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1B absolute and relative Location
The key geographic attribute of any place is its location on earth. If we didn’t consider locations, we would 
not be doing geography, so geographers always want to know where something is. There are two basic ways 
in which location can be determined. First, absolute location dictates where each place exists on a reference 
system. The most basic of these is the geographical coordinate system, which gives each place a unique 
value based on its latitude and longitude.

The relative location of a place has to do with its location compared to other places—its location in 
context. Places are discussed with regard to particular attributes. For example, the location of factories could 
be considered in relationship to nearby natural resources, transportation networks, labor supply, and other 
characteristics that can show where factories are located and which are successful. Relative location helps 
explain a number of geographic facts.
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Figure 1B.1 ▶ Places are indicated 
by latitude and longitude.

• For latitude, the key 
references are the North 
and South Poles and the 
equator.

• Latitude is measured as a distance north or 
south from the equator. The equator is 0°; 
the North Pole is 90° north, and the South 
Pole is 90° south. Each degree is subdivided 
either in decimal form (e.g., 45.13° N) or 
into 60 minutes, and then 60 seconds.

• For longitude, the key reference is an arbitrary line called the prime meridian. This 
line crosses through Greenwich (London), England, and connects both poles. The 
prime meridian is 0° and the other side of the prime meridian is 180°—generally the 
location of the international date line.

• Longitude runs east of 
this line or west of the 
prime meridian between 
0° and 180°. The Americas 
are west longitude; most 
of Europe, Africa, and 
Asia are east longitude. 
Like latitude, degrees of 
longitude are subdivided 
decimally or into minutes 
and seconds.

• Latitude and longitude corre-
spond to distances, but in differ-
ent ways. Each degree of latitude 
measures about 69 miles no mat-
ter where it is located. A degree 
of longitude is equal to about 
69 miles at the equator (same as 
latitude), about 53 miles at 40° N 
or S, and 0 miles at the poles.
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