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{02}	Understanding	
Geography

Cultural	Geography
M.	Pesses

Antelope	Valley	College

Today

‡ The	discipline
‡ Jedi	Skills
‡ Core	Concepts	of	Human	
Geography

Geography
‡ Subject

w Memorize	river	
length,	countries	and	
capitals…

‡ Discipline
w Study	the	world	
through	a	unique	
lens

w Utilize	cool	
techniques	and	tools	
in	the	process

Descriptive	Geography
‡ Exploring	the	world	
to	simply	see	what	
was	out	there…

Environmental	Determinism
‡ Attempt	to	make	
geography	more	
scientific

‡ Causal	connections	
between	culture	and	
place

Environmental	Possibilism
People,	not	the	environment,	control	their	
culture	and	potential.

w Yes,	a	local	environment	will	affect	a	
culture,	but	it	is	up	to	human	choices to	
truly	define	their	society.
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Regional	Geography
‡ Non-scientific	
descriptions	of	
people	and	place

‡ Turned	geography	
into	a	“subject”

Quantitative	Revolution
‡ Positivist	approach
‡ Highly	scientific

The	Cultural	Turn

‡ A	rejection	of	the	
positivist	approach

‡ Sense	of	place
‡ Critical	thought

Sense	of	Place
‡ Place	is	unique
‡ Topophilia

w Love	of	a	place	
and	its	
“placeness”

w Yi-Fu	Tuan

Sense	of	Place
Placelessness

wWithout	a	sense	of	
unique	place

w Edward	Relph
Phenomenology

w Favors	experience	
over	scientific	
generalizations
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Critical	Geography
Power	&	ideology	

wWho	belongs	in	the	landscape?

Marginalize
w To	keep	a	person	or	group	outside	of	the	
“core”	of	society.

Power	&	Ideology
‡ Language
‡ Toponyms

Hegemony
‡ The	reason	why	one	
group	can	rule	and	
dominate	another	
group	without	
sheer	force

Antonio Gramsci

Jedi	Goggles
‡ “Geographers	have	a	
way	of	doing	things	
that	are…	unique	
and	exceptionally	
powerful.”

‡ Reading	the	
landscape

Jedi	Goggles
‡ Studying	our	built	and	altered	
environment
w Buildings
w Roads
w Parks
w Gardens
w Billboards	

‡ Looking	at	the	scene

Reading	the	landscape
‡ What	we	build	says	a	lot	about	who	we	are

w Renaissance	painters	– idealized landscape
w Geographers	– complete landscape.
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Settlement	Patterns
‡ Reading	the	urban	and	rural	form	

w Urban	centers	=	nucleated
w Rural	areas	=	dispersed

‡ How	is	a	city,	a	town,	or	“the	wilderness”	
divided?

PLSS	on	the	landscape

Folk	Architecture Landscape	Links
‡ http://www.walkinginla.com/
‡ http://www.greatmirror.com/

Jedi	Mind	Tricks
‡ Epistemology

w How	we	know	what	
we	know

‡ Black,	white	
students	and	
elevators

Light	Sabers
‡ The	tools	we	use	to	
solve	problems	and	
answer	questions

‡ Scientific	&	
qualitative	methods

‡ GIS
w Geographic	
Information	Systems
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Jedi	Language
‡ Reading	words	=	
literacy

‡ Reading	numbers	=	
numeracy

‡ Reading	images	=	
graphicacy

‡ Reading	Maps	=	
cartographicacy

The	Core	Concepts
1. Location
2. Region
3. Diffusion
4. Process	&	Pattern
5. Co-location

1.	Location
Absolute	location

w Fixed,	physical	place
Examples

w Address
w PLSS
w Geographic	
coordinate	systems

1.	Location
‡ Global	positioning	
system

‡ Geotags

WGS	1984
‡ World	Geodetic	
System

‡ Datums

2.	Regions

Region
w A	grouping	of	
multiple	places	with	
similar	physical	or	
cultural	traits.
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2.	Regions
3	types
1. Functional
2. Formal
3. Vernacular

Functional	Culture	Region

An	intentional	political,	economic,	or	social	
division

w City	Limits,	countries,	trade	areas,	etc.

Functional	Culture	Region
Nodes – city	hall,	national	capital

w Core-periphery

Functional	Culture	Region
Some	are	ambiguous	

w Zip	codes
w Newspaper	
circulation

Formal	Culture	Region
An	area	inhabited	by	people	who	have	one	
or	more	cultural	traits	in	common

w Language,	high	tech	industry,	Mormon	
religion

w Border	zones,	not	lines

Formal	Culture	Region
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Core-periphery
A	model	that	explains	disparity	between	a	
central	place	(core)	and	outlying	areas	
(periphery)

Functional	v.	Formal

Vernacular	Culture	Regions
Those perceived to	exist	by	inhabitants

w Dixie
w Southern	California

Dixie

Which	California?
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3.	Diffusion
Does	culture	spread?	

Waldo	Tobler
Tobler’s First	Law	of	
Geography

“Everything	is	related	to	every-
thing	else,	but	near	things	are	
more	related	than	distant	
things.”

Independent	Invention
Similar	or	the	same	ideas	develop	at	different	
places	by	different	people

w Writing
‡ Incan	quipu
‡ Mayan	glyphs
‡ Chinese	characters
‡ Roman	alphabet

w Cultural	Hearth

Communication
‡ Cultures	interact	&	adapt	practices	
‡ One	group	shows	or	teaches	another	group

w Could	be	slow	historically,	instant	today
‡ Agriculture	vs.	fast	food

Types	of	diffusion
2	types
1. Relocation
2. Expansion
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Relocation	diffusion
Individuals	or	groups	relocate	and	bring	their	
culture	with	them

Expansion	diffusion
3	types	of	expansion	diffusion
1. Hierarchical
2. Contagious
3. Stimulus

Hierarchical	diffusion
‡ An	idea	spreads	from	one	group	to	an	
“elite”	group,	and	then	filters	down	to	
other	groups.
w An	idea	may	move	to	a	city	first,	then	move	
out	to	rural	areas
‡ Sushi	restaurants,	high	fashion
‡Wal-Mart,	hip-hop

Contagious	diffusion
‡ A	cultural	practice	or	thing	that	moves	
through	space	with	little	regard	for	
power	and	status
w Think	contagious	disease
wWebsites,	viral	videos
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Stimulus	diffusion

When	a	cultural	practice	is	not	directly	
copied,	but	altered	to	fit	a	particular	place

Barriers	to	diffusion
Time-distance	decay

wMedia	and	transportation	can	change	this

Barriers	to	diffusion
Absorbing	
barriers
w Government	
agencies
‡ Chinese	censorship

w Most	are	permeable
‡ Cell	phones

4.	Process	&	Pattern
The	study	of	patterns	in	the	landscape	and	
their	causal	forces.

Spatial	Autocorrelation
“A	measure	of	the	degree	to	which	a	set	of	
spatial	features…	tend	to	be	clustered	together	
in	space	(positive)	or	dispersed	(negative).”

- ESRI	GIS	Dictionary
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5.	Co-location
‡ When	different	things	appear	in	close	
proximity	to	each	other

‡ Causal?	Correlation?	Spurious?

Why	is	that	there?
‡ Geographers	are	interested	in	both	facts	
and	truth

‡ In	future	weeks	we	will	use	these	tools	
and	concepts	to	try	to	get	answers	about	
the	world.	

Next	Time

‡ Culture	&	Difference


