand has a relatively isolated location on the periphery of the modern framework of human activity on Earth, but Great Britain is located in the core or central area of that framework. [p. 9]

5. Some of the major terms and concepts include representative fractions (for example, 1:100,000, where one unit on the map equals 100,000 units on the ground); relative location (the location of a place in relation to other places); absolute location or mathematical location (the location of a place on a coordinate grid); coordinate systems (grids consisting of horizontal and vertical lines covering the globe); latitude (position on the surface with respect to the equator and the poles); longitude (straight north-south lines connecting the poles); the Prime Meridian (the zero-degree line of longitude); projections (transferring the three-dimensional surface of the Earth onto a two dimensional flat map); and symbolization (using lines, colors, pictures, and other figures on maps to represent real-world phenomena). [pp. 7-12]

6. The Mercator projection is used for navigation because it is a mathematical projection displaying the lines of longitude and latitude intersecting at right angles. The Robinson projection is not designed for navigation as it is not strictly based upon a mathematical transference of the Earth’s surface onto a flat map but is a compromise between several types of distortion, and it also employs curved longitude lines. [p. 11]

7. A choropleth map fills in political units with colors representing derived values of phenomena across those political units, while a dot map uses dots to portray quantities of some phenomenon within political units. [p. 12]

8. A mental map is a collection of personal geographic information that each person uses to order the images and facts they have about places both local and distant. [p. 12]

9. GIS stands for Geographic Information Systems. It differs from manual cartography because of its basis in computer software and its ability to “layer” different forms of geographic or spatial data. Geographic data can be created, manipulated and analyzed very quickly and effectively in this manner, whereas manual cartography was typically quite slow, difficult to update, and had limited means for geographic analysis of data. [pp. 12-14]

