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The Concept of 'Culture' and 'Environment' in
Urban Cultural Geography

Jeongman Lee*

EAESAL G QolA B G @A 9 A

ol @ T

Absfract : There are cerlain polermcs regarding what kind of approach 1 most appropriate in Lhe studv of urban
cullure The tension seems to come {rom the misunderstanding of each other. A major source of Lhe
rmsunderstanding is different usage of the term ‘culture’ The lemm ‘culture” may be nterpreted either as way of life (fig.
1, systern of meaning (fig. 2). the fourth struchira) condition {fig. 3), sophishcated izste {fig. 4), a supersiuchure of
mtellect and arts i 5), biolagical supporting system (hg 6), or all encompassing conditions {fig 7). Whatever
definition is talken for the term “culture’, there is a parallel definiton of ‘environment’ for each stance (fiqures 1-7)
What kind of definitcn 1s adopted matters because each of them 1s deeply rooted in different perspectives and focuses
fl, hawever, seems impossible to completely deny or disprove the utility of any of Lhe slances. Thus, we may have lo
accept the diversity of definitons and consider ‘urban cultural geography as a basket in which diverse concepts and

perspectives are callecled and nurtured.
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1. Infroduction

Science or knowledge requires direct or indirect
communication through which other person's ideas
and informations are fransmutted, developed, and
accumulated. If, however, major terms are
misunderstood by the listeners or readers,
confusion arises. In cultural geography, a great
emphasis 1s being placed upon understanding the
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city or the human life in cities as more and more
people become residents of(post-) modern cities.
As the emphasis shifts from the rural to the urban,
the complexity of the city and urban life as well as
the trend of globalization demands geographers to
tackle with very diverse things, institutions,
relations and images. Accordingly, the tools and
focuses of research became diverse and multi-
faceted.
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In the process of this diversification and
expansion of cultural geographical horizon,
scholars with different [ocuses, theoretical bases
and/or backgrounds have used the term ‘culture’
profusely. There are also certain polemics
regarding which approach or definition is
correct). The tension between the groups with
different traditions or theoretical backgrounds
stems in significant part, in my opinion, from
misunderstandings of each other which, in tum,
derive from different usage of shared terms,
especially the term 'culture.’ As the concept of
'culture’ has been closely related to the term
'environment' in cultural geographical tradition, I'd
like to discuss the different usages of the terms
‘culture’ and 'environment’ and the relationship
between the two concepts in order to cast some
light to the cause of unwarranted tensions hoping
for mutual understanding and cooperation.

2. Confusion in the Usage of the
Term 'Environment'

The word 'Environment' is defined in fre
American Herlfage Dictionnry(1985, Second College
Edition) as follows:

1. The circumstances of conditions that
surround ome; surroundings. 2. The total of
circumstances surrounding an organism of group
of organisms, esp.: a. The combination of external
or extrinsic physical conditions that affect and
influence the growth and development of
organismns, b. The complex of social and cultural
conditions affecting the nature of an individual or
community. 3. An artistic or theatrical work that
surrounds or involves the audience.

As seen above, the term 'environment’ has
several different usages. A physical geographer or
a biologist may, however, get confused or upset to
see the expressions like ‘social environment’ or
matural enviromment. [t 1s because the person

lakes for granted the definibon of environment as
defined above in 2a, 1.e. nature. [[ one takes this
definition, 'social environment” 15 a wrong
expression because environment should be
physical and the concept of 'social environment' is
logical. The expression of natural environment' is
also unacceptable because il is wnnecessary o add
matural’ Lo the word 'environment’ which already
mearns nature.

On. the other hand, a cultural geographer or an
anthropologist using the term 'social envirorment
may not understand the denial of the usage
because the person is using the term ‘envirorunen’
with the definilion of 2b of the dichionary meaning
'social conditions.' This different usage of the term
‘environment,' of course does not happen by
accident. Tt probably comes from the difference of
traditions and focuses of the writer and the reader.
The word 1tself, however, is only one and same.
Only the meanings each person attaches to it differ.
Once the lwo persons understand and accept thal
the same word is used dilferently and with good
reason, the confusion and even antagonism may be
removed or significantly reduced.

3. Confusion in the Usage of the
Term 'Culture’

The word 'culture’ is defined in the American
Heritage Dictionmry{1985, Second College Fdition) as
{ollows:

i#. 1. The totality of socially lransmitted
behavior patterns, arts, beliefs, institutions, and all
other products of human work and thought
characteristic of a community or population. 2. A
style of social and artistic expression peculiar to a
society or class. 3. Intellectual and artistic activity,
and the works produced by it. 4. The act of
developing the social, moral, and intellectual
faculties through education. 5. A high degree of
laste and refinement formed by aesthetic and
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intellectual traimng. 6. The development of the
body through special training: physical culture. 7.
The cultivation of the soil; tillage. 8. The breeding
of animals or growing of plants, esp. to produce
improved stock. 9. Biol. a. The growing of
microorganisims in a nutrient medium. b. Such a
growth or colony, as of bacteria. c. Medium(sense
6.b.). -tr.o. 1. To cultivate; till. 2. To develop
(microorganisms or tissues, for example) in a
culture medium. [ME, cultivation < OFr. < Lat.
cultira < cilus. see CULTIVATE.

The term 'culture' has many usages as seen
above. Defining 'culture’ has been so difficult and
problematic that many scholars, notably
anthropologists such as Tylor, Kroeber, and White,
made great efforts 1o define 'culture’ as they see 1t
appropriated. It indicates that defining 'culture’ is
not only difficult but also important. It is because
achieving hegemony in the definition ar usage also
means achieving justification and hegemony for the
perspeclive or theory based on the definition
accepted. There has never been a clear winner in
this polemics , because each camp usually had
sophisticated logic and strengths. The shifi of
power was achieved only when either one of the
definitions was adopted by new scholars, which
takes a long time. The shift itself, however, is not
permanent. There have been oscillations,
modifications, and compromises.

In cultural geographical sphere, the term
‘culture’ is being used in many different ways as
many geographers with different perspectives and
training became interested in culture. When a
scholar uses the expression, "cultural politics,’
another scholar may get upset because the latter
has used the term with the meaning 1 above, 1.e.
'way of life' which includes politics or political
institution. On the other hand the former mght be
using the term with the definition 2 above in mind.
The latter would not tolerale the usage because
accepting the expression should cause confusion or
incongruence and might result in an identity crisis

regarding what a cultural geographer does. The
former uses the term ‘culture' as separate from
politics(although it may be related to politics),
whereas the latter has used the term 'culfure’ as ‘all
encompassing whole way of life”, of which politics
or political aspects is/are only a part. As in the case
of anthropology, the contesl for the hegemony in
defining key concepts would not produce a clear
winner immediately. The multifarious definitions
will survive for a long time but the shift of
dominance may occur probably with some
madificalions and compromises.

4. Relationship between the Concepts,
'Culture' and 'Environment'

The term ‘culture’ has long been used 1n
geography in connection with the term 'nature’ or
‘environment.’ To Carl Sauer, culture 1s meaningless
and non-existent without nature. As shown in
figure 1, culture, to Sauer, is 'the whole way of life
and culture is formed and changed as the result of
'man’ -nature’ interaction, which had always been
the focus of his research As his primary interest
was 'man’-nature' interaction, he did not care too
much about what the praduct of the interaction
might be called?. Itis perhaps trize that he did not
have to worry about the defimtion of culture
because he and his 'Berkeley school of
geography{unlike Kroeber and his students) held
firm grip n American cultural geography until he
died in 1975. Duncan, in 1980, contested his
concept of culture labeling it as 'superorganic’ but it
was only after Sauer's death!), Fwven this belated

man

?

¢ = coliure

natnre{=enyironent)

Figure 1. Sauerian concept of culture
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crilic on Sauer's concept of culture was defended by
his followers. Sauer did not talk too much about
the influence of culture on 'man’ because 'man’ is
always a 'cullure bearing existence’ to him,
Accordingly, when he talked about human
maodification of environment, it alse meant human
cultural modification. He did not make much
effort to differentiate between 'nature’ and
‘environment,' because nature' and 'environment'
were interchangeable terms to him.

Sauer's conceptualization of culture and
‘nature,’ however, exposes a significant problem in
that the influence of socio-economic conditions on
'man’ tends to be neglected in this kind of
conceptualization because his primary emphasis
was on human(=cuitural} modification of mature’
and not on socio-economic influence on 'man.' This
emphasis on 'man’-mature' relation and neglect in
socio-economic conditions of 'man’ becomes more
prablematic as contemporary ‘cultural’ geographers
attempt to deal with the globally networked aty
and the life in the rity.

The term 'culture’ became increasingly popular
in recent times and many scholars of different fields
from anthropology, sociologiy to literary critic use
the term with different connotations(Figures 2-5).
In each usage of the ferm 'culture’ there usually is a
connected usage(or definition) of the term
'environment.’ The concept of culture as 'system of
meaning' has gained many adherents especially in
anthrapology{(Figure 2)3.  Here, 'culture’ became
abstracted very far and exists{in non-material
forms) anly in the communication or symbolization
process. This kind of definition, however, leaves us

people ————— = culture{system of meaning)

'

things economic. social, and political
environment

Figure 2. Culture as system of meaning

wilh the problem that we lose a convenient term
covering arts, sports, games, rituals, etc. which ate
not economic, social, nor political in this framework
of conceplualization

There is another wide-spread usage of the term
"cutture’, in which ‘culture' is considered the Yourth'
element that interacts with person{s) as
‘environment as structure' (see Figure 3). 1t is
fourth’ because the social, economic, and political
precedes in order of impartance as struciures
(=environuments) restraining himan agency and, at
ihe same time, being constantly modified and
reproduced by the human agency. This kind of
conceptualization is quite pepular amongst
sociclogists and other scholars enchanted with
Giddens's structuralion theory emphasizing
‘agency-structure’ mteraction.  Although Giddens
classifies structures quite differently, his
structuration theory does not collide with this kind
of conceptualization®. This concept of culture
gives trouble to the scholars who are keen to
physical and biological aspects of human being in
that it does not allew much room to censider
biological and physical environments. [t presents
another dilemma 1o the students of culture in that
culture can be interpreted as the ‘residual,’ meaning
the "left-over' of the social, economic, and political.
Although cullure is treated importantly in this
perspective, there atways is a danger(if one cares
about the tille, 'cultural’ geographer) that the ‘realm
of culture' becomes increasingly smaller as more
and more parts of the ‘cultural' become
incorporated into the other three categories,

Karl Marx does not seem to have paid too
much attention to culture as such. [t seems
that Marx altached most of the meanings

social
environments

person £COTOMIC
{as an agent) (as structure) - political
| cultural

Figure 3. Culture as the fourth element(=" residural’ )
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bourgeoisie - culiure

proletanan labor

nature

Figure 4. Marxian view of capitalistic culture

1Mz

cuitural
-~ lahor sociely | social polriical
nature cconomic

Figure 5. Marxian view of culture

anthropologists confer upon the term 'culture' to
his 'social.’ He rarely used the term ‘culture’ but,
when he used it, il was close to the defintions 3
and 5 of the Dictionary of American Heritage
introduced 1n this paper. Marx used the term
‘culture’ and ‘cullural” primarily in relation 1o
alienation that the proletariat are alienated from the
means of procuction, products, and other people
losing the opportunity to enjoy or achieve ‘culture.
To Marx, the bourgenisie exploits the proletariat of
surplus value and consumes the immaorally
accumulated wealth for the pleasure of themselves
creating and maintaining the bourgeois culture
which should be overturned completely(Figure 4)7.
In his imagined socialist state, the 'cultural {of
proletariat) forms a superstructure based on the
‘economic, ‘social,’ and "political. (Figure 5). Marx
had good mastery of natural sciences of Lhe time
and gave much emphasis on the human
dependence on mature. He, however, seldom used
the term 'environment'(at least in the English
edition of Cipifal) and preferred the expressions
like 'sacial conditions,” Marx did nol emphasize
nature{=environment) perhaps because he
regarded nahure only as resources in contrast to the
extraordinary meaning he gave to labor.

N\ *
environmant
(=nature)

//
Figure 6. Biological model of human ecosystem

There is yet anothor way of seemg environment.
Human being is simply a biological organism
surrounded by environment(=nature) and makes
1ts livelihood by it in this biolegical model of
himnan ecosystem(Figure 6)8.  Human being and
the envirpnment interact and form an ecosyslem
together. It is obvious thal this kind of pure
biclogical inlerpretation of human being does not
provide a suificient room for the analysis of
complex urban life.

5. What 'Environment' and 'Culture'
for Urban Cultural Geography?

There is 2 growing number of geographers
interested in ‘urban cultural geography.” It seems
that many geographers found gold in 'culture’ and
rush to find the gold mines. There, however, 13 a
strong tension especially between 'traditional
cultural geographers’ and ‘new cultural
geographers' behind the apparent thriving of the
‘cultural ' The contest for the hegemony in defining
‘cultural’ seemns to be one of the major sources of the
tension. Defining 'cultural' is very much related io
defining 'environment' as shown above. The
contest is not an easy gamne for any side, because
defnition can seldom be disproved. Itis hard f{or
any side to surrender because what is at stake is not
just the definition but the hegemony of perspective,
set of methodology, related terms, and most
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importantly identity which is related to self-respect,
motivation, and even survival. [ seems to me that
the differences in the meaning of a term arise from
where one puis emphasis on or gives primary
concern to.

If there should be no clear winner in the near
future, the confusion resulting from differenl
usages of the words 'culture’ and 'environment’ will
continue. [ can think of three possible solutions.
The first and most realistic solution is accepting
multiple concepts of 'culture’ and 'environment’
and co-existing. As long as one person dees not

use the same term with significantly different
meanings in one writing or speech, it won't be too
difficult,

consensus. 'Berkeley school' seem to prefer the

The second solulion is to reach a

concepts shown 1n Figures 1 and 3{preferred by
some new generation Berkeley geograplers),
whereas the ‘new' cultural geographers take the
positions shown m Figures 2, 3, and 4. If there is a
possibility of convergence, it is through the path of
the conceptualization shown in Figure 3. The third
possibility is an inventien of yet another
conceptualization into which most contesting

*Qrgawe Agents: Humans, Animals, Plants, Societies,...
*#Purpose ol Organic Bxislence: Biological Reproduction, Procurement of Food, Happiness,...

Metaphysical
Environment

Metaphysics

L

Perception

Menta]
Envu

=

‘Observation -

~Tuetp vt ===~ .

- Action

Capauty

Instincts

Nec cssities
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GbJecL

11

Material N
.
Environment J |

Figure 7. A Cenceptual Structure of the Human Ecosystem

* Diotted lines represent another person’s ecosystent. The relation between the front
and the back syslems is a social relationship.
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positions can be incorporated. The author has
formulated a conceptual framewark{Figure 7)
which started from Sauerian concept(Figure 1), then
was fused mto the human ecosystem model(Figure
6), and finally was amalgamated with Giddens's
idea of stTucturation theorv(Figure 3)9. It, however,
15 not a fully tested perspective and may need to be
modified or even discarded.

Notes

1) See, for example, Peler Jackson, 1989, Maps of Meaning:
An fnteaduenian to Cilral Geograpfry, Chapler One, "The
heruage of cultural geography,” pp. 9-2:h Piice, M, &
Lewis, M., 1993, "The Reimnvention of Cultural
Geography," AAAG, 83(1), pp.1-17.

For a1eview of the history of defining enliare. especially, m

(%)
et

anthropology. see Milton Singer. 1980, " the concept of
culiwee," International Encyclopedia of the Socwal Sciences,
pp.527-543

Although Carl Sauer wiote many aricles and books, what

Ll

he has pursued is quite clearly cxpressed albert m casual
manner, in James Parsons, cd  "Now This Matier of
Cultural Geography: Moles from Carl Saucr's Last Senynar
at Betkeley," in Martin Kenrer, ed., Carl O. Sawer. A
Tribuie, 1987, pp. 153-163  His melination toward 'man-
nature’ relauonship is explicit throughout (he book. Land
and Life(Leighly, ed. 1963), a collection of Saner's
WITINgS

Saver died i 1975, James Duncan{1980) cnticized Carl
Sauver and his Berkeley siudents o reifying cultwe and

4

P

grving an almighty cxplanatcry power (o the invisible, mere
concepl cullure

5

e

As Leshe White explained in his bock, The Concept of
Culture(1973), many anthropelogists believe thal
symbolization makes a human being dilferent fram
‘'ammals.' In 1ecent years, culiure as system of meaning
became a popular delimtion of culture in anthropology.

Although Anthowy Giddens, in his book Socielogy(1989),
defined culiure ay 'whole way of life, his usage of the term

6

=

cultere in the same book reveals thal he clemly
chsunguishes culture and sociely, He also assigns separate
chapiers {or polilics, education. economic actvities, ete.
Giddens melded out thiee mujor stiuctures, i.e.

sigmfication, domination and legitimation. These thiee

structines de not exactly match with the socfal, economic.
or political. His usage of the lerm culture revealed n hus
wrilings shows that he considers culie as relaied to hut
distinctive from the soeal, economic, and polilical.

7

=

For example Karl Marx wrotz under the sublitle 'Ahenaled
Labour' in hus manuscript(1844) of Economics, "It
[=lubowm] produces culone [for the nehl, but also imbeeility
and cretnisimtor the worker."(Me Lellan. ed,, p 803) In this
usage we ciun see Lhat he viewed cullure as somelhing
lusurious wiongfully monapohzed by (he howrgaisie,

8

Although the diagrams do nel exaclly match each other,
Odum's diagram in the book Basie Evology(E. Ddum,
1083, 492) shows [hat his basic peispective is that of foure
6 ths article

9) Figurs 7 15 reproduced (rom Lhe Ph D, dissertation of the
author{Jeongman Lee, 1991; 9).
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