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A Christian Theology of Place

Abstract

The contention of this thesis is that place is much more important in human
experience and in the Christian scheme of things than 1s generally recognised.

I first survey the manner in which place has been progressively downgraded 1n
Western thought and practice in favour of a concentration upon space and time. I note
that during the latter part of the twentieth century scholars in a variety of disciplines have
suggested that place is much more important than this prevailing discourse would
suggest. Few theologians, however, recognise the importance of place. I suggest that, in
this respect, theologians owe more to the mores of modernity than to a thorough
engagement with the Christian scriptures and tradition.

Second, I embark upon such an engagement with the scriptures. My findings
suggest that their witness confirms that, from a Christian perspective, place is vital.

With this in mind, my third step is to propose that the best way of understanding
the role of place in a manner consonant with the Biblical narrative is sacramentally.

Fourth, I test this hypothesis by examining the Christian tradition’s approach to
pilgrimage and investigate how it might be applied to holy places and churches in
general.

Finally, I conclude that a renewed appreciation of place by theologians and
churchpeople, which their scriptures and tradition invite, would enable them to offer

much to a society still trapped in the paradigm of modernity which underestimates place,

with dehumanising effect.
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Introduction

This thesis 1s an investigation into the material, physical places which we inhabit, in
which we are ‘placed’ as human beings. Our very existence as embodied beings
means that at any given moment we will be in one particular place. We must have a
place in which to stand — place is as necessary as food and air to us. The events that
shape our lives happen in particular places, nothing we do or are, nothing that happens
to us is unplaced. The question I want to ask is, what is the importance of such places
to our humanity viewed from the perspective of the Christian faith? What is the
significance of place in human experience? What does it mean to talk of ‘holy places’

and how does place fit into the Christian scheme of things?1

Chapter one looks first at the way in which Western thought has viewed place from
the earliest times. I trace the way in which the importance of place in Greek thought
was gradually eclipsed by a discourse which concentrated firstly, upon space and
secondly, upon time. I argue that during the period of modemity this dominant
discourse virtually eliminated place from academic discussion and that this had
serious repercussions upon the manner in which Western society developed. I then
look at a growing number of protests in the latter part of the twentieth century by
scholars in a variety of academic disciplines against this prevailing discourse. These
protests point out the way in which this downgrading of place has worked out In
practice with dehumanising effect and suggest that place has much more effect on

humanity than has generally been recognised. I note that contemporary theology has

remained, in the main, wedded to the norms of modemity as far as attitudes to place



are concerned, as 1s evidenced by the fact that very few theologians have paid much

attention to place. This latter is an approach which I argue is consonant neither with

Christian scripture nor tradition.

In order to substantiate the above claim and demonstrate that Christian theology
should take place seriously, I turn in chapter two to a detailed examination of the
attitude of the scriptures to place. My study confirms that place is a very important
category in the Old Testament and that the narrative supports a three-way relationship
between God, people and place in which all three are essential. Turning to the New
Testament I suggest that, although there is no longer a concentration upon the Holy
Land and Jerusalem, the incarnation affirms the importance of the particular and
therefore of place in God’s dealings with humanity. Seen in an incamational
perspective, places are the seat of relations or the place of meeting and activity in the

interaction between God and the world.

In the light of this, chapter three proposes that the most constructive manner in which
to view place from a Christian perspective is sacramentally. I examine the concept of
sacrament and trace its extension from the church’s sacraments to a wider application
in the material world. Agreeing with those who emphasise that the notion of
sacrament must be grounded in event, I point to the importance of place in human
encounter with the Divine, beginning with Jacob’s encounter at Bethel and continuing
through the scriptures and tradition. I term such encounters ‘sacramental event’ and
go on to argue that, far from being isolated incidents given only to a few, such
‘sacramental encounters’ are a very common part of Christian experience and that the

place in which such encounter occurs is not merely a backdrop to the experience but
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an integral part of it. I propose that the relational view of place, people and God,
which emerges 1n chapter two as the biblical paradigm, is retained in such encounters.
‘Sacramental encounters’ then become built into the story of such places and I enlist
the support of scholars of other disciplines to elucidate how this can happen in a

manner which allows for the development of holiness across time and the resulting

emergence of ‘holy places’.

Chapter four looks as the way in which holy places so understood have been an
integral part of the Christian traditton from the earliest times and how this has been
seen to be particularly true in the phenomenon of pilgrimage. Pilgrimage is a dynamic
model which links people, place and God in a manner which is consonant with the
Biblical paradigm to which I have referred above. Examining its history, I show how
pilgrimage to the Holy Land and Jerusalem grew in popularity and was accompanied
by the emergence of a sacred geography of holy places across Christendom.
Pilgrimage to such holy places, where God’s love had been made manifest in
‘sacramental encounter’ and the resulting witness of holy men and women, was a vital
ingredient of Christian life in medieval times and has remained so for many since the
Reformation. Having characterised pilgrimage as an authentic Christian
phenomenon, I examine the theology of shrines to which such pilgrimage is made,
examining the manner in which the shrine can act as a memorial to the saving events
of Christian history, a prophetic presence in the midst of secular society and an
eschatological sign. I then go on to suggest that there is a good case for treating all
churches as shrines, for if holy places are those in which ‘sacramental encounter’

takes place then churches are certainly holy places as a result of regular Eucharistic



celebration and the development of a Christian community associated with the place.
Churches so regarded can help to root the worshipping community in its faith, nurture
its prophetic witness, and speak eschatologically of its destination in a manner which
maintains a proper biblical relationship between people, place and God. This means

that holy places, as well as the Christian communities associated with them, can then

act as a witness to the world.

Finally, in chapter five, I look at the manner in which a renewed understanding of the
importance of place from a theological perspective has much to offer to attempts by
scholars of other disciplines to work against the dehumanising effects of the loss of
place considered in the first chapter. Churches viewed sacramentally can speak of the
importance of place in human experience. Further, the relational view of place which
emerges as the proper Christian attitude to place in this thesis sheds much light upon
the complex interaction which characterises the manner in which people interact with
the places they inhabit: community and places each build up the identity of the other.
This is an important insight in a world in which the effects of globalisation continue
to erode people’s rootedness and experience of place. Attention to place in general
and not just holy places by the Christian community will not only, therefore, afford
nourishment to the community itself but will be a powerful prophetic action.
However, at the same time, the Church must witness to the fact that all places in this
world are penultimate. I conclude, therefore, with an examination of what it might
mean to speak of ultimate place and suggest that belief in the resurrection of the body

might imply implacement of that body in the hereafter.



Greek words have been transliterated without breathings and other signs. Where there
are quotations within quotations I have eliminated double quote marks throughout for

the sake of consistency.



1. Place in Western Thought and Practice

1.1 The Demise of Place

1.1.1 Place and Space

In order to be clear about the use of terms I want to begin by teasing out the difference
between the two terms ‘space’ and ‘place’ as I shall use them in what follows. Many
people (including theologians®) use the terms interchangeably but this leads to the
concept being rather unclarified. Einstein pointed out the difficulty when he wrote
that when two different authors use the words like ‘red,’ hard,” or ‘disappointed,’ no
one doubts that they mean more or less the same thing, because ‘these words are
connected with elementary experiences in a manner which is difficult to misinterpret.
But in the case of words such as “place or *space,” whose relation with psychological
experience is less direct, there exists a far reaching uncertainty of intcrpretation.’3 The
situation is complicated by the fact that, as David Harvey reminds us, the term ‘place’
has an extraordinary range of metaphorical meanings: ‘We talk about the place of art
in social life, the place of women in society, our place in the cosmos, and we
internalise such notions psychologically in terms of knowing our place, or feeling that
we have a place in the affections or esteem of others.”* He goes on to remind us that
by ‘putting people, events and things in their proper place’ we express norms. Harvey

thus argues that place is one of the most multi-purpose words in the English language.

Even when we restrict our attention to physical place we have to contend with the fact

that, as Yi-Fu Tuan observes, ‘space and place are basic components of the lived



world; we take them for granted which means that ‘in experience, the meaning of
space often merges with that of place.’ > However, despite all these difficulties, it is
possible to adumbrate broad differences between the way in which the words are
used, as Tuan himself suggests: ‘We can say that ‘space’ is more abstract than
‘place’. What begins as undifferentiated space becomes place as we get to know it
better and endow 1t with value... The 1deas of ‘space’ and ‘place’ require each other
for definition. From the secunty and stability of place we are aware of the openness,
freedom, and threat of space, and vice-versa.’® Tuan’s observations elucidate some
basic points about the way in which the two words are in general use. Thus, though
space is ‘amorphous and intangible,’”” when we think of space most of us will tend to
think of ‘outer space’ and ‘infinity’, of what Edward Relph describes as ‘the reasoned
space of maps, plans, cosmographies, and geometries, interstellar Space."8 When we
think of place, on the other hand, we will tend to think of locality, a particular spot.
What is undifferentiated space becomes for us significant place by virtue of our
familiarity with it. The two terms might be thought of as tending towards opposite

ends of a spectrum which has the local at one end and the infinite at the other. Spaces

are what are filled with places.

This distinction between the terms ‘place’ and ‘space’ in common usage is one which
I shall follow below. Though I am conscious that some thinkers take a different line’,
this is one which has honourable academic precedent. In addition to the geographers
Relph and Tuan, whom I have already cited, Dillistone, for example, contrasts ‘the
feeling of space with the sense of place’'” where ‘space’ is our experience of three-

dimensional extension or the linear distance between a number of fixed points and
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‘place’ is a location, a particular space which carries significance. With this defimtion

in mind we shall look at the history of ‘place’ and ‘space’ so defined in Western

thought.

1.1.2 The Greek Inheritance

In what follows I shall argue that there are two ways in which our approach to place is
construed. The first, as intimated above, builds upon our experience. Such experience

begins very early. As Tuan expresses 1t:

The infant acquires a sense of distance by attending to the sound of a human voice that signals
the approach of his mother. A child is walked to school a few times and thereafter he can make
the journey on his own, without the help of a map; indeed, he is able to envisage the route. We
are in a strange part of town: unknown space stretches ahead of us. In time we know a few
landmarks and the routes connecting them. Eventually what was strange town and unknown
space becomes familiar place. Abstract space, lacking significance other than strangeness,
becomes concrete place, filled with meaning. Much is learned but not through formal

instruction.'!

This is the manner in which we begin to be able to organise our experience and
differentiate between what I have described as ‘space’ and ‘place’. However, as our
consciousness develops what we learn from our everyday experience is affected by
the manner in which the society in which we live conceives these notions, and such
conceptions will be affected by a long history of thought and practice. Michel
Foucault observed that ‘a whole history remains to be written of spaces — which
would at the same time be a history of powers — from the great strategies of

t.’'* This equivalence of a history of

geopolitics to the little tactics of the habita
powers with a history of spaces is obvious in the case of geopolitics. Power has, for

example, been concentrated in particular places during colonial eras. How we

conceive of such places is still affected by a colonial perspective.'’ But what Foucault

11



is suggesting here 1s that this power and space are connected right across the spectrum
from such a macro scale to the ‘little tactics of the habitat’. We can see at the outset
that it will be necessary to use some flexibility with our definitions'* since Foucault’s
use of the terms °“spaces’ and ‘habitat’ in translation could be argued to be equivalent
to what I have designated a ‘place’ since, in the realm of geopolitics we could say that
a nation is better referred to as a place than as a space. None of us would think of the
country in which we live primarily as a ‘space’ because, as we have noted, the word
space carries with it connotations of infinity and emptiness. It is something to be filled
— and these connotations derive both from our own experience as accrued in the
manner Tuan has suggested and from implicit modes of thinking inherent in our
society. Foucault’s words, then, imply that we should not be surprised if investigation

of the history of the consideration of place reveals hitherto hidden powers at work in

contemporary understanding.

Since ‘place’ and ‘space’ are an essential part of our experience we would expect
them to have been the subject of much contemplation from the earliest times, and this
is indeed the case. The manner in which they are conceived in our Western society
owes a great deal to the influence of Greek thinking and what developed from it. Max
Jammer writes that ‘until the fourteenth century, Aristotle’s and Plato’s conceptions
were the prototypes, with only minor changes, of all theories of space’’” and so it is
with them that I shall begin. In Plato’s account of creation by the Demiurge in his
epic Timaeus space 18 pre-existent'® and the task of the Demiurge is to convert this
pre-existent ‘space’ mto defined ‘places’, though Plato does not use these terms in

exactly the manner I have been using them above. He talks of creation as occurring in
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and with a pre-existent body, which he names necessity (ananke) and space (chora).
Space, then, 1s there in the beginning and since space precedes creation, the Demiurge
is far from omnipotent. Plato also uses the term ‘Receptacle’ to describe this space in
which creation takes place. It is a complex thing since it ‘appears to possess different
qualities at different times®'’ so that it is not a void but a passive medium in which the
action of the Demiurge takes place. Though Plato does not always distinguish
between chora and topos (and many others have followed him, as we have noted) he
needs to state the difference when he comes to discuss the ‘primary bodies’ created by
the Demiurge. Creation by the Demiurge consists of the configuration of these
‘primary bodies’ within a previously existing space, which is there as ‘a matrix for
everything,”'® and the Timaeus is thus a story of implacement. This placement is, as
Plato himself says, ‘ever-lasting’. Hence place is of great importance in Plato’s
cosmology - and it 1s possible to see how it can be differentiated from space as I have
defined the latter. At the same time, we should note Oliver O’Donovan’s observation
that there is an interest in the Platonic tradition of theology ‘to speak of the spirit,

19 which began an erosion

whether divine or human, as transcending spatial definition
of an understanding of place as primary in human experience. Plato’s account
remained very influential as a standard text in the West for ‘Plato’s Timaeus was

succeeded by Aristotle’s Physics only in the middle of the twelfth century.”®

In Aristotle’s writing we find ourselves moving to a world where Plato’s interest in
cosmology disappears to give way to the much more down to earth approach of the
Physics where place is conceived of as a container. Aristotle adopts a

characteristically practical as much as a scientific approach to place: he looks at our

13



experience of place as a starting point. In book four of the Physics he writes: "Now
these are regions or kinds of place — up and down and the rest of the six directions.
Nor do such distinctions (up and down and right and left &c.) hold only in relation to
us. To us they are not always the same but change with the direction in which we are
turned: that is why the same thing may be both right and left, up and down, before and
behind ... but in nature each is distinct, taken apart by itself.’*' His empirical
approach led him to construe where something is as a basic metaphysical category
but, as Thomas Torrance notes, his analysis was affected by the way in which he

misunderstood Plato at two important points:

He misconstrued the Platonic separation (chorismos) as a local or spatial separation, and
mistook the Platonic ‘receptacle’ or ‘matrix’ for the original stuff or substrate from which
bodies are derived. This was due to his very different approach, from the empirical
situations where one body is in fact contained by another and is thus ‘in place’. He listed
‘space’ among the categories and so thought out his conception of it within a substance-
accidents scheme of things. As a category, then, space was regarded not only as a
fundamental way in which we conceive of things but an actual way in which things exist,
and so Aristotle associated space with, and sometimes included it in, the category of
quantity. This led him to develop a predominantly volumetric conception of space, which
was reinforced through the attention he devoted to place, or the specific aspect of space
that concerned him in natural science.””

Torrance’s observations are interesting not only because of his comments on the
manner in which the thinking of Plato and Aristotle on place are related, but also
because of his revealing description of place as a ‘specific aspect of space’. We have
already noted a tendency among many thinkers to confuse the two terms and we
should be clear, with W.D. Ross, that ‘the doctrine of place in the Physics 1s not a
doctrine of space. Neither here nor elsewhere does Aristotle say much about space,

chora, and he cannot be said to have a theory about it.’*’
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In devoting attention to place, Aristotle argues that place must be the boundary of the
containing body at the points at which it is in immediate contact with the contained
body. Aristotle uses the analogy of the vessel to pursue this line of thinking: in the
same way as a vessel, say a jug or a cup, holds its contents by surrounding them, so
place surrounds the body or group of bodies located within it.** Aristotle recognises,
however, that a vessel can be transported whereas a place cannot, and in the light of
this he refines his definition to make clear that place is a vessel that cannot be moved
around. Place is thus defined as ‘the innermost motionless boundary of what

25 in other words the innermost unmoved limit of the container which

contains,’
immediately encompasses each body. Place so defined is determined to be a unique
and irreducible part of the matenal universe. Place, as bounded container, has a
dynamic role in enabling a thing to be somewhere for according to this manner of
thinking, without place things would not only fail to be located, they would not even
be things. Thus place has for Anstotle a uniquely important role within the matenal
world so that ‘the potency of place must be a marvellous thing, and takes precedence

of all other things.”*® However, Torrance reminds us that the most influential part of

Aristotle’s thinking about place 1s the 1dea of the container.

Torrance tells us that this notion of the container was ‘the popular and most persistent
notion of space found in Greek thought from the earliest times’ and that ‘it was within
this rather simple but universally held notion of space that the philosophers and
scientists put forward their more reasoned views.’ *’ The influence persists. This
notion of place as a container remains very powerful in fostering the notion that place

is simply an inert environment in which things happen. A consequence of this view 1s
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that if such an environment 1s just an inert container, things might just as well happen
in one as in another. So it does not really matter whether I live in Glasgow or Peking.
What kind of buildings surround me will have no significant effect on me. Other

effects served to compound this persistence, as we shall see. We conclude for the

moment, however that place was important in Greek thought.

1.1.3 The Eclipse of Place

One such factor was the emergence of the notion of space. In the fifth century BC,
about two generations betore Plato, Democritus was arguing, in contrast to Aristotle’s
notion of place as something confining and confined, that there is in fact nothing but
atoms and the void. Atoms were conceived as incredibly dense and literally
indivisible bits of matter and the void as a vast open space. In the Hellenistic period of
Greek philosophy there emerged Neoplatonic thought in which Atomist and
Aristotelian notions of place and space jostled with one another for attention. At the
same time, as we have already noted, there developed in neo-Platonic thought a
philosophical conception of ‘spaceless spirit’ which was to be determinative for the
West’s understanding of the soul. This has bred the conviction ‘that our local
relations, which we necessarily have by virtue of being embodied souls, is to be
transcended and left behind.”*® — that place is ultimately of no import. In the centuries
that followed concentration on the primacy of space gathered momentum. This
complex transition is charted by David Casey in The Fate of Place. A Philosophical
History.”” He shows that if the Atomists were ‘the first to isolate space in the broadest
sense’>’ as something which is unlimited and open ended, an interest in space

gradually gained a hold over place which ‘solicits questions of limit and boundary,
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and of location and surrounding’“. Space, Casey notes, sets these latter questions
aside in favour of ‘a concern with the absolute and the infinite, the immense and the
indefinitely extended. If place bears on what lies in — in a container, dwelling or
vessel — space characteristically moves out, so far as to explode the closely confining
perimeters in which Aristotle attempted to ensconce material things. In this unequal
battle, spacing out triumphs over placing-in.”** Thought about place may have come
first, Einstein observed, because place is a psychologically simpler concept than

space. >> Whatever the reason, Casey is clear that

The change took place in an ever-lengthening shadow of preoccupation with space, regarded as
absolute and more particularly as infinite (and frequently both together)... Thus talk of ‘space’
began in the wake of Aristotle: at first hesitatingly and with a backward glance at Plato (in his
employment of chora to designate a roominess that topos could not sustain); Later, and more
tellingly, in the invention of spatium (and its medieval variant spacium) as a way of
distinguishing the properly spatial from the merely local (locus taking over the delimited and
delimiting role formerly assigned to fopos). It was in exploring the extensiveness of space, its
seemingly undelimitable outspread, its unendingness, that the co-ordinate but distinguishable
notions of spatial absoluteness and infinity began to seem irresistible.>
If we ask what effect this development in thought had upon the everyday lives of
ordinary people at the time the answer must be very little. Most people remained
bound to one place for the entirety of their lives until the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. In those primitive societies which survive in today’s world place remains
very important” and in some working class societies in the Western world where
mobility has not yet caught on, attachment to place is still very strong.”® Place thus
continued to be of primary human importance for centuries to come. What then 1s the
importance of the developments in thought charted above? It is that they set the scene

for the development of modemnism which, in its later phases, has downgraded the

importance of place in people’s experience as well as in patterns of thought. It 1s
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during this period, in other words, that these philosophical developments began to

bite.

Place retained its religious significance right through the medieval period as we shall
see when we come to look at the phenomenon of pilgrimage in chapter four.”’
However, theological thought about God’s omnipotence in medieval times set the
scene for a further eclipse of a recognition of the importance of place, and Arnstotle
reappears at this point in the story. In 1277 — three years after the death of Thomas
Aquinas, who had done much to integrate Aristotelian thought into Western theology
— the Bishop of Paris issued a series of condemnations which sought to suppress
doctrines which limit the power of God, especially the Aristotelian notion of there
only being a finite amount of matter in the universe. The problem was that since
motion presupposes an infinite immovable body such an idea implies that there must
be a point of absolute rest and God’s power is thus limited. The condemnations
therefore asserted against Aristotle that God is able to move the whole universe
through space. In so doing the possibility of infinite space was opened up: a
development which was not seen to compromise God’s omnipotence since God was
conceived being outside time and space and to be Lord of it in terms of his power.
This was a very important point for the relationship between space and place for it
allowed the emergence of the concepts which underlie Newtonian physics, most
notably its commitment to the infinity of the physical universe. Thus place becomes
subordinate to space. Casey tells us: ‘There can be little doubt that one of the most

fateful things condemned by the condemnation was the primacy of place, thereby

making room for the apotheosis of space that occurred in the seventeenth century.””,
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Ironically, though this hugely important occurrence was intended to suppress
Aristotelian philosophy, ‘before very long Aristotelian thought again prevailed, while
the notion of God’s absolute power was used to extricate theology from the
difficulties and contradiction resulting from the acceptance of Aristotle’s definition of
placc—:.""39 As we have seen, Arstotle set the scene for the demise of place by
construing it in terms of container and this has been very influential in theology as
well as philosophy. Thomas Torrance asserts that, ‘from the earliest times Latin
Christianity had assimilated the i1dea of the receptacle into its theology where it
affected deeply the form in which the doctrines of the Church, Sacraments and Orders
were developed.’® I have suggested that Aristotle himself was not much interested in
space, so that his conception of place was what drove understanding of space and
when Aristotelian thought became ascendant in the twelfth century, ‘the receptacle
notion of space was consolidated into the whole structure of medieval theology.’*!
The interplay of theology and philosophy at this juncture was crucial for setting the
seal upon the relegation of place to the boundaries of thought for ‘theology proved to
be a most important factor in the formulation of physical theories of space from the
time of Philo to the Newtonian era and even later.”*? As Casey puts it: ‘If God is
limitless in power, then his presence in the universe at large must also be unlimited.
Divine ubiquity thus entails spatial infinity. It further follows that the physical
universe itself must be unlimited if 1t is to be the setting for God’s ubiquity as well as
the result of his creation.’* Similarly, the Australian theologian Geoffrey Lilburne
observes that emerging as it did from a Christian theology which was universalist in

its aims, the new science was determined to be the same: ‘Newton conceives of one

vast, uniform space, in which laws of motion are consistent ... For Newton, God is
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the infinite receptacle, so that space and time have an absolute status as attributes of

God independent of material bodies.”** So it was that ‘the notion of absolute space

+45

and Newton’s concept of absolute space became ‘a

triumphed on all fronts
fundamental prerequisite of physical investigation.’* In an age of enormous change
and development in thought the discoveries of Galileo, alongside those of Newton,

had a very strong impact in conspiring to make place of no importance. In the words

of Michel Foucault:

The real scandal of Galileo’s work lay not so much in his discovery , or rediscovery, that the
earth revolved around the sun, but in his constitution of an infinite and infinitely open space. In
such a space the place of the Middle Ages turned out to be dissolved, as it were; a thing’s place
was no longer anything but a point in its movement, just as the stability of a thing was only its
movement infinitely slowed down. In other words, starting with Galileo and the seventeenth
century, extension was substituted for localisation,*’

For Galileo as for Newton, then, places are just portions of absolute space. As Casey
suggests, ¢ in this early modern paradigm shift, there was little space for place as a
valid concept in its own right. As a result, place was disempowered.’*® One can see an
important effect of these developments on place in the emergence of maps. In the
medieval worldview a whole sacred geography held sway: people were not only
attached to the places in which they lived but were conditioned to view the world as
criss-crossed with holy places to which they made journey, pilgrimage. This
disappeared when what Michel de Certeau terms ‘itineraries” were replaced by ‘maps’
in the new configuration of modemity. ‘If one takes the ‘map’ in its current form, we
can see that in the course of the period marked by the birth of modern scienttfic
discourse (i.e. the fifteenth to the seventeenth century) the map has slowly disengaged
itself from the itineraries that were the condition of its possibility.’® William

Cavanaugh summarises de Certeau’s insights on the transformation thus:
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Pre-modern representations of space marked out itineraries which told ‘spatial stories’, for
example, the 1illustration of the route of a pilgrimage which gave instructions on where to pray,
where to spend the night , and so on. Rather than surveying them as a whole, the pilgrim moves
through particular spaces, tracing a narrative through space and time by his or her movements
and practices. ... By contrast, modernity gave rise to the mapping of space on a grid, a ‘formal
ensemble of abstract places’ from which the itinerant was erased. A map is defined as ‘a
totalizing stage on which elements of diverse origin are brought together to form a tableau of a
‘state’ of geographical knowledge’. Space itself is rationalised as homogeneous and divided
into identical units. Each item on the map occupies its proper place, such that things are set
beside one another, and no two things can occupy the same space. The point of view of the
map user is detached and universal, allowing the entire space to be seen simultaneously.>®

Brian Jarvis has noted that ‘some critics in the burgeoning field of feminist geography
have argued that cartography is inherently authoritarian, tainted by its association with
a prohibitive Enlightenment metaphysic that ensures this abolition of difference,
automatic complicity with authority and the imposition of standardised patterns of
order.”! Jarvis tells us that he finds this ‘an entirely appropriate criticism of the
dominant cartographic order.’** Within this criticism we can see another indication of

the way in which this particular homogenisation of space is associated with power.

Throughout the period we have been considering most people, as we have observed,
remained attached to place. However, one might conjecture that it was the very fact
that people were bound to particular places which fuelled the very preoccupation with
space which I have been cataloguing. Casey suggests that Western thinkers were
drawn to meditate upon the vastness of space because, in invidious contrast, place
presents itself in what he refers to as stubborn and rebarbative, particularity:
‘Regarding the particular place that one 1s in one cannot speculate, much less levitate

or miraculate, freely; one has to cope with the exacting demands of being just there,

with all its finite historicity and special qualities.’”
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Place can, we should note, be frustrating and ‘rebarbative’ and when this frustration
strikes it is likely that the ‘freedom’ represented by a consideration of space will hold
a particular attraction. Relph notes that ‘any commitment must also involve an
acceptance of the restrictions that place imposes and the miseries it may offer.”>* In an
age of enforced commitment it is not difficult to see why such restrictions led to a
desire to escape in the mind if not the body. It was a complex mixture of all these

factors that led to a burgeoning interest in space and an eclipsing of concern for place.

Yet another factor emerged to consolidate this demise of place, though: time. This
again, was a gradual process. Max Jammer asserts that, ‘it was only late in the
Middle Ages that the role of time as the fundamental viable parameter in physical
processes was clearly understood’> and points out that by the twentieth century a
profound change had taken place, as 1s evidenced by Camap’s assertion in 1925 that
the properties of space are dependent on those of time.”® What caused this shift?
Jammer tells us that ‘since Leibnmiz’s profound analysis of the concepts of space and
time the notion of time has often been held to precede the notion of space in the
construction of a philosophical system.”’ Casey points out how Kant argued in his
Critique of Pure Reason that objective succession of time is the schematic expression
of causality in the physical world order and suggests that ‘by the moment when Kant
could assert this, time had won primacy over space. We have been living off this
legacy ever since, not only in philosophy and physics but in our daily lives as well.”®
Practical as well as philosophical considerations also played their part, however: the

sociologist Anthony Giddens argues that history and time began to be asserted over

geography and space when the mechanical clock began to become widely available at
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the end of the eighteenth century since it led to the specific ordering of time as a
universal phenomenon.> Making a similar point, Casey recounts the fascinating story
of the invention of the marine chronometer®® which solved the problem of the

determination of longitude but meant that the ‘where’ became determined by the

‘when’.

The invention solved a pressing problem. In 1707 a fleet of British ships became lost
in heavy fog for eleven days on their return to England from Gibraltar. On the twelfth
day they ran into the Scilly Isles with the loss of four ships and two thousand men, the
navigators having thought that they were safely to the west of Brittany. As a response
to this disaster the Government of the day passed a bill offering a reward of twenty
thousand pounds — a very considerable sum - to ‘such person or persons as shall
discover the Longitude.” The reward was offered in 1714 but it was not until 1761 that
John Harrison was given the coveted prize by the Board of Longitude for his ‘No 5
Chronometer’. Casey asserts that concealed within Harrison’s triumph was ‘a form of
domination such as the Western world had never known: the subordination of space to

time, or ‘temprocentrism’ as we may call it:*°"

The gist of the development that I am suggesting occurred is that the subordination of
place to space culminated in the seventeenth century and that the overcoming of space
by time continued during the next two-and-a-half centuries. The result is that time
came to be conceived in such a way that everything else is made subservient to it,
beginning with place and ending with space. At the end of this process, Hans
62

Reichenbach was able to claim 1n 1958 that ‘Time is ... logically prior to space.’

Casey refers to this change as ‘the long arm of modernism’ and declares that this arm
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is ‘none other than the arm of linearised time — the time of ‘progress’ and of infinite
succession — compared with which space and place cannot be anything but derivative
and secondary.’® The situation has been complicated by the dual paradigms of
modemn physics, Quantum Theory and relativity, which have yet to be reconciled.”
The former reasserts the importance of the particular but the implications of it have, to
date, barely entered the discourse of non-physicists. Thus we remain in a period
where time receives much attention. This 1s not a happy situation since ‘when events
are ordered on a time line — just as Descartes, Leibnitz and Kant all proposed (and as
Galilean and Newtonian physics seemed to affirm) we should not expect anything
other than the running down or out of these events, their literal ex-haustion. Qur lives
also run out and down if we conceive them on this kenotic model of self-emptying
time.’® This observation correlates with my own experience of primitive societies in
Africa and traditional working-class communities in England which leads me to

believe that their attitudes to time are much more relaxed than those parts of the world

where everyone is rushing ‘against’ 1t.

Is this analysis correct? It is certainly true to say that in the period of modemism
‘place’ has not been singled out for scrutiny in academic discourse but Clifford
Geertz, acknowledging this fact in his own discipline, anthropology, offers more

straightforward reasons for the omission:

One is surely the simple ubiquity of place and the sense of place in human life. It is difficult to
see what is always there. Whoever discovered water, it was not a fish. Also, the diffuseness of
the term in ordinary language makes it hard to fix in the mind. The six three-column pages its
definition takes up in the Oxford English Dictionary ... is evidence enough that it is not a clear
and distinct idea. But the invisibility of place has mainly to do with the fact that it is so difficult
to free from subjectiveness and occasions, immediate perceptions and instant cases. Like love
or imagination, Place makes a poor abstraction. Separated from it materialisations, it has little

meaning.*®
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Against Geertz, we have asserted that place receives so little attention because
Western academia has become obsessed with space and then time. It was certainly
considered worthy of consideration in premodern society, as we have noted, and
contemporary studies from primitive societies in Geertz’s own discipline have
indicated that place does not necessarily have to be such an elusive quality even now,
as we shall see. Geertz’s comment that place, like love or imagination, makes a poor
abstraction 1is telling, since the development of science is one which is primarily
interested in phenomena which can be abstracted. Things which cannot be abstracted

lost their appeal during the period of modernity and its search for ‘universals’.

Geertz goes on to observe that, ‘No one lines up people and asks them to define
‘place’ and list three examples of 1t. No one really has a theory of it. No one imagines
that it is some sort of data set to be sampled, ordered, tabulated, and manipulated.’®’ I
would suggest that 1t 1s the tyranny of the scientific method that has been so
conspicuously successful in many areas that it has led modern thinkers to believe that
the only academically respectable manner of proceeding with data is to ‘sample,
order, tabulate and manipulate’. But should we approach all phenomena in the same
way? Should we not, too, attend to the insights of those who believe scientific
‘objectivity’ to be a chimera? One such is Michael Polanyi who developed ‘an
interpretation of what is involved in knowing and understanding that questions all
attempts to make the scientific method a privileged way of knowing, utterly different
from and more reliable than other human ways of understanding.’®® I would suggest
that Geertz's analysis is naive and that the one which I have summarised is more

convincing. Further support for our alternative account can be found in David Harvey,
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for example, who speaks of the privileging of time over space in late modernism as
‘one of the more startling schisms in our intellectual heritage.’ ®’ Social theories, he
tells us, typically privilege time over space in their formulations: ‘They broadly
assume either the existence of some pre-existing spatial order within which temporal
processes operate, or that spatial barriers have been so reduced as to render space a

contingent rather than fundamental aspect of human action.’”

Harvey points out that though space and time are basic categories of human existence
we rarely debate their meanings: we tend to take them for granted and give them
‘common-sense or self-evident attributions’. Harvey observes that it is a tribute to the
compartmentalisations in Western thought that this disjunction has for so long passed
largely unremarked. He feels that, on the surface, the difference is not too hard to
understand since social theory has always focused on processes of social change,
modernisation, and revolution (technical, social, and political). Pointing out that
writings on modemisation emphasise temporality rather than spatiality he suggests
that from the perspective of modernism ‘progress entails the conquest of space, the
tearing down of all spatial barriers, and the ultimate annihilation of space through
time. The reduction of space to a contingent category is implied in the notion of
progress itself.”’' Harvey’s words imply how the eclipsing of place first by space and
then by time in Western thought has been translated into actual experience. Edwards
and Usher refer to the fact that what would in the past have taken months to move
around the globe now takes seconds and that ‘in the process space and time
72

increasingly are compressed, giving rise to and stemming from global processes.’

This ‘annihilation of space through time’ fuelled a preoccupation with time in which

26



place is forced ‘to inhabit the underworld of the modern cultural and philosophical

'3 Michel Foucault, a seasoned investigator of hidden tyrannies of

unconscious.
thought, writes that a critique could be carnied out of ‘this devaluation of space that
has prevailed for generations. Space was treated as the dead, the fixed, the
undialectical, the immobile. Time on the other hand was richness, fecundity, life,
dialectic. "* It is ironic that it was Foucault, who is well known for his insightful
historical analyses and thus associated primarily with time, who should note the
importance of space and place. The trony melts, however, when one realises that, like
any other phenomenon, one can only really understand contemporary approach to

place by tracking its history. That we have done and our conclusions correlate with

those of Casey who summarises what has happened as follows:

In the past three centuries in the West — the period of ‘modernity’ — place has come to be not
only neglected but actively suppressed. Owing to the triumph of the natural and social sciences
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