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Introduction

Most people would agree that the study of geography has, at its core, the understanding
of place. Recently enjoying an upsurge in popularity in academic geography, place is
often a relatively uncontentious part of school geography, with textbooks and schemes of
work generally refering to it in one of two ways: as a general ‘country study’ taking

a rather ‘touristic’ perspective of a far-away place, or as a ‘case study’ that examines
one aspect of a place in detail. Both of these strategies fulfil particular functions and can
be very effective learning tools. However, what they do not achieve is a deep, holistic
appreciation of place as it is currently understood in geographical thinking. This book
aims to provide a bridge between the new understandings of ‘place’ being used in
academic geography and other related disciplines (such as architecture, urban studies,
planning, environmental sciences, environmental pyschology and cultural studies) on the
one hand, and school geography on the other.

This book should not be seen as an outright attack on existing geographical education
but rather as a plea for a critically reflective approach that acknowledges the complexity
and ambiguity of the world and looks for opportunities to explore this with students.

The book will present themes, or rather perspectives and contexts, explored in academic
geography. The rationale is not that these should then be addressed in isolation as might
happen in a case study (although this might be a useful approach along the way and,
indeed, is how we have chosen to exemplify them). Rather, we argue strongly that
students should be entitled, at least once during a key stage, to undertake what we are
calling a “place study’ - an enquiry that allows them to explore and draw together many
of these threads to weave a coherent whole, a rich and delightful place tapestry. For
each of the themes exemplified we have chosen places that are not commonly studied

at key stage 3 and do not often appear in school geography textbooks to show that the
ideas can be used for a wide variety of places and not just the curriculum ‘usual suspects’.
In the conclusion, we present a matrix that shows how each of the themes can be applied
to any of the places we have featured, and indeed could be applied to your locality, or
your most recent holiday place!
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2. Defining place

As we have already described, place is a complex concept used frequently in everyday
language as well as in geography. In this chapter we tackle this complex notion of place
and attempt to define what we mean by it. We consider in particular scale, time and

the future but also hopefully provide some signposts as to how these relate to other

key themes.

Boundaries: discrete or fuzzy?

Where does Europe end2 Many definitions of the eastern boundary of Europe are
possible, from the physical border of the Ural Mountains, to more complex political and
economic borders as defined by the European Union and other bodies. Generally, we
accept political boundaries and borders as defining a place. Today, virtually the whole
of the earth’s surface is neatly partitioned into a mosaic of internationally recognised
and mutually exclusive sovereign political units called nation states' and their subdivisions
(administrative regions such as districts). However, for the vast majority of human history,
such clear geographical divisions were not the case. Until the early-modern period

(c. 16th and 17th centuries) territories were often vaguely defined, with no clear
differentiation between one jurisdiction and another. Large cosmopolitan empires that
stretched over vast areas were internally diverse yet often held together by a common
religion and were characterised by a coherent cultural, political and economic system -
‘unity-in-diversity’. Examples might include the Islamic and Christian empires that stretched
over medieval Europe and the Mediterranean Basin. Between such empires there existed
significant mixing zones or ‘fuzzy boundaries’. These zones acted as cultural mixing areas
and were often crucibles of cultural and intellectual progress and toleration, e.g. the
Levant in the eastern Mediterranean (modern day Lebanon, Palestine, Israel, Jordan and
Syria) and the Iberian peninsula (Islamic Al-Andalus and Christian Spain). It was only
where world-systems clashed, such as at the heavily fortified frontier zones of the Balkans
between the Ottoman and Hapsburg Empires (Croatia was called the ‘Bulwark of
Christianity’) that a clear geographical border was discernible on the ground.

The rise of the nation state is associated with an increasing emphasis, particularly in
Europe, on territorial possessions through expansive mercantile and monolithic or ‘single-
minded’ empires. The sciences of geography, surveying and cartography were strongly
associated with, and indeed essentially grew out of, this project - to identify a territory
through surveying and mapping was to possess it! Such empires were not particularly

page 17



page 18

Theory into Practice « CASES AND PLACES

tolerant of diversity and ambiguity, preferring to draw a simple line to mark one territory
from another rather than acknowledge the often fuzzy nature of geography. In this way,
places were socially constructed; the people in power made decisions about where to
draw boundaries based on their perceived needs rather than the reality on the ground.
This can be seen clearly in the predominance of straight lines that cut through tribal areas
in the late-19th-century carve-up of Africa by European powers. This is the world we have
inherited today: neatly parcelled areas of land called nation states which have grown out
of asymmetrical power relations. However, this does not mean that the ambiguity inside
those nation states is lost, and this is one of the dangers of teaching about places such

as Brazil as a single entity.

Making distinctions between one spatial unit and another in terms of characteristics is an
important geographical skill that invariably implies the identification of a boundary.
However, there are subtle dangers. The drawing of a discrete line or border generates a
peculiar mental affect - it creates a geographical entity or category which subsequently
acts as a ‘mental divide’, affecting our thinking about that place and its relationship

with other places. Thus the image of a discrete place can imply a ‘closed system’ that is
internally homogenous or self-contained, and separate or isolated from its neighbours.
This can give rise to a situation where things outside that geographical category are
considered far apart from it both literally (in terms of spatial distance) and metaphorically.
For example, cultural similarity is often confused with geographical proximity: Nice is
likely to be considered both physically and culturally closer to Paris than to Milan;
similarly Houston as closer to Phoenix than to Mexico City. In both cases, however, they
are geographically closer to the city in the other country/culture (Zerubavel, 2003).

A good example of how this works in practice is illustrated by the teaching activity
included at the end of this chapter. Using the islands of Trinidad and Tobago, the activity
attempts to show that the boundaries that isolate or locate these islands are as political
as the ones that surround a land-locked country.

Scale

The difficulties of defining ‘where’ a place is are closely linked to answering the question
of "how big?’. The drawing of a line around a place defines its size. This is important
because different scales reveal different geographical forces at work. The modern
concept of a globalised world suggests that all places are ultimately affected by,

and in turn affect, global forces but places also have unique local characteristics

or distinctiveness. Rather ugly terms such as ‘glocalisation” have been coined to try

to convey this ‘both sides of the coin’ (particular and relational) nature of geography.

In many ways, places only exist in our minds and the size of a place is, therefore, up

to the person thinking about it. One simple definition of what constitutes a place is that
people have a name for it! In fact, one school of thought would argue that a place can
be any size from the corner of a room to the whole globe, it just depends if people can
hold that particular idea in their minds. Massey and other geographers have shown that
even ferms like ‘local’ and ‘global” are relative: ‘the local ... refers only to a scale which
is smaller than the global ...This may be a village, it may be a continent.
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The global, likewise, may be defined in principle at any scale: it is the wider setting for
the local’ (Massey and Jess, 1995, p. 226). While consideration of micro-scales opens up
some interesting avenues for geography (indeed, classrooms are often the starting point
of quality geography learning), it is probably helpful to think of geographical places as
having a minimum scale threshold. Thus, they might be considered as environments that
are bigger than people can take in at a glance which are generally, but not exclusively,
outdoors.

How might students engage with the fluid-scale boundaries of place2 One helpful
approach is to use a photographic analogy ‘starting with a close-up of the local area and
panning out to the regional, national or global scales, or starting globally and zooming
in to the micro-scale’ (Jackson, 1996, p. 85). Another useful approach is to consider the
nesting of spatial hierarchies by using the analogy of Russian dolls. Just as each doll
can be seen to be simultaneously both a part and a whole, places can be seen to be
simultaneously part of larger places (which represent their context) and the context for
smaller places. Another increasingly affordable possibility is to use hand-held global
positioning system devices in the real outside environment. Most of these devices have
a zoom function which graphically demonstrates that we are all implicated in a variety
of scales from the immediate (e.g. street) to the continental, global, and even cosmic,
without moving an inch. Zoom functions on internet-based locational software also fulfil
the same function, as shown in the example below:

Multimap activity

This is a useful starter activity when teaching about a local place, using
www.multimap.com. Firstly, get the students to insert their own, or the school’s,
postcode into the search box. Multimap will bring up a map of an appropriate scale,
usually 1: 10,000. By using the scale buttons, students can then zoom in and out from
this spot. Ask the students to think of a geographical question that demonstrates how
the locality shown in the map can be related to the postcode they originally entered.
Examples might include:

e s this the catchment area of the school?

¢ s this how far people in this postcode would travel to work?
* Is this how far away our relatives live?

e s this the distance that our dairy products travel?

¢ s this the area our local TV broadcast covers?

Debriefing this activity, you might be able to discuss what the geographical links are
between our local area and the different scales around us, referring to hierarchical
spheres of influence.

(]
Time
We must also remember that when we study place, we do so at a particular time and
consider the historical influences. “When was this place?’ may seem like a strange

question but there are lots of examples of geographical entities that existed in the past but
no longer do so today. For example, the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia are two significant
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Figure 3: The

two geographical

dimensions. Source:

Hicks, 2001, p.13.
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‘places’ that have ceased to exist but still seem to exert an influence in the contemporary
world. The temporal scale is often overlooked but is essential to geography. Time
boundaries between one event or period and the next are as fuzzy as other scales.
Geographical processes operate over time: some of this dynamism can be seen from

the human timescale, but much cannot. Recently much interest - particularly in the earth
sciences - has been focused on deep time (geological timescales) and cladistics
(evolutionary timescales). These explore the past over super-human timescales to explain
how the world has come to be the way it is. Similarly, so-called futurologists are looking
far into the future and speculating what the world might be like in the decades, centuries
and (perhaps the more optimistically minded) millennia from now (Rawding, forthcoming).

Hicks (2001) has investigated in depth the future dimension in education and has created
some engaging learning activities for addressing this dimension. His diagram shows how
the spatial and temporal scales interact and are essentially inextricable.

Future

A

o Present

S < >

; .

Local National Global
Past

< Space >

So, what is a place?

Pulling together these different definitions of place - boundaries, scales and time? -
enables us to understand different places as they have been socially constructed through
defining political boundaries, their interactions with and between other places and how
they have been created from historical events. A deep understanding of a place should
contain elements of all these factors. We have tried to demonstrate this through the
following activity which uses the example of Trinidad and Tobago to show how different
scales of place and time, and the different boundaries acting on a place, can influence
our understanding of it.
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Global footprint of Trinidad and Tobago

Students are given a range of resources, such as the following maps, tables and photos
to help them answer two key questions:

e How has your local area been affected by Trinidad and Tobago?
*  What have been the main influences on Trinidad and Tobago?
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Main trade partners Main exports from Trinidad and Tobago
USA Petroleum and petroleum products
UK Chemicals
Japan Steel products
France Fertilizer
Cote d'lvoire Sugar
Barbados Cocoa
France Coffee
Citrus fruits
Flowers

Timeline of migration into Trinidad and Tobago
1498 Columbus lands in Trinidad

1600  Spanish seftle in Trinidad and wipe out many of the original Arawak
and Carib Indians

1600-  French, Dutch and British fight for Tobago
(which changes hands 22 times!)

1650-  Migrants arrive from France, Free blacks (not slaves)
1797 Trinidad is captured by British

1814 Tobago becomes a British colony

1833 Influx of Indians to work in agricultural sector

1888  Trinidad and Tobago become a single colony

1958  Trinidad does not become part of the Federation of the West Indies with
other British colonies

1962 Trinidad and Tobago achieve full independence

Trinidad and Tobago's peoples are mainly of African or East Indian descent. Virtually
all speak English. Small percentages also speak Hindi, French patois and several other
dialects. Trinidad has two major folk traditions - Creole and East Indian. Creole is a
mixture of African elements with Spanish, French and English colonial culture.

After:
http://history 1900s.about.com/gi/dynamic/offsite. htm2site=http://www.state.gov/
www/background%5Fnotes/trinidad%2Dtobago%5F0002%Fbgn.html

Population of Trinidad and Tobago
Population (1999 est.): 1.3 million
Annual growth rate: 0.6%

Ethnic groups: African 40%, East Indian 40.3%, mixed 14%, European 1%,
Chinese 1%, other 3.7%

Religions: Roman Catholic 32.2%, Hindu 24.3%, Anglican 14.4%,
other Protestant 14%, Muslim 6%, other 9.1%.
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Photgraphs of Trinidad and Tobago removed for copyright reasons
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Figure 4: Global
footprint of Trinidad
and Tobago: student
worksheet.
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Figure 5: Linking
Trinidad and Tobago
with the rest of the
world.
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Using the table in Figure 4, students can record what they already know about Trinidad
and Tobago and then use the resources for additional information. They can arrange this
information in a circular diagram as shown in Figure 5:

\ \ \

\ \ |
! i

In discussing the outcomes of this activity, students should be encouraged to consider:

e How has your local area been affected by Trinidad and Tobago?
*  What have been the main influences on Trinidad and Tobago?

Notes

1. This is actually a somewhat confusing term since some nation states are actually made up of many different
nations. For example the United Kingdom is a single nation state, made up of several national communities
associated with geographical territories - England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. This is
complicated further by the move to increasing devolution of sovereignty amongst these geographical areas.
Alternatively, some nations might have a very clear geographical identity but be ‘stateless’ in terms of a
sovereign presence on the world stage. Thus Kurdistan is an identifiable region associated with the Kurdish
nation but is split between the nation states of Iran, Iraq, Turkey and Syria.

2. Itis not always obvious how ‘time’ can define a place but a good example is the Soviet Union. As a
geographical entity this only existed for the 77 years between 1922 and 1991 (roughly the average
lifespan of a UK female!).
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