MORPHOLOGY OF CULTURE REGIONS1
G. L. Fowler

ONE

That subfield of cultural geography concerned with whole cultures rather than lesser complexes or particular elements is the geography of cultures.  Whole cultures are such specific historical divisions of mankind as the Chinese, Indians, Russians, or Americans – relatively discrete, cohesive, large groups of people occupying vast areas of land whose members are bound together by a common heritage, way of life, and close functional interdependence.  These are macro-cultures in the sense that they are large – large in numbers, spatial extent, and total importance not only to the history of mankind but also to the significant spatial variations in the content and organization of the surface of the earth.  Those cultures that have the characteristics of uninterrupted growth in time and space are true macro-cultures; aborted macro-cultures have had their growth disrupted at some period in development for some duration; and several are incipient – in the process of becoming macro-cultures of general significance at global scale.  Macro-cultures are commonly recognized as being of greatest importance to the division of the earth and its people.

The geography of cultures is concerned with the comparative regional expression of major cultures on the surface of the earth and their historical patterns of development that effect change in the spatial – geographic form of the culture region.  Four interrelated themes are basic to this type of inquiry:

a.) Each culture is concentrated within a specific portion of the earth’s surface.

b.) Each culture has a specific location on the surface of the earth that defines its geographical position in relation to other major cultures.  The factor of location is an important variable in the complex nature of intercultural contacts of all types with other major cultures.

c.) Considerable spatial variation in cultural homogeneity exists within the cultural region.  This is evidence of past movement of peoples and the spread of basic cultural elements that includes external contact with other cultures.  The basic geographic morphology, or form, of the culture region is derived from these varied spatial patterns.

d.) Each culture must establish a workable connection with the potential resources of he culture region.  In so doing, each creates a distinctive set of resources, a distinctive landscape, and a consequent distinctive set of problems inherent in the way it works with the earth.

The specific nature of these four themes and their interrelationships in a given situation are subject to change within the dynamic historical and geographical framework of cultural development.  Change is the very essence of the systematic geographic study of the regional character of major cultures, and the morphology of culture regions is an analytical device designed to facilitate an understanding fo the general outlines of this universal characteristic of cultures.

TWO

A set of generic (type) concepts and patterns that can be consistently applied to any major culture is basic to understanding the morphology of that culture region.  Every macro-culture is a complex geographic growth of varying historical dimensions.  Originating in a particular locale, each has expanded over4 a large part of the earth’s surface to include large numbers of people sharing cultural traditions common to the area of origin.  Expansion, however, always results in important regional variations in: a) the density and type of occupance;  b) the intensity and effectiveness by which all parts of the region are connected one to another (vis. Transportation and communication networks, political control) as well as in the locale of origin of the cultures; and c) the homogeneity of the principal distinguishing characteristics of the culture (eg. Ideology and philosophy, religion, language).  The nature of these regional var5iations in the area occupied by a culture are considered in the component parts of the morphology of that region.

There are four basic parts of the morphology of a culture region.  The first is the culture hearth.  The hearth is the locale of origin for a particular cultural complex (or pattern) that dominates the culture region.  Although the processes involved in creative origins remain a challenge to interpretation, hearths appear to be locations which, at critical formative times, are optimal for the operation of three interrelated stimuli:

a) Stimulus of Ideas.  The sustained contact of small, unlike cultures in the hearth locale, with the occasional introduction of isolated elements from more distant cultures (usually a macro-culture) results in a synthesis of heterogeneous elements contributed by all the participant cultures into a new, distinctive, cultural complex.  Although aggressive contact at local scale is implied, the hearth must be relatively isolated from other major cultures and stable over a long period of time (decades, usually centuries).

b) Stimulus of Pressures.  Although relatively isolated, the hearth is subject to chronic threats of dominance by peoples external to that particular locale and distinct from the people therein.  Implicit in the idea of pressures is military invasion and subjugation of the hearth by alien peoples.  In response to such pressures, conditions in the hearth are favorable for the development of an efficient political organization to achieve internal stability, build domestic power, and gain the dominant position in “foreign” relations.

c) Stimulus of Resource Rewards.  The hearth has an ample environment of varied resources (eg. Fertile soil and abundant mineral resources) that can be exploited by new efficient techniques to yield surpluses sufficient to support a rapid growth in population, including an expanding class of people whose time and effort is not wholly devoted to subsistence activities.  The type and range of resources available is subject to change according to the attitudes, objectives, and technical abilities of the peoples involved.

Development beyond the stage of the hearth involves significant growth in population, elaboration of the basic content and several aspects of he culture, and a geographic expansion of the cultural dominance of the hearth over areas contiguous to it.  This process may involve the emigration of people from the hearth to colonize alien lands’ it may be restricted to the diffusion of all or several parts of the hearth culture; or it may be so specific as to focus on imperial political domination of the alien peoples who are accorded very restricted access to the culture of the hearth.  Regardless, a recognizable area eventually is dominated by the basic identifying characteristics of the hearth at the expense (but not the total removal) of peoples indigenous to the lands included within the larger culture area, or culture region.

The culture region is composed of three parts:

A. Core.  The cores is a centralized zone of concentration displaying the greatest density of occupance, strength, and homogeneity of the particular features characteristic of the culture and derived from the hearth.  Specific features of he core are:

1) intensive development  of the resource base with a concentration of economic activity and productive enterprise (e.g. Manufacturing-industrial areas, rich agricultural lands, a ‘wealthy’ area);

2) principle concentration of population having the greatest degree of cultural uniformity;

3) dense network of communication, transport facilities and organization of all types as well as the hub of circulation for the entire culture region; and

4) functional political unity, symbolized by the location of the political capital of the region within the core.

In this definition, the concept of the core is merely extended beyond its usual demographic, economic and political meaning to include similar measures of societal organization, languages, religion, and ideology-philosophy.  In addition to the political capital of the culture region, the core usually contains the most important economic, commercial, financial, and religious centers of the culture region.

B. Domain.  Beyond the core lies the domain, wherein the distinguishing characteristics of the culture are generally dominant but with less intensity and homogeneity.  Compared with the core, the domain has the following characteristics:

1) numerous sub-cultures, with localisms in language (dialects), religion (sects) and political allegiances vividly expressed.  (A discontinuous distribution of ethnic minorities distinct from the peoples of the core is a common feature of the domain);

2) lower densities of population and intensity of occupance;

3) more specialized types of regional economic development and resource use, with dependence on the core for capital and capital goods, and other sectors of the domain for their economic specialties; and

4) considerable political autonomy and strong local allegiance.

The domain is usually composed of several sectors, each distinct by virtue of one or more characteristic localisms.  Each sector may center on a local economic, political, or cultural center.  Further, the sectors of the domain may express their individuality by temporarily breaking away from the central political control exercised by the core in times of tension and stress.  Thus relative political instability is an added characteristic of the domain.

C. Sphere.  Beyond the domain, and thus beyond the culture area proper, is a zone wherein important elements and peoples of the culture are apparent but not dominant. In this zone of peripheral acculturation, such elements are clearly alien influences that intrude upon or are superimposed as a thin veneer over local cultures that remain dominant.  The basic distinction between the domain and the sphere, therefore, is between those areas wherein early, local cultures have lost control of the process of cultural change (domain) and those in which they retain some significant influence over the type and degree of cultural borrowing (sphere). These local cultures use languages and religions, social, economic, and political systems that are distinct from those of the core and domain.

The sphere and sectors thereof are under the political control of the core only within the framework of imperial (or colonial) regimes; and the economy of these sectors is of a colonial nature without close integration and interconnection with that of any part of the culture area. According to any measure, the sphere is the most ephemeral part of any culture region and may change considerably in place and extent through time. Spheres are also areas wherein the cultural-geographic characteristics are a composite of the dominant local cultures and aspects of one of several macro-cultures which at some time claimed it as the sphere of a particular culture region.  This definition of sphere includes, but is not restricted to, the political concept of “sphere of influence.”

A set of concentric circles suggests the quantitative gradations of cultural intensity, integration, and homogeneity of a hypothetical culture region (Fig. 1). This morphology also suggests the sequential dynamic expansion of the culture in space from the locale of origin (hearth) to the peripheral zone (sphere) where the culture is less dominant, less intense. In reality, such growths are never symmetrical as the nature and distribution of the world’s lands, peoples and their cultures are not homogeneous.  Physical and cultural barriers warp the hypothetical pattern of growth of a given culture into different forms that change through time as the culture continues to develop by new processes and expand in new directions.  Fig. 2 is a representation of the morphology of a macro-culture drawn from a real-world example (China in the 1960s).  The hearth, core, domain, and sphere of the culture region occupy contiguous land areas in both the theoretical and real-world examples.  There are few exceptions to this rule.

The geographic patterns of growth for a culture region and the dynamic nature of that development suggests recognition of three additional features in the morphological scheme.  These are:

A. Demographic front(s)

B. Intercultural link(s)

C. Strategic front(s)

Each of these has a specific geographical dimension and, in that context, may be either singular or plural.

The demographic front denotes the direction and locale of persistent or recurrent population movements from the core into the domain, and sometimes beyont to the sphere.  Such movements may be sudden mass migrations or gradual infiltrations, orderly colonizations or a swarm of individual opportunists; they may even be highly localized and geographically discontinuous, as in rural to urban movements that are so characteristic of many parts of the contemporary world. But whatever the case, population movements always have specific characteristics of :  a) a place of origin; b) cause and purpose; c) volume; d) destination; and e) contact between the immigrants and the total environment
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(peoples and lands) in the area of destination.  These characteristics combine to create distinct regional variations in the geography of a culture region that has grown by demographic movement.

An intercultural link that brings a developing macro-culture into contact with one or several macro-cultures in other parts of the world is always apparent and often of critical importance.  The internal creativity of a culture may derive considerable impetus from the techniques and ideas gained from such contact, and the subsequent internal pattern of growth may be significantly altered.  Whether change resulting from such contact is the result of a few persons preaching a new faith or of the gradual impact of peoples and goods innocuous and mundane in intent, it is a transmission (diffusion) in space involving a source, direction, carrier, destination, and receptor.  Thus, the intercultural link has a geographical dimension. It can usually be located along certain principal routeways that focus upon specific points of contact within the culture region.  The most important intercultural links are those between key centers (or capitals) in the core areas of macro-cultures.  However, culture contact is also inherent to the concept of the demographic front.

The strategic front is the third additional element to the morphology.  Those areas or zones where a culture is subjected to persistent or recurrent danger or aggression from alien macro-cultures can be identified as the strategic front.  Where that danger is military, concentration of such facilities as walls and fortresses, armed garrisons and supply depots, and electronic or visual surveillance systems are tangible expressions of this frontier.  But where the danger is primarily political land ideological, the nature of the frontier may be more diffuse and a less tangible feature on the surface of the earth (e.g. travel and passport restrictions).  The strategic front need not be contiguous in extent, or even within the boundaries of he culture region.  However, it is an integral part of the morphology of that culture region and is usually shared by two or more macro-cultures where the limits of their respective spheres coincide.  Culture conflict is the more appropriate expression for the type of interaction between cultures along a strategic frontier.  Culture contact and mutual interchange of goods, ideas and techniques is very limited.

THREE

The complete morphology of a culture region represents a synthesis of enormously complex materials into seven generalized patterns:  the hearth, core, and domain comprise the culture area proper; the fickle and ephemeral geographic area of the sphere may be added to complete the culture region; and the demographic front, intercultural link, and strategic front are three added special features of the morphology of that region.  The latter three plus the hearth may be either singular of plural in nature, and the domain and sphere usually can be sub-divided into distinct sectors.  Only the core is consistently a unitary geographic area of great internal homogeneity.  

The morphology is a model of a generic system that can be applied to any culture which displays significant spatial variations in intensity, complexity and homogeneity.  Although it can be adjusted to fit cultures of any scale, the morphology has greatest utility for the analysis and comparison of macro-cultures at global scale.  The method is a complement to other regional systems (e.g. physical, economic, and political) commonly used in the study of world regional geography.  It is particular, however, in that it focuses primary attention on the analysis of cultures in terms of their temporal (historical) and spatial (geographical) patterns of growth.  An assumption basic to this approach is that each culture organizes and utilizes that part of the earth claimed by it in distinctive ways that are reflected in the roster of resources, cultural landscapes, and subsequent ecological problems of the man-land relationship in the region.

Application of the concept of the morphology of culture regions to selected cultures at critical periods of general change will yield a series of analytical maps that provide an orderly view of a culture as a geographic growth, and underline the critical processes affecting the growth of culture regions in time and space.  Primary attention, however, is accorded the varying geographical morphologies of a culture at any given time rather than an understanding of the complex processes that imparted a particular characteristic to one part of the morphology.  A multitude of qualitative and quantitative restrictions do not favor a full comparative treatment of all of the morphologies that can be outlined for the world’s major cultures.  There are recurrent patterns of growth and persistent themes of geographic change that are so vivid, however, that they do merit some comment as a summary of the main patterns of the geography of cultures at global scale.

Note:

1Based in part on a paper entitled, “Towards a Geographical Morphology of Cultures,” read by Donald W. Meinig, Professor of Geography at Syracuse University (Syracuse, New York) to the International Geographical Congress, London, England, 22 July, 1964. See also Meinig’s, “The Mormon Culture Region: Strategies and Patterns in the Geography of the American West, 1847-64,”  Annals of the Association of American Geographers (Lawrence, Kan.), Vol. 55, no. 2 (June, 1965), pp. 191-200.  Preston James in the introductory chapter of One World Divided (new York: Blaisdell Pub. Co., 1964), pp. 3-33, offers a less complete statement of the culture region concept.
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