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 PREFACE

UNDERSTANDING WORLD REGIONAL 
GEOGRAPHY
Five hundred years ago, the greatest library in Europe was 

at Queens’ College in Cambridge and had only 199 books in 

the entire collection. In 2013, publishers released more than 

300,000 new titles or editions of books, and authors self-

published more than 390,000 books in the United States 

alone. Even more remarkably, more than 1.1 million print 

on-demand or Internet-access only books were published, 

with marketing done chiefl y on the Internet. Five hundred 

years ago, a scholar could claim to have read every book in 

Europe’s greatest library. Today, no one can claim to have 

read each of the more than 36 million books in the Library 

of Congress in the United States. At the turn of the mil-

lennium, Librarian of Congress James Billington quipped 

that we are no longer in the Age of the Renaissance or the 

Information Age; rather, we currently live in a “Too Much 

Information Age.”1

Too much information. Your generation, which can-

not remember a time before the Internet and may have never 

used a card catalog in a library, is adept at quickly fi nding 

information. The vast majority of the information you fi nd 

on the Internet is less than 15 years old. All of this recent 

information can give society a short-term memory that lacks 

the depth of geographic context and historical knowledge. 

Does all of the information with which you are inundated 

each day seep into your brain and improve your understand-

ing of the world? Not likely.

One goal of this book is to help you sort through the 

“too much information” and gain understanding by thinking 

geographically about the world. Many general education 

curriculums at colleges and universities throughout North 

America require students to take “globalization” courses or 

to become better “global citizens.” We are biased, as geog-

raphers, but we contend that the best possible way to gain 

a global perspective and to organize the vast amount of in-

formation that fl oods your lives each day is through world 

regional geography.

Understanding World Regional Geography helps stu-

dents begin to grasp the complexities of our world. If you 

have ever watched the news or read a newspaper and thought, 

“I cannot possibly understand what is going on in Syria;” 

“I cannot understand how China became so economically 

powerful in the last 30 years;” or “Why are some people 

and places incredibly poor while others are ridiculously 

wealthy?” you know the feeling of thinking the world is 

 simply too complex to understand. 

How can Understanding World Regional Geography 

help you on your journey of better understanding our com-

plex world? We designed this book and the corresponding 

online content to introduce you to the integrative way geog-

raphers gather and process information. To do this, we build 

from the geography education literature, which has estab-

lished that thinking geographically requires two things: ap-

plying geographic concepts to real-life situations and going 

into the fi eld and seeing the world as geographers. 

Understanding World Regional Geography introduces 

you to dozens of geographic concepts that you can inte-

grate and apply to real-world situations. Across 14 chap-

ters we highlight 25 Threshold Concepts that will help 

you learn to think geographically. Once you learn one of 

these concepts and apply it yourself, you will begin to in-

tegrate the concept in your thinking and can draw from it 

1Achenbach, Joel. “The Too-Much-Information Age: Today’s Data Glut 

Jams Libraries and Lives. But Is Anyone Getting Any Wiser?” Washington 
Post, March 12, 1999, A1.

Threshold Concepts in Geography
CHAPTER THRESHOLD CONCEPTS

Introduction to World Regional 
Geography

Context 
Region
Cultural Landscape
Scale

Global Connections Anthropocene
Globalization
Networks

Geography of Development Development
Unequal Exchange
Mental Map

Subsaharan Africa Site
Situation

Southwest Asia and 
North Africa

Diff usion
Hearth

South Asia Green Revolution

Southeast Asia Tourism 
Authenticity

East Asia Commodity Chain

Europe Population Pyramid

North and Central Eurasia Identity

North America Migration

Latin America and 
the Caribbean

Race
Gender

Pacific Time–Space 
Compression

World Regions and World Cities World Cities



to learn new material and think geographically. When a 

Threshold Concept is introduced in depth, an icon appears 

in the margin and a defi nition is given at the bottom of the 

page. At the end of each chapter, the Creative and Critical 
Thinking Questions each integrate Threshold Concepts, 

which aff ords you an opportunity to apply Threshold 

Concepts to your surroundings and case studies from each 

world region. 

WileyPLUS Learning Space includes to a matrix for 

the 25 Threshold Concepts that links you through to a va-

riety of case studies from Understanding World Regional 
Geography that use each threshold concept. 

We established the mapping program in Understanding 
World Regional Geography through partnerships with 

Esri and Maps.com. Maps.com used ArcGIS to create 

six thematic maps for print and digital in each chapter of 

Understanding World Regional Geography. Clicking on a 

webmap in the Understanding World Regional Geography 
online environment opens the map in ArcGIS Online, mak-

ing the map dynamic and interactive.  

Dynamic webmaps give students ownership of their 

learning. In the ArcGIS Online environment, students can 

interact with the maps, turning on and off  layers, zooming 

in and out, panning across maps, adding their own layers 

of data, and using spatial analysis tools in ArcGIS Online 

to ask and answer questions. An expert in geography edu-

cation and spatial thinking designed map exercises in each 

chapter that take students through steps in Bloom’s taxon-

omy, fi rst asking students to look for patterns on a map, then 

asking students to compare and contrast diff erent data or 

diff erent areas of the map, and later asking students to infer 

and predict based on the map. 

ArcGIS Online is simple to use while also being ro-

bust. Students can work through map questions using re-

ally basic commands in ArcGIS Online. Students who grow 

curious and explore ArcGIS Online or whose professors 

or discussion leaders create their own assignments using 

Understanding World Regional Geography’s dynamic web-

maps can ask and answer new questions by adding layers 

from outside, creating class (virtual) fi eld trips, designing 

Esri storymaps to track a history, pattern, or phenomenon, 

and using ArcGIS Online’s spatial analysis tools to ask and 

answer complex questions.

As students interact with the maps, they learn how to 

think geographically by asking geographic questions and 

using webmaps to fi nd answers. Instead of telling students 

geography is something you memorize, we show students 

that geography is something you do.

UNDERSTANDING WORLD REGIONAL 
GEOGRAPHY FEATURES:
• Chapter Opener Featuring a single photograph and 

a short vignette, the authors draw students into reading 

the chapter. The goal of each chapter opener is to get stu-

dents to think twice about their existing perception of a 

region.

• Guest Field Notes: The authors invited colleagues to dis-

cuss their fi eldwork-based research. Each guest fi eld note 

includes a photograph and a vignette describing the fi eld-

work.

• Using Geographic Tools This feature demonstrates, 

through real-world examples, how geographers use 

tools, including regions, mental maps, GIS, crowd-

sourced maps, statistics, surveys, landscape analysis, and 

planning, to do geography. Each Using Geographical 

Tools entry includes a photo or map and two Thinking 

Geographically questions.

• Reading the Physical Landscape Students are walked 

through the process of examining a physical landscape, 

identifying physical features, and understanding the pro-

cesses that created the features in the landscape. 

• Reading the Cultural Landscape Students are walked 

through the process of examining a cultural landscape, 

identifying the visible imprint of humans and cultures 

on the landscape, and understanding the processes that 

shaped the landscape.

• Your Turn: Geography in the Field Students are 

given the opportunity to analyze a photograph, make 

observations, ask questions, and think through  answers. 

Each Your Turn: Geography in the Field feature  includes 

at least two Thinking Geographically questions. 

Learning to think geographically requires practice. The 

Guest Field Notes, Reading the Cultural Landscape, Reading 

the Physical Landscape, and the Your Turn: Geography in 

the Field features may inspire you to look at your campus or 

neighborhood in a new light. Start making observations, ask-

ing why something is where, and seeking answers. 

A global perspective is not easily achieved. It may take 

you a lifetime. Our hope is that this class and this book will 

set you on the path to seeing how you fi t into the world, to 

becoming curious about the varied people and places in our 

world, and to gaining a deeper understanding of this vast 

place we call home. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
We began work on Understanding World Regional 
Geography about eight years ago when Erin envisioned 

 designing a book around how students learn. Inspired by 

the National Research Council’s How Students Learn: 
History, Mathematics, and Science in the Classroom, by 

articles and presentations in geography education emanat-

ing from the National Council for Geography Education 
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and the Association of American Geographers, and by her 

own research in geography education based on metacog-
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help students understand world regional geography. 
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People, Place, and Culture (with Alexander B. Murphy and 

H. J. de Blij), and Ryan called Erin and asked that she con-

sider writing a world regional geography book. The project 

started in earnest in 2006.

Dozens of people at Wiley have played a hand in 

bringing this book to fruition. Ryan Flahive was a partner 

in developing Understanding World Regional Geography 

from the beginning. Ryan recognized and helped refi ne 

Erin’s vision for a book designed around how students 

learn. He and Erin engaged in countless discussions about 

the limitations of a PDF-based, traditional e-textbook. 

Ryan played a central role in developing Wiley’s dynamic 

learning platform, WileyPLUS Learning Space, and we 

are proud that Understanding World Regional Geography 

is the pioneer fi rst edition book to be designed and pub-

lished using WileyPLUS Learning Space. Erin met with Jay 

O’Callaghan at the Association of American Geographers 

meeting in 2012. Erin and Jay were walking through the 

convention center and mulling over how to make maps with 

which students could take ownership of their learning. Erin 

was lamenting the fact that ArcGIS would be the best pos-
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As Erin soon discovered, Esri’s ArcGIS Online is perfectly 

suited for the novice, armchair user with no background in 

GIS. This generation of college students, the Millennials, 

can navigate well-designed software intuitively, and 
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David DiBiase, Esri Director of Education, and the ed-
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the Understanding World Regional Geography mapping 
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We thank Jack Dangermond, founder and president of Esri, 

for his continually evolving and progressive vision of maps 

as spatial thinking, analysis, and decision-making tools and 

for his unwavering support for our project. David DiBiase 

served as lead vocal and Ryan Flahive was lead guitar for 

the mapping program band. Erin periodically beat the drum 

to keep moving us forward, but it was the trust established 

between David and Ryan that allowed Esri, the leading GIS 

company, and Wiley, the leading geography publishing 

company, to take a leap of faith and provide the resources 

and eff ort necessary to make our robust mapping program. 

We thank them for creating a partnership that made our 

groundbreaking mapping program possible. In a conversa-

tion in 2014, David quipped, “Maps are not trivial things.” 

Thanks to David’s guidance and the support of the educa-

tion team at Esri, students will recognize how maps can 

transform their learning of facts into an understanding of 

connections, patterns, and context, while using the dynamic 

webmaps and accompanying exercises in WileyPLUS 

Learning Space. 

Wiley has been incredibly supportive of Understanding 
World Regional Geography since its inception. We were 

 assigned several of the best development editors in the 

business. Mary O’Sullivan, Ellen Ford, and Nancy Perry 

helped envision the fl ow of the chapters, adeptly coor-

dinated  reviews, thoughtfully guided our progress, and 

learned to think geographically along the way. Once we 

moved from development to production, Sandra Dumas 

and Janet Foxman served as production editors, organizing 

the manuscript schedule and map and art programs to bring 

the book together. Jackie Henry stepped in, and we benefi t-

ted from her organization, support, and ability to juggle. 

While moving Understanding World Regional Geography 

through production, Jackie also served as production editor 

for Human Geography: People, Place, and Culture. Dennis 

Free was the fi nal production editor. His pragmatism, com-

munication skills, and organizational abilities brought the 

book to print, and we are thankful for his work.
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Wiley Geosciences editor Jess Fiorillo hit the ground run-

ning in fall 2014. We appreciate her candor, intelligence, 

kindness, and optimism. Veronica Armour has a keen 

sense of curiosity, which helped improve this book. Darnell 

Sessom’s kindness and support are truly appreciated. Julia 

Nollen adeptly handled the guest fi eld notes and stepped 

up in the last few weeks to help us reach our goal. Kathryn 

Hancox was invaluable to Erin as coordinator for permis-

sions, art, and photos. The amount of work that goes into 

permissions has increased signifi cantly since the begin-

ning of this project, and Kathryn and permissions editor 

Craig Leonard were thorough. Photo editor Billy Ray was 

a delight to work with, as he took the time to really think 

about how a photo needed to be framed to convey a cer-

tain geographic concept. He has a great eye for photography 

and displayed a willingness to dig when we asked him to 

do so. After working on a book so long, the authors hope 

that the designer will present the material in an engaging 

manner. Senior designer Wendy Lai created a layout that 

engages the reader, and she drew from her impeccable taste 

and aesthetic to design a beautiful book. Behind the scenes, 

Geraldine Osnato, Kevin Holm, and Harry Nolan moved 
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in ArcGIS Online and took the lead on creating the dy-

namic webmaps. Cartographer Martha Bostwick designed 
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maps and Jesse Wickizer created the dynamic webmaps 
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 THRESHOLD CONCEPTS  in this Chapter

Context
Scale
Region
Cultural Landscape

1

INTRODUCTION TO WORLD 
REGIONAL GEOGRAPHY

T
his may be your first college-level geography class, but your mind is not a blank slate. You come 
into this class with a set of perceptions about peoples, places, cultures, and regions. Your un-
derstanding of the world comes from your experiences, as well as from news stories, magazines, 

movies, novels, and books. Images you have seen in your life—an Afghani girl with piercing green eyes or 
a Maasi woman with a beaded collar on her neck—help create a structure in your brain, and this struc-
ture helps you make sense of the world.

These structures in our brains are like scaff olding. Educators across disciplines call these scaff olds 
schemata. Pieces of information create the base, then we build upon it with other perceptions and ideas 
we gain, and finally, we have schemata through which we build ideas and attach any new information 
we learn about places and peoples. If we read a novel set in southern Africa and the characters, stories, 
and descriptions contrast with our schemata of Africa, we may choose to restructure our conceptualiza-
tion of Africa, reject the image of Africa presented in the novel, or pick and choose what fits and what 
does not fit in our perception.

The goal of Understanding World Regional Geography is to help you build your knowledge and 
 appreciation of the world. As global citizens, each of us has opportunities every day to be aware of 
our schema, question it, wonder about it, challenge it, and ultimately, revise it so that we may have a 
deeper understanding of the world we call home.
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Nasir Bagh, Pakistan. Photographed in 1984, in the midst of the Soviet Union’s  occupation of Afghanistan, Sharbat Gula 
came to symbolize the pain of a refugee’s life and the resilience of the Afghan people. Americans were drawn to Sharbat 
Gula’s piercing green eyes on the cover of National Geographic magazine. Gula is a member of the Pashtun ethnic group in 
Afghanistan, and her parents died in the war with the Soviet Union. As a young child, she and her siblings and grandmother 
fled to the Nasir Bagh refugee camp across the border in Pakistan, where she lived until aft er she married as a teenager. The 
photograph of Gula is considered one of the most famous photographs in the United States. Something about her eyes 
spoke to Americans. Perhaps we imagined the life of the young woman in a refugee camp and thought of girls in America 
who were the same age. Perhaps we could not look away from those eyes, and we realized the war happening so far away 
was impacting people who seemed real in her face. Perhaps her eyes were engaging enough that we wanted to learn more 
about the war in Afghanistan. Or perhaps the glimmer of hope behind the strain in her bright eyes made us hopeful for an 
end to conflict in the region. Regardless of how we interpreted Gula’s eyes, we paused and  considered where Afghanistan 
and the war fit in our schemata of the world.



2  CHAPTER 1  Introduction to World Regional Geography

LO

WHAT IS GEOGRAPHY?

L E A R N I N G  O B J E C T I V E S
1. Describe what geography is.
2. Explain the diff erences between physical geography 

and human geography.
3. Understand what it means to think geographically.

Geographers are interested in studying the world, specifi -

cally, the multitude of peoples and the places they create. 

Most people new to the fi eld of geography imagine that 

 geographers study maps in order to memorize places, and 

read statistics in order to gather facts about people and 

places, such as chief exports, capitals, and major  languages. 

However, geographers do not study peoples and places 

simply to gather sets of data. Geographers study peoples 

and places in order to understand how people create places, 

how cultures are refl ected in places, how people and envi-

ronment interact, and how people’s perceptions of places 

and of others infl uence the ways they interact.

STUDYING GEOGRAPHY
Geography is the study of people, place, environment, and 

space. People incorporate the 7 billion people on Earth. 

 Geographers study the ways people identify themselves and 

defi ne others, the cultural practices and norms they follow, 

and the actions they take whether on a mundane day or in the 

context of a major event or crisis. Place is the uniqueness of 

a location, and to understand place, geographers think about 

how places are shaped by people and their interaction with 

 environment. A place has a  character, a  visual aesthetic that 

typically refl ects the people, their cultural values, and their recip-

rocal interaction with the physical environment (Figure 1.1). 

Reading the CULTURAL Landscape

Ifugao Province, Philippines: Rice Terraces

These rice fields in the Philippines look nothing like the vast, 
flat corn fields of Iowa and Illinois. How do people farm 
in a hilly or mountainous environment? Approximately 
2,000 years ago, Ifugao people on the island of Luzon in the 
present-day Philippines carved terraces into the hillside to 
shape flat lands they could farm. Since then, farmers have 
used the  terraces to cultivate rice. The terraces are irri gated 

by rainfall at higher elevations that is then pooled and 
 released over time down the steps of the landscape. The 
engineering feat of rice terraces and the balance between 
nature and  society exemplified by this form of agriculture 
were reasons the United Nations recognized the Ifugao rice 
terraces as a World Heritage Site in 1995.

FIGURE 1.1 Banaue, Philippines. These rice terraces have been farmed for 2,000 years.
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What Is Geography?  3

Human geographers takes a geographic approach 

 (analyzing people, place, and space) to the study of peoples, 

cultures, and their shaping of place and  environment.  Human 

geographers study economics, politics,  culture, health 

and medicine, history, and more. A human  geographer 

 approaches an issue such as guest workers  migrating from 

Indonesia to Saudi Arabia (Figure 1.3)  diff erently from 

other  social scientists because a human geographer is con-

cerned with where something is happening, why it 

is happening there, and why it matters (to the place 

migrants came from, the migrants themselves, and 

the place where the  migrants went to).

Human geographer Rachel Silvey inter-

viewed Indonesian women who worked as 

 domestic help in Saudi Arabia and found that, 

although reports of cases of abuse of Indone-

sian women in Saudi Arabia were high enough 

for non-government organizations to ask the 

Indonesian government to stop women from 

becoming guest workers, thousands of women 

were still willing to migrate. The women be-

lieved earning remittances, money earned 

through work in Saudi Arabia that they could 

send home to Indonesia, was worth the risk of 

abuse. They also believed working in Saudi 

Arabia gave them opportunity to make the pil-

grimage to Mecca (located in Saudi  Arabia), 

which is expected of all Muslims if they can 

 aff ord to go.

Geographers also study the reciprocal rela-

tionship  between physical and human, in a fi eld 

of study called  human–environment rela-

tions.  Catastrophes, such as the 2010 fl ooding in 

 Pakistan, can have global environmental causes 

with very real local impacts on people. Draw-

ing from the Indus River to  irrigate lands makes 

 Environment is the physical context of 

Earth, but environment is not a static stage 

on which people act. Environment incor-

porates Earth processes, such as erosion 

caused by rivers, and the human  impact on 

environment. Space is an abstract, bound-

less set of connections and construction of 

relations where processes occur. Geogra-

phers think about what and who creates 

space—the structures of everyday society, 

the economic, political, and social con-

straints in which people operate.

Geography incorporates two major 

fi elds of study: physical  geography and 

human geography. Physical  geographers 

take a geographic approach (analyzing 

people, place, and space) to the study of Earth, 

environment, and human– environment inter-

actions.  Physical geographers study  weather 

(meteorology), climate ( climatology), 

natural hazards, landforms (geomorphology), human– 

environment interactions, and more. A physical geographer 

approaches an issue such as fl ooding in Pakistan diff erently 

from other physical scientists (Figure 1.2), because a physi-

cal geographer is concerned with why something is happen-

ing precisely where it is happening, why it matters to that 

place and the people, and how what is happening in this 

one place is connected to other peoples, places, and space.

FIGURE 1.3 Tangerang, Indonesia. The largest Muslim country in the 
world, based on total followers of Islam, is Indonesia, with over 200 million 
Muslims. The government of Saudi Arabia claims approximately 100,000 
Indonesians work in Saudi Arabia. Other sources estimate that more than 
500,000 Indonesians work in Saudi Arabia as guest workers, invited by the 
government to work temporarily, mainly as domestic help. The women 
in this photograph are filing papers to leave Indonesia and become guest 
workers in Saudi Arabia.

FIGURE 1.2 Multan, Pakistan. The Indus River is the lifeblood of Pakistan, 
providing fresh water to over 100 million people. In August 2010, the Indus 
experienced massive flooding, caused by incredibly heavy rains from the summer 
monsoon. Monsoon rains are intensifying as the temperatures of the Indian Ocean 
have warmed with recent global climate change. Approximately 20 million people 
were displaced by the flooding in Pakistan.

Kh
al

id
 T

an
ve

er
/A

P 
Ph

ot
o.

RE
U

TE
RS

/N
ew

sc
om

.



4  CHAPTER 1  Introduction to World Regional Geography

Threshold Concepts
Understanding World Regional Geography emphasizes 25 

threshold concepts as key to thinking geographically. 

Meyer and Land (2006) established that once a student 

understands threshold concepts in geography, it opens the 

door to thinking and learning like a geographer. We wrote 

and designed the book to highlight 25 threshold concepts 

and show how to apply them to specifi c  examples. Our dis-

cipline has far more than 25 geographic concepts, but we 

chose these 25 as the pivotal concepts for thinking geo-

graphically in a world regional geography course. Each 

chapter highlights one or more threshold concepts and uses 

case studies to demonstrate the threshold  concepts.

The creative and critical thinking questions at the end 

of each chapter challenge you to apply threshold concepts 

across regions. The concept checks within each chapter 

test whether you have learned the material and can apply 

threshold concepts and other geographic concepts. The on-

line component also has graded questions regarding specifi c 

threshold concepts and case studies to help you practice 

employing them. In this chapter, we will discuss threshold 

concepts of context, scale, region, and cultural landscape.

CONTEXT
Reading statistics such as 4 out of 5 children with HIV/

AIDS live in Subsaharan Africa may lead us to believe the 

disease is really an issue for Africa and less so for the rest 

of the world. However, HIV/AIDS diff uses in each region 

of the world in varying ways, and, only by understanding 

each context can we grasp the impact of the disease and 

design programs to help combat its spread. To geographers, 

the world is not a stage on which people act and diseases 

spread. Rather, in each of the world’s regions, people’s 

experiences, shared histories, cultural values and norms, 

and interactions with each other and places, as well as hu-

man–environment interactions, create and defi ne a regional 

context in which a disease diff uses.

In regional contexts, we can better understand why 

diseases spread in the patterns they do. The  diff usion of 

HIV/AIDS is a global phenomenon, interacting with many 

governments that work to create programs to slow the 

transmission of the disease in their countries.  Regionally, 

HIV/AIDS is most widespread in Subsaharan Africa, with 

31 million of the 38 million worldwide cases. New research 

gives two major reasons for its high concentration in  Africa: 

high rates of malaria and lack of male circumcision.

Studies report that people infected with malaria who 

also have HIV/AIDS can become “supercontagious,” thus 

increasing transmission rates of HIV/AIDS among people 

in the region. Scientists have also confi rmed that uncir-

cumcised men are more likely to contract HIV/AIDS than 

circumcised men (Figure 1.4).

 agriculture possible in swaths of the  otherwise  semiarid to 

arid Pakistan. The Indus River also provides fresh water 

to over 100 million people. Beginning in the Himalayas, 

water in the Indus River comes from the melting snow and 

glaciers and from the annual summer monsoon. Monsoon 

rains bring more than 80 percent of precipitation that falls 

in the lower Indus River valley in just three months each 

summer: July,  August, and  September.

In August 2010, extremely heavy rains fl ooded the 

 Indus River. Monsoon rains are intensifying as Indian 

Ocean temperatures rise with global climate change. 

Warmer air holds more moisture, bringing more rainfall 

during the summer, or wet monsoon season, throughout 

South Asia. The United Nations (2010) estimated 15 to 

20 million people were aff ected by the Pakistan fl ood-

ing, “more than the entire populations hit by the Indian 

Ocean tsunami (2004), the Kashmir earthquake (2005), 

Cyclone Nargis (2008), and the Haiti earthquake (2010) 

combined.” While a relatively small number of people died 

in the  Pakistan fl oods (1,700 people compared with over 

250,000 deaths in the Indian Ocean tsunami), the Pakistan 

fl oods caused billions of dollars of damage to agricultural 

fi elds, infrastructure, buildings, and livestock.

In addition to heavier rainfall, caused in part by a 

warming Indian Ocean, human changes to environment in 

Pakistan intensifi ed the fl ooding in 2010. Pakistanis have 

deforested much of northern Pakistan, where the  heaviest 

rains fell, leaving little vegetation to absorb the rain and 

 allowing much more runoff  of rainfall into the Indus River. 

In southern Pakistan, people had drained wetlands along the 

Indus in order to farm and build settlements. The number 

of people displaced by the fl ood was higher than it would 

have been if the fl ood had occurred ten years earlier because 

more people live along the river now than in years past.

What humans do aff ects environment, and environ-

mental change aff ects what humans do. In the case of 

Pakistan, human action helped warm the Indian Ocean and 

altered the summer monsoon, leading to heavier rainfall. 

The heavy rainfall led to fl oods, and the damage of those 

fl oods was intensifi ed because of human changes to the 

landscape, in this case deforesting and draining wetlands. 

In response, people in Pakistan are now working to rebuild 

their economy, establish a stable food supply and access to 

clean water, and fi nd a way to survive fl oods of this magni-

tude in the future.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO THINK 
GEOGRAPHICALLY?
Thinking geographically means considering and understand-

ing the context of what is going on in the world.  Historians 

focus on the historical context and geographers focus on the 

spatial context. Geographers use  geographic concepts to fi nd 

connections and make distinctions among diff erent people 

and places. A geographic concept is a way of thinking about 

or understanding something that has a geography, a location, 

a spatial diff erence, or a place distinction.

 
context The physical and human geographies that give mean-
ing to the place, environment, and space in which events occur 
and people act.
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USING GEOGRAPHIC TOOLS

Using Regions to Analyze Diff erences: The Diff usion of HIV/AIDS by Region

The first cases of HIV/AIDS in the world were found in 
 Central Africa, and the first major diff usion of HIV/AIDS 
 occurred in eastern Africa along a well-traveled highway 
from Kenya to Uganda. This area of Africa became known 
as the first HIV/AIDS belt. A number of factors led to the 

first HIV/AIDS belt developing in Africa. A person who has 
contracted HIV does not know until they test positive or 
start showing symptoms, so they can spread the disease 
unknowingly. Before HIV/AIDS education was widespread, 
the disease spread relatively quickly in Subsaharan Africa. 
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6  CHAPTER 1  Introduction to World Regional Geography

(countries of the world versus counties in a country). In 

this book, we use the second approach to scale. The scale 

of analysis is the extent of a study, the scope of Earth 

( local, national, or global) we are considering when look-

ing at  circumstances, patterns, and relationships.

Understanding an issue as complex as the diff usion of 

HIV/AIDS depends on grasping the context of the disease 

and also on integrating our knowledge of circumstances at 

multiple scales: individual, family, local, national,  regional, 

and global.

At the same time that HIV/AIDS diff uses globally, 

regional and local processes (the diff usion of malaria, the 

preparedness of a health care clinic, the access to anti-

retroviral medicine) are interacting with global processes 

(sometimes creating global processes of their own). All 

of these processes, occurring across all of these scales, 

aff ect one another and create a context for understanding 

what is happening in a given place at a given time and 

why.

C O N C E P T  C H E C K
1. Why does place matter in the study of geography?
2. How do human geographers and physical geographers 

study Earth diff erently?
3. How does understanding the context and scale of the dif-

fusion of HIV/AIDS help you better understand the global 
AIDS crisis?

The World Health Organization reports that 85 per-

cent of all malaria cases worldwide are in Africa, and the 

Centers for Disease Control reports circumcised men have 

a 42  percent lower chance of HIV infection than uncir-

cumcised men. An analysis of HIV/AIDS and male cir-

cumcision rates by country and region found that males in 

Subsah aran  Africa, where the dominant religions are tradi-

tionalist and Christianity, have relatively low rates of male 

circumcision and high rates of HIV/AIDS.

In 2007, the World Health Organization reported 

that medical male circumcision “reduces the risk of 

female-to-male sexual transmission of HIV-AIDS by 

approximately 60 percent.” Governments and non- 

governmental organizations have established programs 

and clinics to circumcise adult males in Subsaharan 

 Africa. The World Health Organization is approving new 

medical devices to aid in adult male circumcision and 

seeking more qualifi ed, surgically trained practitioners 

to deliver services.

SCALE
Geographers use scale in two ways: fi rst, to explain the 

 relationship between the distance on a map and distance 

on Earth (one inch on the map equals one mile on Earth, 

for  example), and second, to describe the extent of a study 

 
scale The geographical scope (local, national, or global) in 
which we analyze and understand a phenomenon.

In 1996,  researchers mapped areas where males are not 
commonly circumcised and overlaid the map with the first 
HIV/AIDS belt to demonstrate a spatial correlation (Figure 
1.4). Knowing this helped scientists make connections be-
tween disease transmission and male circumcision and 
led to further research.

Examining the differences in methods of transmis-
sion of HIV/AIDS in other world regions can help geog-
raphers gain a sense of how social, economic, cultural, 
gendered, and sexual norms vary by world region. For 
example, in Subsaharan Africa, HIV/AIDS is largely dis-
seminated through heterosexual (male–female) sex. The 
diffusion of HIV/AIDS in eastern Europe is caused largely 
by intravenous drug use and then is secondarily diffused 
by male–female sex. In western Europe, the diffusion 
of HIV/AIDS reflects the same pattern found in North 
 America, with male–male sex being the leading trans-
mission method, followed by intravenous drug use. In 
East Asia, Southeast Asia, and South Asia, the sex indus-
try generates the highest transmission rates.  Designing 

programs to effectively combat the spread of HIV/AIDS 
depends on a regional understanding of how the disease 
most commonly diffuses.

Thinking Geographically

1. Knowing that the primary transmission methods of HIV/
AIDS varies by world region, how could you design a pro-
gram to combat the diff usion of HIV/AIDS that takes into 
account the primary transmission methods in each world 
region?

2. What is unique about HIV/AIDS relative to other diseases 
that would explain why many analysts claim that the eco-
nomic impact of HIV/AIDS on a country is more severe than 
most diseases?

Sources: United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS). 2013. 
“Global Report: UNAIDS Report on the Global AIDS Epidemic 2013.” 
BBC. 2005. “HIV Impact: Region-by-Region.” BBC News. November 30.
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was an important enough diff erence to make it the defi ning 

criterion for the region.

The regions used in world regional geography books 

are constructs of the authors who determine the regions 

based on a combination of physical or cultural traits. We 

can consider physical geography separately from human 

geography in constructing world regions (Figure 1.5); 

however, if we do, we overlook the countless ways humans 

have changed earth over time.

To understand that regions are dynamic and not static, 

think about regions at a diff erent scale. In a world regional 

geography class, all of Europe is treated as one region. But 

in a class on the geography of Europe, the professor will 

defi ne distinct regions within Europe, such as Scandinavia 

or the Mediterranean. If you shifted scales to the Mediter-

ranean region of Europe, you would see distinct regions 

 within that space, for example, the coastal tourist region, 

the coastal nontourist region, and the interior. Shifting 

scales again to a single city in the Mediterranean such as 

Nice, France, you will fi nd further distinct regions: the 

gambling region, the research and development park, the 

tourist hotels, and the locals’ neighborhoods (Gade 1982).

In building your schematic understanding of world 

 regional geography this semester, you will improve your 

 understanding of the physical and human world and also 

 determine how you construct world regions in your own 

mind.

To defi ne world regions using physical geographic 

traits, a geographer might start with this satellite image 

of earth (Figure 1.5a). Patterns of climate, vegetation, and 

soil are refl ected in this image, where green represents 

vegetation and tan indicates areas that are sparsely veg-

etated. Physical geographers can use the concept of relative 
 humidity, the ratio of water vapor in a parcel of air com-

pared to the total amount of water vapor air at that tem-

perature can hold, to understand why some areas of Earth 

receive more precipitation than others.

How much water vapor air can hold (its capacity) 

 depends on the air temperature, as warmer air can hold 

more water vapor than cold air. Condensation occurs when 

air cools, the capacity decreases, and air reaches 100 per-

cent relative  humidity. Once water vapor is condensing into 

liquid water, precipitation can follow. On the satellite im-

age of Earth, the equatorial regions are bright green, dense 

with plant life because this part of the world receives the 

most  direct sunlight over the course of the year. The warm 

air along the equator consistently rises, cools, decreases its 

capacity, reaches 100 percent relative humidity, and pre-

cipitation follows, creating rain forests (Figure 1.5b). Soils 

in this part of the world are typically old and deeply weath-

ered because the abundant rainfall leaches nutrients over 

time but leaves the iron (Figure 1.5c).

In contrast, the northern parts of Africa, Central Asia, 

central Australia, and the southwestern United States are des-

erts (Figure 1.5d). The winds in these areas are high- pressure 

cells. Because air fl ows from high pressure to low pressure, 

WHAT ARE REGIONS?

L E A R N I N G  O B J E C T I V E S
1. Identify what a world region is.
2. Explain the role humans play in creating regions.
3. Understand why scale matters when defining 

boundaries.

Are regions natural, built into Earth, or are regions  created 

by humans? Historically, geographers believed regions 

were real or natural—that you were born into a region as 

you were born into a family. Geographers used regions 

as the basic units for studying the world. Studying world 

 regional geography became a way of sorting the world into 

similar groupings whereby each region had its own distinct 

character or set of characteristics. People who thought of 

world regions as natural entities saw them as relatively 

static spaces, each standing alone, created through the 

 collection of smaller cohesive spatial units.

Researchers in the fi eld of new regional geography have 

come to see regions as things humans construct to  categorize 

people and places into conveniently sized pieces of the world. 

New regional geographies question who draws the world’s 

 regions, how regions are drawn, what they represent, and how 

they are used. A new regional geographer would see a region 

like “the Middle East” in its historical context as something 

 Europeans created and defi ned during the Middle Ages in  order 

to separate themselves (Europeans) from the “other” people in 

the Orient, or what journalists now call the Middle East.

REGIONS
In Understanding World Regional Geography, we take from 

both the old and new regional geographies, defi ning regions 

as a balance of real and constructed. Regions  exhibit actual 

diff erences in languages, religions, climates, and  vegetation. 

Regions also have perceived diff erences because humans 

 decide what is important in classifying them.

If we think of regions only as real and built into Earth, 

we miss how the movement of people and ideas has changed 

the world and how people in power can decide what is im-

portant and construct a place or region as they choose. If 

we think of regions only as constructed, we miss how much 

 local circumstances and important places, including cultural 

hearths (regions of origin of cultural traits) and sacred sites, 

directly infl uence peoples and regions.

For example, envision the parts of North and South 

America where Spanish is the predominant language. The 

Spanish-speaking region has a real, similar cultural trait 

within it, but people perceived that the linguistic similarity 

 
region an area of Earth with a degree of similarity that dif-
ferentiates it from surrounding areas.
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Reading the PHYSICAL Landscape

Defining World Regions Using Physical Geographic Traits

The satellite image of Earth is colored according to veg-
etative regions, with green representing lush vegetation 
and tan representing sparse vegetation (Figure 1.5a). 

The green region of the map marks rainforest around 
the equator. The area around the equator receives more 
direct sunlight over the course of the year than other 

FIGURE 1.5a This satellite image shows areas of dense vegetation in green and sparsely vegetated areas in tan.
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FIGURE 1.5b Costa Rica. Monteverde Cloud Forest Reserve 
demonstrates the layers of vegetation found in a rainforest climate.
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FIGURE 1.5c Western Africa. The red soil of this dirt road 
is typically found in tropical regions.
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latitudes. Earth absorbs incoming solar radiation, then 
releases it as warm air, and when that warm air rises, 
it cools, condenses, and then precipitation can follow. 
Consistent precipitation creates rainforests (Figure 
1.5b). The soils in the equatorial or tropical region are 
deeply weathered by abundant rainfall. The weath-
ered, iron-rich oxisols of the tropics are orange or red-
dish in color (Figure 1.5c). The tan region of the map 
marks the desert and semiarid regions (Figure 1.5d). 
The poorly developed soils are light brown in color and 
have limited weathering because of limited rainfall. 
Only the narrow, top band of soil is dark with organic, 
weathered material in the semi-arid and arid regions 
(Figure 1.5e).

FIGURE 1.5e Eastern Colorado. The soil profile of a 
semiarid climate region shows a narrow band of dark soil on the 
top supporting vegetation.

FIGURE 1.5d Libya, Africa. Date palm trees dot the true 
desert Mandara Lakes region of the Sahara Desert.
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air descends from the upper atmosphere into the high pres-

sure cell and then air fl ows out away from these  areas. Air 

warms as it descends from the upper atmosphere to the sur-

face, increasing the air’s capacity and decreasing its relative 

humidity. Precipitation is unlikely (the relative humidity of 

the air is decreasing instead of increasing),  resulting in sparse 

vegetation and poorly developed soils that are lighter in color 

than their tropical counterparts (Figure 1.5e).

Using the example of precipitation, we can divide 

the world into two basic physical geography regions: ar-

eas that receive a lot of precipitation and areas that receive 

very  little precipitation. These two regions, wet and dry, 

 describe precipitation patterns, but they do not account 

for a multitude of other physical geographic traits (land-

forms, hazards, temperatures) nor do they explain human 

 geo graphy, how people in diff erent places interact with and 

make sense of the world’s physical diversity.

INSTITUTIONALIZING REGIONS
Regions created in people’s minds gain permanence as gov-

ernments and organizations build institutions to support them 

(Paasi 2002). For example, the United Nations (UN) divides 

the world into regions (and subregions) to gather data,  report 

statistics and also for operating  purposes ( Figure 1.6). The 

United Nations reports data by region and by country.

In the day-to-day activities of UN organizations, wor kers 

use regions. For instance, the UN World Food Program divides 

the world into fi ve regions: Asia, Oceania, Africa, the Ameri-

cas, and Europe. The most important  decisions and policies in 




