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South America, the fourth-largest continent, extends from the Gulf of Darién in the northwest 
to the archipelago of Tierra del Fuego in the south. South America’s physical 
geography, environment and resources, and human geography can be considered separately.​
​
South America can be divided into three physical regions: mountains and highlands, 
river basins, and coastal plains. Mountains and coastal plains generally run in a north-south 
direction, while highlands and river basins generally run in an east-west direction.​
​
South America’s extreme geographic variation contributes to the continent’s large number 
of biomes. A biome is a community of animals and plants that spreads over an area with a 
relatively uniform climate.​
​
Within a few hundred kilometers, South America’s coastal plains’ dry desert biome rises to 
the rugged alpine biome of the Andes mountains. One of the continent’s river basins (the 
Amazon) is defined by dense, tropical rain forest, while the other (Paraná) is made up of 
vast grasslands.​
​
With an unparalleled number of plan`t and animal species, South America’s 
rich biodiversity is unique among the world’s continents.​
​
Mountains & Highlands​
​
South America’s primary mountain system, the Andes, is also the world’s longest. The range 
covers about 8,850 kilometers (5,500 miles). Situated on the far western edge of the continent, 
the Andes stretch from the southern tip to the northernmost coast of South America. There 
are hundreds of peaks more than 4,500 meters (15,000 feet) tall, many of which are volcanic.​
​
The highest peak in the Andes, Aconcagua, stands at 6,962 meters (22,841 feet) and straddles 
the Argentina-Chile border. Aconcagua is the tallest mountain outside Asia.​
​
High plateaus are also a feature of the Andes. The altiplano of Peru and Bolivia, for example, 
has an elevation of about 3,700 meters (12,300 feet). The Patagonia region of Argentina and 
Chile consists of lower-elevation plateaus and rugged glaciers.​
​
Most plants in the alpine biome are small, and their leaves are stiff and strong to protect them 
from frost and drought. The largest herb in the world, Puya raimondii, is known as the Queen 
of the Andes. A Puya raimondii can live for 100 years and can grow to more than 9 meters (30 
feet) tall. The leaves of this endangered species all grow from one woody stem, allowing 
moisture to run down the leaves to the base of the plant.​
​
Outside the Andes, South America has two principal highland areas: the Brazilian Highlands 
and the Guiana Highlands. Located south of the Amazon River in Brazil, the Brazilian Highlands 
are made up of low mountains and plateaus that rise to an average elevation of 1,006 meters 
(3,300 feet). The Guiana Highlands are located between the Amazon and Orinoco Rivers. The 
heavily forested plateau of the Guiana Highlands covers southern Venezuela, French Guiana, 
Guyana, northern Brazil, and a portion of southeastern Colombia.​



​
River Basins​
​
South America has three important river basins: the Amazon, Orinoco, and Paraguay/Paraná.​
​
The Amazon River basin has an area of almost 7 million square kilometers (2.7 million square 
miles), making it the largest watershed in the world. The basin, which covers most of northern 
South America, is fed by tributaries from the glaciers of the Andes. Every second, the Amazon 
River empties 209,000 cubic meters (7,381,000 cubic feet) of freshwater into the Atlantic 
Ocean.​
​
The Amazon River is the life force of the equally vast Amazon rain forest, which makes up 
about half of the rain forest of the entire planet. This tropical biome has as many as 100 
different tree species on a single acre, including the rubber tree, silk cotton tree, and Brazil nut 
tree. Other important plant species include palms, ferns, and ropelike vines known 
as lianas that network throughout the rain forest’s dense canopy.​
​
The diversity of animal life in the Amazon rain forest is unsurpassed in the rest of the world. 
The rain forest is perfectly suited for arboreal, or tree-living, animals. More than 2 million 
species of insects are native to the region, including hundreds of spiders and 
butterflies. Primates are abundant—howler monkeys, spider monkeys, and capuchin 
monkeys—along with sloths, snakes, and iguanas. Thousands of native birds include brightly 
colored macaws, parrots, toucans, and parakeets. 

The Orinoco River flows north of the Amazon. The Orinoco flows in a giant arc for more than 
2,736 kilometers (1,700 miles), originating in the Guiana Highlands of northern Brazil and 
discharging in the Atlantic Ocean in Venezuela. The Orinoco River basin covers an area of about 
948,000 square kilometers (366,000 square miles) and encompasses approximately 80 percent 
of Venezuela and 25 percent of Colombia.​
​
A vast savanna or grassland region, known as the Llanos, is the primary biome of the Orinoco 
River basin. The Llanos is primarily made up of grasses. Swamp grasses, sedges, and 
bunchgrass are found in wet, low-lying areas. Carpet grass is found in the higher and drier 
elevations.​
​
Like most grassland biomes, the Llanos is the perfect habitat for many bird species, including 
the scarlet ibis, bellbird, and umbrellabird. Important river species include the piranha, electric 
eel, and the Orinoco crocodile, which can reach a length of more than 6 meters (20 feet).​
​
The Paraguay/Paraná River basin covers almost 2.8 million square kilometers (1,081,000 
square miles), which is much of southeastern Brazil and Bolivia, Paraguay, and northern 
Argentina. The Paraná River includes Iguazu Falls, a massive series of waterfalls that extend for 
2.7 kilometers (1.7 miles).​
​
Along with the Uruguay River, the Paraná 
River empties into the Rio de la 
Plata estuary between Argentina and 
Uruguay. The Rio de la Plata is the most 
populated region of both countries. 



The capital cities of Buenos Aires, Argentina, and Montevideo, Uruguay, practically face each 
other across the estuary.​
​
The Paraguay/Paraná River basin supplies water to the plains biome, or Pampas, of South 
America. The Pampas have rich, fertile soil and predictable rainfall patterns. They are the most 
important grazing and cropland areas on the continent.​
​
Coastal Plains​
​
A coastal plain is an area of low, flat land next to a seacoast. South American coastal plains are 
found on the northeastern coast of Brazil, on the Atlantic Ocean, and the western, Pacific coast 
of Peru and Chile. The coastal plains of northeastern Brazil are extremely dry. The Brazilian 
Highlands act as a wedge that pushes moist sea winds away from the coastal plains.​
​
The western coastal plains are also extremely dry. They are trapped between the cold 
Peru Current to the west and the Andes Mountains to the east. The Peru Current brings cold 
water to the Pacific coast of Peru and Chile. This cold surface water results in thermal 
inversion: cold air at sea level and stable, warmer air higher up. Thermal inversion produces a 
thick layer of clouds at low altitudes. These low-lying clouds blanket much of the Pacific coast 
of South America. They do not allow precipitation to form.​
​
The Atacama Desert is part of the western coastal plain. The Atacama is considered the 
driest region in the world. The average rainfall is about 1 millimeter (0.04 inches) a year, and 
some parts of the Atacama have never had rain in recorded history.​
​
Very few plants grow in this desert. Even bacteria, insects, and fungi are scarce. Larger animal 
species are also rare, and include the grey fox, a type of deer called the huemul, and the 
viscacha—the largest member of the chinchilla family. Ocean birds, such as penguins, 
cormorants, and pelicans, are found on the desert coast. While Atacama lacks flora and fauna, 
it is a rich source of copper and a chief source of revenue for the Chilean economy. 
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South America, the fourth-largest continent, extends from the Gulf of Darién in the northwest 
to the Tierra del Fuego archipelago in the south. Along with the islands of Tierra del Fuego, 
the continent includes the Galápagos Islands (Ecuador), Easter Island (Chile), the Falkland 



Islands (United Kingdom), and the Chiloé and Juan Fernández archipelagos (Chile).​
​
South America and North America are named after Italian navigator Amerigo Vespucci, who 
was the first European to suggest that the Americas were not part of the East Indies, but an 
entirely separate landmass. The portions of the landmass that lie south of the Isthmus of 
Panama became known as South America.​
​
Today, South America is home to the citizens of Colombia, Venezuela, Guyana, Suriname, 
French Guiana, Brazil, Uruguay, Argentina, the Falkland Islands, Chile, Peru, Ecuador, Bolivia, 
and Paraguay.​
​
South America’s physical geography, environment and resources, and human geography can be 
considered separately.​
​
South America’s human landscape is deeply influenced by indigenous populations and their 
connection to the physical environment. These deep relationships continue to flourish on 
the continent through celebration, religion, and political action. 

Cultural Geography​
​
Historic Cultures​
The historic cultures of South America developed in connection with distinct 
regional landscapes. The three principal regions of early development were the Pacific coast, 
suited to fishing and trading societies; the major rivers of the Amazon basin, with abundant 
water, plant, and animal resources; and the Andes, where mountains provided security.​
​
The Incan Empire is the most well known indigenous culture of South America. The Inca 
Empire was established in 1438 in the Andean city of Cuzco, Peru. Over a period of 100 years, 
the empire expanded to include parts of present-day Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador, Chile, Argentina, 
and Colombia.​
​
In order to communicate throughout this vast region, the Inca built an expansive network of 
roads. This network was made up of two main north-south roads, one running along the 
Pacific coast and another through the Andes. Many east-west roads connected the two. The 
Inca built forts, inns, food storage facilities, and signal towers along this impressive “foot 
highway.” These sites, and the highways that connected them, facilitated the Inca’s domination 
over most of the western part of the continent.​
​
The importation of African slaves represented a major shift in the cultural landscape of South 
America. Most slaves were brought to Brazil. Their unique cultural practices 
were integrated with indigenous Indian beliefs as well as European rituals.​
​
The religious practice of Candomblé, for example, is a uniquely Afro-Brazilian cultural tradition. 
Candomblé is a combination of traditional beliefs from the Yoruba, Fon, and Bantu cultures of 
Africa. Priests and other followers of these religions interacted with one another in large 
Brazilian slave communities. These faiths are polytheistic, meaning they honor many gods and 
goddesses. Slave owners and church leaders put slaves under intense pressure 
to convert to Catholicism, a monotheistic, or one-god, religion. Over time, the Candomblé faith 
incorporated parts of Christianity, such as saints and the display of crucifixes.​



​
Other historic cultures of South America developed with the physical, as well as 
cultural, landscape. A distinct gaucho (or “cowboy”) culture developed in the Pampas, for 
instance. In the mid-18th century, gauchos hunted herds of wild horses and cattle that roamed 
freely on the extensive grasslands. They then sold their hides and tallow—waxy fat used in 
making candles and soap—at a high price to European traders.​
​
Much like the North American cowboy, the gaucho was praised as free-spirited, strong, and 
honest. A popular culture of songs, stories, and films developed around 
the gaucho image. Gaucho culture still persists, especially in Argentina and Uruguay, 
where gaucho dress, song, and food are used to evoke national pride. 

Contemporary Cultures​
South America’s rich history is explored by contemporary cultures. Organizations are reaching 
a broader global audience in order to spread social and political messages, and bring 
in revenue from tourism and investment.​
​
Indigenous societies continue to have a strong presence in South America. COICA, the 
Coordinator of Indigenous Organizations of the Amazon Basin, integrates nine organizations 
that represent each country of the Amazon region. COICA protects indigenous practices, 
focusing on sustainable use of resources. The group has worked on issues such 
as environmental legislation, cultural representation, and leadership training 
for indigenous peoples.​
​
Religious practices remain the backbone of many South American cultures. 
While Catholicism dominates the continent, other spiritual beliefs have influenced both 
spiritual and secular activities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Glossary 

River basin are of land drained by a river 강 유역 流域 

Rugged having a broken, rocky, and uneven surface 울퉁불퉁한  崎岖的/不平整的 



Straddles exist on both sides of, a river, a road or an area of land 가로대 - 강, 도로 또는 
육지의 양쪽에 존재 梯级 - 存在于河流、 

Plateau an area of flat land that is higher than the land around it 고원 高原 

Glacier a slow-moving mass or river of ice빙하 冰川 

Drought a long period of time when there is little or no rain 가뭄 干旱 

Vast extremely large in area, size, amount, etc. 방대 大量的 

Unsurpassed better or greater than any other 타의 추종을 불허하는 无与伦比 

Arboreal relating to trees; living in trees 나무와 관련된 수목; 나무에 사는 것 与树木相关的

树栖树木 
Primate any animal that belongs to the group of mammals that includes humans, apes and 

monkeys 영장류 灵长类动物 

Encompass to include a large number or range of things 둘러싸다 环绕 

Fertile (of land or soil) that plants grow well in 식물이 잘 자라는 비옥한 (토지 또는 토양) 
植物生长良好的肥沃 

Grazing land with grass that cows, sheep, etc. can eat. 방목 放牧 

Inversion the act of changing the position or order of something to its opposite 열 반전 热反转 

Indigenous (of people and their culture) coming from a particular place and having lived there for 
a long time before other people came there 원주민 土著人 

Polytheistic holding or showing the belief that there is more than one god 다신교 多神教 

Evoke to bring a feeling, a memory or an image into your mind 불러일으킨다 唤起 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/mammal

