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Chapter 1 
 
 

Geography and physical geography 
 
 
General Aims 
This chapter states subjects about the nature, the history, and the 
future of geography and physical geography. It also presents several 
common and key words in geography. Moreover, it helps you better 
translate specialized geography texts. 

 

Behavioral Objectives 
After studying this chapter, you will be able to: 
- Understand the meaning of geography and its subfields and do the 

comprehension exercises. 
- Define the meaning of some common words and do the related 

exercises. 
- Define the meaning of some key words and do the related exercises. 

 

Pre- Reading Questions 
1- What is the definition of geography? 
2- Do you know what the differences between physical and human 

geography are? 
3- Can you name links of remotely sensed images? 
4- Can you name some of the phenomena studied in physical and 

human geography? 
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What is Geography and Physical Geography? 
Physical geography studies natural features and phenomena on the 
earth from a spatial perspective. It is a subdiscipline of geography. 
Most individuals define geography as a field of study that deals with 
maps. This definition is only partially correct. A better definition of 
geography may be the study of natural and human constructed 

phenomena relative to a spatial dimension.  
The discipline of geography has a history that stretches over 

many centuries. Over this time period, the study of geography has 
evolved and developed into an important form of human scholarship. 
Geography consists of at least two different sub-fields: Physical 
geography and human geography. The following table helps to make 
differences between them. This table describes some of the 
phenomena or elements studied by each of these sub-fields of 
knowledge.  

 
Table 1-1  Areas of study in physical and human geography. 

 

Physical Geography Human Geography 

Rocks and Minerals Population 

Landforms Settlements 

Soils Economic Activities 

Animals Transportation 

Plants Recreational Activities 

Water Religion 

Atmosphere Political Systems 

Rivers and other Water Bodies Social Traditions 

Environment Human Migration 

Climate and Weather Agricultural Systems 

Oceans Urban Systems 
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Geography is also a discipline that integrates a wide variety of 
subject matters. Almost any area of human knowledge can be examined 
from a spatial perspective. Figure 1-1 displays some of the main sub-
disciplines within human and physical geography. Physical geography's 
primary sub-disciplines study the earth's atmosphere (meteorology and 
climatology), animal and plant life(biogeography), physical 

landscape(geomorphology), soils (pedology), and waters (hydrology). 
Some of the dominant areas of study in human geography include: 
human society and culture (social and cultural geography), behavior 
(behavioral geography), economics (economic geography), politics 
(political geography), and urban systems (urban geography).  

 

 
 

Figure 1-1 - Major sub-disciplines of physical and human geography 

 

The graphic model in the figure1-1 indicates that the study of 
geography can also involve a holistic synthesis. Holistic synthesis 
connects knowledge from a variety of academic fields in both human 
and physical geography. For example, the study of the enhancement of 
the earth's greenhouse effect and the resulting global warming requires 
a multidisciplinary approach for complete understanding. The fields of 
climatology and meteorology are required to understand the physical 
effects of greenhouse gases to the atmosphere's radiation balance. The 
field of economic geography provides information on how various 
forms of human economic activity contribute to the emission of 
greenhouse gases through fossil fuel burning and land-use change. 
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Combining the knowledge of these academic areas gives us a more 
comprehensive understanding of why this serious environmental 
problem occurs. ( Pidwirny, M. 2006). 

 
Scope of Physical Geography 
We have now learned that physical geography examines and 

investigates natural phenomena spatially. We can now suggest that 
physical geography studies the spatial patterns of weather and 
climate, soils, vegetation, animals, water in all its forms, and 
landforms. Physical geography also examines the interrelationships of 
these phenomena to human activities. This subfield of geography is 
academically known as the human-land tradition. Thus, physical 
geography's scope is much broader than the simple spatial study of 
nature. It also involves the investigation of how humans are 
influencing nature. 

 

Geography as an Environmental Science 
Can geography be as an environmental science? First, we have to 
know environment. Webster's 9th Collegiate Dictionary defines 
Environment"... as the complex of physical, chemical, and biotic 
factors (such as climate, soil, and living things) that act upon an 
organism or an ecological community and ultimately determines its 
form and survival". 

Both human and physical geography provide an important 
intellectual background for studying the environment. Many 
environmental studies/science programs offered by universities and 
colleges around the world rely on the information found in various 
geography courses to help educate their students about the state of the 
environment 

 
Future of Physical Geography 
The following list describes some of the important future trends in 
physical geography research:  
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1) Continued development of applied physical geography for the 
analysis and correction of human-induced environmental 
problems. A student of applied physical geography uses 
theoretical information from the field of physical geography to 
manage and solve problems related to natural phenomena found in 
the real world. 

2) Remote Sensing - Advances in technology have caused the 
development of many new instruments for the monitoring of the 
Earth's resources and environment from airborne and space 
platforms. The most familiar use of remote sensing technology is 
to monitor the earth's weather for forecasting. See the following 
links for examples of remotely sensed images: 
o Google Maps  
o Google Earth  
o France - SPOT Image  
o USA - Landsat  
o USA - MODIS  
o USA - ASTER  
o Canada - Radarsat  
o GOES  
o USA EROS Data Center  

3) Geographic Information Systems - A geographic information 
system (GIS) merges information in a computer database with 
spatial coordinates on a digital map. Geographic information 
systems are becoming increasingly more important for the 
management of resources. ( Pidwirny, M. 2006). 

 

Common Words: Definition, Translation and Exemplification 

Understanding (n.)   

Comprehension, ability to comprehend, 
ability to perceive or grasp; thorough 
knowledge of something; mutual 
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agreement (often preliminary or tacit)  
Physical geography is essential to understanding environmental 
phenomena. 

 
Phenomenon (Pl. Phenomena) (n.)  

Event or circumstance that can be 

observed; something unusual; 
something detected by the senses  

On the other hand, intelligent people always learn better when they 
understand cause and effect phenomena. 
The most impressive volcanic phenomena are explosive eruptions.  

 

Spatial (adj.)              

Pertaining to space, occurring in space 
(also special)  

The purpose of geological map interpretation is to determine the 
temporal and spatial relationships among the different rocks. 
 

Scholarship (n.)   

Financial grant given to a student to 
subsidize the cost of education; learning 
acquired through education, schooling, 
erudition 

His chances for getting the scholarship were very slim. 

With his excellent grades he'll get a scholarship to Harvard  

 

Population (n.)                 

Total number of people living in an 
area.  

Demography is the analysis of population variables. 
The approximate annual rate of world population is 2 percent. 
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Settlement (n.)  

Act of populating an area, colonization; 
small town, community  

The first settlements were on the coast of rivers. 

Recreational activity (np.)  

Pertaining to leisure, pertaining to 

relaxing activities   
The school offers many recreational activities for the students. 
 

Religion (n.)                   

Collection of beliefs concerning the 
origin of man and the universe, faith  

Religion has been an influence for good in my life. 
 

Political (adj.)   

Of or relating to the state or its 
government; pertaining to politics, 
concerned with politics  

Our political discussions were very open. 
As a journalist, I was on the sidelines during the political crisis. 
 

Social traditions (np.) Custom of public 

They strongly believe that peaceful co-
existence among countries with different 
social traditions, and a culture is an 
important political condition for closer 
friendly relations and cooperation. 

 

Agricultural System (np.)   

Method of pertaining to farming  
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Developing countries must be able to improve agricultural systems in 
order to more develop. 
 

Holistic synthesis (np.)  

Combining of separate elements into a 
complete whole that focus on the 

connection between parts of a whole  
Geography is a holistic synthesis science. 
 

Enhancement (n.)   

Intensification; improvement; increasing 
of the value of 

Economic development, scientific and technological progress, and the 
enhancement of overall national strength are the main strategic 
trends of all countries. 
 

Emission (n.)   

A natural or anthropogenic discharge of 
particulate, gaseous, or soluble waste 
material or pollution into the air  

The emission of heat is completely independent of temperature and 
pressure. 
 

Combine (v.)    

Unite, join; come together; become one  
Hydrogen combines with oxygen to form water.  

 
Key Words: Definition, Translation and Exemplification  

Applied Physical Geography (np.)             

The field of Applied Physical Geography 
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uses theoretical information from the 
various fields of Physical Geography to 
manage and solve problems related to 
natural phenomena found in the real 
world.  

Applied Physical Geography has a key role in managing the 

environment to minimize potential degradation of land, water, and 
natural resources. 

 

Remote Sensing (np.)    

The gathering of information from an 
object or surface without direct contact  

Google Earth is one of links for remote sensing. 

 

Human-Land Tradition (np.)  

Academic tradition in modern geography 
that investigates human interactions with 
the environment  

Human interactions with the environment are base of Human-Land 

Tradition 
 

Global Warming (np.)    

Warming of the Earth's average global 
temperature because of an increase in the 
concentration of greenhouse gases. A 
greater concentration in greenhouse 
gases in the atmosphere is believed to 
result in an enhancement of the 
greenhouse effect.  

The main cause of global warming is human pollution. 
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Greenhouse Effect (np.)                    

The greenhouse effect causes the 
atmosphere to trap more heat energy at 
the Earth's surface and within the 
atmosphere by absorbing and re-emitting 
long wave energy. Of the long wave 

energy emitted back to space, 90% is 
intercepted and absorbed by greenhouse 
gases.  

The greenhouse effect is caused by the excess carbon dioxide in the 
air. 

 

Meteorology (n.)    

The scientific study of the atmosphere 
and its associated phenomena. 

The environment, earthquake and meteorology monitoring system will 
be strengthened. 

 

Climatology (n.)   

Scientific study of the Earth's climate 
over long time spans (greater than 
several days). May also involve the 
investigation of climate's influence on 
the biotic and the  biotic environment  

European countries have programmed on climatology and natural 
hazards  
 

Biogeography (n.)   

Field of physical geography that studies 
the spatial pattern of living organisms.  
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Biogeography can be simply defined as the academic study of the 
factors that control the spatial distribution of organisms. 
Four laws of biogeography explain these odd patterns. 

 

Geomorphology (n.)   

The study of the arrangement and form 

of the earth's crust and of the 
relationship between these physical 
features and the geologic structures 
beneath.  

Geomorphology deals with the origin of landscapes and changes in 
them. 
Geomorphology research is necessary for environmental management 

 

Pedology (n.)    

The scientific study of soils  
As the human population on earth increases, pedology for proper use 
and management of our soil resources become more and more 
important. 

 

Hydrology (n.)    

Field of physical geography that studies 
the hydrosphere  

The simulation of rainfall-runoff is an important part of hydrology 
simulation 

 

Human Geography (np.)   

Field of knowledge that studies human-
made features and phenomena on the 
Earth from a spatial perspective. 
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Subdiscipline of Geography.  
Human geography studies can contribute to the formulation of 
national policies.  

 

Physical Geography (np.)  

Field of knowledge that studies natural 

features and phenomena on the Earth 
from a spatial perspective. Subdiscipline 
of Geography 

Physical geography is essential to understanding environmental 
phenomena 

 

Part A- Comprehension exercises 
Choose the correct answer. 
1- What does physical geography study? 

A- Remote sensing 
B- Natural features 
C- Human constructed 
D- Geographic information system 

 

2- Which of the following is studied in human geography? 
A- Agricultural system  B- Plants 
C- Animals    D- Rivers and other water bodies 

 
3- What does biogeography study? 

A- Human migration  B- Political systems 
C- Climate and weather  D- Animal and plant life 
 

4- What does the study of geography involve? 
A- Human phenomena  B- Holistic synthesis  
C- Physical phenomena   D- Academic matter 


