
UNDERSTANDING CULTURAL GEOGRAPHY 

This new and comprehensive book offers a holistic introduction to cultural geography. It integrates the broad range

of theories and practices of the discipline by arguing that the essential focus of cultural geography is place. The book

builds an accessible and engaging configuration of this important concept through arguing that place should be

understood as an ongoing composition of traces.

The book presents specific chapters outlining the history of cultural geography, before and beyond representation,

as well as the methods and techniques of doing cultural geography. It investigates the places and traces of corporate

capitalism, nationalism, ethnicity, youth culture and the place of the body. Throughout these chapters case study

examples will be used to illustrate how these places are taken and made by particular cultures, examples include the

Freedom Tower in New York City, the Berlin Wall, the Gaza Strip, Banksy graffiti, and anti-capitalist protest

movements. The book discusses the role of power in cultural place-making, as well as the ethical dimensions of doing

cultural geography.

Understanding Cultural Geography: Places and Traces offers a broad-based overview of cultural geography, ideal for

students being introduced to the discipline through either undergraduate or postgraduate degree courses. The book

outlines how the theoretical ideas, empirical foci and methodological techniques of cultural geography illuminate

and make sense of the places we inhabit and contribute to. This is a timely synthesis that aims to be incorporate a

vast knowledge foundation and by doing so it will also prove invaluable for lecturers and academics alike.

Jon Anderson is a Lecturer in Human Geography at the School of City and Regional Planning, Cardiff University.

His research interests focus on the relations between identity, culture and place, in particular the actions, practices

and politics that such relations produce.
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KEY

We live in a world of cultural places. You and I, and that

person across from you in the library/café/bedroom

(delete as appropriate) are in the cultural world. We live

in it, we survive it (hopefully), and we contribute to it,

everyday and night. The purpose of this book is to help

us get a handle on why our world is like it is, what our

role in it might be, and how we can sustain or change it.

To this end, this book offers a culturally geographical

approach to place. It exists to give us insights, feelings

and understandings of our place in the world.

‘ . . . DOES NOT TAKE PLACE IN 

A VACUUM’

Working out a culturally geographical approach to place

involves thinking about the terms ‘culture’ and

‘geography’. Let’s start with ‘geography’ first. Geography

can often seem an abstract term, an abstract discipline

even. Useful perhaps for knowing the capital of Iceland

for Christmas games of Trivial Pursuit, but not much

else. This book argues that geography is anything but

abstract. One way we can evidence this argument is

through using a popular cliché borrowed from high

school science classes, ‘X [in this case, “cultural life”] does

not take place in a vacuum’. Things, ideas, practices, and

emotions all occur in a context, in a broader world that

influences, values, celebrates, regulates, criminalises,

sneers or tuts at particular activities and objects. Interest

in this context, and how it influences, values, celebrates

etc. is one thing that geography and geographers do. As

Cook (in Clifford and Valentine, 2003: 127) identifies,

‘so much depends on the context’. Context can influence

what actions we choose to make and how we choose to

make them, it can influence how these actions are judged

by ourselves and others, and thus how successful and

significant they turn out to be. Context is therefore vital

to take notice of and understand, yet in everyday life it is

something we often ignore – we are so used to it that it

becomes ordinary, obvious, and even natural. Cresswell

(2000: 263) describes this through using the South East

Asian phrase ‘the fish don’t talk about the water’; in

normal life we are often like fish in that we don’t talk

about our geographical context. Geographers, however,

are weird fish, we seek to sensitise ourselves to the ‘water’.

Geographers swim in and investigate context.
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So, what are the appropriate contexts for geographical

study? Context can be thought about in a variety of ways.

Geographical context is often thought about in terms 

of national or political territories, physical landscapes 

or exotic places. These contexts are often clear, iden-

tifiable spaces which may be hotter or drier, colder 

or wetter, and defined by particular languages, laws, 

and customs that may be different or similar to our 

own. Each context will have an influence – and often 

be influenced by – the activities occurring in that place.

For example: in many countries religious, cultural or

political laws influence what clothes are appropriate 

for different genders (see Box 1.1 for an example); 

in others seasonal conditions influence working and 

sleep patterns; whilst in yet other contexts ideologies of

freedom and technologies of movement coincide to

influence the degree of mobility within and between

territories.
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In Laos, South East Asia, the Provincial Tourist

Department of Luang Prabang offers advice to visitors

to sensitise them to the geographical and cultural

context of the country. As excerpts from their advice

leaflet illustrate, the cultural context of Laos outlines

appropriate ways to dress in particular places, and how

the dominant religion influences how our bodies

should stand in this place.

Box 1.1

CULTURE IN CONTEXT:  THE CASE OF LAOS
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Political territories or physical landscapes are, however,

not the only contexts that geographers can study. Any

place or area, at any scale, or in any circumstance, could

be thought about as a geographical context. For example,

on a macro scale, we could think of Planet Earth as a

context and how it influences and is influenced by the

activities going on within it. At a micro scale, we could

think of the room in which I am typing these words as a

geographical context, or even the messy desk on which

my computer rests – and explore how it influences and

is influenced by the activities going on here. (If you are

interested, there is lovely July sunshine coming through

my office window, making it a rather nice day for life

generally, thanks. This means that in all probability the

desk won’t be tidied today and not much more will be

written! Sorry Ed.) Alternatively and imaginatively, we

could think of other contexts for geographical explo-

ration. A public square – and how it seems to encourage

some uses and users rather than others, a field (ditto, but

maybe for non-humans too?), a home, a wall, a coastline.

What about the contexts of a classroom, a street, a pub,

or a sports field? What about a theatre, a mine, a

museum, a library . . . ? What activities are accepted as

normal in these places? what behaviours are frowned

upon? how are they regulated? do people conform to

these regulations, and what happens if they don’t? These

are all crucial critical questions that geographers employ

to analyse the contexts they study (see Box 1.2).

Alongside political spaces, physical landscapes and

socially engineered places – at a variety of scales – are

other forms of geographical context that we could study.

Perhaps we could think about contexts of communi-

cation as relevant ‘media spaces’ for investigation. We

could for example study the mainstream media or virtual

space, spoken languages, written codes, or even non-

verbal communications and how these influence (and are

influenced by) particular groups. Other geographical

contexts could include places of the body, for example

the head, the heart, the skin even, in both material and

metaphorical senses. These are perhaps unorthodox but

nevertheless fascinating geographical contexts, and maybe

you can think of others. In sum, geographical contexts

can exist wherever there are human (and non-human)

activities; the trick is to acknowledge them, work out

what produces them, and what effect they have.

X MARKS . . .

We have established then that geographers have an

interest in context. But if we turn back to our initial

cliché, ‘X [in this case, “cultural life”] does not take place

in a vacuum’, we should identify that this statement has

other key components to it. We have focused on the

vacuum (or context) component, but there is, of course,

the initial activity – the X – that occurs too. Geography

is equally concerned with this X, as it marks the spot

where this activity interconnects with context. As this

book deals with cultural geography, the question arises:

what are appropriate cultural activities for geographers to

study? The book argues that culture includes the material

things, the social ideas, the performative practices, and

the emotional responses that we participate in, produce,

resist, celebrate, deny or ignore. Culture is therefore the

constituted amalgam of human activity – culture is what

humans do. In this light culture can include a range,

perhaps even an endless range, of things. It includes

aspects of society, politics and the economy, and can be

identified or categorised by a range of different (and

sometimes overlapping) groups. It is commonplace, for

example, to hear the word culture being prefixed by terms

such as ‘pop’, ‘chav’ or ‘high’; by ‘capitalist’, ‘democratic’

or ‘class’; by ‘western’, ‘dance’ or ‘nomadic’; by ‘Islamic’,

or ‘sporting’ or ‘youth’. Cultures can be ‘mainstream’,

‘sub-’ or ‘counter-’. Culture then can be seen as encom-

passing a wide spectrum of human life, it is not a separate

entity from society, politics or the economy, but

influences (and is influenced by) them all.

What cultural geography seeks to do, therefore, is

explore the intersections of context and culture. It asks

why cultural activities happen in particular ways in

particular contexts. It is interested in exploring how

cultural activities and contexts interact, influence and

perhaps even become synonymous with one another. It

operationalises this interest through identifying that the

product of the intersection between context and culture

is place. As our introductory cliché tells us: ‘X [in this case,

“cultural life”] does not take place in a vacuum.’ In this

(final) instance, the key component of this cliché is ‘take

place’. This component confers two important meanings.

The first is that the incident in question took place, 

in the sense that it occurred, it happened. Secondly,

3INTRODUCTION

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

Understanding CG-01-p.qxd  7/6/09  11:16  Page 3

FIRST PROOFS - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



INTRODUCTION4

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

The following images outline the regulations imposed

on a range of geographical contexts. In the municipality

of Santa Cruz, California, all visitors are reminded that

it is considered normal not to start fires or feed wildlife;

in Thailand’s parks it is accepted that people won’t

smoke or drink; and in Bangkok’s Royal Palace you

shouldn’t sit on the walls.

Box 1.2

NO BIKES ON THE S IDEWALK:  ALL  GEOGRAPHIES ARE REGULATED
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however, there is a clearly geographical element to this

phrase: the cultural activity literally took place. It aggres-

sively, passively, intentionally, or otherwise, took a place

and contributed to its meaning and identity. From a

culturally geographical point of view, therefore, places

come by their meanings and identities as a result of the

complex intersections of culture and context that occur

within that specific location. Cultural geography explores

place – these confluences of culture and context – to help

us to know and act better in the world around us.

MAKING TRACES,  MAKING PLACES

From a cultural geography perspective, places are taken

and made by intersections of culture and context. In

more detail, places are constituted by imbroglios of traces.

Traces are marks, residues or remnants left in place by

cultural life. Traces are most commonly considered as

material in nature (material traces may include ‘things’

such as buildings, signs, statues, graffiti, i.e. discernible

marks on physical surroundings), but they can also be

non-material (non-material traces might include, for

example, activities, events, performances or emotions).

We can therefore see visible traces in places, but we can

also sense them in other ways (we can hear them, smell

them, even taste them or feel them), as well as being able

to think on them, reflect on them, and perhaps – in our

more sentimental moments – reminisce about them.

Traces can therefore be durable in places both in a

material sense (they have longevity due to their solidity

and substance as things), but may also last due to their

non-material substance (they may leave indelible marks

on our memory or mind). As traces are constantly pro-

duced they continually influence the meanings and

identities of places. In both material and non-material

form they function as connections, tying the meaning of

places to the identity of the cultural groups that make

them. Traces therefore tie cultures and geographies

together, influencing the identity of both. As a conse-

quence of the constant production of traces, places

become dynamic entities; they are in fluid states of

transition as new traces react with existing or older ones

to change the meaning and identity of the location. It is

argued here, therefore, that places should be understood

as ongoing compositions of traces. Cultural geography inter-

rogates these traces, their interactions, and repercussions.

It critically appraises the cultural ideas and preferences

motivating them, and the reasons for their significance,

popularity and effect.

Let’s take an example to illustrate the culturally

geographical approach to place advocated here (see 

Figure 1.1).

This is a photograph of a place. More specifically it’s

a photograph of a place constituted by numerous traces:

a statue, on a column, in a public square, with two

fountains. Do you recognise where it is? What do you

think these traces stand for? This is one of the first

questions cultural geographers ask themselves: what do

traces stand for? Taken literally, the statue, for example,

is clearly standing on a column, which itself is standing

in this square. (It is a material piece of cultural life stand-

ing in a geographical context.) But taken metaphorically,

cultural geographers are asking what do traces stand 

for in the sense of what do they represent? Cultural

geographers believe that traces can embody or represent

‘ideas’, and in this case this public statue was com-

missioned, developed, sited and maintained to foster

particular value systems of particular groups. In other

words, cultural geographers argue that traces are not

neutral, they stand for particular cultural preferences or

ideas about what the world should be like. Through

doing this, these traces try to persuade us to agree with

and support these cultural values too.

So let’s look at this photograph again. It’s a statue of

Lord Admiral Horatio Nelson, raised to 61.5 metres

altitude by the column that bears his name, in Trafalgar

Square, London. The naming of the square is by no

means incidental. It commemorates Nelson’s greatest

naval victory over combined French and Spanish fleets

in 1805. Why would the city planners of the 1800s want

to create this statue and plaza? It has been argued that

this place can be understood as a space of empire (Gilbert

and Driver, 2000), built to commemorate British leader-

ship and V/victory. It represents the military might and

power of the British as a people and as a state. It seeks to

inspire pride and patriotism in the country and demon-

strate the values and urban design expertise of a civilised,

industrial nation. So when cultural geographers look 

at this photograph, they do not simply see a statue, on a
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column, in a public square with two fountains, they see

a material cultural trace, tightly bound up with a range

of cultural ideas. These traces come together to constitute

the place of Trafalgar Square.

In fixing our attention on the traces which constitute

a place, geographers are in effect interpreting and trans-

lating places. They do so by interpreting and translating

the traces (be they material or non-material) into the

meanings intended by their ‘trace-makers’. However, as

we know in our own lives, there are many different

opinions, thoughts and judgements about the meanings

associated with any given trace. Translations may not only

change with particular cultural groups, they may also

change over time. We could ask ourselves, for example,

whether the ideas of the nineteenth-century trace-makers

in Trafalgar Square still have currency and influence over

us today? Do their ideas remain as strong and sturdy 

as Nelson’s Column itself, or do they lurk in the shadows

of the square which has been taken over by new 

trace-makers?

In 2005, a statue called ‘Alison Lapper, Pregnant’ by

artist Marc Quinn was unveiled on a plinth in Trafalgar

Square (see Figure 1.2). This material trace is a sculpture

of a pregnant nude woman who has phocomelia, a condi-

tion which resulted in her being born with no arms and

shortened legs. The conjunction of Alison Lapper and

Horatio Nelson can be read as highlighting differences

but also continuities between the nineteenth-century and

twenty-first-century traces in Trafalgar Square. The

statue of Alison Lapper clearly does not celebrate war 
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Understanding CG-01-p.qxd  7/6/09  11:16  Page 6

FIRST PROOFS - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



and victory (as Lapper herself stated, ‘At least I didn’t 

get there [Trafalgar Square] by slaying people’ (Ebony,

2005: 37)), it may, therefore, celebrate a victory for a

‘post-imperial’ Britain (as Pile puts it, 2003: 30), where

femininity, maternity and differences in ability are

accepted and publicly endorsed. (It also perhaps draws

our attention to the disabling injuries incurred by 

Nelson that are not conspicuous in his statued form.)

Contemporary pride in victory is also now ‘post-imperial’

in nature as Trafalgar Square remains the focus for

national festivities, as witnessed by the celebrations held

for English wins in international competitions, be they

the Rugby World Cup, the Cricket Ashes or London’s

Olympic Bid (see Figure 1.3).

Thus in fixing our attention on socially engineered

places such as Trafalgar Square and the social ideas moti-

vating them, we begin investigating the value systems and

cultural preferences of these places’ ‘trace-makers’. We

come to recognise that these places are made by many
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Figure 1.3 Post-imperial traces in Trafalgar Square
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agents, not just the original planner, designer, or archi-

tect. We see that anyone who uses these places has the

capacity to edit and re-edit them, adding their own

cultural ideas through their specific cultural actions. In

other words, with all the actions we participate in we

inevitably take and make place (we, whether we like it or

not, inevitably leave traces). In fixing our attention on

the ways in which ideas, objects and actions take and

make place we come to realise that places – and what they

represent – are not fixed. As actions and ideas change over

time, places become dynamic states of transition. In some

places, the ideas, things and practices may change very

slowly, almost imperceptibly, yet, in others, changes may

occur by the season, the day of the week or by the hour

of the day. One thing is certain, change is inevitable.

Be they relatively dynamic or relatively stable, the

meanings and identities of places are often taken for

granted, something we no longer consider and take notice

of. Perhaps out of habit, custom or apathy, we often act

in line with the dominant cultural ideas of a place, thus

practising our agreement with or ambivalence towards

them. In some cases, however, the cultural ideas motivat-

ing places are not taken for granted. In these cases the

ideas may be highly contentious, generating disagreement

and conflict among different cultural groups. In these

cases, particular groups may no longer go along with the

existing uses of these places, they may wish to challenge

these uses and the ideas they stand for. Here the users of

a place overtly change from being passive recipients 

of dominant place-makers’ intent, into actors who pur-

posely seek to edit places in new, contrasting ways.

Through leaving their own traces in places, different

groups can criticise one set of cultural ideas, and perhaps

offer alternatives to them. Here are some examples from

Trafalgar Square.

In each figure, particular traces have made Trafalgar

Square into a different place. In Figure 1.4, members 

of the public riot against the Poll Tax (or Community

Charge) in 1990. Here, rather than supporting and cele-

brating the British state, they take and make a Trafalgar

Square that celebrates dissent, popular protest and even

anarchy (see Mills et al., 1990). Some may argue that free

speech and assembly are bastions of British democracy,

and thus such demonstrations emphasise the strengths of

the British political system. However, Figure 1.5 illustrates
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Figure 1.6 Iraq war protests, Trafalgar Square, 2003

a rally in 1994 against the Criminal Justice Act, a piece of

British legislation which criminalised this precise form of

free speech and assembly. In further defiance of this legal

statute, Figure 1.6 depicts the Anti-Iraq War demonstra-

tion of 2004 where British and American foreign policy

was the focus of dissent. Each of these incidents creates a

different challenge to the dominant interpretation of

Trafalgar Square as a place of national pride and unity.

Taken together they symbolise a place that has come to

represent a site of recurrent division and disenfranchise-

ment between the public and politicians, it stands for the

types of ideas the former hold and the cultural activities

they will employ in order to confront the ideas and

activities of the latter. This alternative translation of

Trafalgar Square is recognised by the stencil from the

political-artist Banksy on the plinth of Nelson’s Column

(Figure 1.7). In citing Trafalgar Square as a ‘designated’

riot area, Banksy intentionally plays with notions of power

and authority, highlighting how the public is now author-

ing the cultural geography of the square in a way not

sanctioned by the state. In sum, therefore, these examples

show that the identity and meaning of Trafalgar Square

is not straightforward. It is not simply a place of patrio-

tism, but also a place of civil disobedience against the

national state. It is, like all other places, a composite of

cultural ideas, activities, histories, presents and possible

futures. Due to the multiple traces that come together to

Figure 1.7 Designated Riot Area, Trafalgar Square
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make it, Trafalgar Square is, as Gilbert and Driver (2000:

29) put it, a ‘contradictory’ place.

TRACES BEGET TRACES . . .

So cultural geographers translate the coming together of

multiple traces in places. They interpret the material

things, the cultural activities, the social ideas and the

broader contexts that constitute places in order to make

sense of the world around us. Although material things

(such as Nelson’s Column) may leave more durable traces

in places, cultural activities such as celebrations or protests,

even more mundane everyday activities like commuting

or shopping, despite being more transient in nature, are

equally important traces to investigate. These activities

may themselves leave some material traces (such as

property damage after riots, pollution after commuting,

litter and waste after shopping), but they also leave non-

material traces in people’s hearts and minds. (A BBC

Television documentary on the Poll Tax riots in Trafalgar

Square stated, for example, that the activities of both

protesters and police ‘scarred the nation’ (BBC, 2005).)

Such emotional and psychological traces – be they indi-

vidual or collective – may be emphasised, concealed or

spun by other actions in different, but related, contexts

(for example, through reportage and comment on events

in media spaces). These ‘trace-chains’ of things, activities,

emotions and contexts have significance not simply for

that generation of place and its identity. As we live in the

cultural world, our attachment to places can be strength-

ened or eroded through these traces. These trace-chains

are also significant as they may motivate similar actions in

other places. For example, they may prompt law changes

which affect the cultural context in future, or may change

cultural attitudes among protesters, politicians and the

public which produce new spaces of understanding,

repression or dialogue. Thus when cultural geographers

study place they study material objects, cultural activities,

social ideas and geographical contexts. They investigate

how these material and non-material traces, these emo-

tions and ideologies, come together with spatial contexts

to constitute particular places in time, and how these

places impact on other sites that may be geographically or

temporally disparate.

NON-HUMAN TRACES

However, it is not simply humans that contribute traces

to places. Non-human actions and interactions also shape

the cultural geographies of places. This non-human

activity may come in the form of ‘natural’ disasters,

weather events or animal activity. If we continue our

example of Trafalgar Square, pigeons and their interac-

tions with context and culture have played a key role in

shaping the cultural geography of place. Pigeons leave

their own inimitable traces (guano) on the statues of

Nelson and Lapper, and these traces react with rainwater

to produce an acidic fungus which dissolves the masonry

(McClure, 2005). How these traces and their perpetra-

tors are dealt with by the authorities highlight key aspects

of the cultural relations between humans and non-

humans (in this case, living birds and non-living statues).

Are these birds tolerated or celebrated, are they protected

or killed? In practice, a range of tactics have been used to

keep Trafalgar Square a pigeon-free zone. Falcons have

been used to discourage pigeons, bird seed sale and

pigeon-feeding have been outlawed, whilst netting and

mesh is used to discourage roosting. As a consequence of

the removal of the majority of pigeons from Trafalgar

Square, not only are the monuments preserved, but the

place is easier to market for other uses (such as a setting

for feature films).

SUMMARY:  ONGOING

COMPOSITIONS OF TRACES

Cultural geographers therefore analyse and interrogate all

the agents, activities, ideas and contexts that combine

together to leave traces in places. In the example above we

have focused on a material context in the case of Trafalgar

Square, but as stated, cultural geographers focus on a 

wide range of contexts, not simply material, but also the

non-material: for instance, emotional spaces, languages

spaces, or virtual spaces. The traces left in this range of

contexts may be material or non-material, durable or

temporary, left by humans or non-humans. They may

produce the intentions desired by the trace-makers, or

have unintentional effects on the agents and their audi-

ences. These traces may overlap one another, synergise
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together, or come into conflict with one another. They

may change over time, thus making the identities and

meanings of places dynamic, but nevertheless these traces

often remain in place as shadows and echoes of places past.

The traces may generate other traces in other places,

linking places and traces together in chains that may

become entangled and (con)fused. By understanding

place as an ongoing composition of traces it facilitates the

interrogation of these traces and how they come to confer

cultural meanings to geographical sites. We can come to

understand and critically act in place through interro-

gating the ideas motivating traces, the frequency and

manner in which theses traces are repeated and reinforced,

their popularity and persuasiveness, the influence of their

composers, and how they react with other competing

traces-in-place. Through doing so, this book maps a

culturally geographical approach to place.

A CULTURALLY GEOGRAPHICAL

APPROACH TO PLACE

A culturally geographical approach thus encourages us to

take a critical understanding of the places around us, as

well as our position within them. It critically evaluates

places as ongoing compositions of traces. In summary,

this approach asks the following questions:

• What cultural traces dominate a particular place?

Who and what do these traces stand for? In other

words, whose place is this anyway?

• Are the traces in this place challenged and resisted?

If so how?

• What do these alternative traces stand for? Whose

places do they seek to make, and what would these

places be like?

• What are the consequences of this ongoing compo-

sition? What trace-chains are set in motion, and

what cultural orders and geographical borders are

being established, new or otherwise?

As the culturally geographical approach also positions us

within our world, two further questions are raised:

• Do these changes have any effect on how we should

think about place? and

• Do these changes have any effect on how we should

act in place?

As you may have identified, the questions raised by

culturally geographical approach to place can be remem-

bered through the shorthand of the emboldened acronym

found in these queries (Trace: Traces?; Resisted?;

Alternatives?; Consequences?; Effects?). In the chapters

that follow, this book will further interrogate these traces

and places through a culturally geographical approach.

In each chapter we will look at different cultures and

geographical contexts and interrogate the ways in which

traces come together to define places and peoples. In each

chapter we will answer the questions posed above, 

and introduce both empirical examples and theoretical

ideas which facilitate understanding about how the world

around us is generated, and our role within it.

Before we employ our culturally geographical approach

we begin this book by outlining two chapters on ‘where

cultural geography has been’. These chapters give us a

clear overview of the history of the discipline, covering 

the development of the definitions of, and approaches 

to, the terms ‘culture’ and ‘geography’. Chapter 2 outlines

the main changes encountered by the discipline up 

to the late twentieth century. It begins with an investi-

gation of the connections between culture and geography

in this history of exploration, and journeys through to 

the artefactual approach of Carl Sauer. Chapter 3 

charts the emergence of a ‘new’ cultural geography in 

the latter decades of the twentieth century. It outlines 

two contemporary approaches that are often seen in oppo-

sition: the representational and the non-representational.

The chapter outlines the key differences – but also 

the important similarities – between these theories and

emphasises how this book’s approach to place as an

ongoing composition of traces effectively combines 

them.

In Chapter 4 our focus turns directly to place. It

outlines differing definitions and understandings of the

term, and how places are central to human tracings 

of belonging and community. It will introduce notions 

of orders and borders to help explain how places come 

to unite human identities and cultural geographies,

giving us our ‘sense of place’. Chapter 5 explores the

notion of power. This chapter interrogates conventional
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understandings of power as ‘domination’ and ‘resistance’,

and how these are inevitably tied to culture and geog-

raphy. It will illustrate how, in practice, these conventional

terms are often entangled together, producing contesta-

tions and multiple traces in places.

The remaining chapters take these ideas and investi-

gate how a range of different cultural traces combine to

influence the places around us. Chapter 6 focuses on

perhaps the dominant culture in the world today: the

culture of capitalism. It investigates the contested traces

of capitalism through mobilising the theoretical instru-

ments of power and place, the geographical connections

between places across the globe, and their impact on

notions of community and identity. Chapter 7 explores

the relation of cultures to nature. It investigates how

different cultures naturalise ‘nature’ in different ways and

to different ends. Chapter 8 investigates how ethnicity

impacts on how places are taken and made. It explores 

a range of bordering tactics that seek to purify some 

but partner other ethnic traces to produce the ideal

composition of place for particular cultural groups.

Chapter 9 explores how senses of place can be created

around geographical scales, but also around cultural ideas.

It investigates how traces such as patriotism and religion

can combine to strengthen but also complicate our own

sense of place. Chapter 10 centres on the traces motivated

and engendered by ideas of age. This chapter examines

how adult and youth cultures interact to take and make

the places around them, focusing on examples of free

running and graffiti. In Chapter 11 we explore the place

of the body. Specifically we investigate the manner in

which traces can be written on the body through our

gender and sexuality. We see how these bodily categories

can be culturally and geographically controlled through

invented roles and relations, before exploring how these

controls are subverted or resisted through processes of

individualisation. From these chapters we see that we are

inextricably part of the cultural world. We are part of this

world as citizens, but also as cultural geographers. As it is

important to consider how we relate to and act in this

world Chapter 12 outlines a range of common methods

for doing cultural geography. It begins by outlining key

issues for any project on ethics and access, before giving a

brief introduction to methodologies that seek to explore

the language of the word (namely interviews and the

analysis of cultural texts), and the language of the world

(through embodied practices and ethnography). Finally,

Chapter 13 brings together the threads outlined in

Understanding Cultural Geography: Places and Traces. It

encourages readers to think critically about their own

experiences and perceptions of living in cultural places and

contributing to cultural geography. Let’s begin this book,

therefore, by finding out where cultural geography has

been.
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