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Chapter 1

Introduction

James S. Duncan, Nuala C. Johnson, and 
Richard H. Schein

In the past two decades cultural geography has undergone significant theoretical,
substantive, and methodological shifts. While cultural geography has a long and
important place in the intellectual and institutional history of the discipline, the
recent “spatial and cultural turns” in the humanities and social sciences have repo-
sitioned the field as one of considerable import to contemporary debates in Anglo-
American human geography. During the first half of the twentieth century the
concern of Carl Sauer and his students in the “Berkeley School” with human/
environment relationships, material culture, and landscape interpretation marked
out some of the terrain to which cultural geographers would continue to devote
attention (Leighly 1963; Wagner & Mikesell 1962). The deployment of theoretical
insights from cultural anthropology and landscape history during this period
emphasized the interdisciplinary nature of cultural geography, a trend that contin-
ues today.

The importation into geography of positivist theory, behavioral psychology and
highly abstract quantitative methods in the 1960s provoked cultural geographers to
challenge the prevailing emphasis on spatial model building. Cultural geographers’
emphasis on the symbolic dimension of human activities, the relevance of histori-
cal understanding of societal processes, and a commitment to an interpretative epis-
temology all challenged the scientific reductionism and economism of a positivist
human geography. It was through cultural and historical geography that many of
these issues were addressed and presented to a wider audience (Tuan 1974; 
Lowenthal 1961; Meinig 1979; Zelinsky 1973). During the 1980s there arose what
some have termed a “new cultural geography” which questioned the predominant
Berkeley School’s use of the term culture as a reified “superorganic” explanatory
variable (Duncan 1980) and offered in its place a more sociological and political
approach which attempted to understand the “inner workings of culture” which
had been consigned to a “black box” by earlier generations. British social geogra-
phers (Jackson 1980) who had previously dismissed cultural geography as irrele-
vant to contemporary urban social and political issues, began to turn to cultural
history (Williams 1973) and the then rising field of cultural studies (Hall 1980) for



inspiration in the development of this “new cultural geography.” The study of
“race” and ethnicity in historic and contemporary contexts for instance shifted from
an emphasis on spatial mapping to an exploration of cultural representations of
“race,” which merged conventional concerns in social geography with more explic-
itly cultural interpretations (Anderson 1988; Jackson 1987; Ley 1974).

Similarly the emergence in the 1970s and 1980s of a radical human geography
both invigorated cultural geographers’ concern with a materialist basis for land-
scape interpretation (Cosgrove 1983; Daniels 1989) while simultaneously provid-
ing a focus for a broader critique of the limitations of economistic Marxist
interpretations of human societies (Duncan & Ley 1982). Within cultural geogra-
phy there also emerged a reassertion of the centrality of place to human geograph-
ical concerns (Agnew 1987; Entrikin 1991; Relph 1976). Feminist geographers too
have had a marked impact on contemporary cultural geography by highlighting the
prevalence of the detached male gaze in the study of landscape and other cultural
phenomena (Rose 1993; Nash 1996). The promotion of a geography which would
value the subjective, subaltern voices and cultural specificity, and which would
employ a range of source material not normally used by geographers, would open
up the discipline to methods and debates prevalent in philosophy, literary theory,
cultural studies, and anthropology (Ley & Samuels 1978; Duncan & Duncan 1988;
Gregory 1994; Doel 1995).

While cultural geography has always been an open, dynamic field, over the past
decade there have been particularly rapid changes in what is now commonly referred
to as the “cultural turn.” These changes have regularly been animated by cultural
geographers and have had wide-ranging effects in political, economic, and social
geography. Issues of discourse, power, justice, the body, difference, hybridity,
transnationalism, actor networks, resistance, transgression, performance, and rep-
resentation have been particularly important in contemporary approaches within
cultural geography and beyond. Feminist, Marxist, critical, psychoanalytical, post-
colonial, and postmodern theorists have led the subfield in radically interrogating
and transforming geographical conceptions of space, place, and landscape (Rose
1993; McDowell 1999; Mitchell 2000; Nast & Pile 1998; Jacobs 1996; Ryan 1997;
Driver 2001; Thrift 1996; Gregory 2002). Since the 1970s, interdisciplinary inspi-
ration has come from a wide range of thinkers such as Foucault, Barthes, Giddens,
de Certeau, Benjamin, Deleuze and Guattari, Lefebvre, Bakhtin, Said, Butler, Har-
raway, Bourdieu, Habermas, Latour, and Lacan. Programmatic statements of the
new directions that cultural geography has moved in are increasingly being matched
by detailed empirical investigations.

Cultural geographers’ traditional concern with human/environment relationships
has continued, and over the past decade renewed debates about how nature is con-
stituted and understood across different human societies have been particularly 
vigorous. Ranging from considerations of situated knowledges, environmental
ethics, popular understandings of environmental issues to the unsettling of the
nature/culture divide, cultural geography has been central in efforts to reconcep-
tualize nature and critically examine environmental policy (Whatmore 2002;
Fitzsimmons 1989; Castree & Braun 2001; Wolch & Emel 1998). In particular this
is contributing to reestablishing stronger theoretical links between human and physi-
cal geography and has prompted a critical analysis of the basis of science. Cultural
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geographers’ examination of the ways in which “scientific knowledge” has been
deployed to support a range of colonial, imperial, and other economic and politi-
cal projects has served to advance the notion that sociologies and histories of science
may be inadequate without a cultural geography of scientific investigation.

Cultural geography therefore has been an important area of the discipline because
of the centrality of its debates to the broader directions that geography is taking.
Outside of disciplinary boundaries cultural geography has become increasingly
visible to anthropologists, historians of science, cultural historians, archaeologists,
and sociologists. Cross-disciplinary research and collaborative publication is a tes-
tament to this trend (e.g. Jackson et al. 2000). Cultural geography, however, is not
only important in the arena of intellectual debate, but cultural geographers have
also been having a small but increasing impact on policy-making communities (e.g.
environmental planners, heritage managers, museum curators). The “field” is not
simply a setting for research, but a network of political, management, and research
worlds mutually incorporating diverse types of knowledge.

Structure

This volume begins with an introduction of key shifts in direction of cultural geog-
raphy in the twentieth century. Secondly, the principal approaches that currently
animate work in cultural geography are analyzed. Thirdly, the theoretical perspec-
tives of the previous section are elaborated in a series of essays that focus on some
of the major thematic areas to which cultural geographers have contributed. Col-
lectively these chapters illuminate how the critical interventions of cultural geogra-
phy have informed these specific realms of inquiry. Although the editors cannot (and
would not want to) offer a single definition of cultural geography, they attempt to
highlight the central ways in which ideas of culture have been debated, deployed,
materialized, and contested across a range of spatial and historical contexts. In so
doing the guiding principle of this book is the contingent, diverse, and contradic-
tory manner in which human societies approach the hermeneutic project of making
sense of their existential and material spaces for living. The editors recognize that
cultural geography cannot be divorced from other branches of geography, and the
dialogue that cultural geographers have engaged in with political, economic, his-
torical, and social geographers will be woven throughout the volume.

The collection begins with an exploration of tradition in cultural geography
(chapter 2). Richard Schein approaches the question of “tradition” itself, and
explores a tentative genealogy of cultural geography that focuses upon the tensions
inherent in positing a “traditional” versus a “new” cultural geography, especially
as the latter engages with human geography’s cultural turn. Given the strong feel-
ings, both pro and con, which have been generated by the cultural turn within geog-
raphy and more broadly within the social sciences, we thought that it might be
productive to offer two views of its impact in geography, one by a cultural geogra-
pher sympathetic to the turn and the second by a non-cultural geographer who is
considerably more skeptical. Heidi Scott (chapter 3) offers an overview of the impact
of the cultural turn within contemporary geography over the past decade, while
highlighting points of convergence with other fields. She offers an assessment of 
the strengths and weaknesses of the multiple practices of cultural geography while
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providing a sense of the power struggles both within the subfield over the nature of
cultural explanation and between subfields over whether cultural explanation has
tended to overshadow and detract from other areas of geography. Clive Barnett’s
essay (chapter 4) reflects a continuing uneasiness with the turn toward cultural
explanation on the part of geographers in the various subfields that have only
recently begun to take culture seriously. He expresses a more general concern that
the consideration of culture could too easily become a central focus of geography
as a whole.

Don Mitchell (chapter 5) argues that culture needs to be reintegrated into the
social totality of capitalism as a moment of power. A historical-materialist cultural
geography must understand that culture is a field of accumulations, not reducible
to superstructural epiphenomena, but neither should an attention upon culture con-
stitute a retreat into the immaterial as an explanatory realm. Joanne Sharp (chapter
6) traces the convergence between certain lines of feminist inquiry and cultural geog-
raphy. She singles out as particularly fruitful the themes of identity politics, embod-
iment, and the debate over landscape and the masculine gaze. John Paul Jones and
Deborah Dixon review key features of poststructuralism (chapter 7), especially as
articulated through key ideas in cultural geography, such as representation and
space, and including an attention to questions of methodology. They move from a
synopsis of structuralism as a starting point, through basic theoretical tenets of post-
structuralism, to discuss future articulations of poststructuralism with cultural geog-
raphy. Paul Kingsbury addresses a general fear or distrust of psychoanalytic theory
by geographers in general (chapter 8), before explicating how different psychoana-
lytic approaches have been reinterpreted and used by cultural geographers. He
addresses Freudian approaches, object-relations theory, and Lacanian approaches
in his treatment. Nigel Thrift (chapter 9) argues that nonrepresentational theory
provides the basis for a different type of cultural geography than is offered by most
cultural geographers. The core of his argument is that geographers should turn
increasingly to the study of such embodied practices as dance, music, and crying as
ways of engaging with the world.

David Livingstone’s paper (chapter 10) highlights the significance of space in
understanding the production and consumption of scientific knowledges. From the
sites of production and the circulation of scientific theory and practice to the geo-
graphies of reception, Livingstone draws our attention to the new avenues of
research stimulated by spatializing our understanding of the cultures of science.
Bruce Braun tracks the relation between nature and culture in post-Second World
War human geography (chapter 11). He specifically addresses four moments of the
nature/culture problematic – cultural ecology, political ecology, cultural studies of
the environment, and “beyond nature/culture” – through the work of Deleuze,
Guattari, and Latour, finally calling into question the ontological distinction in the
ordering categories themselves. Paul Robbins tackles practical and daily considera-
tions of the nature/culture problematic through the lens of cultural ecology as the
human production of and adaptation to the environment (chapter 12). He focuses
particularly on critical contemporary problems of economic development, global
poverty, and environmental change. In his review of environmental history, Gerry
Kearns (chapter 13) explores the continuing importance of an ecological tradition
both within geography and macrohistorical studies. He then examines the treatment
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of environmental history by Marxist geographers and new cultural geographers.
Jonathan Smith (chapter 14) focuses on various approaches deployed to answer the
question of whether it is ethical to shape the environment. Drawing on moral 
philosophy and adopting an historical perspective, Smith identifies key strands of
thought that have characterized our moral position in relation to the environment
from premodern to postmodern concerns.

Drawing from a range of contemporary political and social theory, John Agnew
(chapter 15) charts the varied approaches that have developed to both understand-
ing and, at times, dismissing nationalism. He surveys the strengths and limitations
of territorial, diasporic, ethnic, religious, gendered, and landscape-based interpre-
tations of the idea and practices of nationalism. Audrey Kobayashi approaches the
concept of “race” as both a way of life deeply embedded in the European colonial
past and lived out in the present as a taken-for-granted reality and as an analytical
concept (chapter 16). The chapter begins with a review of the concept of “race” as
it is understood in contemporary antiracist geography, then moves to a brief analy-
sis of how the production of antiracist geography has developed in three contem-
porary Western and Northern contexts. Nancy Duncan and Stephen Legg (chapter
17) review the reasons why class has remained relatively neglected by cultural geo-
graphers, in spite of the tremendous interest shown in subjectivity and identity 
formation. They argue that while there are some good reasons why older notions
of class in geography have been seen as unhelpful in understanding questions of
identity, there is also no inherent reason why this should be so. In fact, they suggest,
certain reworked Marxian and other dynamic and relational notions of class could
contribute greatly to cultural analysis. Richard Phillips (chapter 18) considers the
relationships between sexualities and space. Focusing both on heterosexual and
homosexual dimensions of identity formation and drawing from a range of con-
temporary and historical contexts, Phillips examines the critical role of space in the
construction and reconstruction of sexualized identities. Michael Landzelius
(chapter 19) undertakes a sweeping survey of the way in which geographers have
understood the body, from the behaviorists and phenomenologists of the 1970s to
the psychoanalytic approaches of the late 1990s, and from the body–space nexus
through impairment, illness, and the body.

James Kneale and Claire Dwyer (chapter 20) consider the varied meanings attend-
ing the concept of consumption. Drawing from a range of cultural theory, they
explore the possibilities for developing a more nuanced understanding of the social
nature of consumption and its materiality in contemporary society. Nuala Johnson
(chapter 21) focuses attention on the manner in which ideas of public memory have
been integrated into a geographical literature on identity formation and represen-
tation. She highlights the significance of space in particular in the articulation and
conjugation of social memory.

Susan Roberts briefly reviews the manner in which “culture” and “economy”
generally have been treated as things and as separate spheres (chapter 22), and
explores the relations between economic and cultural geography that are central to
geography’s cultural turn. By way of example, she examines US maritime ports as
places evincing a particularly interesting set of relations infused with economic, cul-
tural, and (geo)political concerns. Karen Till (chapter 23) explores the complex ways
that the interpretation of political landscapes is conceptualized through examining
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symbolic approaches to landscapes of the state; the material social relations revealed
and hidden in landscapes of work, and the opportunities for developing an approach
to understanding political landscapes which is embedded in everyday practice. Lily
Kong (chapter 24) surveys the contributions of cultural geography to the study of
religion. She draws attention to the significance of place in the understanding of
religious belief systems and practices and she proposes a set of research questions
for developing a “new” geography of religion. In chapter 25, James Duncan and
David Lambert examine the complex and ambiguous notion of home. They do so
by first reviewing notions of home as dwelling and its links to identity. They then
go on to survey the idea of home place, with particular reference to the experiences
of home in the British Empire. Elizabeth Gagen (chapter 26) explores the cultural
geography of childhood by focusing upon the changing conceptions of childhood
and the spaces, both adult and child-centered, in which such definitions are nego-
tiated. She also addresses some of the particular methodological and ethical issues
attendant in researching children. In chapter 27, Shannan Peckham examines the
social and geographical context of cinema. He argues that a proper analysis of film
must take into consideration its multiple geographies; not only those of its produc-
tion, but those of its reception as well. The interconnections between landscape art
and cultural geography since the 1980s is the subject of Steven Daniels’ chapter 28.
He considers both art and landscape to be “keywords” in the sense that the late
Raymond Williams used the term. As such the chapter traces the interrelations
between these terms as they are worked through a range of different representa-
tional practices.

Dan Clayton (chapter 29) situates the geographical study of colonialism both
within the postcolonial turn and in relation to the recent historiographic interest in
tracing the interlinkages between the practices of colonialism and the ideological
and material support provided to it by contemporaneous geography. In chapter 30,
James Ryan charts the relationship between postcolonialism and cultural geogra-
phy. He investigates the dominant themes that have characterized research into geo-
graphical knowledge and colonial power, colonial and postcolonial identities, and
the spaces of colonial encounter and resistance. Carl Dahlman explores the dias-
pora concept, including its relations to terms such as transnationalism, multicul-
turalism, and hybridity, before employing a critical (geo)political perspective to
diaspora through the case of Kurdish emigration to Europe and North America
(chapter 31). In chapter 32, Cheryl McEwan examines the major debates centered
on cultural globalization and transnationalism. She interrogates the connections
between cultural mobility and identities, citizenship and transnational spaces; and
she highlights the possibilities for geographical scholarship harnessing the progres-
sive and transgressive potential of transnationalism.
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