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ENVIRONMENT AS THE METHODOLOGICAL
BASIS FOR DELIMITATION OF REGIONS

Abstract: The concept of regional geography as a science examining the relations between
man and the natural environment is presented. Spatial coexistence of natural and socio-eco-
nomic phenomena is a premise to search for causative relations. Their theoretic fundaments
are described by the principle of factors limiting human activity, diversification as the general
characteristic of the natural environment having impact on man and his activity, the principle
of indirect chain links, changeability of relations in time and their interactions. Among others,
correlation and regression analysis, the class differences method and tests of independence are
used in research on the concordance of spatial coexistence of characteristics of the natural en-
vironment and socio-economic characteristics. The issue of the relations between man and the
environment, examined on different scales, is associated with issues of the geographic region.
A region may be perceived as an area characterized by a similarity of relations between the
natural environment and human activity.
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Regional geography is a discipline which provokes much controversy. On
the one hand, it is described as the “crown of geographic sciences” or the
“visiting card” of geography and on the other, it is depreciated for its scien-
tific superficiality, descriptive character and compilation approach. The
fundamental disagreement includes the subject and objective of regional
geography. Some authors see it in the demarcation of particular areas of the
earth (regions) and research on it and others treat it exclusively as an area
of reference. According to some, regional geography stands at the junction
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point between the sphere of nature and human activity and examines their
interrelationships. Others see two totally separate regional geographies, i.e.
physical which examines physico-geographical units and economic which
takes up administrative-political or economic units. Some identify regional
geography with “knowledge on regions”.

During the last half century, different approaches to regional geography
have been considered on numerous occasions, especially issues of the subject
and objective of research as well as methods being used. In Poland, several
conferences were dedicated to these issues. The last was the III Forum of
Polish Geographers in Poznan in 2006 as well as numerous publications,
e.g., Barbag, 1959; Dumanowski, 1981; Kantowicz, Skotnicki, 1991; Kondracki,
1995; Kostrzewski, 2006; Goctowski et al., 2008.

This article introduces the concept of regional geography as a science
which examines the man-natural environment relations, as proposed by
Bolestaw Dumanowski (1981). The stimuli for its development may be sought,
besides the cognitive motives, also in the practical use of knowledge about
nature-man interrelationships. They emerge in different spatial scale as
global, regional and local issues. The key idea to the presented concept of
regional geography may be expressed by the catchword: “nature-man-region”.

Nature (natural environment) — refers to the natural aspects of the
human environment. Traditionally, geological structure, relief, water, climate,
soil, plant cover and fauna are singled out. The often used term of geo-
graphic environment has a broader meaning and is used to underscore that
we are also interested in the landscape components created by man.

Man — we use this term as a sort of a slogan or a mental shortcut not
thinking about an individual — but rather behavior and activity of a group
of people, communities and societies as well as material output of this activ-
ity, inscribed in landscape.

Region — is an ambiguous term. We refer to the tradition of a geo-
graphic region, also called a complex region, that is to a region in the
natural as well as cultural and socio-economic sense. In regional geography
there are two traditional interpretations of the man-nature relations, i.e.
the traditional complex region (“cultural and natural area”) and tradition of
the functional region. The complex region is a homogeneous area in respect
to nature, inhabited by a specific national or ethnic group using its re-
sources in a specific manner. In a functional region, on the other hand, the
region’s binding material are functional relations. They are realized on dif-
ferent levels — the flow of inhabitants, produce, services and capital. In order
that a functional region be treated according to the proposed concept of re-
gional geography, this definition must be broadened by the man-nature
relationships.

Search for relations between the natural environment and man
and his activity has become the essence of the approach. Researching
them requires isolating both phenomena. We do this, even though in reality
they form a specific entirety and occur together, taking up the same space.
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We, therefore, are dealing with a procedure for identifying phenomena and
next, with examining relations between them. In geography, relations are
usually defined as coexistence in space, outcome in time, relations between
form and function and a part and the whole. In regional geography, they are
most often treated as spatial co-existence of natural and socio-economic
phenomena which, according to Mill’s principle of concomitant variations,
becomes the premise to search for causative relations between the natural
environment and human activity. Passage from dependency of a formal
character to cause-effect relationships requires identification of the process
or mechanism linking the examined phenomena. These processes and
mechanisms in the area of the man-nature relations are usually very complex.

The theoretical basis of these relations describe such concepts as the
ecological principle of limiting factors constraining human activity, diversi-
fication as a general characteristic of the natural environment which impact
on man and his activity, the principle of indirect chain links, changeability
of relations in time, their dualism and interaction. They were used in research
carried out by regional geographers from University of Warsaw. The idea of
limiting factors was used in land assessment for rural purposes and other
fields of human activity, i.e. settlement, tourism (Kantowicz, 1999; Winidowa,
2000), in research on the barriers of settlement and socio-economic develop-
ment (Kantowicz, 1985b), and lately also in research on “environmental risk”
and its impact on man (Rucinska, 2003). The significance of diversification
of the natural environment and physico-geographical borders to human
activity was examined in reference to the location and durability of settlement
(Dumanowski, 1968, Dumanowski, Plit, 1985; Goctowski, 1984, 1986, 1988,
1993; Lechowicz, 2000), beginnings of agriculture (Kantowicz 1985a) and
agriculture in extreme environments (Walewski, 1979,1990).

In the research were used different methods for substantiating the degree
of concordance in spatial co-existence of characteristics: correlation and re-
gression analysis, class (rang) differences method, tests of independence
(Walewski, 2005). The preliminary phase of research is the selection of
significant, from the perspective of a particular phenomenon, characteristics
of the natural environment and the approach to expressing socio-economic
phenomena. Geographical diversity was among the most often referred to
characteristics of the environment, measured by the difference of particular
environmental parameters in the areas of reference (Dumanowski, Plit, 1985)
or appearance of physico-geographical borders and barriers. From the human
perspective were taken into account: population density, distribution and
durability of settlement, various aspects of land use and agriculture, den-
sity and pattern of communication and transport networks, tourism and
tourist facilities, economic development and its characteristics. Indices to
describe the degree of anthropogenic transformation of the environment or
its degradation were also searched for.

The impact of particular characteristics or elements of the environment
and their changeability in time were examined applying various methods,
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most often correlation and regression analysis and class (rang) differences.
The latter method, as a modification of the rang-difference method, consti-
tutes a comparison of the intensity of the analyzed phenomena in designated
spatial units. The area of research is divided into a number of areas (plots),
which may be of natural, administrative or geometric character. The value
(intensity) of both of the analyzed phenomena is determined in each area.
These values are next grouped in classes. All the areas (plots) are described
by two values. With identical intensity of the phenomena the class difference
is 0. In the case of dissimilar intensity, it uses values other than zero (positive
or negative). The greater the differences, the smaller is the concordance
of the intensity of compared phenomena in a given area. We thus obtain
a map presenting differences in the intensity of examined phenomena for n
areas. The obtained picture of similarities and differences of the intensity of
compared phenomena allows to identify both the general relation between
these phenomena as well as to determine its spatial diversity and state where
it takes place with greater and lesser force. This characteristic of the method
is of particular importance because it allows to analyze spatial differences in
the correlation between the examined phenomena. The method’s simplicity
is a value, whereas the need to use grouped data is its drawback. Besides
the obvious loss of data accuracy in the grouping procedure, the method of
grouping them may have significant impact on the result obtained by the class
difference method. It should be aimed at that the number of classes and the
number of elements (units) in corresponding classes of both phenomena be
identical. When fulfillment of this premise is impossible, corrective procedures
should be used (Walewski, 1997).

Among the correlation methods applied in the research on the man-nature
relationship particularly useful are those methods which allow to describe not
only the force and character of the correlation but also its spatial differentia-
tion. Using the standard approach, we obtain a single value of correlation
coefficient for the entire analyzed set, e.g. the whole research area. This does
not inform us whether this correlation is identical throughout the area or it
differs in its particular sections. To obtain such information it is necessary to
divide the research area into smaller plots, calculate the correlation between
comparable phenomena for each of these plots, attributing the obtained values
of the correlation coefficient values to the central points of these plots and
then to delineate lines of identical correlation (isocorrelates). Such a map
shows the spatial diversification of correlation in the area of research.

Information about the spatial differentiation of the examined relationships
may also be obtained by means of regression analysis and maps of residuals
from regression. These maps show, precisely speaking, not the relationship
itself but the size and character of deviations from the statistically determined
values, describing the analyzed relationship. The smaller the deviations, the
closer is the relation between the examined phenomena.

The reviewed methods allow examination and presentation of spatial
differentiation of relationships between nature and man. The character and
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strength of these relationships may be a significant criterion to determine,
within framework of research, subareas (regions) with dissimilar relation-
ships between nature and man. For example, correlations between landforms
and distribution of arable land are different in arid and humid areas.
Application of this criterion allows integration of the relationships of the
man-nature issue with issues regarding the region.

A region may be viewed as an area characterized by similarities of
relationships between the natural environment and human activity
and often also by specificity of practical problems stemming from these rela-
tions.

Pointing out the appropriateness and usefulness of delimitation of regions
on the basis of relations between nature and man, it is necessary to be aware
that it is not always possible because such regions do not always exist in
areas of research. Sometimes, these relations may be of a non-diversified
character. Under other circumstances, they may be strongly diversified but
the spatial arrangement of these dissimilarities is mosaic, not allowing to
set apart, on their basis, compact spatial units (regions).

Sometimes, however, such an arrangement shows evident spatial order
and it is relatively easy to distinguish compact areas with different nature-
man relationships. Under such circumstances delimitation of regions on the
basis of the character of such relations is possible and fully justified.

The presented concept of regional geography may evoke reservations.
Numerous geographers consider, for example, that the man-natural environ-
ment interrelationships are the subject of interest of general geography and
not only of regional geography. In reality, most definitions of geography
describe its research subject in such a way. Practice shows, however, that
it usually remains in the sphere of declarations and is rarely carried out.

Majority of the research carried out by geographers takes into account
various aspects of either the natural environment or human activity. Studies
aiming at identification of the relationships existing between them are in-
frequent. An exception is the research on anthropopressure. The proposed
concept also carries out the often submitted premise of geographical unity.

One more reservation put forward in regard to research on the man-en-
vironment relationships is associated with questioning the possibilities of
proper assessment of the role of the natural environment in human activity.
Recalled are examples, most often historical, of studies which overrate or
negate this significance. It seems that the arbitrariness and subjectivism of
such assessments may be successfully constrained by the use of formalized
methods of examining these relations. This will allow to obtain precise and
objective results.

There are also opinions that the issue of the nature-man relationship is
passé, because the natural environment plays an increasingly less important
role in human life. It seems that the changing role of the natural environment
should rather be discussed. In certain areas of human activity it is, in fact,
decreasing and in others is increasing. New, not existing earlier, relations
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between nature and man are being created, e.g. impact of weather on space
flights, television signal transmissions or impact of landforms on the range
of mobile telecommunications. Magnitude with which such issues as climate
change or depletion of natural resources are currently regarded shows that
the natural environment still is a significant issue for man.

Relationship between man and the natural environment is not the exclu-
sive domain of geographers. With increasing intensiveness, representatives
of other scientific disciplines, e.g. economists or psychologists, engage them-
selves in it. They analyze various aspects of these relations, using numerous
theoretical approaches. Taking a stance on this issue, the American geogra-
phers Gabriel Judkins, Marissa Smith and Eric Keys have written (2008)
about ,rediscovery of environmental causation”. They underline the need to
present politicians and society with convincing arguments about shaping
a new countenance of the world. Such arguments should be theoretically
well justified results of indisciplinary research on the nature-man issue.
Geographers may substantially contribute to such research.
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