Geography

Mr. Naumann

The Natural or Geographic Setting

The human story--the story of its rise from savagery long ago to our modern ways of civilized living--is history. This history is shown to us on the stage of our world. The actors, our ancestors, moved about in that stage setting--the natural features around them which they called their environment.

Naturally, what they did depended a great deal on what they found around them--rivers, the soil, forests, minerals, and climate. All of these, which are parts of the natural environment, help explain why people acted as they did in the past and why they act as they do today. The physical environment did not absolutely determine what the people did, but it did influence the choices they made.  It is also important to realize that the more knowledge these ancestors had, and the higher their technology was, the more choices they had in regard to the natural environment they had to work with.

And so, modern historians believe that the human story must be written with the facts of the natural environment always kept in mind. Those facts help answer many questions:

Why did civilization begin in river valleys?

Why did England become a sea power?

Why did the United States attract millions of immigrants?

Modern geographers realize that they cannot adequately study the spatial nature of a place or region without studying the natural and human history which shaped the present reality. The two studies are closely intertwined and cannot be properly pursued without relying upon each other. In this course, you will examine this interdependence in the context of teaching a variety of geographic concepts. You will be aware of human activities which have influenced the physical environment, and you will be made aware of the parameters which the physical environment may place on human activities at various levels of technological development. You will see that humans are still influenced by the natural environment--it is all that they have to work with to develop the world of today and of tomorrow.

To get the most from this course, you will need to know what natural features have had large affects on human choices in the past. You will need to read maps and to learn what they show about the past and the present.  YOU MUST COME TO UNDERSTAND THAT THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT HAS BEEN, IS, AND WILL CONTINUE TO BE IMPORTANT IN INFLUENCING HUMAN AFFAIRS – OUR AFFAIRS.

The Surface of the Earth Influences Human Activities

Our surroundings--our natural environment--are familiar to us. We probably take them for granted and don't even think about how important they are unless there is some really unusual or disastrous occurrence like a flood, drought, an earthquake, or a volcanic eruption, etc. Assuming that we are aware, we notice the weather and natural features. Perhaps there is a river, lake, or ocean nearby. We may live on a plain, a prairie, in the mountains or foothills, or at the edge of a large desert. Possibly there may be marshes or forests close by. All of us have read about dense jungles and hot deserts. We can see how some of these features have affected human activities and the development of social, economic, and political institutions.

Mountains and highlands have often acted as barriers, not only to enemies, but also to transportation and trade. This is clear when you study about Greece, where rough, broken country hindered farming, commerce, and even understanding among Greek valley dwellers. Mountains kept the population in Greece small, because good land was scarce, and only a few could make a living. Grazing animals have been the usual means of earning a livelihood in Greece, as in our Rocky Mountains and in the Alps of Switzerland. The New England area of Anglo America (the US and Canada) shares some of these characteristics because of its mountainous character too.

When mountains act as barriers to trade, then passes and river valleys become important. The Danube River Valley and the Brenner Pass have long been famous as trade routes in Europe. Our ocean-to-ocean railroads had to search for mountain passes, and the human settlements followed the rails. Invaders have also seen the advantages of passes and lowlands and the disadvantages of mountains. Germany's invasions of France have not been through the highlands.

Valleys are important for reasons other than as roads through mountains. Usually the soil of valleys is rich and encourages farming or stock raising. In Switzerland, for example, the valleys support many dairies. Valleys become the centers of population. In going inland into our own country, the first settlers followed the rivers and settled beside them. Compare a map of population density of Anglo-America and a map of rivers. In much of the country, the populated, developed areas correspond with the river patterns.

In contrast to valleys, which invite settlement, deserts and tundra (treeless arctic plains) repel humans. Life is very difficult there or requires much money and technology to overcome or moderate the natural conditions enough to make living desirable there. Usually, humans have chosen to settle somewhere else if other conditions allowed that. Usually there are no growing cities, lush farms, or orchards in the frozen tundra of northern Canada or Siberia. That vast expanse has discouraged development. The deserts of the world have little population. Most of those living in desert lands are people who wander--nomads seeking water and grazing land for their herds. If there is a large settlement in the tundra or in the desert, there must be some reason for it. It may be a militarily strategic location or it may have a deposit of some difficult-to-find and important natural resource. In addition, the society of that country must have the money and the technology to make a large settlement feasible. Doesn't this describe much of Anglo-America between the Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Nevada?

Swamps and rainforests [often inaccurately called jungles] limit what humans can do. The Congo Valley in Africa and the Amazon Basin in South America are good examples. The vegetation makes using this environment difficult also. Land transportation is difficult. In such moist areas there are often insect-spread diseases to contend with. As with the deserts and tundra, it is possible to use these areas when the reason is good enough and the necessary money and technology are available.

While some environments are not very hospitable or inviting to human settlement and development, lowlands and plains have been friendly when the climate has been agreeable -- deserts, tundra, swamps, and rainforests can be found on lowlands and plains. The climate is the real influencing factor here. When the climate is agreeable, these lands usually encourage production, trade, and settlement. Look at our bountiful Midwest where plains and agreeable climates combine to produce an environment that humans could make great use of. In similar combinations of lowlands and good climates, great population and cultural centers of the world developed in Europe, China, and India.

So, while landforms do influence human activity, it is clear that climate also has a great influence. Climatic extremes usually discourage development, whereas moderate conditions are more inviting. Extreme cold and extreme heat make living more difficult. Extreme dryness and extreme wetness also make living more difficult. Mild climates or ones in which the extreme conditions only are present for short periods of each year tend to be more inviting to human activity and development. Some people, usually the people who live in them, say that climates with the variety of four seasons are the most stimulating for human activity. This is the condition that is found in China, the U.S. and most of Europe, and these are the most developed parts of the world today. In the past, though, great civilizations developed in other kinds of climates.  We can only speculate about what technology may or may not make possible for development of various areas of the earth in the future.

Oceans, Seas, and Rivers

Oceans and seas have influenced nearly all people in history. In the past, oceans and seas were barriers to travel for most people, but as ships became larger and safer, water became a thoroughfare. Since water transportation is cheap, people living along the shores of oceans were likely to engage in trade as well as in fishing.

Seagoing people have been explorers, colonizers, and spreaders of cultures. They have founded new countries and have engaged in wars over ports and overseas trade rights and routes. The ports of China were good examples of ports over which countries fought for control of trading rights in the nineteenth century. In Anglo-America, it was the desire to control New Orleans which led to the U.S. purchasing the Louisiana Territory from France. If France had been unwilling to sell, would the U.S. have eventually resorted to force to get it?

Bodies of water have affected history by influencing climate. The Japan current warms our states of Washington and Oregon. Our southeastern coast is warmed by the Gulf Stream. Great Britain would probably be cold and poor if it were not for the Gulf Stream crossing the north Atlantic. Mariners have followed those currents for centuries. Cold currents also affect climate. The Atacama Desert is caused by the cold current that flows off the coast of Peru and northern Chile. In Africa, North America, and Australia there are cold currents that flow along coasts where they produce desert climates.

Straits and channels have also influenced history. The English Channel was a moat protecting England--a moat which neither Napoleon nor Hitler dared cross. It has not been an absolute barrier, though. William of Normandy did successfully cross it, invade and conquer England, and become the king of England in 1066 AD. Control of straits has been of great importance to many countries because of the strategic locations of these narrow bodies of water. Russia tried for centuries to gain control of the Bosporous and the Dardanelles at the entrance of the Black Sea. Why do you think the U.S. sought naval bases and control of islands in the Caribbean Sea in the 19th and 20th centuries?

Islands and peninsulas have been and are important, islands being fairly secure from invasion. Until 1945, the Japanese had not known conquest for two thousand years. The year 1066 AD saw the last successful invasion of England. In some circumstances, islands have been "stepping stones" for traders and for conquerors. Civilization spread from ancient Egypt and the Near East from island to island and influenced the culture and civilization that developed in Greece and the mainland of Europe. During World War II, the U.S. strategy in the Pacific was called "island-hopping." Guam, Wake, and other important islands became important military bases during that operation. Today they are not so strategic because there is no war being conducted in the Pacific.

Perhaps the most important water-feature of the natural environment has been rivers. To know a country's rivers, and the life on and about them, is to begin to know its history and the activities of its people. Rivers have been the "highways" for development: the St. Lawrence in Canada, the Mississippi in the United States, the Rhine in Germany, the Nile in Egypt, etc. The cargoes on river barges tell us whether the people grow cotton, cut timber, raise grain or do manufacturing. It was in river valleys that the first civilizations began. Rivers influenced where the great cities developed: Cairo, London, Paris, New York, New Orleans, Buenos Aires, Shanghai, and St. Louis.

Getting the Most Out of Maps

In studying the influences of the natural environment on history, reference to maps must be made again and again. The maps in geography books, and other maps, will be used many times in this class. They illustrate certain features of the land and certain activities of humans during different periods of the past. Map-makers, or cartographers, have been very ingenious in finding ways to show these things. The relationship between two factors can be seen on a map much more easily than from just reading about it. A good geography book, and there are many, combines the descriptive words with the illustrative maps. Anyone interested in history or geography will also want to own at least one good, general-purpose atlas.

It is easy to make a map of a small area, for, after all, a map is a kind of ground plan; but it takes ingenuity to make one of a large area. Since the earth is a sphere, the only true way to show its surface is on a globe. Map-makers have had to find ways to draw the curved surface of the earth on a flat piece of paper. These different ways are called projections. It must be remembered that every projection shows some type of distortion because it is impossible to change a spherical surface into a flat one without it.

Maps also differ in the kinds of information shown. The most common maps show such things as natural features, boundaries, routes, and cities and town. The most basic type shows natural features, and we call it a physical or topographic map. Maps of this type are especially useful in studying the geography [physical features] of an area.

Two things must be kept in mind when using maps in the study of history and geography:

(1) how to recognize the purpose of any map; and

(2) how to understand what is shown on it.

Many maps used in history and geography books show political boundaries. A student using such a map should ask some questions about it. What types of political units are shown--empires, nations, provinces, states, etc.? What are the sizes and shapes of the units? Some political units are easily recognized by their shapes--remembering shapes can really help a student. Do they contain mountains, rivers, lakes, or seas? Are there natural boundaries? What bordering units may be friendly or hostile to each other? What is the date of the information shown on a map? Political information can change quickly and

frequently, so political maps can become out of date very quickly.  Knowing the
date of the information is very important before the map is used.

Sometimes economic maps are shown. They show resources or products or other economic information. When using these maps, the student should ask some questions about it. How do the areas compare in resources? Are the resources close to transportation of some kind, such as rivers, railroads, or roads? Are the products the result of farming, mining, or manufacturing? Are the resources close to boundaries where neighboring nations might fight over them? Are the resources being wasted or conserved?

Some of the important features in the natural environment have been presented for consideration in this short discussion of geography. It has been shown that they do affect the choices that humans make regarding human activity. The usefulness of maps also has been discussed. Attention has been drawn to the reality that the natural environment does not absolutely determine the course of human development and activity.

Humanity is not Enslaved by the Natural Environment

The natural environment affects humanity, but this is a two-way relationship. Human activity also affects the natural environment. Humans have steadily increased their knowledge of nature and put it to use, sometimes wisely and other times unwisely. Humans have bridged rivers, dug canals, crossed oceans, tunneled through mountains, cleared forests, drained swamps, irrigated deserts, and dammed rivers to control floods. Humans have changed the appearance of the earth's surface, especially in and around cities.

The caveman's fire, the parka of the Eskimo, the air conditioning of today are all different means that humans have used to reduce the limitations imposed by climate. They are examples of how humans have reduced some of the limiting effects of the natural environment.

Until the second half of the twentieth century, humans had not really changed the earth very much. From ten miles up, the surface of the earth probably looked as it must have looked ten thousand years earlier. Humans hadn't made any basic changes in the forces of nature. Nature was still unmastered in many ways: storms harassed us, deserts and the tropics still continued to hinder us, and a dry summer still ruined crops. During the second half of the twentieth century, though, human technology has reached the level where it is possible for humans to change climates, change vegetation, change the chemical balances of the oceans, and make the earth unfit for human habitation.

Humans do not have to use technology in ways that harm the natural environment. Some humans understand that the natural environment is what makes it possible for humans to live and flourish on the earth. They are aware that technology is a two-edged sword: it can be used to improve life and it can be used to destroy life. Humans through their societies and their political structures will make the choices that determine how technology will be used. Today humans know that using technology usually produces both good and bad results. Humans must be much more careful today when they make choices than they were in the past. They need to examine the possible results, both good and bad, before they use new technology. Today it is too dangerous to use it and wait to see what the results might be.

The relationship of technology with the natural environment is of major concern in a geographic study of modern Anglo-America or any other region. The United States and Canada possess any and every type of technology available to humanity today. They are among the countries who can affect the physical environment to the degree that it is no longer capable of supporting human life. How well do they understand or care that the sword which they, as well as other nations, hold is a two-edged sword? They have the technology, but do they have the sufficient wisdom and maturity to use that technology wisely? Will they look more at short-term gain than at long-term gain in the scheme of things?

When humans and the natural environment are considered, it is important to remember this:

1. Humans are influenced by the natural environment of their region but not ruled by it in any absolute way.

2. When humans "overcome" the "obstacles" of nature, the results are mixed both good and bad.

3. In spite of human technology, some natural occurrences cannot be "overcome" and must be adjusted to.

A great deal depends on the nature and culture of the people themselves: their energy and industry, their beliefs, their education, and many other factors. In the development of a particular society, sometimes one or more factors of the culture--good leaders or perhaps a religious attitude--will cause that society to develop in spite of some disadvantages presented by the natural environment of the place where they live.

In pondering the importance of the natural environment in influencing human development and activities, it must also be remembered that the development of a particular culture depends on the interplay of many factors:


 1.  Human decisions have an effect. If Hitler had not decided to attack Russia, that country's vast distances and cold climate could not have helped to exhaust the German armies.

2.  In different places a type of natural feature may have a different kind or level of  importance. Mountains seem to have kept invading armies out of Switzerland but not out of neighboring Austria.

3.  Different times may produce changes. The oceans once protected the United States from attack, but today we know they are not the barrier that they formerly were.

4.
Different combinations of natural conditions produce different results. It was not soil alone that developed the north-central United States and south-central Canada as a great "breadbasket." Rainfall, water transportation, a growing season of the right length, and people of energy contributed to producing that rich farming area.
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History and the physical environment have already affected you. Now, you can learn more about that and prepare for having increasingly important choices to make about what humans will do to influence the natural environment and each other. You are already influencing the future. You are an important person and need to realize it so you will make choices more carefully--choices that affect not only you, but the rest of the world as well.

History and geography make the world  you live in





History and geography begin to shape you





You study history and geography





You help make


History and impact the environment





The future may be different because of what you did.
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