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Chapter 1: Geography Matters

Overview

As a field of inquiry, human geography is particularly concerned with the interdependency of living things and their physical environments. This is important in a world that is becoming more complex and interdependent than ever before.  The purpose of this chapter is to introduce us to fundamental concepts, frameworks, methods and perspectives used by human geographers to make sense of the world around them.  In defining human geography as the systematic study of peoples and human activities across the Earth’s surface, it encourages us to recognize and analyze the inherently interdependent patterns these activities represent. 

Having read this chapter, students should better appreciate how and why geographical relationships matter. They will learn how maps, as well as other analytical tools used by geographers like GIS, can be used to make sense of the spatial organization of human activity. They will also be made aware of the many types of interactions between humans and their environments. In developing a basic understanding of human geography, students will find themselves better equipped to make sense of the impact of our relationships to each other and to the world around us.
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Learning Outcomes

■
Explain how the study of geography has become essential for understanding a world that is more complex, interdependent, and changing faster than ever before.

■
Identify four examples of how places influence inhabitants’ lives.

■
Distinguish the differences among major map projections and describe their relative strengths and weaknesses.

■
Explain how geographers use geographic information systems (GIS) to merge and analyze data.

■
Summarize the five concepts that are key to spatial analysis and describe how they help geographers to analyze relationships between peoples and places.

■
Describe the importance of distance in shaping human activity.

■
Summarize the three concepts that are key to regional analysis and explain how they help geographers analyze relationships between peoples and places. 

Discussion Topics and Lecture Themes 

1.

The so-called Arab spring of 2011 brought the growing impact of global economies and policies home to bear in the Arab world. Ask student to think about how some of the specific everyday activities which they participated in, from online to consumer activities, might have contributed to this volatile global situation, in both positive and negative ways. 

2.
Have the students explore the website of the Canadian Association of Geographers (www.cag-acg.ca) and review the contents of several recent issues of The Canadian Geographer. Then ask them to consider the range of research themes and topics that have been examined by Canadian geographers. What are some of these themes and topics? On what places or geographical regions have their studies focused? What are some methods of analysis that Canadian geographers have employed in conducting their research?


(The range of research themes and topics examined by Canadian geographers is incredibly broad, as are the specific settings in which research has been conducted. Conducting such a search will provide the students with an understanding of how Canadian geography continues to be a vibrant and an absorbing discipline in which a variety of qualitative and quantitative research methods are used. It will also demonstrate that the research of Canadian geographers is conducted at a variety of scales, from the local to the regional to the national).
3.
In order the encourage students to think about the concept of “place” and intersubjectivity, have them describe a location towards which they feel a special attachment. This may be a landscape or a building, a room or a public place where they feel a sense of belonging. Have them consider why that place is significant to them, and how that same place might be threatening to someone else. 


(Point out that geographers study the meaning and not just the location of places. Meaning comes from a common understanding of the significance of a place, and this significance can be both at the individual or collective level).

4.
Have students think about the foods and drinks they consumed over a three day period, and the geographical origins of these foods. Have students suggest how their dietary habits are related to other global issues like agricultural patterns of production, our use of global environments and resources, and to global cultural and ethnic patterns of food consumption, conflict, and land ownership. 


(How do the local community and the source regions of these products depend on each other? What impact do our dietary patterns have in an interdependent world?)

5.
Show the students the PowerPoint images (Figures 1.14 to 1.16) depicting various map projections. What are the strengths and weaknesses of each projection? Why are all of them still in use today?

6.
Places can be identified according to their absolute or relative location, their site and situation. Have students think about what this means by asking them to describe where they live in both absolute and relative terms, and in terms of their residential site and situation.  When is it useful to use relative location to locate their residence? When would absolute location be a better means of positioning their residence? 


(Absolute location refers to longitude and latitude, or a marked and measured location like an address. Relative location or situation refer to the position of a place relative to another. In addition to these means of locating a place, it is important to think about their site and situation. The site refers to the physical attributes of a place, such as its terrain, soil, and vegetation. The situation refers to the location of the place relative to other places – for example, in the case of a university campus, to other parts of the community or to given streets or parks. Students should be encouraged to think about these key concepts)

7.
Discuss a current events issue like the outbreak of disease or an environmental disaster. Ask students to think about how specific types of spatial processes, like complementarity, transferability, intervening opportunities, and diffusion relate to the issue you have chosen.


For example, the Ebola and Aids epidemics were very different in their spatial origins and distribution. Think about why this is so.

8.
Ask students to think about what we mean by regionalization by having them think about regionalism in Canada. How many regions can they identify?  Ask students to explain and justify why they identified the regions they did and what they think are the important characteristics of each region. 


(Regions may exhibit some variability in certain attributes, share an overall coherence in structure and economic, political, and social organization).

9.
Landscapes are central to our understanding of the world around us. They provide visual cues and also inform us about past activities. The analysis of landscape reveals patterns of the past as well as present. In order to help students understand this, show students advertisements selected from a variety of different magazines and have them decipher how the landscape displayed within the advertisement is central to the marketers’ message. What are the key elements in the composition of the landscape it displays, and what do each of these symbolize? 

10.
Have students describe the neighbourhood in which they live, identifying the imprint of different periods of development. Which features of the region can be said to be the result of general spatial effects, and which are unique?
Activities for Chapter 1 (See Activities Manual for full details of each activity)
Activity 1: Mapping Your Space. In this activity, students create their own mental maps and compare these maps to aerial photographs. This activity can be done as part of Discussion Topics and Lecture Themes numbers 5 and 6 (see above).
Activity 2, Option 1: The Global Merry-go-round. This activity focuses on “where-in-the-world” goods and services are produced, why goods and services are produced where they are produced (core, semiperiphery, and periphery). Activity 2 can also be used for Chapters 2 and 3.
Activity 14: Geography and You. In this activity, students will explore the importance that geography plays in their day-to-day lives (or at least how much they are exposed to geography during their day-to-day lives) by conducting a self-audit and analysis of their self-audit, self-reflection, and through spatial representation. The answers of the students can be compared with answers given by Dr. Lovell in the interview summary below.
Activity 17: Power and Commercialization. Students will consider how companies, corporations, and so on have infiltrated their lives through exposure to commercialism, whether it be while they are walking down the street, driving a car, attending school, and how this has influenced their perception of place and space. They will also consider how commercialism has shaped the world today. This activity can be used for Chapters 5, 6, and 7 as well.
Audio Interview Summary with George Lovell (Chapters 1 and 4)

GEORGE LOVELL George Lovell is a professor of geography at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario. Born and raised in Scotland, he earned an MA in Regional and Systematic Geography from the University of Glasgow in 1973 and then moved to the University of Alberta, where he received his MA (in 1975) and PhD (in 1980) in geography.

Dr. Lovell is a cultural and historical geographer, with an interest in the indigenous peoples of Latin America—a region he knows very well, having conducted research over the past 30 years in countries such as Mexico, Brazil, Argentina and Cuba, as well as in many parts of Central America. His specific interests have focused on the Maya of Guatemala, and he has paid special attention to their survival in the face of the Old World diseases and Western patterns of economic exploitation that were forced upon them as a result of Spanish colonization in the early sixteenth century. He has published extensively in this field of research. One of his books, Conquest and Survival in Colonial Guatemala: A Historical Geography of the Cuchumatán Highlands 1500–1821 (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press), which was first published in 1985 and saw its third edition in 2005, is now considered a classic contribution to this field. In recognition of his research achievements, in 1995 Dr. Lovell was awarded the Carl O. Sauer Distinguished Scholarship Award from the Conference of Latin Americanist Geographers. 

In addition to his interest in their history, Dr. Lovell has also studied the present-day Maya. Arising from these observations, he has written a number of articles on the plight of Maya refugees during a period of civil war in Guatemala, and about the political repression of the Maya by various governments in the late twentieth century. He has served as a member of the editorial advisory board of the prestigious journal The Geographical Review. As co-editor of Mesoamérica from 1998 to 2008, he has played an important role in securing this journal’s reputation as the leading outlet for publication of research on Central America. 

Writing that “I have never believed it possible to separate teaching from research,” Dr. Lovell carries his commitment to his work into the classroom at Queen’s, where he currently teaches courses in human geography and the regional geography of Latin America. Actively reaching outside of an English-speaking milieu in Canada, he is now affiliated with two universities and a research centre in Spain, where he also teaches courses and supervises graduate students. Dr. Lovell has served as a board member and vice-president of the Centro de Investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamérica in Antigua, Guatemala, since 1978. 

A geographer as strongly committed to fieldwork as he is to work in the archives, Dr. Lovell has written a number of papers on the moral and ethical issues of research. In 2007, he undertook a trip round the world under the aegis of the American Geographical Society, and published his reflections in the January 2008 issue of their journal The Geographical Review. 
No introduction to George Lovell’s work would be complete without mention of his love of words and music: twice short-listed in the CBC Literary Awards competition, he is also a noted jazz enthusiast (having once had his own radio program at Queen’s) and has authored a book on the rock group Procol Harum.

Alan Nash talked with George Lovell about the importance of  training in geography, the value of cultural geography, his research in Guatemala, his thoughts about the relationships between indigenous peoples and the environment, and the role of field work in research.
Interview Questions
1. What advice do you have for a student just starting out to study human geography? Is it a good subject in which to major? What other subjects would you suggest make a good complement to taking geography courses?

2. In your opinion, what particular insights do we gain by looking at a particular problem through the eyes of a cultural geographer?

3. The indigenous peoples of the New World were once commonly portrayed as “living in harmony with nature,” but recent studies have now challenged that view. What has happened to our evidence or theories to cause that change of opinion? What can we learn from these new interpretations of environmental change in the past that can help us in the future?

4. From your studies, why do you think that the Maya of Guatemala were more successful than other indigenous peoples in the region when it came to creating what you have called “a culture of survival”?

5. You have been actively conducting research in Latin America for many years now, and I am interested in your experiences conducting field work there. What is it about field work that you find especially attractive? What insights do you gain that you could not by any other means? What are the difficulties involved? What additional skills are needed? Could you describe in general terms how you proceed when conducting a new piece of research that involves field work.
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More information about Dr. Lovell can be found included as part of the faculty section of the Queen’s University, Department of Geography website, located at www.geog.queensu.ca (click on “people,” and then click on “faculty” to find his page).

Videos

Visit MasteringGeography (www.masteringgeography.com) for over 30 human geography videos with assignable quizzes

Key Terms

accessibility: the opportunity for contact or interaction from a given point or location in relation to other locations.
cognitive distance: the distance that people perceive to exist in a given situation.
cognitive images (mental maps): psychological representations of locations that are created from people’s individual ideas and impressions of these locations.
cognitive space: space defined and measured in terms of the nature and degree of people’s values, feelings, beliefs, and perceptions about locations, districts, and regions.
conformal projections: map projections on which compass bearings are rendered accurately.
distance-decay function: the rate at which a particular activity or process diminishes with increasing distance.
economies of scale: cost advantages to manufacturers that accrue from high-volume production, since the average cost of production falls with increasing output.
equal-area (equivalent) projections: map projections that portray areas on Earth’s surface in their true proportions.
equidistant projection: These projections represent distance accurately in only one direction and are often used for representing large portions of Earth.
functional regions:  regions that, while they may exhibit some variability in certain attributes, share an overall coherence in structure and economic, political, and social organization.
friction of distance: the deterrent or inhibiting effect of distance on human activity.
geodemographic research: investigation using census data and commercial data (such as sales data and property records) about the populations of small districts to create profiles of those populations for market research.
geographical imagination: a geographical imagination is what  allows us to understand changing patterns, processes, and relationships among people, places, and regions.
geographic information system (GIS): an organized collection of computer hardware, software, and geographical data that is designed to capture, store, update, manipulate, and display spatially referenced information.
Global Positioning System (GPS): a system of satellites which orbit the earth on precisely predictable paths, broadcasting highly accurate time and locational information.
human geography: the study of the spatial organization of human activity and of people’s relationships with their environments.
identity: the sense that you make of yourself through your subjective feelings based on your everyday experiences and social relations.
infrastructure: installations which promote development like canals, railways, harbor facilities, roads and bridges.
irredentism: the assertion by the government of a country that a minority living outside its

formal borders belongs to it historically and culturally.
intersubjectivity: shared meanings that are derived from everyday practice.
landscape:  a complex repository of information about society imprinted on the world around us and reflected in buildings, environmental modifications and cultural or economic activities.
latitude: the angular distance of a point on Earth’s surface, measured north or south from the equator, which is 0°.
lifeworld: the taken for-granted pattern and context for everyday living through which people conduct their day-to-day lives without conscious attention.
longitude: the angular distance of a point on Earth’s surface, measured east or west from the prime meridian (the line that passes through both poles and through Greenwich, England, and that has the value of 0°).
map projection: a systematic rendering on a flat surface of the geographic coordinates of the features found on Earth’s surface.
masculinism: the assumption that the world is, and should be, shaped mainly by men for men.
mental maps: see cognitive images

ordinary landscapes: the everyday landscapes that people create in the course of their lives together
physical geography: the study of the Earth’s natural processes and their outcomes.
place: a concept with two levels of meaning: (1) an objective location that has both uniqueness and interdependence with other places; (2) a subjective social and cultural construct – somewhere that has personal meaning for individuals or groups.
place making: any activity, deliberate or unintentional, that enables space to acquire meaning.
region: a larger-sized territory that encompasses many places, all or most of which share similar attributes in comparison with the attributes of places elsewhere.
regional geography: the study of the ways in which unique combinations of environmental and human factors produce territories with distinctive landscapes and cultural attributes.
regionalism: a term used to describe situations in which different religious or ethnic groups with distinctive identities coexist within the same state boundaries, often concentrated within a particular region and sharing strong feelings of collective identity.
regionalization areal units which have become the objects of classification.
remote sensing: the collection of information about parts of the Earth’s surface by means of aerial photography or satellite imagery designed to record data on visible, infrared, and microwave sensor systems.
sectionalism: regionalism which has led to an extreme devotion to regional interests and customs.
sense of place:  the feelings evoked among people as a result of the experiences and

memories they associate with a place and to the symbolism they attach to that place.
site: the physical attributes of a location – its terrain, soil, vegetation, and water sources, for example.
situation: the location of a place relative to other places and human activities.
spatial analysis: the study of many geographic phenomena can be approached in

terms of their arrangement as points, lines, areas, or surfaces on a map.
spatial diffusion: the way that things spread through space and over time.
spatial interaction: movement and flows involving human activity.
symbolic landscapes: landscapes that represent particular values or aspirations that builders and financiers want to impart to a larger public.
time-space compression: the rate at which places move closer together in travel or

communication time or costs resulting from a decrease in the friction of distance and space-adjusting technologies which bring places closer together.
topological space: the connections between, or connectivity of, particular points in space.
utility: the usefulness of a specific place or location to a particular person or group.
visualization: a computer-assisted representation of spatial data, often involving three-dimensional images and innovative perspectives, in order to reveal spatial patterns and relationships more effectively.
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