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Abstract

The relationship between people and their environments is a subject of central
importance to anthropology’s aim of understanding human interaction. However,
anthropologists have so far struggled to generate a coherent theory for the way that
people relate to the world that incorporates and explains the practices of navigation
and wayfinding.

This paper examines original ethnographic data and theories arising from a variety of
disciplines in order to present a theoretical approach that highlights the importance of
the interaction of internal and external representations of the environment in our
understanding of, and action within, the world.

Presenting critiques of the theories of Gell, Ingold, Bender and others, the author
draws on the work of Juval Portugali, Andy Clark and Edwin Hutchins to argue that
place is an immediate and synaesthetic sense. This sense of place develops into an
emergent order through dynamic and dialectic interaction between varying sensory
and representational modalities, both internal and external to the mind. The
importance of a particular representation or sensory modality in this process both
shapes and is shaped by the practices that bring it into use.

Such a view helps to situate new representational modalities, such as Google Maps,
within a larger framework of processes and practices, revealing novel insights and
raising new questions for the anthropologist.
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Introduction

In this dissertation, I set out to understand the ways in which the use of digital, egocentred maps might affect the manner in which people perceive and engage with the
world around them. Such maps, of which Google Maps is likely to be the most
popular1, are accessible across a variety of digital devices, from desktop computers to
portable smartphones. These maps typically present all areas of the world in a
uniform manner, allow users to zoom in and out of locations, provide a satellite image
of the Earth’s surface, and are embedded with various forms of meta-data that let
users search for specific locations and features.

As applications (‘apps’) installed on smartphones, such maps can be used as a
navigational and representational aids for the area surrounding the user. The map apps
are able to use Global Positioning Satellite (GPS) and WiFi signals sensed by the
smartphone to centre the map on the user’s position: in Google Maps, the user is
presented on the representation as a blue dot.

In the process of examining the potential importance of these maps in representing the
world and influencing navigation through it, it has been necessary to evaluate
previous anthropological literature on the subjects of place, navigation, and
perception. In doing so, I have found much to be questioned, and discovered that
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Smartphones running Google’s Android operating system, on which Google Maps is a standard app,

have a market share of approximately 79% worldwide (The Register, 8th August 2013.
http://www.theregister.co.uk/2013/08/08/android_approaches_80_smartphone_share_as_apples_iphon
e_gets_old/)

	
  

6	
  

maps, among other visual representations, have exerted a subtle but pervasive
influence on the ideas of anthropologists and other Western thinkers.

In this dissertation, I draw from a variety of disciplines in an attempt to provide a
balanced analysis of the ethnographic data I have collected, and to correctly establish
the role of digital, portable, ego-centred maps in the way that their users perceive and
engage with their environment2.
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For the purposes of a coherent account, I have chosen Soho, an area in central London, as the centre

of this study
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Chapter 1
Place and Space

‘Place’ is a word that implies a limited locality. It speaks of specificity rather than
universality, and, as a result, seems to deny the possibility of generalizations and
grand theories. ‘Space’, on the other hand, presents the world as abstract emptiness,
ready to be filled exclusively with human interaction. As a result, writes Edward S.
Casey, ‘it is sensible, perhaps even irresistible, to assume that human experience
begins with space and time and then proceeds to place’ (Casey, 1996: 13). Imagining
the scope of human experience as taking place against a backdrop of empty ‘space’
allows theorists to cross-cut particularities in landscape and culture and to analyse
human interaction in its most abstract forms. However, even drawing from our own
lived experience it should be apparent that the world appears to us as much more than
abstract ‘space’. Tiny details are enriched with meaning, and it is clear that we find
ourselves in, and progress through, places rather than space. In this chapter, I will
draw on the work of Casey, Hirsch, Basso, Munn, Helliwell, Gell and others in order
to question traditional anthropological approaches to place, to establish the sense of
‘place’ as immediate, and to demonstrate that ‘space’ is merely a theoretical
abstraction of various elements of ‘place’.

Questioning the primacy of ‘space’

In the mid-1990s, a number of scholars began to question the way that anthropologists
had previously illustrated the relationship between their subjects and the physical
world. Edward S. Casey draws from both philosophy and anthropology in an attempt
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to establish ‘which comes first’, space or place. He points out a previously dominant
view that ‘place is something posterior to space, even made from space’ (Casey,
1996: 14), and argues against it, contesting the very idea that ‘space’ can exist as ‘a
neutral, pre-given medium, a tabula rasa onto which the peculiarities of history come
to be inscribed, with place as the presumed result’ (ibid.). As an opening example,
Casey takes Myers’s 1991 ethnography of the Pintupi, and questions his argument
that ‘space becomes ‘country’’ (Myers 1991:67 in Casey, 1996: 14 (my italics)). To
make his point clear, he cites Myers’s own later assertion that ‘to the Pintupi…a place
itself with its multiple features is logically prior or central’ (Myers, 1991:67, in
Casey, 1996: 15). To Casey, this demonstrates a rift between the anthropologist and
his or her subject: ‘For the anthropologist, Space comes first; for the native, Place’
(Casey, 1996:15).

Here, the idea that the specificities of ‘place’ are preceded by abstract ‘space’ is
presented as a methodological fallacy. By assuming the prior existence of ‘space’, the
anthropologist is given a freer reign to foreground the actions of the people they are
studying, and to search for universal truths set against a common, inert backdrop.
According to Casey, this supposition is rooted deep in Westen philosophy. He states
that the pervasive assumption that space exists prior to place is found in Kant’s
assertion that ‘there can be no doubt that all knowledge begins with experience’
(Kant, 1950 [1787] in Casey, 1996:16). From such a position, we might assume that
experience would inform the anthropologist of the prior specificities of the world
around them, which must actively be stripped away to form a more general
understanding of ‘space’. Yet, Kant continues, ‘though all our knowledge begins with
experience, it does not follow that it all arises out of experience’ (Kant, 1950 [1787]
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ibid.). Casey interpolates to explain that an assumption that all knowledge rises out of
experience would render the concept of knowledge too unstable3.

Kant’s own statement is that ‘general knowledge must always precede local
knowledge… [because] without [general knowledge], all acquired knowledge can
only be a fragmentary experiment and not a science’ (Kant, 1950 [1787] ibid.). In
this sense, space becomes ‘the most pervasive of cosmic media, [and thus] is
considered that about which we must have a general knowledge, whereas we merely
possess a local knowledge about place’ (ibid.). In the context of anthropology, such a
belief can lead to the imposition of a variety of assumptions held by the
anthropologist, as I will demonstrate in this chapter.

Synaesthesia and active perception

Casey continues in his analysis of Kant to question the assertion that ‘sensory inputs
[Kant’s Empfindungen] are the occasions of the perception of concrete places’
(Casey, 1996: 17). According to Casey, these Empfindungen have a ‘pontillistic
character’ that ‘ill equips them for supplying anything like the sense of being in a
place’ (ibid.). It is much better then, Casey writes, to approach the way in which
humans understand the world from a phenomenological perspective (deriving from
Husserl and Merlau-Ponty), which places perception as “primary” (ibid.). Perception
offers more than knowledge or sensing in that it not only incorporates both, but
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While Kant’s statements have no doubt influenced the progression of Western thought concerning

space and place, it may be that a deeper tap-root is found in Platonic epistemology. Plato, in Republic,
Book 5, holds not only that knowledge must be prioritized over experience, but that it is necessary to
abstract our thought from the chaotic reality of the world around us.
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conveys a ‘“primordial depth” that, far from being imputed to sensations, already
situates them in a scene of which we ourselves form part’ (ibid.). Casey attempts to
condense this argument by stating that ‘We come to the world – we come into it and
keep returning to it – as already placed there. Places are not added to sensations any
more than they are imposed on spaces. Both sensations and spaces are themselves
emplaced from the very first moment’ (ibid: 18).

In a way, Casey’s logic may seem circular, essentially arguing: “We perceive places
as places because our perception makes it so”. Yet this does not expose it as a
sophism; Casey’s argument is that neither humans nor the world that surrounds them
are passive in their relationship with each other. This is a complex relationship,
which, as Casey explains, is ‘synaesthetic – an affair of the whole body sensing and
moving… Not only is primary perception inseparable from myriad modes of concrete
action, but is itself “a kind of passivity in activity” (Husserl, 1973:108; his
italics)’(Casey, 1996:18).

As a result, illustrating a logical ‘cause-and-effect’ in our interactions is not simple,
and attempting to present it as such is a gross simplification. Furthermore, as
anthropologists, we should not be attempting to abstract the world from human
interaction (and vice-versa), but to understand people incorporate one into the other.
That the two are inseparable is apparent in our constant sense of place, or as
Heidegger’s Dasein is usually translated, our ‘being-in-the-world’.
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Places as containers

This active relationship with place is something that Basso partially demonstrates in
his 1984 essay about Apache place names, ‘Stalking with Stories’. In his paper, Basso
writes about the role that the land plays among the western Apache, particularly as an
agent in morality.

Basso’s interest in Apache places begins with their names, which are descriptive and
‘pointedly specific in the physical details they pick out’ (Basso, 1984:27), such as
tséká’tú yahilįį , which means ‘water flows downward on top of a series of flat rocks’
(ibid.). Basso explains that ‘Apaches…comment appreciatively on the capacity of
place-names to evoke full and accurate images of the places to which they refer’
(Basso, 1984:28). In one sense (and again in a kind of circular logic), it is the name
that creates the place as much as the place that creates the name. Basso quotes one
Apache as saying ‘That name makes me see that place like it really is’ (ibid: 27).
Here, then, we see the role that representation plays in the perception of a place, and
the way they work together to create a sense of place.

The title for Basso’s article comes from the Apaches’ use of place-names to situate
stories of moral significance to their people. Once located in the Apache landscape,
such a tale can ‘activate’ a specific place so that it can continue to have a moral
influence on those that have heard the tale. In one story, he explains, associated with a
place called ‘men stand above here and there’, the Apache regale one another with the
consequences of Apache attempting to become too much like the ‘Whiteman’ (ibid:
38). In the tale, an Apache policeman who attempts to arrest another Apache is placed
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under a spell that makes him ‘stupid and forgetful’ (ibid.). Basso describes how this
story was told in the presence of a young woman after she wore pink hair-curlers to a
coming of age ceremony in which the Apache are expected to wear their hair loose.
When her grandmother finished the tale, the girl got up and left, ashen-faced. The
grandmother explained that she had “Shot her with an arrow” (ibid: 40). Basso goes
on: ‘approximately two years after this incident occurred, I found myself in the
company of the young woman with the taste for distinctive hairstyles’ (ibid.). Driving
past ‘men stand above here and there’, Basso points it out. The young woman, in her
own language, says “I know that place. It stalks me every day” (ibid.).

Piecing his experiences together with discussions held with another Apache
informant, Nick Thompson, Basso constructs an image of the physical environment of
the Apache as active in maintaining their morals against the social reality of cultural
integration and other processes associated with incorporation into the USA. Places
with stories attached to them are able to invoke tales of Apache significance in the
minds of people who approach them (as long as they have been told the relevant
story).

In this way, the Apache environment is presented by Basso as a container for Apache
culture. We are told that ‘one forms the impression that Apaches view the landscape
as a repository of distilled wisdom…an ever-vigilant ally in the efforts of individuals
and whole communities to put into practice a set of standards for social living’
(Basso, 1984:45). This perception is similar to Eric Hirsch’s assertion that landscape
is a ‘process’, a term he draws from Ingold (1994:5, in Hirsch 1995:5). Hirsch adopts
this view in response to that of the Daniels and Cosgrove, who see landscape as ‘a
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cultural image, a pictorial way of representing or symbolizing surroundings’ (Daniels
and Cosgrove, 1988: 1, in Hirsch, 1995: 5). He argues that notion of a ‘cultural
image’ is too static. In contrast, the ‘process’ is a movement between two poles of
existence, in which ‘everyday social life’ appears in the foreground, while ‘potential
social existence’ remains in the background (ibid.). For Basso, the landscape of the
Apaches offers up an image of ‘potential social existence’ with which the Apaches
interact to control their ‘everyday social life’.

Yet both Hirsch and Basso, despite the notions of ‘process’ and of places ‘stalking’
Apache people, present the landscape and the places within it as relatively passive.
While they are portrayed a vital aspect in the reproduction of Apache society, places
seem to act merely, in Basso’s words, as a ‘repository’ for knowledge that can go to
work on ‘delinquent individuals’ (Basso, 1984:43) only once they have been activated
with a story.

This is the limitation of Basso’s position. While he argues that: ‘Western Apache
conceptions of the land work in specific ways to influence Apaches’ conceptions of
themselves (and vice versa), and…the two together work to influence patterns of
social actions’ (ibid: 49), he does not explore how the physical environment and
specific topography of the land might play a greater role. Basso alludes to movement
across the environment and engagement with it at two points in his article: firstly
when Nick Thompson states that “White men need paper maps… We have maps in
our minds” (ibid:25) and secondly in the response he receives after asking why an
Apache cowboy runs through place names in his head: ‘I ride that way in my mind’
(ibid: 27). However, he glosses over the importance of movement through the places,
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and instead presents them as static landscapes whose features are relatively arbitrary:
they simply provide useful hooks for moralizing tales.

Active places and ‘corporeal-sensual fields’

Nancy Munn has a greater concern for movement and engagement with the physical
environment, and explores Aboriginal relationships with the landscape. Her very
definition of ‘Aborigines’ is rooted in the physical environment she describes: ‘the
central and western desert and some desert fringe, riverine peoples of the Australian
interior. When I use the term Aborigines without further qualification, I mean
essentially peoples of these regions’ (Munn, 1995:93). Munn investigates the way in
which boundaries and ‘excluded spaces’ are actively formed and exist for the
Aborigines, and finds that they relate to two connected conceptions of place which
take into account both subject-centred movement and physical topography.

Firstly, Munn draws from Lefebvre to define a sense of place that finds its centre
within an individual actor. This she defines as a ‘mobile spatial field’ (ibid: 94), and
explains its intrinsic connection to the body. ‘Since a spatial field extends from the
actor, it can also be understood as a culturally defined, corporeal-sensual field of
significant distances stretching out from the body’ (ibid.), which is organized by and
‘centred in the situated body with its expansive movements and immediate tactile
reach, and extendable beyond this centre in vision, vocal reach, and hearing’ (ibid.).
This ‘locale’, as Munn defines it, moves with the actor, and forms new boundaries as
he or she moves. These are thus ‘given their practical senses as movements of the
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body’ (Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice: 117, in Munn, 1995:95), and are
limited by the body’s ‘sensual-spatial field’ (Munn, 1995:95).

Munn describes how the ‘mobile spatial field’ is used to define certain places through
detours made by Aboriginal people. She recalls a ‘1980s gathering of mourners on the
Yuendumu-Alice Springs road’ (Munn, 1995:94), at which Aborigines would stop,
turn around, and make a detour to their destination. ‘In this example, detours are made
only for the duration of the event’ (ibid.), thus demonstrating (and respecting) the
mobility of the mourners’ spatial field. Munn states that ‘in detouring, vision, and,
secondarily hearing (for instance, of ritual singing temporarily going on at a given
place) are the key measures Aborigines use to delimit a person’s spatial field’ (Munn,
1995:94). As a result, it is apparent that topographical features that limit vision (such
as hills) or hearing (such as fast-flowing rivers) must also have an effect on the
boundaries: the ‘spatial field’ is therefore delimited by topography and the body in
order to create a sense of place.

A second conception of place relates to Aboriginal ‘Law’, which (like Basso’s
Apache stories) is inscribed in the ground: “You see that hill over there. Blackfellow
[Aboriginal] Law like that hill. It never changes…[It] is in the ground” (Yarralin man
to Deborah Rose, in Munn, 1995:95). This Law is similar to the ‘mobile spatial field’
in that it extends from a central point. In this case, however, they are rooted in
‘topographic “markings” – rocks…trees, creek beds, clay pans, and so forth –
remnants of multiple, so-called totemic ancestors who made the land into
distinguishable shapes’ (ibid.). In this sense, Munn goes on, ‘ancient places are
organized like the mobile, centred fields of actors, as spaces stretching out from a
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reference point to vague peripheries’ (ibid.). Here, again, the peripheries relate to the
‘sensual reach’ of the ancestors, as Munn exemplifies in her inclusion of study of ‘a
powerful Aranda wichetty grub ancestor’ who guards a gorge with ‘singing’, which
either permits or prevents people from entering the gap (Munn, 1995:97).

Munn’s paper goes further than Basso’s in the establishment of a sensual relationship
between the people (both groups and individual actors) and the physical topography
of the land. I would venture that her notion of a ‘spatial field’ comes close to the
concept of place that I argue for: firstly in establishing a ‘sensual reach’ that is an
embodied amalgam of multiple senses (as in Casey’s synaesthetic sense of place), and
secondly in placing this reach in the context of the physical landscape, and
acknowledging the interaction of people with and within this.

‘Methodological deafness’ and the ‘hegemony of the visual’

That a person’s ‘sensual reach’ has a profound influence on the ‘sense of place’ is a
fact that other scholars, such as Christine Helliwell and Alfred Gell, recognize.
However, they find that this aspect of experience has been under-reported by
anthropologists in the past. In his paper on ‘The Language of the Forest’, Gell writes
of a ‘methodological deafness’ experienced during previous fieldwork among the
Umeda of New Guinea (Gell, 1995:233). For some years, this deafness prevented Gell
from being able to support a hypothesis of the ‘phonological iconism’ of the Umeda
language; for example, that ‘the Umeda word for ‘mountain’… should be understood
precisely as ‘the sound that a mountain makes’, or more precisely, ‘the shape in
articulatory/acoustic space’ made by the mountain’ (ibid: 232).
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Gell describes how, previously, he was beset with a methodological (and cultural)
bias for the primacy of vision, a sense which, in the thick jungle of New Guinea, plays
second fiddle to hearing. Through a number of anecdotes, Gell paints the Umeda as
‘an auditory culture’. The examples he gives support the concept of the synaesthetic
experience of ‘place’: in one, he explains that a group of Umeda who attempted to
walk 150km across mountains and forests from the coastal town of Wewak to Umeda.
Gell posits that ‘for the Umeda, whatever was visible was…relatively close’ (ibid:
237) as a result of living in an environment of limited visibility. Therefore, ‘this
famous escapade…was undertaken, so participants told me, because they had been
able to see the whole country through the windows of the aeroplane which flew them
from Imonda (near Umeda) to Wewak’ (ibid.). As their journey was abstracted from
other sensory modalities, such as kinaesthesis and hearing, the adventuring group of
Umeda perceived the distance to be much less that it was in reality. In the
synaesthetic mesh that endows a sense of place, vision, for the Umeda, can be shown
to play a different, and perhaps lesser role. Gell argues that ‘the Umeda operated a
different perceptual framework from the Western norm’ (ibid.).

Helliwell is more explicit in her exploration of the constraining effects of expectations
on the experience of a place. She explains that among ethnographers of Borneo, there
has long been an assumption that a Dayak longhouse is divided into ‘public’ and
‘private’ areas. In such a longhouse, a wall running lengthways down the building
separates it into an open sawah outer area, and a covered inner lawing area. The
lawang section is further subdivided into individual ‘apartments’, believed by
previous ethnographers to be ‘private’ spaces. Yet, explains Helliwell, ‘for the Gerai
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people… sawah and lawang do not represent a division between a “public” and
“private” realm’, ‘while apartment space “belongs” to a particular household, it is also
identified as belonging to the community at large… No Gerai Dayak would ever
claim that an apartment is radically separated from those either side of it’ (Helliwell,
1996:135).

The reason for this difference of opinion between ethnographers and their subjects,
argues Helliwell, is down to a Western ‘hegemony of the visual’ (Tyler, 1984, in
Helliwell, 1996: 130) and an expectation among anthropologists for the production of
‘professionally acceptable’ (ibid.:145) accounts which abstract and codify social
experience. Looking into the partitions between lawang apartments, she explains that
‘in the formal representations of longhouse layout’, this ‘marks the edge of each
apartment and so represents its independent, “private” character. Yet, in reality, the
partition is constructed of flimsy pieces of bark and other materials…in such a way as
to leave gaps of varying sizes’ (ibid: 137) through which sound, light and objects can
pass. Helliwell herself found herself excising the reality of this permeability from her
field notes: while writing home and describing herself ‘as part of a “community of
voices”’ (ibid: 138), ‘this perception was not, at the time, finding its way into my
notebooks’ (ibid.).

Having allowed herself to write about her life among the Gerai from an embodied
phenomenological perspective, Helliwell concludes that the application of the
Western notions of ‘public’ and ‘private’ spaces to life in the Dayak longhouse is
false. She states that because of the representations of space in the longhouse,
‘permeable or ambiguous boundaries between apartments are read and represented as

	
  

19	
  

dense and rigid, the groups which they enclose as discrete and isolated’ (ibid: 145).
This perception is reproduced by anthropologists who seek to produce ‘“ordered”
ethnographic accounts’ which correspond ‘to the discipline’s conventional reliance on
a very narrow range of data, most specifically on that of the visual-spatial type’
(ibid.).

The examples presented by Gell and Helliwell demonstrate two things. Firstly, that to
understand the way ‘place’ is perceived by a society, it is important to approach it
through all the senses available. Secondly, the evidence they present shows a
tendency to draw from prior expectations and representations in order to understand
place in a certain way (such as visually), which can mask the reality of social
engagement with and within a particular environment.

The immediate and synaesthetic experience of place

In this chapter, I have examined a tendency among Western thinkers to approach the
environment as inert space and abstract it into visual representations. In contrast to
this, I argue that a sense of place is immediately established as a relationship between
the body and the environment. Through the ethnographic examples presented above, I
have not only demonstrated the role of place in the reproduction of social practices,
but also shown the importance of exploring place as a synaesthetic, embodied,
subject-centred experience whose presentation among different groups can be
dependent on the emphasis of particular sensory modalities or representations.
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In the next chapter, I will look into a particular type of representation of place, maps,
and how they might effect the way in which a place is perceived.

	
  

21	
  

Chapter 2
Maps

In the last chapter, I traced a chronology of Western thought and showed a tendency
towards abstraction and representation that can come to sideline more immediate
perception. One way in which the world and portions of it are frequently represented
is through maps. In this chapter, I will draw from the work of Harley, Wood, Bender,
Brotton and others in order to explore the role that maps play in the representation and
understanding of place.

‘A transparent window on the world’

We live, Denis Wood states, ‘map-immersed in the world’ (Wood, 1993:34). By this
he means that we are ‘so surrounded by and so readily and frequently consulting and
producing maps as not to see them as different from the food that is brought to the
table or the roof that is overhead, or the culture in general that is apparently
reproduced…without effort’ (ibid.). To conceive of the world, or a portion of it,
viewed from above, with features of the landscape symbolically represented seems as
natural as writing, or speaking. Wood cites Harley, who brings to light the
expectations that we have of maps: ‘The usual perception of the nature of maps is that
they are a mirror, a graphic representation, of some aspect of the real world… The
premise is that a map should offer a transparent window on the world’ (Harley, 1990,
in Wood, 1993:18). Brotton, writing for a more populist audience, answers his own
question of ‘Where would we be without maps?’ with the ‘obvious answer’ of ‘lost’
(Brotton, 2012:4).

	
  

22	
  

The common assumption is that maps offer a view of the world that makes it more
‘transparent’, simpler to understand, and easier to navigate. Through mapping, ‘the
world is normalised’ (Harley: 1989:13), allowing the application of a general
knowledge over the multifarious and chaotic reality of the place the map represents.
Harley draws on a history of Enlightenment ideals that aligns with Casey’s debate on
space and place: ‘from at least the seventeenth century onward, European mapmakers and map users have increasingly promoted a standard scientific model of
knowledge and cognition. The object of mapping is to produce a ‘correct’ relational
model of the terrain’ (ibid: 4), or ‘‘a mirror of nature’ (Richard Rorty, in Harley,
1989:4).

However, the process of ‘normalisation’, Harley argues, provides a rich ‘text’ for
analysis. He questions the ‘scientistic rhetoric’ (Harley, 1989:2) that pervades the
discussion and presentation of maps among cartographers, and argues that we ought,
when considering maps, to ‘begin from the premise that cartography is seldom what
cartographers say it is’ (ibid: 1).

Deconstructing the map

Harley wishes to show that maps readily reveal the subjective ideals behind them
when ‘deconstructed’ as a ‘text’. It is this demonstration that, twenty-three years later,
enables Jerry Brotton to publish A History of the World in Twelve Maps, in which
historical maps are ‘interpreted…as a series of ingenious arguments, creative
propositions, highly selective guides to the worlds they have created’ (Brotton,
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2012:14). From the basic procedure required in the making of a usable map, there are
a number of steps that force the map-maker to subjectively process information drawn
from the world: ‘selection, omission, simplification, classification, the creation of
hierarchies, and ‘symbolization’’ (Harley, 1989:11). Any map can be deconstructed
into these steps (and beyond) to reveal its rhetorical bent. By framing the landscape,
creating borders within it, and prioritizing the presentation of some features over
others, any map creates a well-disguised argument (cf. Ingold, 2000:234).

Harley goes to great pains to ‘dismantle the arbitrary dualism between ‘propaganda’
and ‘true’’ (ibid.), since ‘rhetoric is a universal aspect of all cartographic texts’ (ibid.):

‘All maps strive to frame their message in the context of an audience. All maps state an
argument about the world and they are propositional in nature. All maps employ the
common devices of rhetoric such as invocations of authority (especially in ‘scientific’
maps) and appeals to a potential readership…Rhetoric may be concealed but it is
always present, for there is no description without performance’ (Harley, 1989:11)
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These are all aspects of maps that are often invisible not only to their users, but to
their creators, too4. Harley goes on to consider the effect that the road atlas of the
United States may have had on ‘ordinary Americans’ perception of their country’
(Harley, 1989:14). ‘Once off the interstate highways the landscape dissolves into a
generic world of bare essentials that invites no exploration. Context is stripped away
and place is no longer important’ (ibid.).

Approaching the same influencing force from a different angle, Wood quotes the
character of Marlowe in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, who says:

‘Now when I was a little chap I had a passion for maps. I would look for hours at South
America, or Africa, or Australia, and lose myself in all the glories of exploration. At
that time there were many blank spaces on the earth, and when I saw one that looked
particularly inviting on a map (but they all look that) I would put my finger on it and
say, `When I grow up I will go there.' (Conrad, 1969, in Wood, 1993:44)

In the examples of Conrad and the road atlas, we see how the presentation of the
world in a map turns place into space by rendering areas of the landscape absent of
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Lewis Carroll (cited by Brotton) satirizes this tendency in his novel Sylvie and Bruno Concluded

(1893), in which a fantastical character named ‘Mein Herr’ states:
“We actually made a map of the country, on the scale of a mile to the mile!”
“Have you used it much?” I enquired.
“It has never been spread out, yet,” said Mein Herr: “the farmers objected: they said it would
cover the whole country, and shut out the sunlight! So we now use the country itself, as its
own map, and I assure you it does nearly as well.” (Lewis Carroll, 1893, in Brotton, 2012: 8:
my italics)
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features. Throughout this paper, I will continue to examine how the map, as a
‘distinct’ but widespread ‘mode of visual representation’ (Harley, 1989:3), might
create a perception of the environment that resides within map users and shapes their
understanding of the world around them.
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Maps and the ‘hegemony of the visual’

Deeper than the assumption that a map is ‘a transparent window on the world’ is that
of the ‘hegemony of the visual’ which Helliwell writes about in her paper on the
Dayak longhouse. Maps are inherently visual representations, presenting visible
features of the landscape, and inscribed with boundaries that are irrelevant on the
ground. Helliwell, as described in the previous chapter, explains how Western
assumptions encoded in diagrams of Dayak longhouses drawn up by other
ethnographers prevented her, for a time, from being able to develop an understanding
of Dayak sociality as fluid, with ‘permeable’ boundaries between ‘private’ spaces
(Helliwell, 1996:145). Returning to Gell’s experience among the Umeda, we’re
reminded of his own admission that a desire to ‘encompass Umeda as a visualizable
totality’, and to ‘make visible, in the form of a predominantly geometric/spatial
model, the totality of Umeda social relations’ (Gell, 1995:236) contributed to a mode
of thought that restricted his understanding: ‘in hindsight, this preoccupation with the
visual and the visualizable may have been misplaced’ (ibid: 237). Gell makes the case
that the Umeda have an ‘auditory culture’ and a language based in ‘phonological
iconism’ in which objects and features of the environment are presumed to sound
rather than appear in a certain way. A visual map, for the Umeda, would presumably
be unable to convey the aspects of the landscape that they believe to be important.
The Western map, then is not at all disposed to present place in its various sensory
modalities.
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Can maps ‘subvert the Western Gaze’?

Bender might find my point here to be too restrictive. While agreeing with the points
made by Harley and Wood, she characterizes them as being overly concerned with the
‘Western Gaze’ as a practically impenetrable force. She describes the Western Gaze
as ‘a particular, historically constituted, way of perceiving and experiencing the
world. It is a gaze that skims the surface; surveys the land from an ego-centred
viewpoint; and invokes an active viewer (the subject) and a passive land (object)’
(Bender, 1999:31), a way of seeing the world for which maps are ‘part instrument,
part result’ (ibid.). Bender writes that Harley and Wood ‘elucidate the tricks of
suppression, enlargement, projection etc. used to enhance the power of western
nations’ (ibid.), but that they tend to ‘neglect the potential for resistance’ (ibid.33). In
her paper ‘Subverting the Western Gaze’, Bender resolves to ‘examine some of the
interstices, resistances and alternative messages’ in the use of maps, and use these to
‘question the all-encompassing power of these [Western] maps’ (ibid: 32). The
examples she uses, however, or the way she alludes to them, are unconvincing in
achieving this aim. In most cases, the subversion she speaks merely occurs in
response to specific power holders and bureaucracies, while the maps themselves, and
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the use of them, cohere to the Western ‘hegemony of the visual’ and the necessarily
reductive processes that Harley relates5.

Bender cites Benjamin’s imagined ‘general staff’s map of a city centre’ (Benjamin,
1985, in Bender, 1995:35), marking locations of personal significance to him, and
showing ‘places and spaces of political and personal resistance’ (Bender, 1995:35).
She perceives such a map as emphasizing ‘flux, change, potential’ (ibid.) and agency
(ibid: 36), but, as she presents in a counter-argument, maps such as these might be
assumed to be ‘simply mapping Bourdieu’s habitus’ (ibid.). I would argue that in
adopting the same representational style as official maps, this is the case: the map, as
such a completed artefact, cannot represent this ‘flux’.

Bender goes on to draw from Orlove’s paper about the ownership of reed-beds in
Lake Titicaca. Here, she states that, when wishing to create a nature reserve on the
lake, ‘state bureaucrats drew a series of maps that played down the number and
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
5

The examples of maps that Bender gives that might truly be recognized as a subversion, resistance or

alternative to those that cohere to the Western Gaze lie outside of what Harley or Wood would consider
‘maps’. They either have a very different material form, or are immaterial: the ‘maps’ of the Mughal
tunnels of Lahore exist ‘not on paper but in the form of stories and legends’ (Bender, 1989:37); the
Malangan funerary sculptures that ‘map’ ‘transience and changeability’ of land ownership (ibid: 39) do
so with regard to a social structure and relationship to the land that Bender herself admits is impossible
to represent in ‘conventional western terms’ (ibid.). Returning to Basso’s paper on the Western Apache
(1983), Bender reminds us of Nick Thomson’s statement that ‘Whitemen need paper maps: we have
maps in our minds’ (Basso, 1983, in Bender, 1989:41), but does not emphasize that the ‘maps’ in the
Apache’s minds work to abstract and shape perceptions of the landscape in an entirely different way to
those considered by Harley and Wood. What is frustrating is that Bender recognizes the differences
between these ‘maps’ and those produced within the envelope of the Western Gaze, but still combines
them under the general title of ‘the map’. Thus, her paper not only fails to present maps that truly resist
the Western Gaze, but also subsumes genuinely alternate abstract concepts of landscape within the
unwelcoming category of ‘the map’.
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location of lake-side settlements, emphasized the island settlements that were to
become tourist attractions, and omitted an area of contention’ (Bender, 1995:38). In
response, the peasants who previously owned and had access to neigbouring reedbeds created their own maps, which ‘used the same approximate orientation, same
distinction of land and water…[but] did not include towns, and exaggerated the
proximity of the settlements’ (ibid.). In this sense, the peasant maps clearly follow
those produced by the bureaucrats in creating a hierarchy of features to serve their
own interests. Both sets of maps follow the steps of abstraction and codification that
Harley refers to in his paper, and either of which, if adopted, would have a real effect
on the way that the reed beds around Lake Titicaca are not only perceived, but also
used, thereby affecting the physical and social engagement at the shores of the lake.
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Maps abstract and persuade

A map, as described in this chapter, can be shown to be produced through a process of
abstraction and representation that carries with it an ‘argument’ about the
environment it presents. As is demonstrated in the examples of Gell and Helliwell’s
‘methodological deafness’, and Orlove’s maps of Lake Titicaca, a map can persuade
and alter not only perceptions of the environment, but the way that it might be used. A
Western artefactual map, in presenting part of the world as bounded and inert, can be
supposed to create ‘space’ in the absent areas between those features that it deems
important enough to show; anything falling here (which can include sensory
modalities not presented on the visual map) might reasonably become ‘invisible’ to a
map-user.

In the next chapter, I will explore the use of maps in the context of navigation and
wayfinding, while later, I will explore the role of digital, ego-centred maps.
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Chapter 3
Getting Around

Understanding how people ‘wayfind’, ‘navigate’, or, more broadly, find their way
around, is an important element in my discussion. In this chapter, I will examine a
number of competing theories concerning the way that people ‘get around’ and
perceive their environments, before taking a more cognitive turn in the next chapter.

‘Mental Maps’ vs. ‘Practical Mastery’

Istomin and Dwyer (2009) present a paper that, at first glance, appears to be an
incredibly useful ‘critical discussion of anthropological theories of human spatial
orientation’. Early on in their essay, they state that ‘over the last 20 years or so, the
largest part of theoretical debate in anthropology over day-to-day wayfinding has
been based mainly on two rival theories, the “mental map” and the “practical
mastery” theories’ Istomin and Dwyer, 2009:30).

Unfortunately, this practically binary opposition is transposed almost directly from
Alfred Gell’s 1985 paper ‘How to Read a Map: Remarks on the Practical Logic of
Navigation’, in which Gell supports the ‘mental map’ theory against the hypothesis of
‘practical mastery’ put forward by Bourdieu. Istomin and Dwyer select Tim Ingold as
the representative of the ‘practical mastery’ theory, who, writing in 2000, not only
presents a theory of route-based knowledge formation (Ingold is specific about his use
of the term ‘navigation’) that differs from Bourdieu, but also explicitly reviews Gell’s
argument for the ‘mental map’. By looking at both Gell’s and Ingold’s writing in
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more detail, I hope to present a more nuanced understanding of their theories with
which to proceed in this discussion.

Gell’s ‘mental maps’

Gell’s contention with Bourdieu’s theory of ‘practical mastery’ is that it separates two
different kinds of ‘space’, ‘practical space’, which is ‘subject-centred’, and ‘Cartesian
space’, in which ‘objects hold positions which are defined absolutely’ (Gell, 1985:
273). In this theory, while ‘maps (‘models of all possible routes’) show Cartesian
space, … practical way-finding is mapless and conducted in terms of coordinates
centring on the agent’ (ibid.). Gell finds this division to be false, and seeks to dissolve
it through ‘a version of the mental map theory’ (ibid.). The word ‘version’ is
important here, as Gell quickly emphasizes by seeking a firm definition of the ‘mental
map’ as more than a ‘vague metaphor’.

Gell wishes to demonstrate that the process of navigating using an ‘artefactual map’ is
identical as that of a person who already ‘knows the locality ‘like the back of his
hand’’(ibid: 277). A map user, he explains, will draw on the symbols presented in a
map to ‘produce a series of predictions in the form of mental images’ along the route
he or she is to follow (Gell, 1985:276). Proceeding along a journey with a map, its
user will be prepared to follow a series of visual landmarks on the way to his or her
destination. If these are not seen on the way, the map user will know that he or she
has taken a wrong turn, or gone too far. The same is true, announces Gell, of the
‘experienced native’, ‘who navigates by matching up his current visual impressions
with a file of remembered landscapes identified with particular places along a
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projected route’ (ibid: 278). Both the ‘experienced native’ and the map user find their
way by comparing the image before their eyes with one which they expect to see: in
the case of the ‘native’, this is drawn from previous experience of the specific
landmarks along the journey, while for the map user, this is an imagined archetype
based on the symbols on the map, and previous experience of the way such symbols
have been manifested in their previous journeys.

Here, however, Gell states that he has only presented part of the argument: ‘the
multiplicity of partial views does not add up to a map, which is a perspectiveless,
synoptic whole encompassing all locations and all routes between these locations’
(Gell, 1985:278). A map, as Gell defines it, it ‘any system of spatial knowledge
and/or belief which takes the form of non-token-indexical statements about the spatial
locations of places and objects’ (ibid.). A non-token-indexical statement is one in
which the content of the assertion remains true regardless of the location in which it is
‘uttered or entertained’ (ibid.:279). A ‘token-indexical spatial proposition’, on the
other hand, will only be true in certain conditions. To take an example, the statement
‘Edinburgh is north of London’ is non-token-indexical, and will always be true while
‘London is south of here’ is token-indexical: the truth of the statement depends on the
position of the speaker in relation to London. Gell argues that knowledge of one’s
position at any point must be rooted in ‘compendia of non-token-indexical spatial
beliefs’ (ibid.), or, as he defines these, ‘maps’. ‘We are obliged at all times to locate
our bodies in relation to external coordinates which are unaffected as we move about,
and it is in relation to these coordinates that we entertain token-indexical beliefs as to
our current location in space, and the locations of other places relative to ourselves’
(ibid.).
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What Gell is proposing here is that our ability to situate ourselves at any time is
reliant upon a larger spatial schema that exists in either a mental or artefactual map.
While ‘all perceptual judgments are token-indexical beliefs’ (ibid.), the possibility of
being able to utter a token-indexical statement and for it to be true depends on ‘the
availability of non-token-indexical propositional knowledge’ (ibid: 280) that provides
a truth-statement that exists regardless of the agent’s position. According to Gell,
then, perception is reliant on coherent prior knowledge.

Ingold: ‘We know as we go’

Ingold disagrees, stating that ‘we know as we go, not before we go’ (Ingold,
2000:230, his italics): ‘my contention’, he writes, ‘is that people’s knowledge of the
environment undergoes continuous formation in the very course of their moving about
in it’ (ibid.). Ingold makes a number of distinctions pertaining to a person’s
engagement with the environment of the sort that Gell tries to dissolve: between
‘mapping’ and ‘mapmaking’, and between ‘wayfinding’ and ‘navigation’.

For Ingold, ‘mapping’ is a capacity that arises from a person’s ‘life-historical process
of ‘getting around’ – or, in a word, ‘wayfinding’ (ibid: 232). Here, mapping is a kind
of narrative reconfiguration of the process of moving through a region. Ingold uses
ethnographic examples to show how mapping becomes evident as people illustrate
journeys with speech and gestures with their hands: it a fluid, dialogic performance,
produced in a specific context (ibid: 233). The ‘maps’ produced through mapping are
ephemeral, and part of a narrative process that illuminates routes and experiences.
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They are bound to their narrator, who describes their experience of moving through a
landscape. ‘Even in contemporary Western societies,’ Ingold explains, ‘people
continue to describe their environment, to themselves and others, by retracing paths of
movement they customarily take through it rather than assigning each of its features
to a fixed location in space’ (ibid.).

Where ‘mapping’ becomes ‘mapmaking’, Ingold describes, ‘is at the point where
maps cease to be generated as by-products of story-telling, and are created instead as
end-products of spatial representation’ (ibid: 234). It is mapmaking that produces the
‘non-token-indexical’ maps of Gell and the Western maps considered in the previous
chapter. These maps abstract information to a point of supposed objectivity and are
inscribed in a way that allows them to be used outside of the context of the mapping
narrative. It is only when using these maps, Ingold argues, that people ‘navigate’
through their environment. Thus, it is here that Ingold truly parts ways with Gell. Gell
claims that all journeys are conducted with reference to such a map (whether mental
or artefactual), and therefore that all movement from place to place is ‘navigation’.
Ingold, however, argues that navigation, or ‘map-using’ is a learned skill which
denies the immediate and synaesthetic process of perceiving place. ‘Navigation’, he
argues, must therefore be distinguished from ‘wayfinding’.

Ingold illustrates his point with two responses to the question ‘Where am I?’, which
he argues ‘is not ordinarily answered in terms of a location in space, determined by
the intersection of an independent set of coordinates…Indeed, I may know precisely
where I am and yet have no idea of my geographic location’ (ibid: 237). In the first of
the scenarios Ingold presents, he asks us to imagine that we are ‘walking with a friend
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through unfamiliar terrain’ (ibid.). The friend asks ‘Where are we?’, and ‘you look
around, pointing to various landmarks which you proceed to correlate with markings
on the map. Finally, indicating with a finger on a particular spot on the map’s paper
surface you declare ‘We are here’ (ibid.).

In the second situation, we are asked to consider what our response to the same
question would be if we were in ‘familiar country’ (ibid.). Ingold argues that in this
case, you would not respond by situating the location with reference to a map, but
would instead provide information that describes the history of the place, and your
relationship with it. The place you find yourself in is not understood with reference to
an atemporal, non-token-indexical map, but is situated within a ‘matrix of movement’
(ibid.) that enfolds previous journeys to and from, experiences within and current
perceptions of your immediate surroundings.

With respect to the sense of place that he illustrates here, Ingold goes on to explain
that ‘wayfinding’ is able to take place as a flow in which people respond to their
perception of surfaces and objects along a path of movement (ibid: 239). Rather than
having recourse to a mental map in a stop-start process of ‘navigation’, Ingold
explains, ‘finding one’s way’ is an ‘exploratory movement, at once improvisatory and
assured, guided by past experience and by a continual monitoring of fluctuations not
only in the pattern of reflected light but also in the sounds and ‘feel’ of the
environment’ (ibid.). The experience of moving from one place to another, in this
view, is not that of a cycle of expectation-perception-orientation, but a fluid process
that combines all three, and which does not require exact locational knowledge.
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Reindeer herders, ‘mental maps’ and ‘route knowledge’

While Istomin and Dwyer draw from a variety of disciplines in order to evaluate the
theories of Gell and Ingold, their main contribution to the discussion comes in the
form of a comparative ethnography of two groups of reindeer herders in Russia: the
Komi and the Taz Nenets. They begin by highlighting the similarities between the
two groups, both in their use of ‘intrinsic and relative frames of reference’ in their
languages (Istomin and Dwyer, 2009: 38), and in their stress on ‘the importance of
“knowing the land”’ (ibid.). The scene is set for an analysis of the differences in the
ways that the two peoples conceive of and engage with the land.

The Komi, Istomin and Dwyer explain, can recall detailed ‘mental maps’ consisting
of knowledge of vegetation and features of the landscape along their migration paths.
They explain that ‘such a map is…necessary for successful reindeer pasturing, which
is based on the herder’s ability to envisage and react to the movement of the reindeer
herd and to guide its movement in an appropriate direction in order to ensure herd
cohesion and avoid dangerous terrain’ (ibid.). According to Istomin and Dwyer, all
the male informants in their study held detailed mental maps of the environment to a
distance of about 15km on either side of their migration path, which they recounted
by drawing zig-zagging gestures in the air with their fingers. Beyond this, the ‘maps’
lost detail, though to what extent varied between the herders.

In contrast to the Komi herders’ ‘continuous survey of the territory along the
migration path’ (ibid: 39), the Taz Nenets, who do not follow migration routes,
‘conceptualize their territory as a set of regions (named ya), each of them having its
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own name and relatively clear borders that mostly coincide with watersheds’ (ibid.).
Istomin and Dwyer explain that while the Nenets informants were able to point to
places within any region they were currently in ‘with high precision’, they had trouble
pointing to the same places once they had crossed into a new region. Detailed
knowledge of any particular region was also dependent on the life-histories of
particular herders: the more time they had spent in a particular ya, the better they
knew it. Istomin and Dwyer explain that the Nenets word they translate as ‘to live’ in
a region also has the meaning of ‘to move’.

This second definition neatly sets up what comes to be an important element of
Istomin and Dwyer’s article: that detailed knowledge of the environment is
constrained or promoted by two main factors, mobility and necessity. For both the
Komi and the Taz Nenets, knowledge outside of the land around them rapidly
diminishes outside of the areas required for reindeer herding. Beyond this, larger,
more visible features of the landscape (such as mountains and rivers) are known of,
but not in sufficient detail for the informants to live there. For the Taz Nenets, past
direct experience of moving within a particular ya appears to be a prerequisite for
gaining knowledge and the creation of a detailed mental map. Among both groups,
Istomin and Dwyer state, ‘females gave much poorer descriptions of their territory,
listed fewer features, and almost never pointed in their direction’ (ibid: 40). This, they
argue, is a result of a combination ‘restricted mobility’ and ‘reinforced stereotyping’
of women among each people.

These points, however, are almost incidental to the main thrust of Istomin and
Dwyer’s argument. They wish to show that ‘mental maps’ of the environment are
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formed through interaction with and within it, and that ‘practical mastery’, or ‘route
knowledge’ can be inferred from the way that moving through the world guides the
herders’ perceptions of it. In doing so, Istomin and Dwyer hope to demonstrate that
that ‘the debate between the mental-map and practical-mastery theories is pointless’,
and that ‘the theories are in fact complementary’ (ibid: 41). However, the distinctions
they draw between these two theories remain problematic.

Firstly, their use of the term ‘mental map’ throughout the paper appears fairly
indiscriminate: they present no evidence that either the Komi or the Nenets conceive
of the world around them in a similar way to that presented in an ‘artefactual map’, as
Gell would suggest. The methods used by Istomin and Dwyer to elicit locational
information are subject-centred, asking their informants to point to specific places,
which, according to Gell, would surely already preclude them from being seen as
‘maps’ as they rely on token-indexical statements. Secondly, the notion that
something that can be called, distinctly, ‘practical mastery’ is dissolved by the clear
internal representations of the environment that are described as extending out from
their informants. Instead of presenting two separate theories as complementary,
Istomin and Dwyer’s argument makes it difficult to distinguish between them at all.

Unsatisfactory approaches

The theoretical approaches to navigation and wayfinding presented by Gell, Ingold
and Istomin and Dwyer provide a number of insufficient models to explain the ways
in which humans get around and perceive their environments. In their papers, Gell
and Ingold appear overly influenced by a use of metaphor and anecdote. I would
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argue that Gell’s insistence on the use of ‘mental maps’ is in accordance with a
blindness brought about by being ‘map-immersed in the world’; his emphasis on the
visual in navigation shows another casualty of Western ‘hegemony of the visual’.
Where his writing is useful, however, is in trying to establish an understanding of
internal representations of the external environment.

Ingold, while maintaining that ‘we know as we go’ does allow for a process of
abstraction and internal representation of the environment in his discussion of
‘mapping’. However, he fails to explore this further, and does not examine the
possible relationships between internal representations and the external environment.
By dividing ‘navigation’ from ‘wayfinding’, too, Ingold seems to assume that abstract
representations of the environment are radically separated from it. As maps exist
within the environment, and are frequently used to help people find their way, I would
argue that this supposition is false.

Istomin and Dwyer’s mistake is in adopting and using the theories presented by Gell
and Ingold largely without criticism. In attempting to use ‘mental maps’ and ‘practical
mastery’ as ‘complementary theories’, they bring together the false assumptions
found in the initial hypotheses. Nonetheless, their use of ethnography does highlight
the role of embodied experience and culturally constrained mobility in the
relationship between people and the environments they inhabit.

In the next chapter, I will look to the disciplines of geography, psychology and
philosophy, as well as anthropology, in order to gain a deeper understanding of the
way people relate to the world around them.

	
  

41	
  

Chapter 4
Cognitive Approaches

In the last chapter I examined a number of theories pertaining to navigation and
wayfinding and found them to be overly divisive in their perception of the
relationship between people and their environments. In this chapter, I will examine
the work of Portugali, Clark and Hutchins in order to explicate the close and dynamic
relationship between people and the world around them, before exploring Aporta and
Higgs’s ethnography of GPS among the Inuit.

Inter-representation networks (IRN)

While Istomin and Dwyer allude to a holistic theory of wayfinding and navigation
which combines an ongoing relationship to the environment with the use of some sort
of internal representation, the geographer Juval Portugali seeks to generate a more
coherent model for the way that humans relate to and ‘get around’ their environment.
He develops the theory of inter-representation networks (IRN), which can be
surmised as the notion that ‘the cognitive system is perceived as composed of
elements in the mind/brain, internally representing the external environment, and
elements in the environment, externally representing the mind’ (Portugali, 1996:11).
Portugali draws from a wide variety of theorists in cognition and relates their ideas in
a complex manner in order to develop IRN, but broadly, IRN sees the relationship
between people and their environment as an ongoing process in which humans not
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only create internal representations of the world around them, but also manipulate the
external environment and objects within it in order to externalize their thoughts.

Portugali’s concern is to understand how ‘cognitive maps’ are formed, but it is
important to differentiate these from Gell’s ‘mental maps’. In the context of IRN,
these cognitive maps are internal representations which are not like the artefactual
maps that Gell draws likeness to, but are instead multi-dimensional palimpsests that
are continually erased and reinscribed in response to experience. An important aspect
of Portugali’s argument occurs from his interpretation of Bartlett’s work concerning
‘serial reproductions’ (Portugali, 1996:24), in which Bartlett showed his subjects
images or texts, and asked them to reproduce them from memory. According to
Portugali, Bartlett’s serial reproductions demonstrate both ‘a continuous interplay
between internal and external representations’ (ibid: 26) and, in the experiments that
involved more than one participant, that people can become involved in a ‘collective
cognitive process’ by interacting with the external representation produced by others
(Figure 1).

Returning to the concept of ‘cognitive maps’, Portugali suggests that they are
‘constructed in a similar way to Bartlett’s serial reproductions, that is to say, by a
sequential interplay between internal and external representations of the environment’
(ibid.). It is through this dynamic ‘sequential interplay’, then, that people are able to
locate themselves and proceed.

Portugali’s real genius is to recognize the importance of ‘different modalities, such as
vision, map reading, stories and the like’ (ibid.) in this interplay, and the
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transformation that occurs between them. Thus, the cognitive map is not presented as
a fixed relationship between non-token-indexical points, but a continual and recursive
‘emerging order’ (ibid: 28) which draws influence from both internal and external
representations in different modalities.

Figure 1: ‘A figurative serial reproduction conducted by Bartlett (1961, 178-9)’ in Portugali, 1996:25
The reproductions demonstrate a dialectic between internal and external representations in various
modalities that tend towards an emergent order
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Extended cognition

‘Extended cognition’ is the term used by Clark for a model of cognition in which the
active mind is seen to encompass both internal and external processes. As such, it is a
close cousin of Portugali’s IRN. Where Clark’s work goes further, however, is in
attempting to understand the exact relationship between the use of internal and
external representations in the processed of cognition, and the conditions in which one
or more specific representations may be chosen over others. Clark’s theory is based in
a ‘rule of thumb’ that he and David Chalmers term ‘The Parity Principle’: ‘If, as we
confront some task, a part of the world functions as a process which, were it to go on
in the head, we would have no hesitation in accepting as part of the cognitive process,
then that part of the world is (for that time) part of the cognitive process’ (Clark and
Chalmers, 1998: 8, in Clark, 2008:77). An example of this might be working out a
mathematical problem using long division: for the time the paper and pen are being
used, they are part of the cognitive process. Not only this, but they allow the
mathematician to solve the problem more quickly.

This example leads on to an accompanying hypothesis of Clark’s: the Hypothesis of
Cognitive Impartiality. Here, Clark argues, ‘our problem-solving performances take
shape according to some cost function or functions that, in the typical course of
events, accord no special status or privilege to specific types of operations (motoric,
perceptual, introspective) or modes of encoding (in the head or in the world)’ (Clark,
2008:121). This means that in the process of cognition, we will tend to use whatever
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representation or process that provides the answer most readily, whether this is
internal (such as a memory) or external (like a set of symbols, or a map).

Like Portugali’s IRN, the process Clark describes is continuous and dynamic,
incorporating multiple elements. Often, states Clark, it is a dialectic between two
modes of representation that ‘move forward our thinking’ (Clark, 2008:125). He
draws on Goldin-Meadow’s (2003) enquiry into the role of human gesture in
cognition to exemplify this assertion. Through experiments in which subjects were
asked to solve a mathematical problem when banned from or allowed to use
gesturing, Goldin-Meadow found that ‘the physical act of gesturing… plays an active
(not merely expressive) role in learning, reasoning, and cognitive change by providing
an alternative (analog, motoric, visuospatial) representational format’ (ibid.). Clark
goes on to claim that ‘gesture…continuously informs and alters verbal thinking,
which is continuously informed and altered by gesture’ (ibid.).

Clark’s hypotheses add more breadth and shape to Portugali’s theory of IRN. It
supports the notion of interplay between internal and external representations, while
offering a framework through which we might understand when some external
processes might be used over internal ones, and vice-versa. By engaging with and
emphasizing the dialectic between different modes of representation, Clark allows us
to avoid the thorny issue of technological determinism: while thought and interaction
with the environment proceed fluidly, the relationship between sensory and
representational modalities ensures that this is never completely determined by a
single representation or process.
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Cognition and Cultural Processes

While Clark (2008) emphasizes the ‘organism-centred’ nature of extended cognition,
the anthropologist Edwin Hutchins concentrates on the role of humans within
cognitive systems of varying sizes. These can consist of ‘the processes internal to a
single individual, on an individual in coordination with a set of tools, or a group of
individuals in interaction with one another and a set of tools’ (Hutchins, 1995:373).
When active, for example in the navigation of a ship, each of these systems employs a
set of representational media that are external to the individuals (such as charts,
language), or internal.

The shape and appearance of these media, describes Hutchins, is dependent on
culture, which he defines as ‘not any collection of things, whether tangible or
abstract’, but rather an adaptive ‘human cognitive process that takes place both inside
and outside the minds of people. It is the process in which our everyday cultural
practices are enacted’ (ibid: 354). Thus, he goes on to say, ‘a major component of
culture is a cognitive process… and cognition is a cultural process’ (ibid.). As a
person learns a cognitive practice, they are also learning a cultural one, which consists
of being able to bring representational media ‘into coordination so that they can be
shaped by one another’ (ibid: 316). Thus, ‘the thinker in this world is a very special
medium that can provide coordination among many structured media – some internal,
some external, some embodied by artifacts, some in ideas, and some in social
relationships’ (ibid.). Thinking in this manner creates a dialectic process (as Clark
shows) that pushes cognition and action onward.
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This concept of process is important, and Hutchins returns to the role that
representational media (both internal and external) have in shaping one another. In the
activity of taking a ship into a harbour, for example, he explains how ‘the operations
of the navigation team produce a structured experience for the participants that
contains opportunities for individual learning. As a consequence of their participation
in the task, the quartermasters may acquire internal organization that permits them to
coordinate with the structure of their surroundings’ (Hutchins, 1995:373). In the very
process of bringing internal and external representations in coordination with one
another, internal structures can alter to bring them closer to external ones. Learning
continues for many years as the practitioner’s internal representations continue to
change, both deriving from and resulting in an ongoing relationship between
practitioners, practices and media.

Hutchins goes on to explain that across cognitive systems and practices, this process
result in cultural change. Here, external representational media and processes are
altered in their repeated coordination with other external and internal structures. ‘The
development of the practice takes centuries’, he states, ‘The very same processes that
constitute the conduct of the activity and that produce changes in the individual
practitioners of navigation [or any human activity] also produce changes in the social,
material and conceptual aspects of the setting’ (Hutchins, 1995:374).
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Cognition and perception in action

Looking at Clark, Hutchins and Portugali together, we see that cognition is an activity
that incorporates an array of internal and external representations that are reproduced
and altered through their use.

For Hutchins, thinking consists of bringing various representations of the world into
coordination for the pursuit of a particular activity. By continually engaging cognitive
systems in different practices, the representational media used come to resemble and
complement each other more fully. Portugali’s approach reaches a similar conclusion
to Hutchins, but he further emphasizes that the ongoing relationship between
representations creates an emergent order: this becomes important in my later
discussion of place. The fact that both view the interaction between representations
and practices as an adaptive and cultural process aligns well with Clark’s claim that
human cognition is embodied and incorporates elements and processes in the
environment that most immediately provide the required response.

These approaches and theories show a very close relationship between people and
their environments that is dynamic and influenced by a wide range of representational
media and practices. Going forward, this understanding of the way humans relate to
the world will become an important element in the discussion of the use of digital
ego-centred maps.

	
  

49	
  

New representational media: GPS among the Inuit

Having explored the role assumed to be played by external processes and
representational media in individual and cultural practices, it is important to refer
back to ethnographic literature.

Claudio Aporta and Eric Higgs present an ethnographic paper examining the role of
Global Positioning Systems (GPS) in the change and development of Inuit culture and
society in the Igloolik region. ‘Difficult by any measure,’ they state, ‘travelling in this
land- and seascape as the Inuit people have done for millennia requires a sophisticated
knowledge of subtle qualities; coastline shape, stone cairns, snowdrifts, wind
direction, animal movements, dreams, and other clues’ (Aporta and Higgs, 2005:
729). The things listed here are all element of the internal and external
representational structures explored by Hutchins. Learning how to coordinate them,
Aporta and Higgs explain, takes many years of practice and social engagement:
‘hunters learn from their own experience while travelling with knowledgeable elders
and through conversations with experienced relatives and friends’ (ibid: 731).

Navigation among the Inuit is, in this respect, immediately situated in a wider social
and cultural context that both provides and requires time to learn and practice
movement around the environment, and the existence of individuals who themselves
know how to navigate in the Inuit manner. The introduction of GPS units to the Inuit
in the mid-1990s, and their subsequent development for ‘ease-of-use’ cannot be
looked at in isolation from greater processes in the way that the Inuit relate to their
environment. Aporta and Higgs thus choose to observe the use of GPS in action, and
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to approach the study of its effect on the Inuit from an ‘ecological perspective’. Thus,
the increasing reliance on GPS that concerns the elders of Igloolik (ibid: 735) can be
connected to the prior introduction of snowmobiles, which though ‘now part of the
very identity of Inuit travellers’ (ibid: 739) have limited the possibility for ‘travelling
as a context for the transmission of geographic knowledge’ (ibid.). Furthermore, the
desire to acquire and need to maintain tools such as snowmobiles, rifles and GPS,
combined with the opportunities offered by them, can be seen as contributing factors
to socio-economic change, as Inuit began ‘to seek wage employment’ (ibid: 739) and
move into towns. Various technologies and social and cultural pressures can be
demonstrated, together, to change the way in which the Inuit engage with and
understand their environment.

While Aporta and Higgs state that the ‘ecological relationships among devices make
it difficult to understand the significance of any one device’ (ibid: 740), they do single
out GPS as a particularly potent ‘instantiation and exemplar’ of something termed
‘the device paradigm’ (ibid: 744). ‘The device paradigm’, they explain, is a model
conceived by the philosopher Albert Borgmann, and is the ‘proposition that
contemporary technologies have become a characteristic way of “taking up with the
world” (Borgmann, 1984:35) through which the backgrounds and contexts of devices
are becoming increasingly concealed and separated from the daily experience of life’
(ibid.). The result of the device paradigm is a decrease in engagement with the social
and physical world. Here, we recall a similar claim leveled by Harley and Wood
regarding the hidden rhetoric of maps; Hutchins’s example of the navigator’s
unfailing faith in his charts (Hutchins, 1995:115) provides another example.
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The ‘device’ is an object that conceals the scaffolding and processes which allow it to
function, and which provides its user with a ‘commodity’ which can be easily used or,
as an external mediating structure, aligned with pre-existing internal structures. Thus,
as Aporta and Higgs quote from Hutchins, ‘in modern navigation, with a complexity
of instruments and techniques, the computational abilities of the mind of the navigator
penetrate only the shallows of the computational problems of navigation. In the dayto-day practice of navigation, the deeper problems are either transformed by some
representational artifice into shallow ones or not addressed at all’ (Hutchins,
1995:174, in Aporta and Higgs, 2005:743).

Aporta and Higgs see GPS technology as a key actor in the long-term process of
alignment among the Inuit with the device paradigm. Within the paradigm, they
claim, ‘one’s orientation becomes a commodity generated by complex machinery, and
engaging with the environment becomes a matter of choice’ (Aporta and Higgs,
2005:744). The ‘matter of choice’ is important: Aporta and Higgs explain that ‘more
experienced hunters were able to make selective use of GPS technology to assist them
under certain circumstances’ (ibid: 745), and ‘most interesting was its use as an
educational device that rekindled an interest among young people in Inuit navigation’
(ibid.). The decision to use or to avoid GPS becomes both indicative and constitutive
of a particular way of perceiving and engaging with the environment.

The ecological perspective that Aporta and Higgs advocate illustrates a useful
framework to bear in mind when considering the effects of a particular device on a
society that uses it. However, their reliance on the ‘device paradigm’ as an
explanatory pattern for social change weighs heavily on the more flexible presentation
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of individual cognition and cultural change presented in the work of Clark and
Hutchins.

A close working relationship with the world

The theories and ethnography related above show a close relationship between
humans and their environments that is the result of continued practice and
engagement with the world. Portugali’s incorporation and understanding of the role
played by different representational modalities in this relationship is illustrated by the
ethnography of Aporta and Higgs: culture and the representations and practices it
produces are shown to be enfolded into our perception of the world.

The work cited in this chapter provides a model for cultural change, in which external
media and the practices of their use come to be altered through continued human
practice (cf. Hutchins). These changes seem to tend towards an emergent order (cf.
Portugali), in which internal and external media become more readily coordinated.
Meanwhile, a continuing dialectic between different sensory modalities ensures that
these processes continue as a dynamic relationship that prompts thought and problem
solving (cf. Clark).

It is interesting to note the similarities between Clark’s ‘Hypothesis of Cognitive
Impartiality’, in which the most readily usable representations are selected in the
process of cognition, and the ‘device paradigm’ considered by Aporta and Higgs.
Both assume a prior use of information that comes at the lowest ‘cost’ to the actor, but
while Clark’s focus on cognition places this as a universal, Aporta and Higgs perceive

	
  
it as a cultural paradigm. In the next chapter, I will look into the hold that these
processes may have among my informants.
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Chapter 5
Methodology, Ethnography and Analysis

In the preceding chapters, I have analysed a number of theories concerning the way
that people relate to, and through the environments that surround them. Central to my
discussion has been a sustained and theoretically maintained emphasis on the
importance of a synaesthetic approach to studies of place, and a close examination of
the role played by representations of places in the way that they are perceived.

In this chapter, I will draw from ethnographic evidence relating to the Soho area of
London in order to answer four questions that have been raised by the prior chapters
in this dissertation:

1. Is the experience of Soho as a place immediate and synaesthetic (as Casey
would suggest), and how does this (or absence of this) effect people’s
engagement with it?
2. Do ego-centred mapping apps (such as Google Maps) play a role in the way
Soho, and London more generally, is perceived, and if so, what role do they
play?
3. How do people find their way around Soho, and London more generally, and
what role do ego-centred maps play in this?
4. How is a person’s relationship with a place such as Soho cognitively
developed and maintained, and what effect does this have on the place itself?
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Methodology

My ethnography was conducted over a three-month period (May – June, 2013) with
individuals who live and work in and around the Soho area of London. My informants
tended to be university educated, middle class office workers ranging in age from
twenty to thirty years old, though one informant was an eighty-seven year old woman
from a working class background who has lived in the area all her life6.

Central to the information collected are nine recorded interviews; other sources
include participant observation, in which I walked with my informants as they made
their way around the area, and journals, which I asked a number of my informants to
keep.

It must also be noted that my own experience of Soho has formed an important part of
this study. For seven years, I have worked in or around the area for periods ranging
from a couple of weeks during the summer holidays to over a year. Having been a
student of anthropology for much of this time (and naturally curious prior to this), I
have always maintained a deep interest in the various groups that use the area. During
the period of my research for this paper, I was able to walk around and watch Soho
from early morning to evening, experiencing the changing flows of people going
about various tasks with a heightened sense of awareness brought about through
readings on phenomenology and cognition.
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The names of informants have been changed to protect their anonymity
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Soho as a place: synaesthesia and social lives

Soho seems to invite an illumination of all the senses; if this were a more poetic
thesis, I might relate this to its history as London’s leading Red Light district – a place
for which sight, smell, touch, hearing and taste combine as the arbiters of action. Yet
Soho in 2013 is comparatively bereft of what, in a 1985 documentary of the area
made for the BBC, the journalist John Pitman termed ‘naughtiness’7. Instead, Soho
has become a place in which people such as office workers and those in the ‘creative
industries’ struggle to maintain their hold on the pavement as they walk to-and-from
meetings and lunch locations.

Jennifer, who has been working at a theatrical talent agency in Soho for a year,
describes her first impression of the area: “It’s dense with people. My first thought
was ‘Oh my god! Am I ever going to get used to it’. Coming into the heart of Soho,
you’re overwhelmed by the amount of people”. Her descriptions of the area are rich
with references to its physical attributes: she remarks on the tall buildings which cast
shadow across the narrow streets. In terms of social perception and interaction within
Soho, Jennifer explains her difficulty in getting to grips with the area during her lunch
breaks: “It was scary at first. You’d feel like if you walked into somewhere you’d be
out of place. [Is there] A certain etiquette?”; she also comments on the experience of
sharing the streets with others: “It’s busier in the summer, but in the winter you notice
the umbrellas more, hitting you in the face”.
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  Just Another Day: Series 2: Soho. First Broadcast: 1985, 30 mins
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/p00s1mq1/Just_Another_Day_Series_2_Soho/)	
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Jennifer’s accounts of Soho supports Casey’s argument for the preeminence of a
synaesthetic perception and understanding of place. She, and my other informants,
speak of moving through Soho, physically engaging with it through multiple sensory
modalities. This relationship (in a similar circular logic described in earlier chapters)
immediately endows the actor with a sense of being in place: an active perceptual
‘loop’ that flows through the surrounding topography, the self as a social being, and
other people in the area through the body’s ‘sensual-spatial field’ (Munn, 1995:95).

This primacy of active perception is apparent in my informants’ descriptions of the
location of Soho. The majority of informants agreed that Soho is bounded by four
main roads: Oxford Street to the north, Charing Cross Road to the east, Shaftesbury
Avenue to the south and Regent’s Street to the west. However, contradictions became
clear in the process of discussion, as Old Compton Street, in the very south-east of
this are was held to be at the heart of Soho (Figure 2). Rachel, another theatrical
agent, described this road (which runs approximately west-east) as “the spine of
Soho”, while William states that he only sees the streets surrounding (and including)
Old Compton Street as “real Soho”. Old Compton Street is one of the broader streets
in the area, and one with the highest concentration of bars, shops and clubs, many
catering to the gay community.

	
  

58	
  

Figure 2: Ordnance Survey map of Soho
(http://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/opendata/viewer/index.html)
Note the roads that border the area; I have circled Old Compton Street

This contradiction again recalls the ‘spatial fields’ cited in Munn’s paper about
Aboriginal place. Old Compton Street’s ‘sensual reach’ stretches ‘out…to vague
peripheries’ (Munn, 1995:95) for which distance and intersecting roads play a role8.
Hannah, a market researcher, describes a similar sense of place for Peckham, a
traditionally working class area of South London with a large community of African
immigrants: “you realize when you’re entering the middle class area. Suddenly there
are no black people… ‘Now the area of nice cafés starts; now the smell goes away of
chicken’, you know?”

Later, I will argue that the perception of the ‘heart’ of a place such as Soho or middleclass Peckham occurs through a concatenation and coherence of representations
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A ‘sensual reach’ within an urban environment like London is likely to more limited than that in the

Australian desert as a result of noise pollution and buildings
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(occurring through multiple modalities) and practices that differentiate an area from
those surrounding it.

Maps in practice: as a representation of place

The best way to describe the role of portable, digital, ego-centred maps, and
particularly Google Maps, in the apprehension and understanding of Soho and
London more generally is to describe how they are used. This information was
collected through interviews and participant observation.

One informant, William, gives a fairly detailed account of his use of Google Maps in
his job as a fashion model: “I use Google Maps to plan my day out, completely. If I
didn’t have Google Maps, it would take research the evening before, flicking through
the pages of the A to Z [a printed streetfinder for London]. Whereas the night before I
think ‘Oh, I’ve got a casting there, and a casting there’, and I’ll Google Maps it all.
And they give you rough estimates [of the time to get between points], which are
usually ten minutes over. So I plan my day like that”. This account exemplifies the
way in which Google Maps is used, and how it comes to influence the practice of
moving through a place. Users much search for specific locations, as local names for
places are rarely included in the map. The terms used tend to be exact addresses,
postcodes or business names.
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Figure 3: A screen-grab of Google Maps on an Android Smartphone when searching for ‘Soho
London’
The image shows Google Maps’ prioritization of businesses in this process (here, the ‘Soho Hotel’),
and its lack of stored knowledge about local information and place-names

Drawing from the work of Harley and Wood, it would be possible to argue that
Google Maps provides a representation of an area such as Soho that gives precedence
to practices directly associated with capitalism and the exchange of goods and
services9. The utilization of it, as described by my informants, to locate specific bars
in which to meet friends, or shops to go to, reflects this idea, as does the enforcement
of the use of specific terms (such as postcodes).
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Google Maps also offers users the opportunity to embed data of their choosing into personal map

overlays. This feature which has been used successfully by both individuals and larger organizations
for a variety of uses, including political resistance. In this paper, however, I will deal with the basic
functions of Google Maps as used by my informants.
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However, the practical use of Google Maps endows it with a much more implicit
representation of the city, as William illustrates: the subordination of distance into
time. Google Maps allows users to plot a course between two points, and in doing so,
provides an approximate time to travel between them. When used as an app in GPS
enabled smart-phones, Google Maps will provide the user with the time taken to reach
their destination by various modes of transport. In this way Google Maps provides
users with a view of London as journeys between points, emphasizing the time
required to travel between them.

Maps in practice: as a navigational aid

Nicola, an online community manager, explains how she uses Google Maps when
moving from place to place: ‘Say I’m meeting someone for drinks at a place I haven’t
been before. What I’ll generally do is just go on Google Maps beforehand, and gauge
where it is on my phone, and take a picture of it on my phone… Then go down to the
part I know, and refer to my phone when I get lost”.

My informants describe how their use of Google Maps when in transit tends to be
minimal. Louise describes having Google Maps on her smartphone as “a crutch”;
William describes it as a “comfort blanket” explaining that “I don’t tend to look at it
[his smartphone] and follow it… I like to test myself. So I’ll look it up [his
destination], and then I’ll point a line – it’s north-east, or whatever – and I’ll try and
do it myself. And if I don’t feel comfortable…I’ll bring out the Google Maps again”.
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The reasons my informants give for limiting their use of Google Maps while moving
tend to relate to its subordination of other sensory modalities. Lily, who works as a
stylist explains that she “doesn’t really like using satnav [GPS navigation] because
part of my job is keeping my eyes and ears open, and trying to look for new things,
new shops and new areas that I haven’t seen before”. Other reasons take into account
the inefficiency of using the app when in a rush. A number of informants (intriguingly
predominantly male) told me of their embarrassment when having to use their smartphones to find directions when leading a larger group to a specific location. This
shame and annoyance in this situation is compounded, they relate, by the
ineffectiveness of Google Maps when out and about. The app provides a
representation of the user in the form of blue dot and arrow, which is supposed to
point in the direction that the user is facing. However, this doesn’t often work
immediately. In order to locate him or herself on the map, and to gauge the direction
in which they face, a user will often have to walk a distance in one direction while
following the movement of the arrow on the screen: “you take a pot-luck gamble, and
then you go down a road, and then you check. And because it’s updated enough to
show you’ve gone fifty feet, then you know you’ve gone the wrong way” (Michael,
product consultant).

Getting around: learning London and its places

Having outlined the role played by digital and portable mapping software in the
practice of representing and navigating Soho and other areas of London, I will now
examine the ethnographic evidence pertaining to the wider contexts of navigation,
wayfinding and getting around.
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Similarly to Istomin and Dwyer’s piece in relation to reindeer herders in Russia
(Istomin and Dwyer, 2009), knowledge of Soho and other parts of London is felt by
informants to be reliant on mobility and experience. As such, it seems that the
sensorimotor modality is held to be almost as important as the visual. My informants
explain how their knowledge of the urban environment has developed through
journeys between different points, which help them to understand how separate places
in the city “fit together” (Michael).

The presence of the London Underground, which propels passengers from point to
point beneath the city, so that they cannot see the journey, is often cited as the reason
for a ‘patchy’ knowledge of London as a whole: informants described how walking or
cycling were the best ways to get to know the city (Hannah). Particularly in Soho,
which is dense with bars, pubs and restaurants, my informants described how their
knowledge of a place, and its relationship to other places is bound up in memories of
social engagements. Upon meeting me for an interview session, Louise explained how
she knew the place we’d arranged to see each other because “I think I got drunk on
Frith Street before at a cocktail bar up there”. Other informants readily described their
relationship to and conception of different areas in London through past social
experiences in specific locations.
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Figure 4: A map of the area north of Tottenham Court Road drawn by Michael
The map was constructed by placing locations Michael had been into a rough topographic relationship
with each other. He struggled with scale.

In asking my informants to give directions from one location to another, to walk me
to another location, or to draw maps of Soho and other areas, the limitations of Gell’s
‘mental map’ hypothesis became immediately apparent. Michael’s map of the area
around Tottenham Court Road (Figure 4) demonstrates his struggle to coherently
represent a conception of the area that has been developed through multiple
representational and sensorial modalities. He describes his bicycle journey home to
Tooting in South London: “If I can figure out how to get to the river, I must be able to
get to Clapham. And when I get to Clapham, I must be able to get to Tooting”. This
description echoes those of my other informants, and supports Ingold’s fluid
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hypothesis that ‘we know as we go’ (Ingold, 2000: 230) through continuous active
perception of and engagement with the world around us.

However, as mentioned in Chapter 3, Ingold’s model for navigation and wayfinding
provides an insufficient explanation for the nature of internal representations of the
environment, and how they relate to representations found externally. While internal
representations of the external environment may not naturally cohere into a ‘mental
map’ the same way that Gell would assume, heavy use of artefactual maps (such as
Google Maps) can create similar internal representations. Philip, a local council
worker, states: “As I’ve got to know London better, I have a sense of where things
are. And because I use Google Maps so much, I have a kind of – I sometimes think of
where I am like this – and I can kind of ladder up and think globally from a kind of
Google Maps perspective… Those images, I kind of use it [Google Maps] so much
that they’ve kind of been burned into my head a little bit”.

Keeping this in mind, it is important to attempt to understand the role of Google Maps
as a representational medium among others produced through a variety of modalities
and practices.

Getting around: paths, place and personhood

Our understanding of the ethnographic data is enriched when examined in the context
of the cognitive theories of Portugali, Clark and Hutchins. Portugali’s IRN allows for
continuous interaction between internal and external representations of the
environment in the creation of ‘cognitive maps’. These representations occur in many
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different forms, or representational modalities, and influence each other to create a
dynamic and fluid relationship between an actor and their environment. Hutchins’s
view of cognition proceeds along similar lines with a focus on the pursuit of human
practices. ‘The conduct of [an] activity’ he states, ‘proceeds by the operation of
functional systems that bring representational media into coordination with one
another’ (Hutchins, 1995:372). Through repeated coordination by functional systems
(such as the practice of choosing a path), these representational media (akin to
Portugali’s internal and external representations) come to change one another, and
exert a moulding influence on the functional systems that continue to bring them
together. Through repeated interaction and concurrent transformation, the
representational media become more closely coordinated; Portugali describes this
coherence as self-organization (Portugali, 1996:41). The result of this, Hutchins
writes, is the development of a set of coherent practices and representations that might
be described as a culture. Returning to the description by my informants of Old
Compton Street as the ‘epicentre’ (Jennifer) of Soho, the application of this theory
reveals this street to be the point at which the majority different representations of
Soho congregate and are brought into practice.

The work of Andy Clark contributes another dimension to the theories of Portugali
and Hutchins. Clark’s ‘Hypothesis of Cognitive Impartiality’ emphasizes active
‘problem-solving’ as an influencing factor in the use of internal or external
representations in cognition. This hypothesis argues that in the process of cognition,
we will draw from representations (termed by Clark as ‘informative encodings’
(2008:144)) of the environment that most readily provide answers required at ‘least
cost’ in time or energy.
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Relating to the use of Google Maps, we find situations in which the app is drawn
upon to provide a useful and quick representation of the world, in accordance with
Clark’s theory. The map, in this respect, becomes incorporated into the cognitive
system of its user. However, reluctance among informants to use the Google Maps
while walking from place to place reveals the pressure of other representations that
are brought into play in their relationship with the environment. Among these are the
fluid and dynamic representations of the self which go on to influence the perception
of place. The earlier quote from Lily, in which she explains that as a stylist, she needs
to be on the lookout for new shops and clothes is one of many in which a selfrepresentation, or perception of the self is brought into play in the choice of paths and
the perception of the environment. In one interview, Michael explains how his
relationship with his girlfriend leads him to continuously look out for new restaurants
and bars to bring her to; in another, Philip recalls his frustration when having to resort
to Google Maps after being convinced he had memorized a route.

These self-representations establish an intersubjective relationship between a person,
the objects in their environment, and their social lives. They are included in and
formed by the processes described by Hutchins and Portugali, and thus alter and
influence practices and representations both internally and externally. Analogous to
them are the reindeer which are glossed over in the paper by Istomin and Dwyer I
examined in Chapter 3, whose safe passage profoundly influence the detailed
information about the environment recalled by their herders. Returning again to the
accounts of Gell’s ‘methodological blindness’, and Helliwell’s experience among the
Dayak, we see the role that self-representation as anthropologists played in their
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perceptions and practices when in the field. Like any other representation, these selfrepresentations are enfolded into the processes of perception and action within the
world.
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Conclusion

Relating this understanding of the relationship between people and their environments
to the wider theoretical field, there are evident connections to hypotheses developed
in the traditions of structuralist and post-structuralist thought (cf. Foucault (1988);
Bourdieu (1977)). However, drawing from a variety of disciplinary sources has
allowed me to make a number of theoretical contributions to the understanding of
place.

I argue that place is immediately brought into being by the relationship between an
actor and their environment, and that place and personhood are intrinsically connected
and co-formed through practice. This practice consists of the coordination of internal
and external representations of the environment, which, in the context of embodied
action, include representations of the self.

Self-representations are themselves brought into being through practice. As de
Certeau relates with regard to walking, movement and the choice of particular paths
constitute an implicit ‘text’ in which people’s perceptions and relationships between
themselves, their environments and other people are formed (de Certeau, 1984:93),
and through which actors can enact their personal agency.

When considering other internal or external representations, it is possible to again see
this agency in practice, as actors opt to use various representations in their
engagement with their environments. Certain representations, such as Google Maps,
may feature among these to varying degrees. By approaching studies of new
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representations with this in mind, it becomes possible to avoid ‘technological
determinism’ while raising new questions about and revealing insights into the
reasons for changes in practices.

Lastly, while anthropology has traditionally seen the development of place as simply
occurring through the historical association of certain practices or beliefs with a
particular location, I would argue that the perception of a place as such thickens not
with practice over time, but through a coherence and emergent ordering of internal
and external representations. The position at which the majority of these
representations assemble and are practised, such as Old Compton Street in Soho, thus
becomes a radiating central point from which a specific place is understood.
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