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The noted geographer Yi-Fu Tuan once said, “People make 
places.” People create cultures, values, aesthetics, politics, eco-
nomics, and more, and each of these aff ects and shapes places. 
Places do not exist in a vacuum, as places are constantly being 
changed from within and in the context of the broader world. 
The study of human geography constantly reminds us of how 
people shape their world and of how people and places vary 
across space.

People build homes and buildings, establish economic and 
political systems, interact with one other, construct cultures, 
and shape physical environments. In the process, they create and 
transform places. On the front cover, the fl oating village on the 
shores of Southeast Asia’s largest fresh-water lake, the Tonlé Sap 
in Cambodia, represents an extraordinary human adaption to a 
lake that rises and falls by as much as eight meters (26 feet) be-
tween the wet and dry seasons. For more than a thousand years, 
people have lived in fl oating villages and in homes built on stilts, 
drawing their living by fi shing in the lake.

Just a short drive north, more than 1.5 million tourists 
visit the temple of Angkor Wat each year. Built by the Khmer 
Empire as a Hindu temple in the tenth century, designs on 
walls in the temple complex show people fi shing in the Tonlé 
Sap. A later emperor converted to Buddhism and transformed 
Angkor Wat into a Buddhist temple. Empires shifted again, 
and the site of Angkor Wat was covered by forests by early 
1500. When Europeans came to Southeast Asia in the centu-
ries after 1500, some heard about the massive temple complex 
and followed local guides through the dense forest to the site. 

In the 1990s Cambodia emerged from a period of great 
political and social upheaval, and the country was opened to 
tourists who began to fl ock to see Angkor Wat. The nearby 
city of Siem Reap now houses more than 170 hotels. The 30 
most luxurious are in particularly high demand as Westerners, 
Japanese, South Koreans, and a growing number of Chinese 
tour the region. Every morning, tourists come in droves to 
witness the remarkable sunrise at Angkor Wat, each trying 
to capture the perfect photo, as the back cover illustrates. 
After visiting the temple, some choose to journey south to the 
shores of Tonlé Sap, where they now fi nd children in fl oat-
ing villages selling trinkets and holding snakes in the hope of 
being photographed for money.

Tourism is an aspect of globalization that is changing 
places in dramatic ways. In the Eleventh Edition of Human Geography: People, Place, and Culture, students will learn to ap-
preciate the pace of change unfolding in the wake of globaliza-
tion and to expand their understanding of the causes and con-
sequences of the deepening interconnections among places.

Through this course in human geography, and with 
the help of this book, students will learn to appreciate the 
types of changes taking place and to think critically about 

what they see, read, and hear about their world. Globalization 
factors heavily into the many ways people infl uence places. 
Globalization is a set of processes that fl ow and pulsate across 
and through country boundaries with varying  outcomes in 
diff erent places and across scales. Improvements in transpor-
tation and communication allow ideas and people to move 
quickly, creating an environment suitable for change.

Our goals in writing the Eleventh Edition of Human Geography: People, Place, and Culture were, fi rst, to help stu-
dents appreciate the diversity of the planet and the role people 
play in shaping that diversity; second, to provide context for 
the issues we address so that students can better understand 
their world; third, to give students the tools to grapple with 
the complexities of globalization; and fourth, to help students 
think geographically and critically about their world.

Sadly, Harm de Blij, the book’s originator, died shortly 
before we began work on this edition. We experienced a great 
sense of loss in planning, researching, and writing without him, 
but we were buoyed by the extensive collaborations we had with 
Harm through the years. One of us (Erin) studied with Harm as 
an undergraduate and became a co-author of this book begin-
ning with the Eighth Edition. The other of us (Alec) became 
a co-author on the Sixth Edition and worked with Harm on a 
variety of professional matters. We both had the opportunity to 
soak up Harm’s  extraordinary passion for geography, and we 
continue to draw inspiration from someone who was truly a 
master of his craft. We dedicate this  edition to Harm.

ADVANCED PLACEMENT® HUMAN 
GEOGRAPHY

In the late 1990s, co-author Alexander B. Murphy led the 
campaign to add human geography to the College Board’s 
Advanced Placement® (AP) Program. Human Geography: People, Place and Culture and John Wiley & Sons have supported stu-
dents and instructors in AP® Human Geography since the very 
beginning by off ering high-quality content and pedagogy that 
help teachers teach and students learn the concepts, ideas, and 
terms that they need to perform at the college level. With the 
Eleventh Edition of Human Geography, we continue that legacy 
of support by off ering a special AP® version of the book, along 
with a revised AP® Student Study Guide and new student re-
sources on the student companion website.

Students who are taking AP® Human Geography can use 
the “Thinking Geographically” questions found at the end of 
each section in each chapter as practice for the Free Response 
Questions (FRQs) on the AP® exam. The 2013 AP® Human 
Geography exam asked students to compare and contrast Rostow 
and Wallerstein’s theories, which was the second “Thinking 
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Geographically” question in Chapter 10 in the Tenth Edition of Human Geography: People, Place, and Culture. Use the “Thinking 
Geographically” questions to test whether you can defi ne key 
concepts and models, compare and contrast related concepts 
and similar models, and use specifi c examples or case studies to 
demonstrate the concepts and models. We wrote more detailed 
captions for maps and photographs in the Eleventh Edition to 
help students learn to see patterns on maps and recognize geo-
graphic concepts in photographs. Several of the captions ask 
readers to compare and contrast maps, which will help prepare 
students for FRQs and multiple-choice questions (MCQs) on 
the AP® exam. Key geographic concepts are defi ned and ex-
plained with examples and context throughout the book, which 
will help students understand rather than simply memorize 
geographic concepts that appear in the MCQs. 

With the needs of AP® instructors and teachers in mind, 
we have highlighted a few key issues that are often empha-
sized on AP® exams.  We expanded our coverage of basic 
concepts such as central place theory. We developed boxes 
setting forth classic geographic approaches to understanding 
the political organization of space and the spatial organization 
of cities, and we evaluate the relevance of these approaches 
today. We brought in new material on subjects that receive at-
tention in AP® Human Geography outlines, including human 
traffi  cking and refugees, threats to human health, biotechnol-
ogy, genetically modifi ed organisms, impacts of new extractive 
industries, fair trade movement, development of the galactic 
city, role of social networks and opinion leaders in the diff u-
sion of popular culture, global sourcing and fl exible produc-
tion of goods, location theory,  fi rst mover advantages in new 
technologies, and interface areas in religion (including a case 
study on Boko Haram in Nigeria). We also included new 
graphics that help illustrate core geographic concepts and 
ideas. Our 3-D models of the spatial organization of cities in 
in Southeast Asia, Latin America, and Subsaharan Africa will 
help students quickly grasp the types of urban arrangements 
that are characteristic of diff erent world regions. Our maps 
and case studies of Ikea and Nike in the production and dis-
tribution of goods will help students better understand theo-
ries in economic geography. To learn more about the AP® 
Edition of Human Geography: People, Place and Culture 11th Edition, please contact your Wiley High School Solutions rep-
resentative at WileyHSAP@Wiley.com or 1-855-827-4630.

NEW IN THE ELEVENTH EDITION
In writing the Eleventh Edition of Human Geography: People, Place, and Culture, we developed a new layout in an eff ort to 
promote the book’s visual appeal and to facilitate the inte-
gration of text, photos, and illustrations. Our goals are to 
help students understand the role people play in shaping the 
world, to provide geographic context to the issues we discuss, 
to teach students to think geographically and critically, and 
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to explain how the complexities of globalization are changing 
the planet. As in past editions, we drew from our own fi eld 
experiences as well as the research and fi eldwork of hundreds 
of others in an eff ort to enrich the text. 

The Eleventh Edition of Human Geography includes sig-
nifi cant revision to and reorganization of the material on popu-
lation (Chapter 2), popular culture (Chapter 4), political geog-
raphy (Chapter 8), urban geography (Chapter 9), agriculture 
(Chapter 11), industry and services (Chapter 12), and the hu-
manized environment (Chapter 13). We also updated examples 
throughout the book to relate to the existing body of knowl-
edge many college students have before taking human geogra-
phy. Drawing from current research in human geography, we 
expanded the number of terms and concepts covered to include 
the young and old-age dependency ratios, the proto-Eurasiatic 
linguistic hypothesis, galactic cities, urbicide, economies of scale, 
fi rst mover advantage, location theory, global sourcing, fl exible 
production, global social networks, and opinion leaders. 

The fi eld notes in the Eleventh Edition provide context 
and help the reader learn to think geographically. As in the 
past, each chapter in this edition starts with an opening fi eld note, written by one of us, which describes an experience from 
the fi eld and pulls the reader into the chapter. Several of the 
opening fi eld notes in the Eleventh Edition are new. 

Each chapter also includes one or more author fi eld notes, 
in addition to the opening fi eld note. The author fi eld notes 
serve as models of how to think geographically. We took a 
signifi cant majority of the approximately 200 photographs in 
this edition. In addition to the author fi eld notes, we include 
a number of guest fi eld notes written by geographers who have 
spent time in the fi eld, researching a place that they profi le. 
All guest fi eld notes include a photograph and a paragraph 
focusing on how the guest fi eld note author’s observations in 
the fi eld infl uenced his or her research.

In the Eleventh Edition, we continue to off er “Key 
Questions” and “Thinking Geographically” prompts to promote 
learning. The Key Questions are listed after the opening fi eld 
note of each chapter and serve as the outline for the chapter. 
After each Key Question is answered in the chapter, the reader 
will fi nd a Thinking Geographically prompt. These prompts ask 
the reader to apply a geographic concept to a real-life example. 
Readers who complete the Thinking Geographically prompts 
will learn to think geographically and to think critically. 
Instructors can also use the Thinking Geographically prompts 
as lecture launchers and as the basis for class discussions.

THE TEACHING AND LEARNING 
PACKAGE

The Eleventh Edition of Human Geography: People, Place, and Culture is supported by a comprehensive supplements pack-
age that includes an extensive selection of print, visual, and 
electronic materials.

AP® is a trademark registered and/or owned by the College Board, which was not involved in the production of, and does not endorse, this product.



Resources That Help Teachers Teach
Geography On-Location Videos. Because of their endur-
ing popularity, we have digitized many of the videos from the 
original series. This rich collection of original and relevant 
footage was taken during H. J. de Blij’s travels. The videos 
cover a wide range of themes and are available on the com-
panion websites.

The Human Geography: People, Place, and Culture Instructor 
Companion Website. This comprehensive website in-
cludes numerous resources to help you enhance your cur-
rent  presentations, create new presentations, and employ our 
premade PowerPoint presentations. Resources include the 
 following:

• Image Gallery. We provide online electronic fi les for the 
line illustrations and maps in the book, which the instruc-
tor can customize for presenting in class.

• A complete collection of PowerPoint presentations. These 
presentations are available in beautifully rendered, four-
color format, and images are sized and edited for maximum 
eff ectiveness in large lecture halls. The high-resolution pho-
tos, maps, and fi gures provide a set of strong, clear images 
that are ready to be projected in the classroom.

• A comprehensive Test Bank includes multiple-choice, 
fi ll-in-the-blank, matching, and essay questions. The Test 
Bank is available on the secure Instructor’s website as elec-
tronic fi les and can be saved into all major word-processing 
programs.

• A comprehensive collection of animations and videos.

• ConceptCaching.com is an online collection of pho-
tographs that explores places, regions, people, and their 
 activities. Photographs, GPS coordinates, and explanations 
of core geographic concepts are “cached” for viewing by 
professors and students alike. Professors can access the 
images or submit their own by visiting the website.

Wiley Faculty Network. This peer-to-peer network of fac-
ulty is ready to support your use of online course manage-
ment tools and discipline-specifi c software/learning systems 
in the classroom. The Wiley Faculty Network will help you 
apply innovative classroom techniques, implement software 
packages, and tailor the technology experience to the needs of 
each individual class, and will provide you with virtual train-
ing sessions led by faculty for faculty.

Course Management. Online course management assets 
are available to accompany the Eleventh Edition of Human Geography: People, Place, and Culture.
Resources That Help Students Learn
Student Companion Website. The easy-to-use and student-
focused website helps reinforce and illustrate key geographic 

concepts. It also provides interactive media content to pre-
pare for tests. This website provides additional  resources to 
complement the book and enhance student  understanding of 
geography:

• Videos provide a fi rst-hand look at life in other parts of 
the world.

• Map Quizzes help students master the place-names that 
are building blocks for their success in this course. Three 
game-formatted place-name activities are provided for 
each chapter.

• Chapter Review Quizzes provide immediate feedback to 
true/false, multiple-choice, and short-answer questions.

• Annotated Web Links put useful electronic resources 
into context.

• Area and Demographic Data are provided for every coun-
try and world region.

• ConceptCaching.com is an online collection of pho-
tographs that explores places, regions, people, and their 
 activities. Photographs, GPS coordinates, and explana-
tions of core geographic concepts are “cached” for view-
ing by professors and students alike. Professors can 
access the images or submit their own by visiting the 
website.
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1

INTRODUCTION TO HUMAN 
GEOGRAPHY

Awakening to World 
Hunger

Dragging myself out of bed for a 
9:00 A.M. lecture, I decide I need to 
make a stop at Starbucks. “Grande 

cof ee of the day, please, and leave room 
for cream.” I rub my eyes and look at the 
sign to see where my cof ee was grown. 
Kenya. Ironically, I am about to lecture on 
Kenya’s cof ee plantations. Just the wake-up 
call I need.

When I visited Kenya in eastern Africa, 
I drove from Masai Mara to Kericho and I 
noticed that nearly all of the agricultural 
fields I could see were planted with cof ee 
or tea (Fig. 1.1). I also saw the poor of 
Kenya, clearly hungry, living in substan-
dard housing. I questioned, “Why do farmers 
in Kenya grow cof ee and tea when they 
could grow food to feed the hungry?” 
Trying to answer such a question sheds 
light on the complexities of globalization. 
In a globalized world, connections are 
many and simple answers are few.

On its face, such a huge problem might seem easy to solve. Take the total annual 
food production in the world, divide it by the world’s population, and we have plenty of food 
for everyone. Yet one-seventh of the world’s population is seriously malnourished. The vast 
majority of the 1 billion malnourished people on Earth are women and children, who have little 
money and even less power.

Figure 1.2 shows how food consumption is currently distributed—unevenly. Comparing 
Figure 1.2 with Figure 1.3 shows that the wealthier countries also are the best fed and that 
Subsaharan Africa (the part of Africa south of the Sahara Desert) is currently in the worst position, 
with numerous countries in the highest categories of hunger and malnourishment.

The major causes of malnourishment are poverty (inability to pay for food), the failure of 
food distribution systems, and cultural and political practices that favor some groups over oth-
ers. Where food does reach the needy, its price may be unaf ordable. Two billion people subsist 
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 Figure 1.1
Kericho, Kenya. Tea plantations estab-
lished by British colonists in western Kenya. 
The impact of colonialism was pervasive—not 
just on the political institutions and social 
relations, but on the landscape as well.
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2 CHAPTER 1  Introduction to Human Geography

on the equivalent of two dollars a day, and many in the vast shantytowns encircling some of the 
world’s largest cities must pay rent to landlords who own the plots on which their shacks are 
built. Too little is lef  for food, and it is the children who suf er most.

Is solving hunger as simple as each country growing enough food to feed its people? Do the 
best-fed countries have the most arable (farmable) land? Only 4 percent of Norway is arable 
land, and more than 70 percent of Bangladesh is arable land (Fig. 1.4). Despite this disparity, 
Norway is wealthy and well fed, whereas Bangladesh is poor and malnourished. Norway over-
comes its inadequate food production by importing food. Bangladesh depends on rice as its 
staple crop, and the monsoon rains that flood two-thirds of the country each year during mon-
soon season are good for rice production, but they make survival a daily challenge for some.

If a poor country has a small proportion of arable land, does that destine its population 
to a lifetime of malnourishment? It depends on the place. Of all the land classified as arable, 
some is much more productive than others. For example, only 8 percent of Kenya’s land is 
arable, but areas in the western highlands are some of the most productive agricultural land 
in the world. Do the Kenyans simply not produce enough food on their lands? Is that what 
accounts for their malnutrition rate of over 30 percent? No, hunger in Kenya depends much 
more on what it produces, who owns the land, and how Kenya is tied into the global economy.

Kenya’s most productive lands, those in the western highlands, are owned by foreign 
 cof ee and tea corporations. Driving through the open, luxury-crop-covered slopes, I saw mostly 
Kenyan women working the plantations. The lowland plains are dotted by small farms, many of 
which have been subdivided to the point of making the land unviable. Here, an even higher 
 proportion of the people working the lands are women, but the lands are registered to their hus-
bands or sons because, by law, they cannot own them.

As I drove through the contrasting landscapes, I continued to question whether it would 
be better for the fertile highlands to carry food crops that could be consumed by the people in 

 Figure 1.2
World Food Program Hunger Map, 2012. Classifi cations designate the proportion of the population malnourished. The World Food 
Program estimates that just under one billion people worldwide are malnourished. Data from: United Nations World Food Program 2012.
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CHAPTER 1  Introduction to Human Geography 3

Kenya. I drove to the tea processing center and talked to the manager, a member of the Kikuyu 
ethnic group, and asked him my question. He said that his country needed foreign income and 
that apart from tourism, exporting cof ee and tea was the main opportunity for foreign income.

As part of an increasingly globalized economy, Kenya suf ers from the complexities of global-
ization. With foreign corporations owning Kenya’s best lands, a globalized economy that thrives on 
foreign income, tiny farms that are unproductive, and a gendered legal system that disenfranchises 
the agricultural labor force and disempowers the caregivers of the country’s children, Kenya has 
multiple factors contributing to poverty and malnutrition in the country. In addition to these struc-
tural concerns, Kenyan agro-pastoralists, especially in the northeast, have suf ered higher rates of 
famine since a drought began in the region in 2006. Agro-pastoralists raise crops and have live-
stock; therefore, they struggle against drought as well as livestock diseases and political conflict.

To solve one of the structural problems in Kenya raises another. If Kenyans converted the 
richest lands to cash crop production, how would the poor people be able to af ord the crops? 
What would happen to the rest of Kenya’s economy and the government itself if it lost the export 
revenue from tea and cof ee? If Kenya lost its export revenue, how could the country pay loans it 
owes to global financial and development institutions?

Answering each of these questions requires geographic inquiry because the answers are 
rooted in the characteristics of places and the connections those places have to other places. 
Moreover, geographic fieldwork can provide tremendous insights into such questions. 
Geographers have a long tradition of fieldwork. They go out in the field and see what people are 
doing, they observe how people’s actions and reactions vary across space, and they develop 
maps and other visualizations that help them situate and analyze what they see. We, the authors, 

 Figure 1.3
Per Capita Gross National Income (in U.S. Dollars) (GNI), 2012.  From a socioeconomic standpoint, we live in an unequal world, but 
this map only shows the formal economy because the GNI per capita does not estimate the informal economy. Maps, like this, that shade each 
country a diff erent color report data by country and tell us nothing about the variation within countries. Data from: World Bank, World 
Development Indicators, 2012.
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4 CHAPTER 1  Introduction to Human Geography

have countless field experiences, and we share many with you to help you understand the diver-
sity of Earth’s surface and show how global processes have unique outcomes in dif erent places.

Solving major global problems such as hunger or HIV-AIDS is complicated in our intercon-
nected world. Each solution has its own ramifications not only in one place, but also across 
regions, nations, and the world. Our goals in this book are to help you see the multitude of 
interconnections in our world, enable you to recognize the patterns of human geographic phe-
nomena that shape the world, give you an appreciation for the uniqueness of place, and teach 
you to ask and answer your own geographic questions about this world we call home.

 Figure 1.4
Percent of Land that is Arable (Farmable), 2008. Arable land is an important resource for countries, but in our globalized world, 
many countries with limited land suitable for agriculture are able to import the food they need to feed their population. Data from: United 
Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, 2011.
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Key Questions FOR CHAPTER 1
1. What is human geography?
2. What are geographic questions?
3. Why do geographers use maps, and what do maps tell us?
4. Why are geographers concerned with scale and connectedness?
5. What are geographic concepts, and how are they used in answering geographic 

questions?
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national) helps create the processes of globalization and 
shape the outcomes of globalization.

Some argue that the impacts of globalization are exagger-
ated, but as geographers Ron Johnston, Peter Taylor, and Michael 
Watts (2002) explain, “Whatever your opinion may be, any 
intellectual engagement with social change in the twenty-fi rst 
century has to address this concept seriously, and assess its capac-
ity to explain the world we currently inhabit.” We integrate the 
concept of globalization into this textbook because processes at 
the global scale, processes that are not confi ned to local places or 
national borders, are clearly changing the human geography of 
the planet. At the same time, as we travel the world and continue 
to engage in fi eldwork and research, we are constantly reminded 
of how diff erent places and people are from one another— 
processes at the individual, local, regional, and national scales 
continue to change human geography and shape globalization.

No place on Earth is untouched by people. As people 
explore, travel, migrate, interact, play, live, and work, they 
make places. People organize themselves into communities, 
nations, and broader societal networks, establishing political, 
economic, religious, linguistic, and cultural systems that 
enable them to function in space. People adapt to, alter, 
manipulate, and cope with their physical geographic environ-
ment. No environment stands apart from human action. Each 
place we see is aff ected by and created by people, and each 
place refl ects the culture of the people in that place over time.

WHAT IS HUMAN GEOGRAPHY?
Human geographers study people and places. The fi eld of 
human geography focuses on how people make places, how 
we organize space and society, how we interact with each 
other in places and across space, and how we make sense of 
others and ourselves in our localities, regions, and the world.

Advances in communication and transportation tech-
nologies are making places and people more interconnected. 
Only 100 years ago the fastest modes of transportation were 
the steamship, the railroad, and the horse and buggy. Today, 
people can cross the globe in a matter of days, with easy access 
to automobiles, high-speed railroads, airplanes, and ships.

Economic globalization and the rapid diff usion of ele-
ments of popular culture, including fashion and architecture, 
are making many people and places look more alike. Despite 
the push toward homogeneity, our world still encompasses a 
multitude of ways in which people identify themselves and 
others. The world consists of nearly 200 countries, a diversity 
of religions, thousands of languages, and a wide variety of 
settlement types, ranging from small villages to enormous 
global cities. All of these attributes come together in diff erent 
ways around the globe to create a world of endlessly diverse 
places and people. Understanding and explaining this diver-
sity is the mission of human geography.

Places all over the world are fundamentally aff ected by 
globalization. Globalization is a set of processes that are 
increasing interactions, deepening relationships, and accel-
erating interdependence across national borders. Globaliza-
tion is also a set of outcomes that are felt from these global 
processes—outcomes that are unevenly distributed and diff er-
ently manifested across the world.

All too often, discussions of globalization focus on the 
pull between the global, seen as a blanket covering the world, 
and the local, seen as a continuation of the traditional despite 
the blanket of globalization. Geographers are well placed to 
recognize globalization as something signifi cantly more 
 complex. Geographers employ the concept of “scale” to 
understand individual, local, regional, national, and global 
interrelationships. What happens at the global scale aff ects the 
local, but it also aff ects the individual, regional, and national, 
and similarly the processes at these scales infl uence the global. 
Reducing the world to “local” and “global” risks losing sight 
of the complexity that characterizes modern life. In this book, 
we study globalization, and as geographers we are sensitive to 
the fact that the same globalized process has diff erent impacts 
in diff erent places because no two places are the same. More-
over, whenever we look at something at one scale, we always 
try to think about how processes that exist at other scales may 
aff ect what we are looking at, and vice versa (see the discus-
sion of scale later in this chapter).

Globalizing processes occur at the world scale; these 
processes bypass country borders and include global fi nancial 
markets and global environmental change. However, the pro-
cesses of globalization do not magically appear at the global 
scale: What happens at other scales (individual, local, regional, 

Imagine and describe the most 
remote place on Earth you can 
think of 100 years ago. Now, 
describe how globalization has 

changed that place and how the people there continue to 
shape it and make it the place it is today.

WHAT ARE GEOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS?
Geographers study human phenomena, including language, 
religion, and identity, as well as physical phenomena, includ-
ing landforms, climate, and environmental change. Geogra-
phers also examine the interactions between humans and 
environment. Human geography is the study of the spatial 
and material characteristics of the human-made places and 
people, and physical geography is the study of spatial and 
material characteristics of physical environment. Human and 
physical geographers adopt a similar perspective but focus on 
diff erent phenomena.

Geographer Marvin Mikesell once gave a shorthand 
defi nition of geography as the “why of where.” Why and how 
do things come together in certain places to produce particu-
lar outcomes? Why are some things found in certain places 
but not in others? How do the characteristics of particular 
places shape what happens? To what extent do things in one 
place infl uence those in other places? To these questions, we 
add “so what?” Why do diff erences across geographic space 
matter? What role does a place play in its region and in the 
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Dr. Snow and his colleagues advised people to boil their 
water, but it would be a long time before his advice reached all 
those who might be aff ected, and in any case many people simply 
did not have the ability to boil water or wash hands with soap.

Cholera has not been defeated completely, and in some 
ways the risks have been rising in recent years rather than falling 
(Fig. 1.6). People contract cholera by eating food or water con-
taminated with cholera bacteria. Cholera bacteria diff use to 
broader areas because once one person has cholera it can be 
spread via his or her feces. In an impoverished area with no 
sanitary sewer system, the person’s feces can easily  contaminate 
the water supply. Even in places with sanitary sewer systems, 
cholera contamination occurs when rivers, which are typically 
the water supply, fl ood the sanitary sewer system.

We expect to fi nd cholera in places that lack sanitary 
sewer systems and in places that are fl ood prone. In many of 
the teeming shantytowns of the growing cities of the develop-
ing world, and in some of the refugee camps of Africa and 
Asia, cholera remains a threat. Until the 1990s, major out-
breaks remained few and limited. After remaining cholera-
free for a half century, Europe had its fi rst reappearance of 
cholera in Naples in 1972. In 2006, a cholera outbreak in 
Angola, in southern Africa, spread quickly throughout the 
country. When heavy rains came to West Africa in 2010, an 
outbreak of cholera killed 1500 people in Nigeria alone. 

world, and what does that mean for people there and else-
where? Questions like these are at the core of geographic 
inquiry—whether human or physical—and they are of critical 
importance in any eff ort to make sense of our world.

If geography deals with so many aspects of our world, 
ranging from people and places to coastlines and climates, 
what do the various facets of this wide-ranging discipline 
have in common? The answer lies in a perspective that both 
human and physical geographers bring to their studies: a 
spatial perspective. Whether they are human geographers or 
physical geographers, virtually all geographers are interested 
in the spatial arrangement of places and phenomena, how 
they are laid out, organized, and arranged on Earth, and how 
they appear on the landscape.

Mapping the spatial distribution of a phenomenon can 
be the fi rst step to understanding it. By looking at a map of how 
something is distributed across space, a geographer can raise 
questions about how the arrangement came about, what pro-
cesses create and sustain the particular distributions or patterns, 
and what relationships exist among diff erent places and things.

Maps in the Time of Cholera Pandemics
In medical geography, mapping the distribution of a disease 
is the fi rst step to fi nding its cause. In 1854, Dr. John Snow, a 
noted anesthesiologist in London, mapped cases of cholera in 
London’s Soho District.

Cholera is an ancient disease associated with diarrhea 
and dehydration. It was confi ned to India until the beginning 
of the nineteenth century. In 1816 it spread to China, Japan, 
East Africa, and Mediterranean Europe in the fi rst of several 
pandemics, that is, worldwide outbreaks of the disease. This 
initial wave abated by 1823, but by then cholera was feared 
throughout the world, for it had killed people everywhere by 
the hundreds, even thousands. Death was horribly convulsive 
and would come in a matter of days, perhaps a week, and no 
one knew what caused the disease or how to avoid it.

Soon a second cholera pandemic struck. It lasted from 
1826 to 1837, when cholera crossed the Atlantic and attacked 
North America. During the third pandemic, from 1842 to 
1862, England was severely hit, and cholera again spread into 
North America.

When the pandemic that began in 1842 reached England 
in the 1850s, cholera swept through the Soho District of 
London. Dr. Snow mapped the Soho District, marking all the 
area’s water pumps—from which people got their water supply 
for home use—with a P and marking the residence of each 
person who died from cholera with a dot (Fig. 1.5). Approxi-
mately 500 deaths occurred in Soho, and as the map took 
shape, Snow noticed that an especially large number of those 
deaths clustered around the water pump on Broad Street. At 
the doctor’s request, city authorities removed the handle from 
the Broad Street pump, making it impossible to get water from 
it. The result was dramatic: Almost immediately the number of 
reported new cases fell to nearly zero, confi rming Snow’s the-
ory about the role of water in the spread of cholera.

 Figure 1.5
Deaths from Cholera in the Soho District of London, England, 
1854. Dr. Snow mapped the deaths caused by cholera in the Soho 
neighborhood of London along with the locations of the water pumps 
and noticed a spatial correlation. Most of the deaths were clustered 
around a single water pump. As Dr. Snow’s experience showed, maps 
are not just attractive or interesting representations of the world; they 
also help us understand and confront problems.
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 Figure 1.6
Cholera in Haiti, 2010. Artibonite and Centre departments were hit hard by a cholera outbreak in Haiti just after the 2010 earthquake, in part 
because the Artibonite River is contaminated by cholera bacteria and also because a large number of Haitians displaced from Port-au-Prince fl ed 
to camps in Artibonite and Centre. Data from: Centers for Disease Control, 2011. http://www.bt.cdc.gov/situationawareness/haiticholera/map_1.asp.
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A cholera outbreak in the slums of Lima, Peru, in Janu-
ary 1991 became a fast-spreading epidemic (regional out-
break of a disease) that touched every country in the Ameri-
cas, infected more than 1 million people, and killed over 
10,000 in the region. The outbreak in Peru began when ocean 
waters warmed off  the coast. Cholera bacteria live on plank-
ton in the ocean, and the warming of the ocean allowed both 
the plankton and cholera to multiply. Fish ate the plankton, 
and people ate raw fi sh, thus bringing cholera to Peru.

In the slums of Peru, the disease diff used quickly. The 
slums are densely populated and lack a sanitary sewer system 
large enough to handle the waste of the population. An esti-
mated 14 million Peruvians were infected with cholera, 350,000 
were hospitalized, and 3500 Peruvians died during the outbreak 
in the 1990s. Peruvians who accessed health care received clean 
water, salts, and antibiotics, which combat the disease.

In January 2010, an earthquake that registered 7.0 on the 
Richter scale hit Haiti, near the capital of Port au Prince. 
Months later there was a cholera outbreak in the Artibonite 
region of Haiti (Fig. 1.6). Health offi  cials are not certain exactly 
how cholera reached Haiti, but the disease diff used quickly 
through refugee camps and by October 2010 reached the capi-
tal city of Port au Prince. Scientists worry that the cholera out-
break in Haiti will be long lasting because the bacteria have 
contaminated the Artibonite River, which is the water supply 
for a large region. Although purifying water through boiling 
and thoroughly washing hands prevents the spread of cholera, 

water contaminated with cholera and a lack of access to soap 
abound in many neighborhoods of world cities. A vaccine 
exists, but its eff ectiveness is limited, and it is costly. Dr. Snow 
achieved a victory through the application of geographical rea-
soning, but the war against cholera is not yet won.

The fruits of geographical inquiry were lifesaving in 
Snow’s case, and the example illustrates the general advantage 
that comes from looking at the geographic context of events 
and circumstances. Geographers want to understand how and 
why places are similar or diff erent, why people do diff erent 
things in diff erent places, and how the relationship between 
people and the physical world varies across space.

The Spatial Perspective
Geographic literacy involves much more than memorizing 
places on a map. Place locations are to geography what dates 
are to history. History is not merely about memorizing dates. 
To understand history is to appreciate how events, circum-
stances, and ideas came together at particular times to pro-
duce certain outcomes. Knowledge of how events have devel-
oped over time is thought to be critical to understanding who 
we are and where we are going.

Understanding change across space is equally important 
to understanding change over time. The great German philoso-
pher Immanuel Kant argued that we need disciplines focused 
not only on particular phenomena (such as economics and 
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all geographical work, for location helps to establish the con-
text within which events and processes are situated.

Some geographers develop elaborate (often quantita-
tive) models describing the locational properties of particu-
lar phenomena—even predicting where things are likely to 
occur. Such undertakings have fostered an interest in loca-
tion theory, an element of contemporary human geography 
that seeks answers to a wide range of questions, some of 
them theoretical, others highly practical: Why are villages, 
towns, and cities spaced the way they are? A geographer 
versed in location theory might assess whether a SuperTarget 
should be built downtown or in a suburb, given the charac-
teristics of existing neighborhoods and new developments, 
the median income of people, the locations of other shopping 
areas, and the existing and future road system. Similarly, a 
geographer could determine the best location for a wildlife 
refuge, given existing wildlife habitats and migration 
 patterns, human settlement patterns, land use, and road 
networks.

A spatial perspective invites consideration of the rela-
tionship among phenomena in individual places—including 
the relationship between humans and the physical world. The 

sociology), but also on the perspectives of time (history) and 
space (geography). The disciplines of history and geography 
have intellectual cores defi ned by these perspectives rather than 
being confi ned to a subject matter.

Human geographers employ a spatial perspective as 
they study a multitude of phenomena ranging from political 
elections and urban shantytowns to gay neighborhoods and 
folk music. To bring together the many subfi elds of human 
geography and to explain to nongeographers what geogra-
phers do, four major geographical organizations in the United 
States formed the Geography Educational National Imple-
mentation Project in the 1980s. The National Geographic 
Society published their fi ndings in 1986, introducing the fi ve 
themes of geography: location, human–environment interac-
tions, region, place, and movement. The fi ve themes are 
derived from geography’s spatial concerns.

THE FIVE THEMES
The fi rst theme, location, highlights how the geographical 
position of people and things on Earth’s surface aff ects what 
happens and why. A concern with location underlies almost 

 Figure 1.7
Desirable Places to Live. Where Pennsylvanian and Californian college students would prefer to live, based on questionnaires completed by 
college students. Proximity aff ects the impressions students have of other places—but so do stereotypes about certain parts of the country. How 
would this map look if we took a survey of Pennsylvanian and Californian college students now? Would the South be more desirable with the 
growth of Atlanta and other cities in the region? Would the availability of jobs in North Dakota’s oil region make it a more desirable place to live?
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information we have about places and digest new place-
based information as well.

The fourth theme is represented by the seemingly sim-
ple word place. All places on the surface of Earth have 
unique human and physical characteristics, and one of the 
purposes of geography is to study the special character and 
meaning of places. People develop a sense of place by infus-
ing a place with meaning and emotion, by remembering 
important events that occurred in a place, or by labeling a 
place with a certain character. Because we experience and 
give meaning to places, we can have a feeling of “home” 
when we are in a certain place.

We also develop perceptions of places where we have 
never been through books, movies, stories, and pictures. 
Geographers Peter Gould and Rodney White asked college 
students in California and Pennsylvania: “If you could move 
to any place of your choice, without any of the usual fi nancial 
and other obstacles, where would you like to live?” Their 
responses showed a strong bias for their home region and 
revealed that students from both regions had negative percep-
tions of the South, Appalachia, the Great Plains, and Utah 
(Fig. 1.7). What we know shapes our perceptions of places.

second of the fi ve themes concerns human–environment  
interactions. Why did the Army Corps of Engineers alter 
Florida’s physical environment so drastically when it drained 
part of the Everglades? Have the changes in Florida’s environ-
ment created an easier path of destruction for hurricanes? 
Why is the Army Corps of Engineers again changing the 
course of the Kissimmee River, and what does that mean for 
farmers around the river and residential developments in the 
south of Florida? Asking locational questions often means 
looking at the reciprocal relationship between humans and 
environments.

The third theme of geography is the region. Phenom-
ena are not evenly distributed on Earth’s surface. Instead, 
features tend to be concentrated in particular areas, which 
we call regions. Geographers use fi eldwork and both quan-
titative and qualitative methods to develop insightful 
descriptions of diff erent regions of the world. Novelist 
James Michener once wrote that whenever he started writ-
ing a new book, he fi rst prepared himself by turning to 
books written by regional geographers about the area 
where the action was to occur. Understanding the regional 
geography of a place allows us to make sense of much of the 

 Figure 1.7 (continued)




