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his EAP marks the 100th issue and 
begins with editor David Sea-

mon’s account of how EAP’s 
graphic design has shifted over 

the years, mostly because of the helpful di-
rectives of graphic designer Robin Wil-

liams, presented in her exceptional guide, 
Non-Designers Design Book. This EAP is-
sue also includes “items of interest,” “cita-
tions received,” and an “in memoriam” for 
environmental psychologist Leanne Rivlin, 
who died this past January. From its very 
start to the present, Rivlin was a stalwart 
supporter of EAP and one of its most loyal 
doners. 

This 100th EAP issue celebrates the fifti-
eth anniversary of the publication of geog-
rapher Edward Relph’s Place and Place-

lessness, perhaps the most significant phe-
nomenological rendition of place yet pub-
lished. We include seven commentaries on 
Relph’s book from photographer Mick 

Yates; literature scholar Eric Prieto; geog-
raphers Jarrod Lynn and Xu Huang; and 
philosophers Jeff Malpas, Bruce Janz, and 
Ingrid Leman Stefanovic. This special 
section concludes with Relph’s commen-
tary on what his book might mean for pre-
sent and future thinking about places. 

In the last entry of this EAP, architects 
Mark David Major and Nadia Mounajjed 

consider how light and shadow contribute to 
urban experience. Drawing on architectural 
thinker Bill Hillier’s theory of space syntax, 
these urbanists examine the traditional mar-
ket of Souq Waqif, located in Qatar’s capital 
city of Doha. They illustrate the crucial role 
that light and shadow play in “being-in-

space” and their potential value for design-
ing “distinct and meaningful places in the 
future.” This work is an instructive real-
world study that usefully complements 
Relph’s more general ideas in Place and 

Placelessness relating to the power of envi-
ronmental ambience in facilitating sense of 
place. 

For the cover image this issue, I thank 
Relph for the photograph, below, from his 
blog on place, available at: www.place-
ness.com. In the email accompanying the 
photo, he wrote: “I would be happy if you 
used this photo on the cover. I chanced upon 
this place in the town of Ellensburg in cen-
tral Washington State in 2010, when I took 

the photo …. At the bottom, one reads, 
‘Dick and Jane’s Spot’. 

“I just Googled that phrase and learned 
that this place is mentioned in several web-
sites, including Trip Advisor, Atlas Ob-
scura, and Facebook. Google claims that the 
house still belongs to Jane (Dick died in 
2008) and is a collective art project featur-
ing works by many artists. I’d suggest the 
following caption”:  
 
“Dick and Jane’s Spot”—an artist's house 

that is a collective artwork in Ellensburg, 

Washington, photographed by Edward 

Relph in 2010. 
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One Hundred Issues! 

 

nvironmental & Architectural 

Phenomenology  was envisioned 
during a breakfast meeting at the 
1989 annual meeting of EDRA 

(Environmental Design Research Associa-
tion). Philosopher Robert Mugerauer, in-
terior-design educator Margaret Bos-

chetti, landscape architect Douglas Pater-

son, I, and a few others discussed the lack 
of phenomenological and other interpre-
tive work in the field of environment-be-
havior research. 

Bob, Margaret, and I decided that a 
newsletter was needed to gather and dis-
seminate qualitative work otherwise not 
getting attention (since quantitative ap-
proaches still dominated the field). At the 
time, Margaret and I were both faculty at 
Kansas State University. We decided to 
work together to produce a newsletter that 
would include recent citations, book re-
views, and short interpretive essays and 
qualitative research reports.  

Neither Margaret nor I had experience in 
producing newsletters, so we collected rel-
evant entries and organized them themati-
cally by items of interest, citations re-
ceived, book notes, book reviews, and es-
says. We published EAP three times per 
year as a paper copy until 2016, when we 
shifted to digital format and two issues per 
year (since digital format offered greater 
freedom in terms of length and content). 

Until 2016, we charged a subscription 
fee of five dollars/year (later 10 dol-
lars/year), though many subscribers con-
tributed additional donations that helped 
cover annual copy and mailing fees of 
roughly one-thousand dollars. We ended 
formal subscriptions in 2016 and shifted to 
email-address lists assembled over the 
years. Currently, we send about 2,000 
emails when a new issue is published, 
though a good number of those emails re-
turn as undeliverable as people change 
places and institutions. 
 

Shifting formats 
To celebrate this 100th issue of EAP, I 
thought it timely to discuss the newsletter’s 
changing format over the years, since these 

shifts have much to say about an implicit 
phenomenology of graphic presentation. 
When we assembled the first issue in fall 
1989, Margaret contributed the masthead 
lettering, and I located the masthead im-
age, said to be “a composite capital in the 
Lateran Museum in Rome.” I found this 
image serendipitously in the Architecture 

Sourcebook, a synopsis of the three-vol-
ume Dictionary of Architecture by archi-
tect Rusell Sturgis (1836–1909), first pub-
lished in 1904 (Van Nostrand Reinhold, 
1984, p. 119). I selected this image because 
of the human figure “enmeshed” in the 
capital’s intricate scrolling, a visual por-
trayal of the central phenomenological 
principle of human-immersion-in-the 
world. The first page of the first EAP issue 
is reproduced above. 

EAPs size and layout shifted over time. 
To minimize postage costs, we began with 
8x17-inch paper folded and stapled to 
shape newsletter pages of 8x8½ inches. To 
produce the usual length of sixteen pages, 
we assembled four sheets, text on two 
sides, making four pages per sheet. 

In the early 1990s, digital production 
was still a novel effort and, in the first sev-
eral years, word processing was provided 
by Peggy Armour, a computer-technol-
ogy specialist in Kansas State’s College of 
Architecture and Design. Margaret and I 
would bring Peggy handwritten and type-
script entries that she would then word pro-
cess and print out on 8½x11 sheets then re-
duced by the photocopying service to half 
size and bound in the 16-page format.  

As computer programs became easier to 
use in the late 1990s, I began word pro-
cessing and graphic layout myself. By 
2005, photocopying costs had fallen con-
siderably, and we expanded newsletter 
pages to the standard 8½x11 size (using 
11x17 inch sheets to provide two pages 
per side). To mark the 25th-anniversary is-
sue in 2014, we added color to the news-
letter, which continued as paper copy until 
winter 2016, when we shifted to digital 
copy only (because printing and especially 
postage costs had ballooned and were no 
longer covered by subscriptions and con-
tributions). Since 2016, the graphic format 
of EAP has remained the same. 
 

Shifting graphic design 
One of the pleasures I’ve experienced in 
editing EAP is realizing the considerable 
power of graphic design for contributing to 
the newsletter’s visual presentation and in-
tellectual impact. The great discovery here 
was graphic designer Robin Williams’ ex-
cellent Non-Designer’s Design Book 

(Peachpit Press), recommended to me by 
Kansas State architecture colleague Ray 

Streeter and a superb explication of key 
elements of good graphic design. 

In her book, first published in 1993 and 
now in its fourth edition, Williams offered 
a clear, accessible explication well illus-
trated via striking examples from posters, 
brochures, flyers, newsletters, and adver-
tisements. She demonstrated how four cen-

tral elements are crucial for producing ef-
fective graphic design. 
 

1. Proximity 
In a well-designed document, related items 
are grouped together visually, since physi-
cal closeness indicates a relationship of 
meaning (“… simply grouping related ele-
ments together into closer proximity auto-
matically creates organization. If the infor-
mation is organized, it is more likely to be 
read and more likely to be remembered.” 
Williams 2015, p. 32). 
 

2.  Alignment 
In a well-designed document, elements on 
the page are visually connected via such 
graphic features as spacing, margins, text 
blocks, and image placement. Nothing 
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should be placed on a page arbitrarily. 
Alignment unifies and organizes the page 
(“To make all the elements of a page ap-
pear to be unified, connected, and interre-
lated, there needs to be some visual tie be-
tween the separate elements. Even if the 
separate elements are not physically close 
on the page, they can appear connected, re-
lated, unified with the other information 
simply by their placement.” p. 54). 
 

3.  Repetition 
In a well-designed document, some ele-
ment of the design is repeated through-
out—e.g., a particular font, bullet, color, 
format, or dropped capital. The aim is vis-
ual consistency that integrates the graphic 
parts (“A repetition of visual elements 
throughout the design unifies and strength-
ens a piece by tying together otherwise 
separate parts. Repetition is very helpful on 
one-page pieces and is critical in multi-
page documents, where we often just call it 
being consistent.” p. 68). 
 

4.  Contrast 
In a well-designed document, there is an 
organizational hierarchy among elements 
to help draw the reader’s eye into the page; 
possibilities include contrasting sizes, 
spaces, shapes, colors, and line thicknesses 
(“One purpose [of contrast] is to create an 
interest on the page—if a page is interest-
ing to look at, it is more likely to be read. 
[a second purpose] is to aid in the organi-
zation of the information. A reader should 
be able to instantly understand the way the 
information is organized, the logical flow 
from one item to another.” p. 84). 
 

s editor of EAP, I can’t say I fol-
lowed Williams’ guidelines com-
pletely, but her explication of good 

graphic design did help me to see ways in 
which the newsletter could be clearer visu-
ally via such elements as font styles and 
sizes; consistent margins; shaded side bars; 
and illustrations aligned with text. For ex-
ample, I realized the “citations received” 
were difficult to read, thus I shifted the ref-
erence heading to a different, larger font 
(Arial 12-point bold). I revised fonts for 
masthead and essay titles and subtitles    

(Impact) to strengthen the newsletter’s 

uniqueness and the significance of head-
ings and subheadings. 

Williams explained that newsletter read-
ers appreciate narrower columns (to facili-
tate reading ease), so I shifted page format 
from two to three columns, reducing font 
size to 10 point (Williams emphasized that 
10 point is the best font size for ease of col-
umn reading). I eliminated all text in capi-
tal letters, since Williams illustrated how 
upper-case text is much harder to read than 
lower-case and should never be used for 
sentences or longer units of text. 

Williams’ major aim was to illustrate 
how graphic design can work to indicate, 
clarify, and strengthen the “wholeness” of 
any document, whether newsletter, bro-
chure, or book. She helped me to realize 
that the early EAPs were not consistent vis-
ually, with the result that each issue 
seemed piecemeal as isolated textual units. 
Williams’ straightforward demonstration 
of how visual wholeness facilitates intel-
lectual clarity is really the central lesson of 
her wonderful book, and her sensibility, 
guidance, and print examples have made 
what EAP’s visual appearance is today. I 
strongly recommend her work for creating 
written texts more readable and memora-
ble via graphic design and layout. 
 

A question of wholeness 
The deterioration of textual wholeness, 
whether book, journal, or newsletter, is one 
of the most troubling developments of the 
digital revolution. When I discussed a pub-
lishing arrangement for EAP in 2017 with 
my university’s digital production unit—
New Prairie Press (NPP)—the director 
strongly recommended that all parts of 
EAP—i.e., its essays, reviews, citations re-
ceived, and so forth—become separate 
files that users could view and download 
individually. As EAP editor, I had always 
envisioned each EAP issue as a complete 
whole, incorporating interconnected infor-
mation and explication. Mostly by chance, 
some EAPs came together as “special is-
sues”—e.g., on Goethean science or phe-
nomenologies of at-homeness. I voiced my 
strong concern for maintaining the “whole-
ness” of issues, and the director finally 
agreed that each EAP would remain a sin-
gle digital file and “of a piece,” not broken 

into parts that otherwise might insure more 
“hits.” 

I mention this experience because, to-
day, one often notes how publishers and 
digital producers dissect publications into 
separated units that, at least theoretically, 
will generate more digital traffic for the 
venue and thus for the digital publisher. 

I just experienced this situation firsthand 
when I was asked to write an anchor article 
for a special journal issue on “a half-cen-
tury of humanistic geography.” The jour-
nal editor requested that other scholars 
draw on my article as a starting point to de-
velop their own reflections on the topic. I 
assumed this special journal issue would 
be published digitally as a unit in late fall 
2026. Instead, my article was published 
online as soon as it received final editorial 
acceptance; other entries are being released 
as they receive the editor’s final approval. 

I certainly appreciate the alacrity that the 
digital world offers academic publishing 
today, but the independent releases of en-
tries as soon as acceptance is assured does 
seem to weaken the physical and intellec-
tual integrity of any “special issue.” There 
is something unique about a publication 
that accommodates a thematic whole-
ness—a curiosity for readers to peruse all 
the parts, discover connections, and decide 
what entries are most relevant. Breaking 
apart scholarly works that in the past al-
ways remained whole in paper form is an 
unfortunate loss of intellectual and emo-
tional integration. I realize that digital texts 
have their advantages, but, at least cur-
rently, they are unable to mimic the pleas-
ure of holding a complete text in one’s 
hands and readily finding interconnections 
by flipping pages and identifying signifi-
cant meanings by underlining, bookmarks, 
and margin annotations. 

Of course, this breaking apart of works 
that traditionally were kept whole happens 
everywhere today. One notes that even 
book format has succumbed as one can 
purchase individual chapters of a book 
(and thus undermine the wholeness of the 
book itself). Another strange direction in 
which technological and digital develop-
ments take human life! 

 
—David Seamon, Editor, EAP 
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Items of interest 

The Trumpeter is an environmental hu-
manities journal dedicated to the develop-
ment of ecosophy, or wisdom born of eco-
logical understanding and insight. The 
journal is said to serve “the deep ecology 
movement’s commitment to critically ex-
plore and analyze environmental concerns 
in light of ecological developments at 
every relevant level: metaphysics, science, 
history, politics.” The Trumpeter editor 
Nathan Kowalsky welcomes submissions 
and “publishes scholarly articles, narra-
tives, poetry, book and film reviews, and 
cartoons.” trumpeter.journal@gmail.com. 
 

The New Atlantis is a non-academic jour-
nal published three times per year in both 
paper and digital versions. The editors 
work to “offer clarity and guidance [relat-
ing to science and technology] at a moment 
when we seem to be losing confidence in 
one of the pillars of modern civilization.” 
The aim is “to deal more wisely and more 
creatively with both the burdens and the 
blessings of modern science and technol-
ogy.” 

The prospectus reads: “Our culture finds 
itself in a moment in which the term ‘sci-
ence and technology’ has become fraught. 
Dreams of limitless progress now seem to 
be giving way to nightmares. Our talk of 
‘tech’ is split between visions of boundless 
transformation and dread that we will be-
come manipulated, oppressed, obsolete, 
addicted, or simply miserable. ‘Science’ 
seems to be falling from its lofty state, be-
coming mixed up, like so much else, in our 
political squabbles. We treat it as a referee 
who is unimpeachable when he favors my 
team, rigging the game when he favors 
yours.” About Us — The New Atlantis. 
 

The International Network for Tradi-

tional Building, Architecture and Ur-

banism (INTBAU) supports traditional 
building, the maintenance of local charac-
ter, and the creation of better places to live. 
Activities include workshops, summer 
schools, study tours, conferences, awards, 
and competitions. INTBAU’s vision is that 
“every building and place is made with a 

conscience, drawing from and developing 

traditional knowledge and techniques to 

uphold everyone’s right to a place to live 
that is resilient, adaptable, beautiful, 

and supporting local identity.” INTBAU 
was established in 2001 and has since 
gained 40 chapters and over 10,000 mem-
bers in more than 100 countries and re-
gions. About Us | INTBAU 
 

The third “Working Group on Spatial Phe-
nomenology” met in Jena, Germany, May 
7–9, 2026, to focus on the theme of “Phe-
nomenological Approaches to the Built 

World.” A central question was asking 
“how urban planning, landscape architec-
ture, and designed spaces can be under-
stood from a phenomenological perspec-
tive—that is, not primarily as objects or 
pure materiality, but as phenomenal spaces 
of experience, powerful worlds of things, 
or atmospheres as ‘tuned spaces’.” EAP 

editor David Seamon, via Zoom, pre-
sented a talk on “Humanistic Geography, 
Phenomenology and Place.” 
https://akraumphaenomenologie.de. 
 

The conference, Terroir: Ethical and 

Empathic Place for a Common, was held 
in mid-July 2026 at the University of Lan-
cashire, Preston, Lancashire, UK. “Ter-
roir” relates to the character of a place; the 
word most often refers to grape production 
and the ways that a particular locale and re-
gion contribute to the uniqueness of wines 
from that place. The aim of this conference 
was to consider how the theme of terroir 
might “guide architectural design that is 
both ethical and empathetic, fostering sus-
tainable, resilient communities while cele-
brating the uniqueness of local contexts.” 
https://www.lancashire.ac.uk/events/list-
ing/architecture-conference. 
 

EAP editor David Seamon participated in 
surveyor Angus Stocking’s podcast series 
on the work of architect Christopher Al-

exander. Seamon’s topic was “Christo-
pher Alexander, Wholeness, and Phenom-
enology.” Themes covered included phe-
nomenology, lifeworld, and Alexander’s 
understanding and making of wholeness.  
#26 – David Seamon - The American Sur-
veyor.  

 

Citations received 

Khosrow Bozorgi, 2026. Me-
dieval Courtyard Design: 
Converging Urban Morpholo-
gies from Europe to the Mid-
dle East. London: Routledge. 
 

Edited by an architect, the chapters in this 
collection examine “courtyard architecture 
across Paris, Florence, Siena, Granada, and 
Yazd to reveal how the deliberate creation 
of emptiness—the ‘bounded void’—func-
tions as architecture’s primary generative 
principle. Moving beyond conventional 
object-based analysis, the book demon-
strates that architecture’s essence lies not 
in built form but in calibrated absence.” 

Discussion illustrates how “courtyards 
operate as environmental mediators, social 
organizers, and cosmological instruments 
across diverse cultures. The study reveals 
striking morphological convergences that 
emerge through parallel evolution rather 
than stylistic diffusion. Drawing on spatial 
cognition research, urban morphology, and 
phenomenological analysis, the book es-
tablishes void-focused methodology as a 
new theoretical framework. This paradigm 
shift from analyzing solid to void trans-
forms our understanding of both historical 
and contemporary spatial practice, uncov-
ering universal principles that transcend 
geographic and temporal boundaries.” 
 

Edward S. Casey, 2026. 
Place, as a Theme in Phe-
nomenology. In N. de Warren 
and T. Toadvine, eds. Ency-
clopedia of Phenomenology. 
Cham, Switzerland: Springer. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-47253-
5_282-1 
 

From the overview: “Place has been a 
largely neglected topic in phenomenology. 
This is so despite its being an indispensa-
ble component of human experience. 
Where would we be without place? We 
would be nowhere, or else lost in space: 
where “space” names a putatively univer-
sal medium—absolute and unending as 
thinkers from late medieval theologians to 

mailto:trumpeter.journal@gmail.com
https://www.thenewatlantis.com/about
https://www.intbau.org/info/about-us/
https://akraumphaenomenologie.de/
https://acsforum.us18.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88029a3f9d5ce0ced4b95d2da&id=cfa92468c6&e=7d1baf66b6
https://acsforum.us18.list-manage.com/track/click?u=88029a3f9d5ce0ced4b95d2da&id=cfa92468c6&e=7d1baf66b6
https://amerisurv.com/podcast_episode/26-david-seamon/
https://amerisurv.com/podcast_episode/26-david-seamon/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-47253-5_282-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-47253-5_282-1
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Kant agree. Space, so conceived, is indif-
ferent to human presence and experience. 
Adrift in such a medium, a human being is 
but a speck in space. And we are equally 
lost in time considered as a comparably ab-
stract dimension: nothing but a passing 
moment: now here and, shortly after, no-
where and nowhen. 

“Nowhere and nowhen in terms of lived 
experience, which is what phenomenology 
is concerned with. Where, then, is place? 
How are we to think of it?” 
 

Clare Cooper Marcus, 2026. 
Groundbreaking: My Un-
mapped Path as an Aca-
demic, Mother, and Gardener. 
NY: New Village Press. 
 

An autobiographical memoir by one of the 
key figures in environment-behavior re-
search, particularly known for her House 

as a Mirror of Self (2006). Marcus spans 
“nearly nine decades of personal history. 
Moving from a wartime childhood in Eng-
land through her academic career in the 
United States, the book weaves together 
stories of resilience, intellectual discovery, 
and the healing power of nature.” 
 

Barbara Erwine, 2026. Creat-
ing Sensory Spaces: The Ar-
chitecture of the Invisible, 2nd 
edition. NY: Routledge. 
 

This architectural researcher has published 
a new edition of her Creating Sensory 

Spaces, which considers the design possi-
bilities of sensual experience organized, 
chapter by chapter, in terms of light space, 
somatic space, thermal space, acoustic 
space, olfactory space, and sensory chore-
ography. This second edition includes a 
new chapter on sensory wellbeing, which 
includes “recent research substantiating 
the impact of sensory design on the health 
and wellbeing of building occupants.” This 
chapter discusses “sensory differences 
among people and concludes with a set of 
design guidelines to promote an inclusive 
approach to sensory design.” See follow-
ing photograph and side bar, both relating 
to Seattle’s Pike Place Market. 

 
Photograph by Barbara Erwine and used with per-

mission. 
 

Seattle’s Pike Place Market 
 A salmon flies through the air in a 
slippery glide toward the outstretched 
arms of a fishmonger reaching out 
from behind a mountain of ice and 
splayed flesh. One cold, lifeless 
fisheye catches mine before it lands 
with a slap and a spray of ice. It’s a 
show for the tourists as they shout and 
snap selfies with their iPhones. 
    This exuberant spectacle still has a 
certain allure for me after a quarter-
century of Seattle living. The chill of 
the ice, the acrid tinge of brine and 
day-old fish, the cacophony of laughter 
and haggling. This is the heart of Seat-
tle’s beloved public market, the oldest 
continually operating farmers’ market 
in the United States. 
    But the market is also the showy 
color of flowers in early spring, the 
halo of Christmas carols in December, 
the musky patchouli oils, the warmth 
of a deep fryer turning out fresh do-
nuts, the taste of clam chowder, the 
aroma of baked bread, the harmony of 
two buskers strumming guitar and 
mandolin, the stink of piss in dark cor-
ners and the antiseptic pine-scented 
cleanser floating above it …. Attract-
ing tourists and locals alike, it is just 

this delight of the senses that makes 
the market an event in itself, elevating 
this old warehouse space into a memo-
rable place. 
    Perhaps part of the attraction rests in 
just how rare this delight of the senses 
is in our modern world. The histori-
cally lush and sensuous built environ-
ments we evolved in have paled to a 
relatively bland, homogeneous palette. 
With every-increasing technological 
accuracy, the places we now design 
and build are controlled to narrowly 
acceptable ranges of temperature, light, 
smell, sound, texture, and color …. 
    But as Pike Place Market demon-
strates, this was not always the case. 
We come from a rich history of build-
ings, neighborhoods, parks, and cities 
with an elaborate tapestry of sensory 
delights. They present a lush sensory 
landscape, a “sensescape” with peaks 
and valleys of color, texture, sound, 
smell and light that speak to us of our 
place in the world. 
    Just mentioning a sensory aspect can 
evoke the whole memory of a place—
the smell of freshly baked bread as you 
pass a Parisian boulangerie, the shaft 
of light that fingers its way along the 
walls of the Pantheon, the feel of cob-
blestone in the streets of Georgetown, 
the reverberant overtones of a Grego-
rian chant in the chapel of Sant’An-
selmo. 
    This colorful heritage of smells, 
sounds, lights and textures immerses us 
in the world around us (Erwine, pp. 4–
5). 

 

Mahsa Alami Fariman, Chien 
Lee, Ahmadreza Hakiminejad, 
and Asma Mehan, eds., 2026. 
City, Public Space, and Body: 
The Embodied Experience of 
Urban Life. London: 
Routledge. 
 

The 14 chapters of this edited collection 
consider “how bodies experience, shape, 
and are shaped by urban life, particularly 
in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic.” 
The focus is “the entangled relationships 
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between urban space, embodiment, and 
publicness through a variety of methodo-
logical lenses including ethnography, vis-
ual and performative arts, and critical ur-
ban theory.”  
 

Tonino Griffero, 2025. Rapture 
“At a Distance”: Searching for 
Pathic-Atmospheric Aesthet-
ics. Duquesne Studies in Phe-
nomenology, 5 (1). Retrieved 
from: https://dsc.duq.edu/dsp/vol5/iss1/3. 
 

Drawing largely on the work of German 
philosophers Hermann Schmitz and 
Gernot Böhme, this philosopher “discusses 
aesthetics as a theory of sensory experi-
ence as it is encountered in the lifeworld 
(and only secondarily in relation to art).” 
 

Seth D. Kaplan, 2023. Fragile 
Neighborhoods. NY: Little, 
Brown Spark. 
 

This political scientist and “fragile-states 
expert” overviews real-world programs in 
the U.S. that aim to revitalize social insti-
tutions in ways whereby neighborhoods 
and regions might become “places where 
people and families can thrive.” He dis-
cusses five successful programs in loca-
tions that include Detroit, Baltimore, and 
Appalachian Kentucky. His aim is to better 
understand “the deep, often invisible dy-
namics that underpin societies and shape 
the choices people in them make.” He asks 
how programs and institutions might facil-
itate “a sense of responsibility” and “mu-
tual obligation.” See the following side 
bars. 
 

Deeply embedded members 
 Real community produces an ecosys-
tem in which every member is deeply 
embedded, not a collection of relation-
ships that can be picked and moved if 
the owners desire it. A real community 
requires commitment to a certain social 
order, a certain set of institutions and 
norms, and usually to a certain place—
and that commitment by definition 
must constrain some of our individual 
choices. But in return for surrendering 

some of our freedoms, we gain some-
thing more valuable: practical support 
when in need, day-to-day camaraderie, 
and a greater sense of security and be-
longing. While this may breed a degree 
of insularity in some places and has re-
sulted in the exclusion of some in the 
past, it certainly does not have to be so. 
And in fact it is not so in many vibrant 
communities (Kaplan, p. xvi). 

 

Place by place 
 [A]n intense focus on place is critical 
to creating stronger attachments among 
otherwise isolated people and to up-
holding the habits and norms we 
needed to succeed as a  society …. 
Place-based approaches reorient us to-
ward the specific social dynamics pre-
sent in a particular neighborhood, 
while shining a light on the particular 
issues, institutions, and structural fac-
tors that matter most to the success of 
any neighborhood, including: family 
structure; social capital; access to op-
portunity; quality of schools; racial and 
income diversity; the vitality of the lo-
cal economy; public safety; and the 
built landscape. Each of these has been 
found by researchers and practitioners 
to have an outsized impact, and each is 
rooted squarely in physical place …. 
So how can we intentionally improve 
social habitats neighborhood by neigh-
borhood? We need to stop thinking 
about our society as a set of individuals 
and start thinking harder and more cre-
atively about how we strengthen the 
ties that connect us and bring us to-
gether—both within and across neigh-
borhoods. 
We will not be able to solve our social 
problems one by one—as we are at-
tempting to do now. Only by approach-
ing them place by place … can we 
hope to restore our society, one neigh-
borhood at a time (Kaplan, pp. 50–51). 

 

Robert Josef Kozluanič, 2025. Ge-
nius Loci: On Neo-phenomenology 
and Hermeneutics of a Multi-Lay-
ered Appearance, No. 16 in the 
book series, “Atmospheric 

Spaces.” Milan: Mimesis Interna-
tional. www.mimesisinternational.com. 
 

This philosopher focuses on “places with 
characteristic atmospheres and expressive 
physiognomies, places with a genius loci.” 
The book’s first chapters review the cul-
tural history of genius loci. Later chapters 

consider possibilities offered by phenome-
nological perspectives on the topic. See the 
author’s overview in the summer/fall issue 
of EAP. 
 

Hye Young Kim, 2021. We as 
Self: Ouri, Intersubjectivity, 
and Presubjectivity. NY: Lex-
ington Books. 
 

This Korean-French philosopher argues 
for an understanding of “we-ness” 
grounded in “relation,” by which she 
means a pre-subjective, lived situation that 
is pre-subjective—i.e., “the conscious, re-
flective, subjective self is not the concep-
tual basis of relation.” Rather, this pre-sub-
jective connectedness between “self and 
other is always there, but that awareness is 
not prior to this relation, which is an onto-
logical pre-condition of self.” A major fo-
cus of attention is “how the we-mode and 
collective intentionality are expressed, 
read, interpreted, felt, and suggested in our 
practice of language.” One center of atten-
tion is the Korean understanding of ouri 
and its meaning of “we,” “our,” and “us.” 
See following entry. 
 

Hye Young Kim, 2026. We as 
Home: Phenomenological Re-
flections on Embodiment, 
Presubjectivity, and the Hus-
serlian Homeworld. Continen-
tal Philosophy Review. 
https://doi.org./10.11007/s1107-025-09714-1. 
 

This philosopher (see entry above) devel-
ops “a phenomenology of we as home in-
tegrating Edmund Husserl’s concept of 
homeworld … with a new account of pre-
subjective relationality.” She argues that 
“selfhood is not founded in an isolated ego 
but in an originary we-condition—a rela-

https://dsc.duq.edu/dsp/vol5/iss1/3
http://www.mimesisinternational.com/
https://doi.org./10.11007/s1107-025-09714-1
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tional field that precedes and ground indi-
vidual subjectivity.” The claim is made 
that “by uniting phenomenological, onto-
logical, and ethical analyses, the paper pro-
poses that we as home offers a generative 
paradigm for understanding, selfhood, 
community, and universality. It shows that 
to be human is to dwell together in a shared 
world—to be, from the beginning, each 
other’s home.” See side bars, below. 
 

The house embodying relations 
 Bringing the threads together, we ar-
rive at the proposition that we (the col-
lective relational web) is the true home 
of the self. If home is where one be-

longs, and if to belong is fundamen-
tally to be part of a we, then it follows 
that we-ness is the very essence of 
home. 
    Let us articulate what “we at home” 
means in practical and existential 
terms. It means that whenever we ex-
perience a genuine sense of home—
whether in a place or with people—we 
are experiencing a form of fulfilled we-
ness. A Home is, in effect, a micro-
cosm of we. 
    Consider a family home: it is a space 
of interrelations, where each person’s 
identity is shaped in relation to the oth-
ers present (parent, child, sibling roles) 
and to shared memories (maintaining 
the house, celebrating holidays. 
    The house embodies those relations 
in its very walls, expressing how 
dwelling gathers memory and imagina-
tion into form. Intimate spaces—espe-
cially childhood homes—become res-
ervoirs of our daydreams and recollec-
tions; their rooms and corners hold lay-
ers of meaning that far exceed their 
physical layout (Kim, p. 18). 

 
 

At home with one another 
 Husserl’s homeworld tells us that our 
world is carved out by intersubjective 
familiarity; embodiment reminds us 
that we live our relations in flesh and 
habit; memory ties those relations to 
narratives that define us; and the open-

ness of home projects a goal of inclu-
sive community. In a world where 
many feel adrift, researching for a 
sense of home or a meaningful “we,” 
this phenomenological perspective pro-
vides both an explanation—we feel this 

way because we are presubjective be-

ings who need a we to be ourselves—
and a hopeful directive—since we are 

all part of the web of humanity, we can 

in principle find or create a home with 

each other. 
    The task, as always, is to move from 
principle to practice, from the insight 
of interconnection to the lived realiza-
tion of an open home in our social and 
political lives. Phenomenology does 
not directly solve political problems, 
but it sheds light on the human needs 
and structures underlying them. If 
nothing else, recognizing that the other 

is part of my home (and I of theirs) 
might soften the boundaries that so of-
ten divide “us” and “them.” Ultimately 
we are each other’s home. A phenome-
nology of we as home thus calls us to 

be at home with one another, fulfilling 
the deepest of human potentials: to 
make a world together in which every-
one can feel at home (Kim, pp. 21–22). 

 

Robert Mariani, 2026. Ameri-
can Diner Gothic: In the 
2020s, the Weird Soul of 
Placeless America is Being 
Born on Discord Servers. The 
New Atlantis, Winter 2026; 
American Diner Gothic — The New Atlantis. 
 

This writer identifies what he sees as a new 
sort of young Americans and other 
younger people elsewhere—what he calls 
dinergoths—“what you get when eco-
nomic mobility dies, suburbs become psy-
chic deserts, and [the gaming app] Discord 
becomes more real than your cul-de-sac.” 

Mariani identified this new person type 
when he became interested in younger peo-
ple living outside hipster cities like New 
York, San Francisco, and Portland. He as-
tutely depicts the human result as “Place-
lessness without cosmopolitanism and 
with complacent downward mobility.” 

He describes how “dinergothic” incor-
porates a “post-subcultural ‘alt’ aesthetic” 
grounded in digital immersion, queerness, 
and alternative aesthetics. He argues that 
these three dinergoth features are corre-
lated: “Something is making them hap-
pen together in the places previously con-
sidered to be the most normal [e.g., the 
“flyover zones” of mid-America]: “A new 
quirk of 2020s America is that geek equals 
goth equals left-behind American.” 
 

Peace of mind and 

indistinguishable places 
 The dinergoth is made possible by two 
things: American stagnation and the 
breakdown of barriers…. The econom-
ics tell the story. Roughly half of 18-
29-year-olds now live with their par-
ents…. But what has recently changed 
is that nobody is ashamed. This isn’t 
the temporary but embarrassing wait 
for recovery, it’s the new normal. 
    Gen Z homeownership sits well be-
low that of prior generations. At age 
27, only 33 percent of Zoomers own 
homes, compared to 38 percent of 
Gen-Xers and 41 percent of Boomers 
when they were the same age. Each 
generation slides further from the 
American Dream, and they’ve stopped 
pretending to climb. 
    Sixty-four percent of Gen Z say they 
prioritize “peace of mind” over wealth 
accumulation. Of course they do. 
When a one-bedroom costs 70 percent 
of your income, when your student 
debt payments are higher than your 
parents’ mortgage, when every job is 
temporarily permanent, what exactly 
are you supposed to accumulate? 
    The economic race is over, and nor-
mal Americans lost. The dinergoth 
looks at this and makes the only ra-
tional choice: stop trying to win. 
    Meanwhile, the places they’re stuck 
in are becoming indistinguishable. Re-
gional culture is disappearing among 
American youth…. This trend of cul-
tural flattening is particularly notewor-
thy because people are moving 
around less. 
    In 2023, only 7.8 percent of Ameri-
cans changed residence—the lowest 

https://www.thenewatlantis.com/publications/american-diner-gothic?utm_source=substack&utm_medium=email
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rate ever recorded since the Census be-
gan tracking mobility in 1948. Inter-
state moves, once a powerful homoge-
nizing force, dwindled to just 1.4 per-
cent of the population, about half of 
what it was twenty years ago. 
    What we’re seeing isn’t the result of 
mass relocation but something 
stranger: a cultural convergence hap-
pening in place. Provincial people are 
becoming more provincial while the 
provinces are losing their soul. And a 
new culture has flooded in from the In-
ternet (Mariani, n.p.). 

 

Eric Prieto, 2013. Literature, 
Geography, and the Post-
modern Poetics of Place. NY: 
Palgrave/Macmillan. 
 

This literature scholar focuses on “the 
struggle of communities that, in response 
to the changing social, political, and eco-
nomic conditions around them, seek to as-
sert control over their spatial existences 
and identities from within.” He argues that 
“demographic upheaval, migratory circu-
lation, economic liberalization, technolog-
ical innovation, environmental change, and 
all the other motors of geo-cultural flux 
have disrupted many of the practices and 
institutions that have traditionally given us 
a sense of belonging to a place or a com-
munity, and they have done so in a spec-
tacularly short period of time.” The book’s 
three major parts focus on “phenomeno-
logical place,” “the social construction of 
place,” and “postcolonial place.” Prieto in-
cludes discussion of humanistic geography 
and the phenomenological work on place 
offered by philosophers Edward Casey and 
Jeff Malpas. 
 

A new kind of community 
Can we conceive of a new kind of 
community in the era of globaliza-
tion—one that is able to resist the cor-
rosive, de-realizing power of global-
ized capital without falling back into 
the ethnic nationalism and identitarian 
essentialism that marred so many of 
the national agendas put into place by 
the liberation movements of [earlier] 

colonialism? …. [We might conceive 
of] place as a base from which cultural 
differences can be preserved in the face 
of globalization and standardization 
without succumbing to … exclusionary 
and discriminatory temptations” 
(Prieto, p. 145, p. 149). 

 

Ólafur Rastrick, 2025. Sens-
ing and Storying the Urban 
Landscape People-Place Re-
lations in Central Reykjavík. 
Nordic Yearbook of Folklore, 
Vol. 8, pp. 7–28. 
https://doi.org/10.61897/arv.81.51394. 
 

This ethologist considers “the intertwined 
roles of sensory engagement and narrative 
practices in shaping place attachment in in-
ner-city and central Reykjavík, Iceland. 
Through a qualitative mixed-methods ap-
proach—including walk-alongs, audio-
visually recorded in-situ group sessions 
and solitary self-led walks with audio-vis-
ual recording glasses—this study examines 
how individuals connect to the urban land-
scape and form place attachment through 
embodied experiences and the telling of 
personal and shared stories.” 
 

Line Ryberg Ingerslev and 
Karl Mertens, eds., 2025. Phe-
nomenology of Broken Hab-
its: Philosophical and Psy-
chological Perspectives on 
Habitual Action. London: 
Routledge. 
 

This collection of 15 chapters is edited by 
two philosophers and considers the “break-
down of habits and the corresponding 
kinds of self-understanding available to the 
agent.” The chapters are broken into four 
parts: The “double-sidedness of habit”; 
“Social and technological disruptions of 
habitual life forms”; “Transformative ex-
periences and the possibility of new hab-
its”; and “Cultural ruptures of habitual 
life.” A major focus is “how disruptive ex-
periences impact self-understanding and 
social embeddedness.” The most directly 

relevant chapter to EAP topics is philoso-
pher Marco Cavallaro’s “Habits in Exile: 
A Genetic Phenomenology of Exile,” 
Chapter 14. See side bars, following. 
 

Disruption and reestablishment 
[This book] starts from the assumption 
that phenomena of disruption and 
breakdown of habitual life forms ques-
tion our self-understanding in a partic-
ular way. On one hand, the breakdown 
of habits … makes clear how funda-
mental it is to our self-understanding 
that we open ourselves to the future by 
way of habitual processes formed in 
our past. On the other hand, the break-
down of habits shows how our self-un-
derstanding is challenged by disruptive 
experiences and how diverse the ways 
are in which agents might master this 
challenge but also fail because of it. 
Because of our shared habitual life 
forms, the different analyses of the re-
lation between agency, self-under-
standing, and broken habits … comes 
together in testifying to the epistemic 
relevance of the experienced alienation 
at stake when the intertwined social 
and personal home-worlds tied to lan-
guage, place, technology, and embodi-
ment are shattered (Ryberg Ingerslev 
and Mertens, “Introduction,” p. 4). 
 
[H]abits enable us to inhabit and ac-
quire a world …. [T]hey transform 
what is unknown into something we 
can recognize as familiar, they also af-
fectively provide a texture and a back-
ground for our feeling at home in the 
world. The stability provided by indi-
vidual and structural habits enable us 
to move and act freely in a well-known 
environment (Ryberg Ingerslev and 
Mertens, “Introduction,” p. 8). 

 
 

Integration, assimilation, home-

lessness, and exile 
I propose distinguishing four ways of 
habits changing as possible outcomes 
of a lived displacement. The first pos-
sibility is the constitution of new habits 
as a result of settling in the new places. 
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These habits are added to the old habits 
the subject developed in the previous 
place(s). I call this particular modality 
of habit changing in the experience of 
displacement, integration …. 
 The second possibility of habit 
changing in displacement is the loss of 
the old habits together with the gain of 
new habits adapted to the new places. 
Having lost all the habits of the old 
place, the subject’s habitual identity 
undergoes a radical change …. [I call 
this second possibility] assimilation. 
 The third possibility corresponds 
to the loss of the old habits without the 
possibility or capability of gaining new 
ones…. [T]he subject has lost its old 
home and is incapable of finding a 
home in the new place. This amounts 
to the experience of homelessness …. 
 The fourth possibility … in the 
face of displacement is what I call ex-

ile…. The subject did not lose its hab-
its previously contracted while being in 
the homeplace. Instead, the subject’s 
main struggle … arises from the at-
tempt—doomed to failure—to enact 
the old habits in the new place. At the 
same time, the exiled subject is incapa-
ble of developing new habits that 
would meet the new demands of its 
different surroundings. It is caught in a 
situation where, while not being at 
home, it has also not really “moved” 
into the new place—if not merely 
physically, as one might say a stone 
has moved from the top of the moun-
tain to its base (Cavallaro, p. 282). 

 

Seamon, David, 2026. Under-
standing Place as Lived Em-
placement: The Example of 
American Novelist Daniel Ma-
son’s North Woods. Lo 
Squaderno Italian journal; 
special issue on “new begin-
nings”]. https://www.losquaderno.net/. 
 

Seamon considers aspects of place and 
place experience as presented in American 
novelist Daniel Mason’s North Woods 
(2023), said to be a revealing picture of 

how one house and homestead in moun-
tainous western Massachusetts (USA) 
abides in time as various inhabitants and 
occupants come and go. Seamon argues 
that the novel demonstrates implicitly the 
phenomenological claim that human be-
ings and worlds are always already to-
gether integrally via lived emplacement. 
 

Curt Strangward, 2025. On Reg-
ular Urban Recreational Walk-
ing: An Interpretative Phenome-
nological Analysis of Being and 
Place, doctoral dissertation, 
Birkbeck, University of London. 
 

This doctoral study of urban recreational 
walking uses Interpretive Phenomenologi-
cal Analysis (IPA) to examine “the indi-
vidual experiences of 18 early-stage to 
long-term engagers of regular recreational 
walking within London.”  Environmental 
psychologist Strangward writes that “The 
group’s experiences suggest a developing 
trajectory in which the walkers’ sense of 
self, the act of re-walking a space, and the 
sentiments of that space interact and inten-
sify over time.” The thesis includes discus-
sion of “ensuring good pedestrian infra-
structure and designing streets and parks to 
offer increased opportunities for novelty 
and sensory enjoyment.” 
 

From Strangward’s “Conclusion” 
The thesis was developed in response 
to governments and other organisations 
increasingly recommending walking, 
despite a limited evidence base for how 
to achieve this. To remediate this, I 
conducted a phenomenological investi-
gation into regular, urban recreational 
walkers. I set out to understand why 
they did it, what maintained the behav-
iour, what they experienced during 
their walk, and how they understood 
their walked space. I did so with the in-
tent of determining what insights might 
be translatable from the people who do 
it and enjoy it most, to those who do 
not, or have limited capacity. To 
achieve this, I conducted a semi-sys-
tematic literature review to determine 
what was known and to inform 

mywork. Ithen performed two empiri-
cal investigations, recruiting 18 regular 
recreational walkers and analysed their 
data using interpretative phenomeno-
logical analysis. They conveyed that 
their walking is an existential engage-
ment, performed across their lives and 
continents: it is the means by which 
they actualise themselves; they have 
developed a deeply significant en-
twinedness with their walked places, 
which are profound sites of restoration 
and spirituality. Through the integra-
tion and synthesis of these findings and 
other relevant literature, I completed 
my final objective of providing trans-
latable insights, which, summarised, 
are: 
▪ Research should be attentive and 

carefully operationalise who recrea-
tional walkers are. 

▪ Gendered differences are important 
in walkers and engagement and re-
quires further exploration. 

▪ Concentrate on psycho-emotional 
wellbeing benefits rather than physi-
cal health with a good enough ap-
proach. 

▪ Encourage increased walking across 
daily life and accompanied walking 
with adults. 

▪ Considering developing mindfulness 
training with walking interventions. 

▪ Ensuring good pedestrian infrastruc-
ture on the streets and in parks. 

▪ Improve park and street design by in-
creasing biodiversity, and structure 
spaces for novelty and rewarding cu-
riosity. 

▪ Develop public spaces to be more in-
clusive and conducive for people to 
be at leisure in them. 

▪ Place attachment is idiosyncratic and 
integral to walking, yet there are 
multiple means to develop and main-
tain it and the behaviour 
(Strangward, p. 223). 

 

Seán Street, 2020. The Sound of 
a Room: Memory and the Audi-
tory Presence of Place. London: 
Routledge. 
 

https://www.losquaderno.net/
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This communications scholar considers 
what places sound like. “How does the 
sound of place affect our perceptions, ex-
periences, and memories?” Street investi-
gates “the sonic aesthetics of lived envi-
ronments,” using field recordings to con-
sider “the underlying questions of how 
sonic environments interact with our ideas 
of self, sense of creativity, and memories.” 
The author advocates for awareness 
grounded in “deep listening.” 
 

Stephen Walker, 2025. Fair-
ground Theory: The Hidden Life 
and Architecture of the Travel-
ling Fair. London: Bloomsbury. 
 

This architectural historian argues that 
“Even well-known places can be made 
strange when the fair arrives in town. As 
visitors to the fair, we are willingly over-
taken by the all-round intensity of the en-
vironment: loud, fast, bright, busy, and dis-
orientating. Yet the design of the fair-
ground site and its rides—seemingly so an-
archic and chaotic—involves extensive 
considerations which are usually invisible 
to visitors. This book reveals these consid-
erations, uncovering the relational archi-
tecture of events, bodies, networks, and 
machines which has long constituted the 
hidden life of the fairground.” Includes ar-
chival study of British fairs and sixty col-
ored illustrations. 
 

Maren Wehrle, 2025. The 
Method(s) of Phenomenology: 
An Introduction. Berlin: Pal-
grave Macmillan. 
 

This philosopher emphasizes that her focus 
is “less on the question of what phenome-
nology is and more on what we actually do 
when we practice phenomenology.” The 
book begins with a short introductory 
chapter that introduces phenomenological 
investigation, followed by a second chap-
ter on “methods of phenomenology” and a 
final chapter on “phenomenology in ac-
tion.” Surprisingly, this book is an artifi-
cial-intelligence (AI) translation of the 
original German edition published in 2022 
with the result that text sometimes seems 
clunky and difficult to follow. So ironic 

that the first AI entry of this sort ever high-
lighted in EAP is a textbook detailing phe-
nomenology! 
 

A world always one step ahead 
[There is a] irreducibility and tran-
scendence of the “things” and the 
world, to which we are constantly 
thrown back. It is a world whose mean-
ing we cannot arbitrarily construct but 
always only find and interpret. The 
hopefully unbiased description, the de-
termination of the general, or the in-
quiry into the conditions is always tied 
to a real, factual, and thus resistant 
world. 
    This world with all its ‘things’ is 
what stands at the beginning and end 
of every phenomenological descrip-
tion, as its guide as well as its goal. It 
is a world that we can neither create, 
possess as an object, nor fully grasp, 
but which is always one step ahead of 
our descriptions, determinations, and 
explanations, just as we ourselves are 
when we attempt to describe this world 
of which we are already a part 
(Wehrle, p. vi). 

 

Basic structures? 
[The various criticisms of conventional 
phenomenology] must not stand in op-
position to it. The fact that there are 
contingent quasi-transcendental struc-
tures that shape experience differently 
does not mean that there are no basic 
generalities or similarities. On the con-
trary, without basic structures of em-
bodiment or subjectivity, one would 
not even be able to experience or iden-
tify these differences (Wehrle, pp. 97–
98). 
 

 

Practicing phenomenology 
Practicing phenomenology means de-
scribing various forms of experience 
and subjectivity (or intersubjectivity) 
in an unbiased and differentiated way 
as possible using phenomenological 
methods or concepts. Depending on the 
orientation and focus, basic or applied 

questions are at the center. Sometimes 
impartiality or epistemic critique is 
more central, and sometimes practical 
openness or flexibility is. Sometimes 
attempts are made to determine general 
structures or to describe specifically 
situated experiences, and other times 
necessary or concrete conditions of this 
experience and subjectivity are sought. 
And sometimes practicing phenome-
nology means doing all of these things 
at once (Wehrle, p. 160). 

 

Xiaohui Zhang and Willem-
ijn Wilms Floet, 2026. Coun-
ter-Mapping Place Ballet for Ur-
ban Design: Informal Yu Opera 
Practices among Elderly Rural 
Migrants at Youran Pavilion, Ji-
nan, China, Urban Design Inter-
national, 
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41289-
026-00311-z. 
 

These environmental designers draw on 
the concept of place ballet to focus on “el-
derly rural migrants in Jinan, China, partic-
ularly within the city’s historic core and the 
renowned Daming Lake Park.” The au-
thors draw on participant observation, in-
terviews and mapping, the results of which 
are organized around five major themes: 
timeline of events; trajectories, move-
ments, rhythm and power; layout and spa-
tial organization; environmental factors; 
and props, imagination and cultural sym-
bols. The research demonstrates “how per-
formance practices function both as cul-
tural expression and as a means of foster-
ing social connection and emotional resili-
ence, while also uncovering the complex 
dynamics of everyday spatial practice.” 
Useful photographs, diagrams, and map-
pings. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

https://doi.org/10.1057/s41289-026-00311-z
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41289-026-00311-z
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In Memoriam: Leanne Rivlin (1929–2026) 
 

 
 

nvironmental psychologist Le-
anne Rivlin died in New York 
City on January 6, 2026, at the 
age of 96. She was a life-time 

resident of Brooklyn and Professor 
Emerita at the Graduate Center of the City 
University of New York (CUNY). Along 
with Harold M. Proshansky and William 
H. Ittelson, she was a founding figure of 
the discipline of environmental psychol-
ogy. In 1978, these three psychologists 
established CUNY’s Environmental Psy-
chology Doctoral Program, which be-
came a major center for environment-be-
havior research. 

Rivlin’s research covered diverse envi-
ronmental and social topics that included 
public spaces, neighborhoods, psychiatric 
institutions, homelessness, and place 
identity. With Proshansky and Ittelson, 
she was a co-editor of the influential ed-
ited collection, Environmental Psychol-

ogy, first published in 1970 and a remark-
able example of the interdisciplinarity of 
environment-behavior research. 

Leanne was an avid reader of EAP and 
one of the few subscribers who sent re-
newals every year from EAP’s start in 
1990 to its end as a paper publication in 
2016. Beyond the basic subscription fee, 
she provided substantial donations that 
helped EAP continue in the early 2010s 

when printing and postal costs skyrock-
eted. She was kindhearted, generous, 
and curious about all ways of knowing 
and all methods of investigation, includ-
ing phenomenology. She was a major 
figure for setting the stage for work in 
architectural and environmental phe-
nomenology today. 

In tribute, we reprint sections from an 
entry in Environmental Psychology, 
“The Influence of the Physical Environ-
ment on Behavior: Some Basic As-
sumptions.” The entry’s authors are Ri-
vlin and her devoted colleagues, 
Proshansky and Ittelson. The 13 as-

sumptions presented were based on re-
search that the three researchers con-
ducted at two psychiatric wards in “a 
large municipal hospital located in a low-
income area of a major urban commu-
nity.” One ward was female and the other 
male with each ward having “about 25 
beds and consist[ing] of a 138-foot-long 
corridor on which were three bedrooms 
for three patients each and three others ac-
commodating six patients each.” At the 
center of the ward was a dayroom and en-
closed solarium, both working as social 
areas. 

Methodologically, Rivlin, Proshansky, 
Ittelson, and research assistants recorded 
and mapped the activities of patients and 
staff, including “where and when activi-
ties occurred, which and how many indi-
viduals were involved, and how long they 
lasted.” This information was used as ev-
idence to support the 13 assumptions, of 
which below the first three are summa-
rized with accompanying supportive dis-
cussion so that readers gain a sense of for-
mat and style. Assumptions 4–13 are 
listed without supplementary evidence, 
and interested readers are encouraged to 
examine the findings in greater detail. 

These 13 assumptions have considera-
ble relevance for environmental phenom-
enology; an interesting exercise is to con-
sider how the assumptions might be rein-
terpreted via a phenomenological lens. 

Assumptions 1–3 

Assumption 1: Human behavior in 
relation to a physical setting is endur-
ing and consistent over time and situ-
ation; therefore, the characteristic pat-
terns of behavior for that setting can 
be identified. 
 
[W]hat emerged was not simply that 

patients generally carried out certain 

activities in certain places, and at 

certain times of day, but that in gen-

eral the relative frequency of activi-

ties for a given ward area, such as 

bedroom or solarium, both alone and 

in comparison with other areas, 

showed a constancy over time. This 

finding … led us to conclude not only 
that characteristic, stable patterns of 

behavior can be identified in relation 

to the physical setting of the ward, but 

that these patterns of response actu-

ally resist change …. 
 

Assumption 2: Human behavior in 
relation to physical setting reveals di-
versity over space at any given mo-
ment and continuous variability in 
any given space over time. 
 

The diversity and continuity of patient 

behavior in the psychiatric ward are 

by no means unlimited …. Any physi-
cal setting, whether a psychiatric 

ward, a living room, an apartment 

house, a school classroom, a neigh-

borhood, or a city is part of a larger 

and more encompassing physical set-

ting, which it therefore influences and 

is influenced by. This is true because 

physical settings and the broader 

structures that encompass them are 

themselves expressions of corre-

spondingly inclusive and interlocking 

social systems. 
 

Assumption 3: The physical setting 
that defines and structures any con-
crete situation is not a closed system; 
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its boundaries are not fixed either in 
space or in time. 
 

A physical setting, like the behavior of 

individuals in response to it …, is 
characterized by continuous changes 

amidst regularity and stability. Not 

only is it an open system subject to ex-

ternal space and time determinants, 

but for any given perceiver, it in-

cludes other people and their behav-

ior as well as walls, doors, corridors, 

colors, and the like. The physical 

properties of a room are a function 

not only of its decoration but also of 

the number of people in it, the ar-

rangement of the furniture, and even 

the amount of light it has. A room 

with six people in it is not physically 

identical with the same room with two 

people in it; even when the number of 

people remains constant, its perceived 

structure may vary with their behav-

ior. 

 

Assumptions 4–13 
Assumption 4: Behavior in relation 
to a physical setting is dynamically 
organized: a change in any compo-
nent of the setting has varying degrees 
of effects on all other components of 
that setting, thereby changing the 
characteristic behavior pattern of the 
setting as a whole. 
 

Assumption 5: When a change in a 
physical setting is not conducive to a 
pattern of behavior that has been char-
acteristic of the setting, that behavior 
will express itself at a new time or lo-
cus. 
 

Assumption 6: Changes in the char-
acteristic behavior patterns of a physi-
cal setting can be induced by chang-
ing the physical, social, or administra-
tive structures that define that setting. 
 

Assumption 7: The environment is an 
active and continuing process whose 
participating components define and 
are defined by the nature of the inter-
relationships among them at a given 
moment over time. 
 

Assumption 8: Every component of 
the environment interacts or has de-
fined relationship with every other 
component in two ways: (a) it acts on 
all other aspects; and (b) it is acted 
upon by all other aspects and, in par-
ticular, receives the consequences of 
its own action in terms of a changed 
environmental situation. 
 

Assumption 9: The environment is 
unique at any given time and place. 
 
Assumption 10: The study of envi-
ronmental process from the point of 
view of a particular participant in that 

process creates a situation dichoto-
mized into participant, on the one 
hand, and all other environmental 
components, on the other. 
 

Assumption 11: Although there is 
only one environmental situation, 
there are as many surroundings as 
there are components from whose 
point of view the process can be ex-
amined. 
 

Assumption 12: Seen from the view-
point of the participant in the environ-
mental process, the surroundings typi-
cally are “neutral”; they enter into 
awareness only when they deviate 
from some adaptation level. 
 

Assumption 13: Although the partici-
pant remains largely unaware of his 
[sic] surroundings in the environmen-
tal process, these surroundings con-
tinue to exert considerable influence 
on his behavior. 
 
From “The Influence of the Physical Environ-
ment on Behavior: Some Basic Assumptions,” 
Harold M. Proshansky, William H. Ittelson, and 
Leanne G. Rivlin; reprinted as Chapter 3 in 
Harold M. Proshansky, William H. Ittelson, and 
Leanne G. Rivlin, eds. Environmental Psychol-

ogy: Man and his Physical Setting, pp. 27–37 
(NY: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1970). 
 

 
 
 

 

  



 

13 
 

Special Section 

Edward Relph’s Place and Placelessness 
A Half Century of Influence in Environmental and Architectural Studies 
 

David Seamon, EAP Editor 
 

 

People are their place and a place is its 

people, and however readily these may be 

separated in conceptual terms, in experi-

ence they are not easily differentiated. 
 

—Edward Relph 1976, p. 34 
 

N reviewing commentaries on Ed-
ward Relph’s Place and Placeless-

ness, I am always struck by how often 
the above line is quoted. So simple 

yet so profound in its personal, societal, 
and research implications! Relph’s book is 
one of the great explications of the tower-
ing importance of places in human life. 
Perhaps this focus on one essential, ines-
capable aspect of people’s lives and worlds 
has guaranteed the book’s continuing im-
portance, especially in our time of involun-
tary displacements, environmental disrup-
tions, dire wars, intensifying placelessness, 
and life-shifting virtuality and AI. 

Without fanfare, Relph’s Place 

and Placelessness appeared fifty 
years ago, published by the London-
based Pion Press as the first volume 
in a series, “Research in Planning 
and Design,” edited by geographer 
Allen J. Scott. It is significant that 
the book was slotted in a practical 
rather than a conceptual series, since 
the book is as often referred to by 
planners, designers, and policymak-
ers as it is by geographers, philoso-
phers, and other academics. 

Over the years, the book has be-
come a commanding fixture in phe-
nomenological and placemaking lit-
eratures. One can readily argue that 
it is the most influential twentieth-
century work written by a geogra-
pher (Seamon 2026). In the intro-
duction to their 2016 retrospective 
collection, Revisiting Place and 

Placelessness urban planners Edgar 
Liu and Robert Freestone wrote: 

 

For four decades, ideas put forward by 

this seminal work have continued to in-

form discussion and spark many debates, 

from the concept of placelessness itself 

through how it plays out in our societies 

to how city designers might respond to its 

challenge in practice (Liu and Freestone 

2016, p. 1). 
 

One of the most striking aspects of Place 

and Placelessness is its inspirational im-
pact on readers’ ways of thinking. Archi-
tect Kim Dovey (2016, pp. 257-58) wrote 
that, as a doctoral student, he found the 
book “a revelation, a wonderfully clear in-
troduction to phenomenology and a semi-
nal application to issues of built form and 
the city.” Psychologist Louise Million 
(1996, p. 11) explained that, “as a graduate 
student interested in understanding how 
people experience building and living in 
their home places, I wish to credit Relph 
for providing clear and concise guidelines 

for such a project” (Million 1993). Land-
scape architect Douglas Paterson (1996, p. 
9) described the intellectual pleasure and 
vision that Relph’s book provoked: 
 

I immediately felt “opened” to a huge 
range of ideas and possibilities. The text 

was exciting to read. I found myself ex-

plaining “yes,” “right on,” and some-
times “no way!” I covered margins with 
questions, counter arguments, assertions, 

and endless exclamation marks …. 
Relph’s book was important to me for 

several reasons beyond the delight of a 

provocative text. First, the discussion al-

lowed me to situate myself and my experi-

ences in the world. This “situating” ap-

plied equally to my childhood sense of the 

world as well as to my adult experiences 

as citizen and designer. 

Second, Relph’s focus on a sense of 
dwelling in valuing landscapes and places 

prompted me to reflect upon and write ex-

tensively and personally about my experi-

ences of home, special landscapes, and 

everyday places. 

Finally, the book developed an argu-

ment for dwelling and place that merged 

the poetic and pragmatic…. In retrospect, 
I realize that my writings, my teaching fo-

cus, and my respect for the work of de-

signers like Christopher Alexander stem 

from my engagement with Place and 
Placelessness. 
 

Y own personal and academic 
engagement with Place and 

Placelessness echoes these first-
person accounts. When I first envisioned 
my dissertation in the mid-1970s, Relph’s 
book was instrumental because his focus 
on the quality of insideness as an integral 
aspect of place experience provoked an in-
timation that the various lived aspects of 
insideness might be probed more thor-
oughly—for example, via the significance 
of at-homeness and bodily regularity in 
grounding place experience and attach-
ment. 

I M 
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As my research direction became 
clearer, I called my focus of concern “eve-
ryday environmental experience,” which I 
explicated around the three experiential 
themes of movement, rest, and encounter. 
Eventually, my dissertation was revised 
and published in 1979 as A Geography of 

the Lifeworld. I could never have actual-
ized this work without Relph’s inspira-
tional text, which provided a central phe-
nomenological context for my book.  

Powerful in its conceptual clarity, acces-
sible writing style, and ethical conviction, 
Place and Placelessness remains a con-
vincing demonstration of the value of phe-
nomenological thinking for academic and 
professional efforts. To celebrate the 
book’s fiftieth anniversary in this EAP is-
sue, I asked several scholars knowledgea-
ble about Relph’s work to write commen-
taries, highlighting whatever themes they 
felt significant. The result is the following 
seven essays, which collectively offer a 
wide-ranging picture of the book’s merits 
and continuing potential. This special sec-
tion ends with Relph’s present-day reflec-
tions on his book. He offers the optimistic 
claim that: 
 

place must be understood as an existen-

tially resilient phenomenon latent every-

where. Place can be oppressed, trans-

formed, and squeezed, but never elimi-

nated. This existential quality has been re-

peatedly demonstrated as particular 

places have endured in different cultural 

contexts regardless of destruction by 

wars, plagues, earthquakes, mass migra-

tions, and even the collapse of civiliza-

tions. The will to create and, if necessary, 

recreate significant and distinctive places 

is a powerful human impulse. 

 
References 
Dovey, K., 2016. Place as Multiplicity. In R. Free-

stone and E. Liu, eds., Revisiting Place and Place-

lessness (pp. 257–68). London: Routledge. 
Liu, E. and Freestone, R., 2016. Revisiting Place and 

Placelessness. In R. Freestone and E. Liu, eds., Re-

visiting Place and Placelessness (pp. 1–19). Lon-
don: Routledge. 

Million, L., 1996. A World of Many Places. Environ-

mental and Architectural Phenomenology, 7, 3: 
11–12 [special section on the twentieth anniversary 
of Relph’s Place and Placelessness]. 

Million, L., 1992. “It Was Home”: A Phenomenology 
of Place and Involuntary Displacement as Illus-

trated by the Forced Dislocation of Five Southern 
Alberta Families in the Oldman River Dam Flood 

Area. San Francisco: Doctoral thesis, Saybrook 
Graduate School and Research Center. 

Paterson, D. D., 1996. Place and Placelessness: Fab-
ulous Frustrations. Environmental and Architec-

tural Phenomenology, 7, 3: 9–10 [special section 
on the twentieth anniversary of Relph’s Place and 

Placelessness]. 
Seamon, D., 2026. Celebrating Humanistic Geogra-

phy and Forecasting Its Robust Future via Phe-
nomenology. Scottish Geographical Journal, 1–
36; 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14702541.2026.2628572. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

https://doi.org/10.1080/14702541.2026.2628572


 

15 
 

Creativity, Chreod, and Place 
Ingrid Leman Stefanovic 
 

Stefanovic is Professor Emerita in the Department of Philosophy, University of Toronto; and Professor and Dean Emeritus, Simon 

Fraser University. Her research and teaching focus on environmental ethics and how values affect public policy, planning, and 

environmental decision-making. Her books include Safeguarding Our Common Future: Rethinking Sustainable Development 
(2000); The Natural City (2015); and The Wonder of Water (2020). Her new book, A Kinder World, is forthcoming in 2026, pub-

lished by the University of Toronto Press.www.ingridstefanovic.com;ingrid.stefanovic@utoronto.ca. Text © 2026 Ingrid Leman 

Stefanovic. 

 

o exist at all,” philosopher Ed 
Casey tells us, “is to have a 
place—to be implaced” (Casey 
1993 p. 13). The statement is, 

oddly, both self-evident as well as deeply 
insightful. On the one hand, it is empiri-
cally obvious that existence requires that 
entities exist somewhere, in some place, at 
some point in time. But the statement also 
reflects an enigmatic ontological complex-
ity and mystery of implacement. Witness 
the many books and articles that have been 
written on place and sense of place over re-
cent decades [1]. Arguably, that long, con-
tinuing process of reflection was launched 
in large part in 1976 with the publication 
of Edward Relph’s landmark book, Place 

and Placelessness. Fifty years later, what 
might the book still offer? 

In this commentary, I hope to reflect on 
some of the major takeaways of this im-
portant work. I focus on the process of 
building and creating place in individual 
dwellings, cities, and global communities. 
There are important clues that Relph offers 
to inform an ethic of place that is especially 
needed in today’s divisive, increasingly 
fractured world. I am not an architect who 
can offer concrete design suggestions. As a 
philosopher, however, I can say something 
about the kind of virtues that should frame 
values, attitudes, and perceptions as we 
seek to build a nurturing, sustainable sense 
of place.  
 

Emerging Complexity 
In his 2008 preface to the reprint of Place 

and Placelessness, Relph (1976/2008, 
n.p.) acknowledges that the original 1976 
edition was written when the world pre-
sented “a simpler aspect.” At that time, 
there was a general acceptance of two ma-
jor conflicting epistemologies between sci-
ence, technocracy and modernism, on the 
one hand, and the arts and traditionalism 
on the other. Heidegger’s own distinction 

between calculative and meditative think-
ing is another example of the edifying but 
also perhaps somewhat ingenuous way in 
which continental philosophers framed the 
opposing paradigms at the time (Heidegger 
1966, pp. 46ff). 

Within that worldview, there was a 
widespread sense that suburban develop-
ments and urban sprawl emerged from the 
prevailing calculative, modernist approach 
to planning. To quote Relph, “the use of 
quantitative techniques of analysis and ma-
nipulation based on the averages of eco-
nomic man [sic] and a dispassionate and 
impersonal approach to both place and 
people” led to an increasing sense of place-
lessness and anonymity (Relph 1976, p. 
88). Such monotonous “flatscapes” were 
ostensibly examples of placelessness, 

“lacking intentional depth and providing 
possibilities only for commonplace and 
mediocre experiences” (Relph 1976, p. 
79).  

On the other hand, examples of “authen-

tic place-making” were typically found in 
traditional forms of building, from ancient 
Athens—“truly an authentic city”—to 
Chartres cathedral and other Gothic reli-
gious structures “founded on principles of 
humanism” (Relph, 1976/2008, pp. 71, 
73). 

As Relph notes in his 2008 preface, the 
story today is perhaps less straightforward. 
“My inclination now” he writes, “is to see 
landscapes not simply as revealing either 

place or placelessness, but everywhere as 
manifestations of both distinctiveness and 

standardisation. Place and placelessness 
exist in a state of dynamic balance” (Relph 
1976/2008, np). Rather than seeing the 
world in terms of a “Manichaean struggle 
between place, which is represented as 
good, and placelessness, which is bad,” 
Relph suggests that an evolving postmod-
ern era of globalization, cultural change, 

migration and resettlement provides an op-
portunity for a more thorny, intricate, and 
diverse set of narratives of place (Relph 
1976/2008, n.p.).  

Certainly, as Relph reminds us, sense of 
place still provides the possibility of serv-
ing as a pragmatic foundation to address 
many current challenges, from climate 
change to urban growth and global inequi-
ties. But that pragmatism emerges less as 
an application of strict, preconceived, uni-
versal design principles and more as a pro-
cess of nurturing a sensibility toward place, 
and a discernment of what philosopher 
Robert Mugerauer once called “fitting 
placement” (Mugerauer 1994, pp. 132ff).  

I return to Mugerauer’s notion shortly 
but for now, suffice it to say that creating a 
sense of place, by virtue of its diversity of 
scale and form, relies less upon a neatly de-
fined, universalizing formula and more 
upon a diverse and complex set of atti-
tudes, dispositions, and values that frame 
the creative process of building—all of 
which means that understanding and build-
ing place only has become an even more 
challenging undertaking since Relph first 
raised the issue in 1976. 
 

Building as an Art 
Back in the 1970s, Relph recognized that 
planning for the lived experience of place 
required more than the “two-dimensional, 
cognitive space of maps and plans” (Relph 
1976/2008, p. 23). He was already critical 
of a conception of reason in urban planning 
and design that conceives of knowledge as 
merely technical. Then and more recently 
as well, decision making is too often “re-
duced to sets or principles, directions and 
rules; the means of success are made ex-
plicit, and skill and wisdom are replaced by 
mechanical procedures and expertise” 
(Relph 1976/2008, p. 125). 

The advance of computers and artificial 
intelligence (AI) in architectural design 
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only brings such mechanistic, calculative 
skills more front and center, since archi-
tects today are not only automating simple 
tasks. Whether we like it or not, from ini-
tial sketches to final walk-throughs, AI 
permeates the creation of place—how ar-
chitects and planners design and construct 
it to how they interact with it and find 
meaning within the places they build 
(Walch 2025).  

Nevertheless, as one reads Place and 

Placelessness, it becomes evident that the 
process of building and creating sense of 
place still cannot involve a heavy-handed, 
abstract, technocratic attempt to fashion 
single-purpose, merely functionally effi-
cient environments independent of their 
broader settings (Relph 1976/2008, p. 78). 

Designing and building must do more 
than assume that space is artificially uni-
form or homogenizing or that “objects and 
activities can be manipulated and freely lo-
cated within it,” as if creating place re-
quires simply a computer-generated as-
semblage of discrete entities within a 
static, abstract, atemporal setting (Relph 
1976/2008, pp. 76, 95). Moving beyond a 
narrowly utilitarian machine aesthetic to 
create what Relph calls the authenticity of 
placemaking requires a very different dis-
position and way of seeing right from the 
start. 

What one seeks in such an authentic 
stance requires an attitude that is less 
Faustian and dominating, and more one of 
stewardship, requiring a husbanding of en-
ergy and power that is used “sparingly and 
prudently so as to conserve and therefore 
let something be itself, freely” (Mug-
erauer 1994, p. 149). 

Mugerauer throws useful light on 
Relph’s explorations of place when he ex-
plains how an appropriate approach to 
technology is to seek its “fitting place-
ment,” meaning that it would emerge “(a) 
according to its own logic; (b) as useful, 
not tyrannical; and (c) as fitting for and fit-
ting into natural and cultural life” 
(Mugerauer 1994, p. 149). 

One can imagine a similar sensibility 
when it comes to placemaking and the con-
struction of buildings, towns, and cities. 
Mugerauer invites us to restrain our will-
ful, theoretical plans and to better listen in-
stead. Rather than arbitrarily choosing to 
construct a uniform sense of place, he takes 
a cue from landscape architect Dame 
Crowe, who shifts perspectives and asks of 

the tree that she intends to plant “Where do 

you want to be planted?” (Mugerauer 
1994, p. 150). In marked contrast, an On-
tario developer’s billboard advertised a 
new development as “Perfectly Integrated 
with Nature,” hoping to obscure the fact 
that the entire landscape behind the sign 
had been tragically and callously razed to 
the ground to accommodate new housing 
construction. 

Mugerauer’s and Dame Crowe’s sensi-
bilities require something entirely differ-
ent: an originary openness to the world and 
an ability to see and listen in a way that 
willful, narrowly technocratic, manipula-
tive planning strategies disregard. In a sce-
nario of authentic place-making, design 
and construction become an art, engaging 
the senses, intuitions, emotions, as well as 
the intellect, rather than simply emerging 
as a learned, regimented, and imposed 
technical craft.  

In Relph’s words, “places are not ab-
stractions or concepts, but are directly ex-
perienced phenomena of the lived world 
and hence are full of meanings, with real 
objects, and with ongoing activities. They 
are important sources of individual and 
communal identity and are often profound 
centres of human existence to which peo-
ple have deep emotional and psychological 
ties” (Relph 1976/2008, p. 141). To under-
stand place, even in an era of AI, means to 
better understand and to keep front and 
center the lived human experience of place 
as a condition of authentic placemaking. 
 

Chreod and Creativity 
Relph reminds us that a lived sense of 
place “is above all that of…belonging to 
your place…and to know this without re-
flecting upon it” (Relph, 1976/2008, p. 65). 
Implacement is not always the object of 
conscious reflection but emerges spontane-
ously, as we move through space as em-
bodied creatures. 

To be sure, place is more than a simple, 
subjectivistic projection of meaning upon a 
landscape. Creating a sense of place re-
quires that we understand and actively re-
spond to the taken-for-granted complexi-
ties of human experience and embodiment, 
while retaining a discernment of what a 
landscape has to offer. The landscape 
speaks, if we allow it to and are attuned to 
the meanings that resonate within it. 

As far back as 1957, British biologist, 
Conrad Hal Waddington shared some fas-
cinating reflections about how living sys-
tems optimally function in the natural 
world. Exploring the nature of biological 
structures, he coined the term chreod—a 
concept that architectural theorist Sanford 
Kwinter (2007) postulated to be one of the 
most important of the twentieth century 
[2]. Drawing from the Greek chre (mean-
ing “must” or “necessary”) and the sub-
stantive hodos (meaning “way” or “road”), 
the term signified an obligatory trajectory 
or pathway that “is determined by the ini-
tial conditions of the system and once en-
tered upon cannot be abandoned” (Wad-
dington 1961, cited in Mantia 2020, p. 69). 

Building on the process philosophy of 
Alfred North Whitehead, Waddington 
hoped to shed light on the dynamics of 
complexity theory by focusing less on 
component parts and more on the larger 
picture of a biological world that naturally 
sought “an orderly sequence of develop-
mental stages” (Palmarini 1981, cited in La 
Mantia 2020, p. 69). When a river flows 
down a mountainside, there is a natural tra-
jectory along the path of least resistance. 
That route has less to do with individual, 
rigid constraints along the way than with a 
revelation of and responsiveness to the 
context within which the river finds its 
proper place. 

In a similar vein, architect Christopher 
Alexander agreed that a functioning sys-
tem “does not wander about in configura-
tion space, looking for… rarely occurring 
configurations. Instead, it just goes there. 
The grain ripens. The corn forms… One 
thing follows another, and in a particular 
way which leads from one good configura-
tion to another, and in such a way that any 
natural process gradually leads towards 
and homes in on the good, well-adapted 
configurations” (Alexander 2002, pp. 17-
18). In such a natural process, Alexander 
tells us that a properly functioning com-
plex system eventually becomes “fit for its 
environment.” When it comes to architec-
tural creativity, the aim similarly is to 
“make a building, or place in a town be-
come well-adapted” (Alexander 2002, p. 
18).  

Both Waddington’s and Alexander’s 
work point to a way of seeing creativity of 
place design as less a matter of producing 

or resourcefully projecting a particular 
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product than developing a particular sensi-
bility and attunement to achieve the kind of 
right fit between the underlying context 
and discrete design elements—between 
whole and parts—that Mugerauer de-
scribed. Such a fit arises not through force 
or dominion, computer simulation or spec-
ulative projection but rather by developing 
an openness to our surroundings and an 
ability to discern complex relationships 
and authentic contexts within which to cre-
ate an authentic sense of place.  
 

Chreod, fitting placement, and 

praxis 
Let me give a few examples. One comes 
from Relph himself, when he describes 
Athens as constructed during the Hellenic 
period. He considers it to be an authentic 
city because “intentions, activities, and 
physical form were completely bound to-
gether” (Relph 1976/2008, p. 71). 

Greek architect Constantinos A. Doxi-
adis expanded on this thought when he de-
scribed the process of constructing the sa-
cred Athenian site of the Acropolis. Plan-
ners had been perplexed as to why the 
buildings had been designed in what ap-
peared from above to be a haphazard, non-
linear layout. Doxiadis was able to show 
that, rather than following abstract, aerial, 
axial coordinates, builders had used a nat-
ural system of polar coordinates where 
“the determining factor in the design was 
the human viewpoint” (Doxiadis 1972, p. 
20). 

In other words, the configuration of the 
site had been established not through a 
standardized, conceptual top-down image 
but rather around the logic of pedestrians’ 
evolving embodied, visual perspective as 
they were gradually led by way of the de-
sign to the ultimate sacred destination of 
the Parthenon. Creation of a sense of place 
emerged through a sensibility and discern-
ment of a right fit, a chreod, between the 
landscape, the ultimate revelation of the 
natural built form, and human beings seek-
ing a sense of embodied orientation and 
meaning on their walking journey. 

A similar attitude drove the construction 
of walkways in a Toronto park many years 

ago. Before laying down asphalt pathways, 
planners decided to observe pedestrians’ 
extemporaneous tracks in the snow, reveal-
ing an embodied understanding of how to 
traverse a park in the most optimal way. 
Once again, a strategy of explicitly seeking 
to uncover the embodied human perspec-

tive and natural, evolving relationship with 
the surrounding environment, guided the 
final design process. 

On such an understanding, creating 
sense of place means being open to under-
standing, mapping, and enabling essential, 
embodied, human perceptions of space that 
emerge often in a tacit way. Clearly, there 
are challenges to doing so. But perhaps a 
good start is to approach the task of creat-
ing and building sense of place with what 
philosopher Nancy Nyquist Potter calls 
“epistemic humility”—a willingness to 
critically reflect on one’s own “ontological 
commitments, one’s beliefs and belief sys-
tems, one’s biases, and one’s assumptions” 
while being open to modifying them as re-
quired (Potter 2022, p. 121). 

We have a tendency today to hold 
strong, often divisive opinions, denying 
our human vulnerability and suppressing 
humility, seeking instead to control and 
dominate our environments, perhaps in 
search of an elusive sense of security. But 
a genuine sense of security, wellbeing, and 
belonging emerge from an attitude that re-
mains open to and respectful of diverse 
views, to potential connections between 
wholes and parts, and a sensibility and dis-
cernment of a right fit between human be-
ings, natural landscapes, and sense of 
place. 

In the end, Relph’s conclusion in Place 

and Placelessness is as relevant today as it 
was then. He reminds us that we do have 
the power to evolve innovative, meaning-
ful places because a “deep human need ex-
ists for associations with significant 
places.” And ultimately, we are morally 
obliged to continue to focus on the im-
portance of sense of place because 
“whether the world we live in has a place-
less geography or a geography of signifi-
cant places, the responsibility for it is ours 
alone” (Relph 1976/2008, p. 147). 
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Stefanovic, Safeguarding Our Common Future: Re-

thinking Sustainable Development. (Albany, NY: 
State Univ. of New York Press, 2000); Mick Smith, 
An Ethics of Place. (Albany, NY: State Univ. of New 
York Press, 2001). 

[2] I am indebted to my brother, Edward Leman, 
(1954–2021) who served as President of his urban 
planning company, Chreod Inc., for introducing me to 
the innovative, underutilized concept of “chreod.” 
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ed Relph’s Place and Placeless-

ness is a unique and remarkable 
volume. What makes it so is not 
merely its influence—or the lon-

gevity of that influence. It is also the fact 
that Place and Placelessness attempts to 
set out an account of what is surely the fun-
damental concept in cultural geography 
and environmental studies, namely the 
concept of place, and that it does so with 
respect to such a wide range of sources, in-
cluding sources in philosophy, no less than 
in geography and its  related disciplines.’ 

Relph says of the book that it has “its 
philosophical foundation ... in phenome-
nology” (Relph 1976, Preface). In this re-
spect, Relph’s work sits alongside that of a 
handful of key thinkers, including Anne 
Buttimer, David Lowenthal, David Sea-
mon, and Yi-Fu Tuan, who shaped the rise 
of humanistic geography largely through 
the introduction of phenomenological 
modes of thought. The phenomenological 
orientation at issue here is one that Relph 
characterizes, in the original introduction 
to Place and Placelessness, in terms of a 
focus on lived experience and its close ob-
servation and analysis. It is a characteriza-
tion that echoes features of the account 
Relph set out in his very first publication 
six years before (Relph, 1970).’ 

Although it finds its foundation in phe-
nomenology, Place and Placelessness is 
not, of course, a work of phenomenology 
or of philosophy. A large part of Relph’s 
discussion in Place and Placelessness, as 
in his works elsewhere, is directed at con-
crete, observable features of the experience 
of the world as given in and through spe-
cific places and spaces, and this is one of 
its main strengths. On this basis, much of 
Place and Placeness can be read as con-
cerned with the empirical description of 
the ways place is variously experienced. 
The empirical discussion is given direction 
and purpose, however, by the conceptual 

and philosophical work that is the real 
backbone of the book and is also what 
makes it such a landmark in geographical 
thought as well as in the thinking of place 
more broadly. 

It is the conceptual and philosophical as-
pect of Relph’s work that is my focus 
here—and my apologies to Relph in ad-
vance for subjecting what is not a work of 
philosophy to philosophical scrutiny. I 
hope doing so will be seen as a mark of my 
respect and admiration for Relph’s work 
overall—Place and Placelessness is indeed 
one of the pioneering works, and one of the 
richest for the resources that it provides, in 
the development of thinking about place. 
 

 once asked Relph about the philosoph-
ical, or more specifically, the phenom-

enological influences that had been 
most important to him in relation to place. 
I was initially surprised when he answered 
by citing Edith Cobb’s work on “the ecol-
ogy of imagination in childhood,” which 
focuses on the early origins of creativity 
(Cobb 1959, 1977—Place and Placeless-

ness lists a republished version of Cobb 
1959 in its bibliography). 

Cobb’s work can certainly be viewed, 
broadly, as having a phenomenological 
character, especially in the emphasis it 
gives to the experiential. Her work is espe-
cially notable, however, for the crucial role 
it gives to place and environment in child 
development and, through autobiograph-
ical memory, in later life. The themes at is-
sue for Cobb recur throughout Relph’s 
work, and even when they are not explicit 
often sit in the background of his discus-
sions. 

The connection to Cobb and her themati-
zation of childhood and memory is note-
worthy for several reasons, not least of 
which is the centrality of these same 
themes in so much of the place-related lit-
erature elsewhere. Louise Glück writes in 

her poem Nostos that “We look at the 
world once, in childhood/The rest is 
memory” (Glück, 1996, 43). This line is 
not only pertinent to Cobb’s work but also 
reflects something central to place and its 
experience. 

That childhood and memory are so im-
portant here is not because place and the 
experience of it are somehow inevitably 
backward-looking or regressive, involving 
some childish desire to return to a state of 
Edemic innocence (see Malpas, 2012, 
161–175). Rather, childhood memory is 
important because the very experience of 
place takes the form of an “always al-
ready”—it takes the form of a being-here 
that comes before we can begin even to ask 
after the nature of that “here.” 

It is in virtue of this being here, this orig-
inal finding ourselves in place (which is 
tied to both our mortality and our natality), 
that we are opened to the world and the 
possibilities that it holds. It is this that is 
the focus for Simone Weil, on whom Relph 
also draws, when she emphasizes “the need 
for roots” (see Weil, 1952) and which is 
also evident, in slightly different ways, in 
the writings of Albert Camus and Martin 
Heidegger (though again, it need not im-
ply, contrary to many all-too-common 
readings, any simple “nostalgia” for or a 
return to the past). It is evident too in Ed 
Casey’s work and the way his work on 
place connects to his earlier work on 
memory (see Casey 2009, 181–215). Here, 
Marcel Proust plays a significant role, as 
he does in my own work also (see Malpas 
2018, 161–199). It is no surprise to find 
that Proust also makes a brief appearance 
in Place and Placelessness. 
 

hat the phenomenological elements 
in Place and Placelessness might 
be connected to a thinker such as 

Cobb is an indication of Relph’s broad 
conception of phenomenology, despite the 
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occasional reference to Edmund Husserl, 
that is at work there. And that broad con-
ception is characteristic of the way in 
which phenomenology entered into geog-
raphy in the 1970s and 1980s and, to a 
large extent, of the way in which it has con-
tinued to figure, if less centrally, in geog-
raphy and related disciplines today (al-
though the rise of so-called  post-phenom-
enology, whose own relation to phenome-
nology is often rather tenuous or at least 
contentious, complicates the contemporary 
picture) [1]. 

Within philosophy, of course, phenome-
nology has a slightly more varied use in 
which it refers first, and more generally,  to 
any inquiry into how things appear (often 
how things appear to consciousness), in 
which sense it is used, for instance, by 
G.W.F. Hegel in the nineteenth century, 
and, second, to the more specific form of 
this inquiry as it is developed primarily in 
the work of Edmund Husserl, where it is 
centrally constituted around a particular 
type of analysis with its own methodologi-
cal and conceptual commitments. It is Hus-
serl’s work that is, of course, foundational 
to phenomenology as a distinct philosoph-
ical school or approach. 

Not all the philosophers who begin as 
phenomenologists in the Husserlian sense 
end up remaining so, and there is a real 
question as to what phenomenology be-
comes, and how much of it remains, in 
post-Husserlian thinking. Heidegger is, of 
course, taken to be one of the key propo-
nents of phenomenology after Husserl, and 
he is, perhaps, the figure who most consist-
ently appears in many of the early writings 
on phenomenology in geography and else-
where—certainly he is the philosopher to 
whom Relph refers more than any other. 
Yet Heidegger famously abandons much 
of the language of phenomenology, which 
had been explicitly adopted as the theoret-
ical and methodological framework for his 
early work, in favor of something that, in 
his later work, he calls simply “thinking” 
[2]. 

It is Heidegger’s later thinking that ap-
pears to have the more important and per-
vasive influence on Place and Placeless-

ness. Nothing makes this connection 
clearer than the use Relph makes, not only 
of Christian Norberg-Schulz’s work in ar-
chitecture, which is very much derived 
from Heidegger’s late essay, ‘Building 
Dwelling Thinking’ (Heidegger 1971, 

141–159—an essay that figures promi-
nently in much of the architectural and ge-
ographical appropriation of Heidegger); 
but also, and, I would suggest, more im-
portantly, of Vincent Vycinas’s Earth and 

Gods (1961). The latter is a brilliant book 
and one of the first monographs on 
Heidegger in English. 

Vycinas’s work explicitly reads 
Heidegger in a way that gives priority to 
the later writings—as such it tends to be 
less focused on phenomenology at the 
same time as place-related themes are 
brought to the fore. And although Vycinas 
does not make place itself the central con-
cept in his reading, at least not explicitly, 
he nevertheless focuses his approach to 
Heidegger around the idea of the Fourfold 
(das Geviert) of earth and sky, gods and 
mortals that is itself a mode of place 
(Ort/Ortschaft in Heidegger’s German). 

Relph’s use of Vycinas is unusual, since 
Vycinas’ book is, in many ways, a fairly 
specialist text and not much taken up in the 
secondary Heidegger literature even in the 
1970s [3]—but partly for this reason it re-
inforced how close and wide-ranging was 
Relph’s philosophical engagement and 
how attentive Relph was to the place-re-
lated elements in Heidegger on which (al-
most alone at that time) Vycinas drew [4]. 
 

here is, of course, a sense in which 
Heidegger’s late thinking can be 
seen as still a continuation of phe-

nomenology and even as a form of phe-
nomenology—a sense that connects with 
the more general sense in which phenome-
nology is used in philosophy elsewhere 
and in geography. If phenomenology is un-
derstood as characterized by the primacy it 
accords to experience (as Relph uses the 
notion), then phenomenology can be ar-
gued to apply no less to the later Heidegger 
than to the earlier. My own work, despite 
my reluctance to accept its commonplace 
phenomenological categorization, can be 
said to be phenomenological in just this 
sense. 

But experience, no less than phenom-
enology, is a term with more than one 
meaning, and it is worth thinking more 
about the different meanings of both expe-
rience and phenomenology before coming 
back to the question about the relation of 
phenomenology to geography as well as to 
place—and regardless of whether the term 

“phenomenology” is to be used to charac-
terize Heidegger’s work or my own, or, in-
deed, Relph’s. 

Experience is often taken to relate pri-
marily to the one to whom the experience 
is said to belong and as such is taken to be 
essentially subjective. My experience is 
thus my own and need have no relation to 
your experience. This has the obvious con-
sequence that it makes phenomenology, as 
the inquiry into experience, an inquiry that 
is, first and foremost, an inquiry into what 
is mine. This looks problematic since it 
seems to make phenomenology quite nar-
row and restricted. 

One response is to say that if this is a 
problem, then it is not a problem just for 
phenomenology. Surely all inquiry has to 
begin somewhere, and where else can it 
begin but with our own personal experi-
ence of things?  One might even say that 
this is one reason why place is so im-
portant—all experience and all knowledge 
arises only on the basis of our personal and 
subjective being somewhere, our being 
here. 
 

here is some point to this line of 
thinking. But there also remains a 
fundamental problem, because ar-

guably, if what we start with is just our 
own, then there is no reason to think we 
will ever have access to what is not our 
own. 

The problem that emerges here, which 
becomes acute as the idea of subjectivity 
becomes more self-enclosed and more cen-
tral with the advent of modernity, is one 
that has preoccupied philosophers for hun-
dreds of years. It certainly preoccupies 
Husserl, all the more so because he explic-
itly adopts a methodological Cartesian-
ism—beginning, to put matters crudely, 
with consciousness and trying to find a 
way back to the world from within con-
sciousness. This is just what Descartes 
himself tries to do, of course, though in his 
case he needs to call upon the idea of God 
to be able to do it. In Husserl’s case, the 
solution is to be found in the deeper “tran-
scendental” structure of subjectivity, 
which already contains the connection 
back to the world (or, as Husserl later de-
velops matters, to the “lifeworld”). 

This is not the place to go into the details 
of the Cartesian and Husserlian solu-
tions—and it is important to recognize that 
they are not arbitrary or unilluminating—
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but they do bring further problems of their 
own. Descartes founds the escape from 
subjectivism on what may well be viewed 
as a philosophically questionable theism 
(whether it really avoids subjectivism is 
another question) whereas Husserl de-
pends on showing that phenomenology en-
tails a form of “idealism” (though a phe-
nomenological or transcendental idealism) 
thereby appearing to shift from one form of 
subjectivism to another. 

Descartes aside, the presence of a  “sub-
jectivist” or “idealist” tendency in phe-
nomenology, though not referred to in just 
these terms, is evident in Relph’s early dis-
cussion of phenomenology in his 1970 es-
say (Relph, 1970, esp. 194–195) and some-
thing of it seems also to be present within 
the framework of Place and Placelessness, 
although just how much is a significant and 
interesting question. 

The basic problem that is evident here—
in both Descartes and Husserl—can be 
seen to underlie skepticism, solipsism, and 
relativism in their modern forms. All of the 
latter depend, whether explicitly or not, on 
assuming a subject whose relation to the 
world is taken to be already problematic, 
and all of them can also be seen as more or 
less convertible with forms of idealism or 
subjectivism (this is especially so in re-
spect of the relativisms that are nowadays 
so common in contemporary theory). 

I would argue that the problem at issue 
is also expressed, in a different way, in 
terms of what Relph calls placelessness as 
well as in other forms of alienation and dis-
placement, including the alienation from 
the world that is so often taken to be char-
acteristic of modernity. 
 

f we accept that there is a problem con-
tained within the  idea of experience as 
it is commonly understood—a problem 

reinforced by the problematic nature of the 
standard solutions—and that this spills 
over into the idea of phenomenology, then 
what does that mean, not only for phenom-
enology, but also for the relation of phe-
nomenology to geography and to the ques-
tion of place? 

On the face of it, phenomenology, 
whether in its more general form whereby 
it prioritizes “lived experience” or as spe-
cifically developed in Husserl, can readily 
become problematic precisely because it 
so often starts with a notion of experience 
that is, oddly enough and despite its first-

personal or even “indexical” character, un-

placed. Taken as subjective, experience is 
already somewhat removed from the real-
ity of place and world (something cap-
tured, to some extent, in the idea of the 
phenomenological “bracketing” of exist-
ence). It begins not with place but with my 
place, not with world, but with my world—
and so it begins, essentially (even if this is 
sometimes hidden), with me. 

This is just the problem phenomenology 
inherits in virtue of the Cartesian begin-
ning that, in its original Husserlian charac-
terization, phenomenology takes as its 
own. And that Cartesian beginning, contin-
ues, if often implicitly, within Husserlian 
and post-Husserlian phenomenology, in-
cluding as developed, for instance, in soci-
ologist Alfred Schütz’s work, as well as 
phenomenology as it is reconstituted in the 
work of contemporary social construction-
ism. 

The latter has its roots, via Alfred Schütz 
and others, in phenomenology, despite of-
ten setting itself against phenomenology—
something that is true, even of the spa-
tially-inflected social constructionism of 
Henri Lefebvre that has become so much 
part of the contemporary geographical 
canon. There is, in this respect, an odd jux-
taposition in much contemporary theory, 
especially in geography, between an overt 
“materialism” or even “objectivism” and 
an underlying subjectivism (which partly 
explains its relativistic tendencies). 

The focus on experience, seemingly so 
central to phenomenology, can thus lead 
away from place as much as it may also 
seems to lead, as in Relph’s work, back to 
it. This is just what happens in much of the 
contemporary discussion where place is 
routinely understood as essentially the 
“meaning” (itself effectively a variation on 
what is taken to be at issue in talk of “ex-
perience”) that is attached to spaces or to 
locations in space. Place itself becomes 
something subjective. Moreover, this is not 
altered by those approaches that take the 
“meaning” or “sense” at issue to be “so-
cial” or otherwise tied to a collectivity 
(“subjective” being a category that is not 
identical with, even if often identified with, 
the “individual”). 

This difficulty is evident in Place and 

Placelessness, but it tends not to appear in 
quite the way it does elsewhere—the sub-
jectivist or idealist inflection is mitigated 
precisely by the influence Relph draws 

from the later Heidegger, including as me-
diated through Vycinas. 

 

 would add that Cobb’s work also has 
a role here, since part of what comes to 
the fore in her work, especially evident 

in the later sections of the original essay 
cited by Relph, is on the primacy of what 
can be construed as a form of place or be-
ing-in-place with the experiential being it-
self understood in relation to this situated 
place (which is largely how I treat it in 
Place and Experience [Malpas 2018]). 
Thus, Cobb talks of the “‘unmediated vi-
son’ of childhood” as “the primary evi-
dence, perhaps the source, of the predic-
tive, prefigurative imagination of man” 
(Cobb 1959, 544). She ends her essay with 
a call for “a redefinition of human individ-
uality, not only in terms of human rela-
tions, but also of man’s total relations with 
‘outerness’, with nature itself” (Cobb 
1959, 547). 

Relph does, of course, identify “in-
sideness” as a key feature of place (see esp. 
Relph 1976: 49), and this phrasing might 
seem to run counter to Cobb’s emphasis on 
“outerness.” But each of these understand-
ings necessarily entails the other and to-
gether they are but two aspects of the one 
structure that is place. Inasmuch as in-
sideness is associated with subjectivity (as 
outsideness is associated with objectivity), 
then it is an indication of the way subjec-
tivity is derivative of place (as is objectiv-
ity also, see Malpas 2018), rather than 
place being constituted through subjectiv-
ity—through, for instance, the subjective 
apprehension of, or conferring of meaning 
on, space. 

It seems to me significant that the poten-
tial subjectivist or idealist strains in Relph 
were not what came to the fore when I first 
read Place and Placelessness. For me, 
what was central was Relph’s thematiza-
tion of place itself. The experiential aspect 
of that analysis did not diminish the pri-
macy of place as both the focus and the 
frame for the experience at issue. This per-
spective was in marked contrast to the 
sense of place that I took, perhaps idiosyn-
cratically on my part, to be at work in Yi-
Fu Tuan’s work, where the subjectivist ten-
dency, as well as the effective privileging 
of space over place, appeared more pro-
nounced and more immediately problem-
atic. 
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Both Tuan and Relph appeal to phenom-
enology in their accounts (just as both also 
draw, to differing extents, on elements of 
the later Heidegger). As I read them ini-
tially, Tuan seemed to pull in one direction 
and Relph in another (the latter being the 
direction that resonated most with me). 
Perhaps this reflects something of the 
equivocity that I have indicated is already 
present in the ideas of both experience and 
phenomenology, although if so, it is an 
equivocity that seldom surfaces within ge-
ographical discussions of these notions. 

 
espite my own misgivings about 
phenomenology, and my disincli-
nation to appropriate the term to 

my own work, there is an important sense 
in which phenomenology, once we set 
aside the unfortunate focus on conscious-
ness with which it is often associated,  in-
deed attempts to engage with what is at is-
sue in the question of place and our own 
relation to place. And it does so precisely 
through the attempt to uncover the basic 
structure of appearance. 

Here it is significant that—even within 
Husserlian phenomenology, and notwith-
standing the way it seems to set aside the 
relation to place and world as a methodo-
logical first step— still the placed charac-
ter of appearance, and so of experience, is 
never completely expunged, but re-
emerges through other notions, notably of 
intention, horizon, and also (for Husserl, in 
his later thinking) situation, and the roles 
they play  in the analysis of structure at is-
sue. 

The notions at issue here are themselves 
tied to place, and the structure to which 
they contribute is essentially a topos 
(something that is especially important for 
the trajectory of Heidegger’s thinking). 
The focus on appearance here—on what, 
no matter the way it may be presented as 
apart from place, fundamentally remains a 
placed appearance—also entails the close 
attentiveness to the concreteness or, better, 
the singularity of things that is so much a 
part of phenomenology as a method and so 
central to its adoption within geography. 

This argument leads toward an under-
standing of phenomenology as itself, in the 
terms I have used elsewhere, topological or 
topographic in character. And, in this re-
spect, phenomenology is also already ori-
ented to that which is central to the geo-
graphic (at least as it takes as its focus our 
existence “on the earth”). 

Arriving, however, at such a topological 
understanding of phenomenology requires 
making explicit what otherwise remains 
largely implicit in phenomenological 
thought and practice. It may even be said 
to require a rethinking of phenomenology 
in topological or topographic terms that is 
at odds with phenomenology as under-
stood within the philosophical or even the 
geographic mainstream. 

Relph says of Place and Placelessness, 
as I noted earlier, that it has its philosophi-
cal foundation in phenomenology. I would 
propose, looking back on Relph’s ground-
breaking work, that its real foundation, in-
cluding its philosophical foundation, lies in 
place, and in the thinking of place. And this 
is also where phenomenology, as a genuine 
form of thinking, must find its proper foun-
dation. That may not have been so evident 
in 1976 or in 1970, but that it might appear 
so now—that it can even be advanced as a 
recognizable possibility—is surely some-
thing to which Relph has himself contrib-
uted. 
 

Notes 
[1] In this respect, John Pickles’ critique of Relph’s 

use of phenomenology, and of the use of phenome-
nology in humanistic geography more generally 
(Pickles 1985), seems not to give enough room to the 
broad sense of phenomenology at work in Relph and 
others, essentially focusing on the more specific and 
narrow philosophical sense of phenomenology as a 
distinct school or approach noted in the discussion 
above. That is not to say that Pickles’ critique is un-
founded, and he certainly does draw attention to sev-
eral important issues, but it is also incomplete and, 
perhaps, even somewhat misdirected. 

[2] It is worth noting that Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
also explicitly shifts away from phenomenology in 
his later writings—and arguably for reasons similar to 
Heidegger’s, namely, the concern with subjectivism, 
And Merleau-Ponty, like Heidegger, can also be read 
(though the connection is less clear or direct) as mov-
ing toward a notion that is more attuned to place; I 
would read the idea of ‘flesh’ (la chair) in late Mer-
leau-Ponty in just this way. Of course, both Merleau-

Ponty and Heidegger had already moved away from a 
strict Husserlian framework even in their early think-
ing.    
[3] Vycinas’ book has attracted a relatively modest 
accumulation of citations—270 in Google Scholar 
over what is now a 75-year period. Interestingly there 
are probably as many citations in discussions of place 
and place-related themes as in works specifically on 
Heidegger—which may well be due, in part, to 
Vycinas’ appearance in Place and Placelessness.  
[4] The other key work on Heidegger that draws on 
the place-related elements in his thought and does so 
in much more explicit and detailed fashion, is Joe 
Fell’s, Heidegger and Sartre: An Essay on Being and 

Place (1979). Unfortunately, as is also true of 
Vycinas’ work, Fell’s book has not received the atten-
tion it deserves—if one looks to citations as a partial 
indication of attention, Fell’s book has about as many 
as Vycinas’, though over a 47-year period and with 
more citations in works related to Heidegger and Sar-
tre. 
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ifty years after the publication of 
Place and Placelessness, Edward 
Relph’s reflections continue to il-
luminate the existential stakes of 

environment. His concern was not limited 
to architectural sameness or aesthetic 
standardization. Rather, he identified a 
more subtle condition: the weakening of 
lived depth, the erosion of existential in-
sideness, and the gradual emergence of en-
vironments that no longer gather experi-
ence into meaningful coherence. “Place-
lessness” named a mode of being in which 
the world is encountered at a distance. The 
enduring relevance of his work lies in this 
phenomenological insight. 

Yet the contemporary world presents 
configurations that extend beyond the his-
torical horizon of the 1970s. In societies 
undergoing rapid transformation, place-
lessness does not always appear as visual 
monotony. It may emerge through acceler-
ation, staging, and discontinuity. Contem-
porary China, shaped by decades of intense 
urbanization and social mobility, offers a 
particularly revealing context for rethink-
ing Relph’s argument. The following re-
flections focus on three interrelated dimen-
sions: acceleration and lived time, curated 
locality and authenticity, and interrupted 
rhythm and continuity.  
 

1. Acceleration and the Fragility of 
Lived Time 
Place, for Relph, is not merely a spatial 
configuration but a temporal accomplish-
ment. It arises through duration, through 
repetition, and through the gradual sedi-
mentation of memory in the routines of 
everyday life. Familiar paths are walked 
over years. Encounters recur and acquire 
texture. Rhythms stabilize and become tac-
itly embodied. Through this slow thicken-
ing of experience, space is transformed 

into place. Existential insideness depends 
upon this accumulation. Without temporal 
depth, belonging cannot mature. 

Contemporary China presents a pro-
found challenge to this temporal founda-
tion. The speed of spatial transformation 
frequently exceeds the pace at which lived 
experience can consolidate. Large-scale 
redevelopment in cities such as Shanghai 
and Beijing has entailed demolition, reset-
tlement, and reconstruction within com-
pressed timeframes (He, 2007; Shin, 
2009). Growth-oriented planning regimes 
have institutionalized cycles of rebuilding 
that render urban form perpetually provi-
sional (Wu, 2015; Ren, 2013). Even where 
new residential compounds provide mate-
rially improved housing, the relocation of 
residents often disrupts established social 
networks and everyday routines (Zhang, 
2010). 

These processes can be further illumi-
nated by Hartmut Rosa’s theory of social 
acceleration. Rosa (2013) argues that mod-
ern societies are characterized by acceler-
ating technological change, social transfor-
mation, and life pace, producing a contrac-
tion of the time available for stabilizing 
meaningful relations to the world. 

When applied to the Chinese context, 
this framework clarifies that the issue is not 
merely rapid development but the shrink-
ing interval within which lived experience 
can sediment into memory. If place re-
quires duration, then acceleration destabi-
lizes its very conditions of possibility. 

Recent analyses of Chinese urbanism re-
inforce this interpretation. Wu (2022) de-
scribes an urban revolution driven by gov-
ernance restructuring, land finance, and 
developmental imperatives. Shin (2025) 
suggests that processes of urban transfor-
mation increasingly reflect the urbaniza-
tion of state capital, embedding speculative 
dynamics within institutional frameworks. 

Under such conditions, redevelopment is 
not episodic but systemic. Spatial turnover 
becomes structurally normalized. 

From a phenomenological standpoint, 
the consequence is a subtle but pervasive 
provisionality. Attachment forms in envi-
ronments whose continuity cannot be as-
sumed. Residents invest memory in neigh-
borhoods that may soon be dismantled or 
reconfigured. Even newly constructed dis-
tricts, architecturally coherent and infra-
structurally advanced, may lack the tem-
poral depth required for insideness to ma-
ture. Dwelling takes on a tentative quality. 
One inhabits while anticipating change. 

Relph defined existential insideness as a 
deep involvement in place grounded in 
continuity. Continuity presupposes time. 
When duration contracts, insideness be-
comes fragile. The problem is not solely 
displacement, though displacement re-
mains significant. There is also the diffi-
culty of allowing experience to settle into 
familiarity. Repeated cycles of redevelop-
ment narrow the horizon of permanence. 
Neighborhoods become chapters rather 
than enduring settings. Place risks becom-
ing episodic. 

This temporal fragility does not imply 
the absence of attachment. Residents con-
tinue to cultivate belonging within new en-
vironments. However, the accumulation of 
lived depth must occur under accelerated 
conditions. The Chinese case thus refines 
Relph’s diagnosis. Placelessness here does 
not primarily arise from visual uniformity 
or standardized design. It emerges from in-
stability. The ground of experience feels 
temporally unsettled. 

Even materially impressive environ-
ments may not permit sufficient duration 
for memory and identity to cohere. In this 
sense, contemporary China reveals an 
evolved form of placelessness, one that 
Relph anticipated but did not fully confront 
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in 1976. Placelessness can arise not only 
from sameness of form but from compres-
sion of time. When spatial transformation 
outpaces lived assimilation, the temporal 
foundations of place are weakened. The 
fragility of lived time becomes central to 
understanding contemporary conditions. 
 

2. Curated Locality and the 

Ambiguity of Authenticity 
If acceleration destabilizes duration, cu-
rated locality complicates authenticity. 
Across Chinese cities, redevelopment pro-
jects frequently foreground heritage and 
regional culture. Architectural forms 
evoke vernacular traditions, historic streets 
are reconstructed, and cultural motifs are 
embedded in commercial and civic design. 
Such gestures appear to counter placeless-
ness by emphasizing identity and distinc-
tiveness. 

Yet these localities are rarely spontane-
ous. Research on Chinese urban transfor-
mation shows that identity construction is 
often embedded within strategic planning 
and market-oriented development (He and 
Wu, 2009; Wu, 2015, 2022). Place be-
comes part of branding and governance 
narratives. Cultural symbols are selected, 
refined, and replicated across different 
sites. Environments that appear locally 
specific may therefore share common de-
velopmental templates. 

This condition speaks directly to Relph’s 
later reflection on the evolution of place-
lessness (Relph, 2016). Placelessness does 
not necessarily entail the disappearance of 
place-signs. It may coexist with, and even 
be concealed by, their proliferation. Inau-
thenticity arises not from the absence of 
identity but from its simulation. 

The Chinese case sharpens this paradox. 
Zhu (2018) demonstrates how heritage re-
development often operates within circuits 
of romantic consumption. Historic districts 
are restored or reconstructed as leisure 
spaces structured around tourism and af-
fective experience. The past becomes cu-
rated atmosphere. Cultural continuity is 
translated into aesthetic spectacle. 

However, curation does not automati-
cally imply superficiality. Jiang et al. 
(2025), through their empirical exploration 
of the yijing model, show that physical en-
vironment shapes emotional atmosphere, 
and that emotional atmosphere signifi-
cantly influences place identity. Identity 

formation is mediated by affective experi-
ence rather than determined solely by his-
torical authenticity. Designed environ-
ments can foster meaningful attachment 
when spatial qualities support emotional 
resonance and everyday engagement. 

This insight complicates any simplistic 
opposition between authentic and inau-
thentic space. A newly built district may 
cultivate deep belonging if residents ap-
propriate it through sustained practice. 
Conversely, a heritage-themed environ-
ment may remain experientially thin if it 
functions primarily as spectacle rather than 
dwelling. 

Studies of place attachment in Chinese 
redeveloped neighborhoods reinforce this 
point. Attachment depends heavily on eve-
ryday interaction and social continuity ra-
ther than symbolic design alone (Wang and 
Chen, 2015; Liu et al., 2017). Identity 
emerges through participation. It cannot be 
secured only through representation. 

The ambiguity of curated locality there-
fore marks an evolution in the logic of 
placelessness. In Relph’s original formula-
tion, placelessness often appeared through 
standardized landscapes and visual same-
ness. In contemporary China, it may ap-
pear through hyper-differentiation. Cities 
cultivate distinctive atmospheres, yet these 
atmospheres can be structurally inter-
changeable. Locality becomes reproduci-
ble. Atmosphere becomes portable. 

Even so, Relph’s core insight remains 
intact: authenticity is existential rather than 
decorative. What matters is whether envi-
ronments support unselfconscious involve-
ment, shared memory, and habitual en-
gagement. Placelessness today may hide 
beneath an abundance of cultural signs. 
Evaluating place in the Chinese context re-
quires moving beyond appearance to ex-
amine affective atmosphere, social conti-
nuity, and lived duration. Only then can we 
determine whether curated locality deep-
ens insideness or merely performs it. 
 

3. Interrupted Rhythm and the 
Question of Continuity 
If acceleration compresses duration and 
curated locality complicates authenticity, a 
third dimension of contemporary place-
lessness in China concerns the interruption 
of everyday rhythm. For Relph, place co-
heres not only through symbolic meaning 
or historical continuity but also through 
lived involvement. Repeated patterns of 

movement and encounter weave body and 
environment together. Over time, these 
repetitions generate familiarity. 

Existential insideness depends on such 
stabilization. One belongs to a place be-
cause one’s daily life unfolds within its 
rhythms. This rhythmic dimension has 
been elaborated phenomenologically by 
Seamon (2018), who describes place-ballet 
as the ensemble of habitual bodily routines 
that bind individuals to specific environ-
ments. Through recurring paths, shared 
timings, and tacit coordination with others, 
the environment becomes internalized. 
Continuity is embodied before it is concep-
tualized. 

Contemporary China, however, is 
marked by large-scale mobility and demo-
graphic fluidity. Internal migration re-
mains one of the most significant features 
of Chinese urbanization. Wang et al. 
(2023) document evolving migration pat-
terns, including circular mobility and flex-
ible settlement strategies. Educational re-
location, shifting employment structures, 
and housing precarity further contribute to 
mobile lifeworlds. Rental housing and 
transitional accommodation are especially 
common among younger urban residents. 

As Li and Wu (2013) and Ren (2013) 
show, belonging in such contexts is often 
negotiated rather than assumed. Under 
these conditions, everyday rhythms are fre-
quently interrupted. A familiar route may 
disappear following redevelopment. 
Neighbors disperse as buildings are demol-
ished or leases expire. Work schedules 
shift in response to changing labor mar-
kets. The choreography of daily life strug-
gles to stabilize. The body begins to inter-
nalize its surroundings, yet this internaliza-
tion may be unsettled before it matures into 
durable familiarity. 

Rural restructuring adds another layer of 
discontinuity. Land consolidation, indus-
trial transformation, and demographic 
change have altered village landscapes and 
social compositions (Long, 2014; Day, 
2013). Younger generations migrate to cit-
ies, leaving aging populations behind. Tra-
ditional agricultural rhythms fragment. 
Even where physical structures remain in-
tact, communal interaction patterns shift. 
The cadence of everyday life becomes un-
even. 

In this context, placelessness manifests 
as rhythmic disruption rather than visual 
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monotony. The issue is not whether envi-
ronments appear distinctive but whether 
repetition can stabilize. When patterns fail 
to endure, insideness becomes precarious. 
Belonging may still form, but it lacks the 
support of extended duration. Continuity 
must be repeatedly reconstructed. 

Yet mobility does not automatically pro-
duce placelessness. Research on neighbor-
hood change in Chinese cities indicates 
that residents actively cultivate new forms 
of attachment even amid redevelopment 
(Liu et al., 2017). Social networks reas-
semble. New routines emerge. Migrants 
establish practices that gradually anchor 
them in host cities. 

This persistence of place attachment 
demonstrates the resilience of dwelling. 
Relph’s insight is particularly valuable 
here. He argued that place sustains existen-
tial orientation. It provides a stable horizon 
within which life unfolds. In contexts of 
high mobility, this orientation becomes 
contingent. It must be renegotiated with 
each relocation, each redevelopment cycle, 
each demographic shift. The fragility of 
continuity becomes central to the contem-
porary experience of dwelling in China. 

The Chinese case therefore refines 
Relph’s concept of placelessness. Place-
lessness does not necessarily mean the ab-
sence of identity or attachment. It may 
arise when continuity is repeatedly inter-
rupted, when repetition is too frequently 
broken to allow depth to consolidate. 
Rhythm is not eliminated, but destabilized. 

The question is not whether belonging is 
possible, but whether it can endure under 
structural fluidity. In this sense, interrupted 
rhythm reveals a subtle evolution of place-
lessness. It directs attention away from ar-
chitectural form and toward temporal sta-
bility. Where repetition can settle, in-
sideness may still flourish. Where it can-
not, place risks remaining provisional. 
 

Conclusion 
Fifty years after its publication, Place and 

Placelessness continues to provide an in-
dispensable vocabulary for understanding 
the existential stakes of environment. Ed-
ward Relph’s central insight was decep-
tively simple yet profoundly enduring: 
place is not merely a physical setting but a 
structure of lived meaning grounded in 
continuity, involvement, and depth. 

Placelessness names the erosion of those 
conditions. The transformations unfolding 

in contemporary China do not render this 
insight obsolete. On the contrary, they illu-
minate its continued relevance and reveal 
new configurations of the condition he de-
scribed. 

The Chinese context demonstrates that 
placelessness today often operates differ-
ently from the forms Relph initially exam-
ined. Acceleration compresses duration, 
challenging the slow sedimentation of 
memory upon which insideness depends. 
Governance structures institutionalize 
rapid cycles of redevelopment, narrowing 
the horizon of permanence. Curated local-
ity complicates authenticity, as heritage 
and identity are actively produced within 
planning and market frameworks. Atmos-
phere is designed, and cultural symbolism 
proliferates. 

Interrupted rhythm further destabilizes 
continuity, as mobility and restructuring 
fragment the repetitive patterns that bind 
body and environment together. Taken to-
gether, these dynamics suggest that place-
lessness in contemporary China appears 
less as visual monotony and more as insta-
bility. It is manifested in the compression 
of lived time, the stylization of identity, 
and the disruption of repetition. Relph’s 
later recognition that placelessness evolves 
alongside place proves prescient. The con-
dition has not disappeared. It has adapted. 

Yet the Chinese experience also compli-
cates any deterministic reading of place-
lessness. Attachment persists even amid 
rapid transformation. Residents cultivate 
belonging within newly constructed dis-
tricts. Migrants develop identification with 
host cities. Heritage environments some-
times mature into genuinely inhabited 
neighborhoods rather than remaining sites 
of spectacle. Emotional atmosphere, eve-
ryday practice, and social continuity con-
tinue to generate depth under conditions 
that appear structurally unstable. 

This resilience does not invalidate 
Relph’s concerns. Rather, it underscores 
the dynamic character of dwelling. In-
sideness is fragile but not extinguished. 
Continuity may be interrupted, yet it can be 
reestablished. The critical question is not 
whether change occurs, but whether envi-
ronments allow sufficient duration, partic-
ipation, and rhythmic stabilization for 
lived depth to accumulate. 

For environmental and architectural phe-
nomenology, the task remains clear. Eval-

uation must move beyond surface appear-
ance, whether uniform modernism or cu-
rated heritage. It must attend to temporal-
ity, atmosphere, and embodied routine. 
Place endures where lived continuity be-
comes possible, even if newly constituted. 
Placelessness expands where continuity is 
repeatedly undermined by structural insta-
bility. 

Reconsidered within the Chinese con-
text, Relph’s work proves neither dated nor 
parochial. Instead, it offers a conceptual 
lens capable of interpreting one of the most 
rapid and large-scale spatial transfor-
mations in human history. The challenge 
for the next generation of scholarship is not 
to abandon his framework, but to refine it 
in light of contemporary dynamics. The en-
during question remains the one Relph 
posed implicitly half a century ago: under 
what conditions can environments sustain 
existential depth in a world that moves 
with unprecedented speed? 
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dward Relph’s Place and Place-

lessness framed these two titular 
terms in a way that was revela-
tory for planners, architects, and 

geographers. It made the otherwise inac-
cessible work of Heidegger and other phe-
nomenologists (to non-philosophers, at 
least) relevant and understandable within 
our lived environment. While he was far 
from the only person to have done this, 
Relph was an important early figure in es-
tablishing place as significant to how we 
understand human life together, and to give 
a name to what happens when it goes 
wrong, when place just doesn’t feel or 
seem right anymore. 

I have often been more interested in this 
“getting it wrong” than getting it right, 
when it comes to place. Placelessness 
seems to me to be about more than just fail-
ing to live up to whatever place is meant to 
accomplish. Relph’s sense of placelessness 
is about inauthenticity. It follows 
Heidegger, and is a covering-over of Be-
ing, an inability to truly dwell in a place. 

Relph points to kitsch as a homogeniza-
tion of place, and to theme parks such as 
Disneyworld as fantasy places that exclude 
anything unpleasant to create a soothing 
image of life. He points to museumization, 
the practice of preserving the past while at 
the same time subordinating its place-ness 
in favor of a particular narrative memory 
that also homogenizes the past and renders 
it comprehensible to modern eyes. 

Likewise, futurization diminishes the 
present and the place in favor of a bright 
and shiny world that comes with a moral 
imperative (this is what we ought to strive 
for), and subtopia suggests that we have al-
ready arrived in that future, which consists 
of rationalized and identical dwellings and 
a technologized life. 

Relph’s catalogue of forms of placeless-
ness has surely influenced urban-studies 
critics and geographers to better under-
stand the alienating aspects of modernity 

when place is seen as just commercializa-
ble or expendable. His message is clear and 
persuasive: placelessness comes as a result 
of economic and political forces that at-
tempt to harness and rationalize the physi-
cal world, and in so doing make it less able 
to be a place where humans can emerge in 
their diversity and richness. 
 

hen I teach Relph’s ideas on 
placelessness, I usually draw a 
contrast to Marc Augé’s con-

cept of non-place. These two seemingly 
similar ideas come from different tradi-
tions that function differently. Relph’s 
frame of reference is phenomenological, 
with Heidegger as a primary thinker of 
place. Placelessness is thus inauthentic-
ity—that is, the inability of humans to truly 
realize their potentialities as free beings, 
since the fundamental condition of their 
existence (that they dwell as embodied be-
ings on the earth) has been constrained by 
how we diminish place. 

Augé, on the other hand, looks back to 
structuralism and semiotics. There is a rea-
son that one of his primary examples is the 
airport: it is a place where all signifiers 
point elsewhere. The point is not to stay 
and dwell but to leave. One might point out 
that those who work in the airport could 
see it as a place rather than a non-place. 
One thinks of the movie The Terminal, 
which dramatizes the story of someone 
caught between countries, unable to go for-
ward or turn back, and how he makes a 
place for himself in the terminal by con-
necting with staff and regular travelers 
there. The point, though, is that he must 
overcome a great deal to accomplish this. 
The airport does not support this kind of 
placefulness. 

As I read Relph again, however, I realize 
that he includes “other-directedness in 
places” (p. 118), which comes close to 
Augé, despite the differences in theoretical 
foundations. The point remains, though, 

that these intellectual traditions of place 
characterize nonplace and placelessness 
differently. Both of these together suggest 
different toolkits of place production— in 
Relph’s case, the recovery of human ways 
of being that have been covered over by the 
“fallenness” of commercial structures and 
require a reinvention of human-scale 
places that do not fall into single-use pat-
terns that facilitate the transfer of capital to 
corporate entities. 

In Augé’s case, we might think instead 
about the ways in which our ability to 
dwell in place is mediated by the signifiers 
around us and the significance they make 
possible. In both cases, we might talk about 
place-making imagination (and to see how 
these might work out in different ways, see 
Janz 2009). 
 

e also can develop the concept 
of placelessness in other direc-
tions that might be useful. Here, 

I suggest a few possibilities. 
 

1. The not-yet place 
In “Walls and Borders” (Janz 2005), I ar-
gued that the wall built to hold back the 
Hudson River at the base of the World 
Trade Center, went from being no-place 
before September 11, 2001 to being a place 
in the subsequent weeks. Nothing had 
changed about the wall itself, except that it 
had been exposed and became part of a 
narrative. It took on a heroic character—it 
held the river back when it could have col-
lapsed and killed even more people. It 
stood when everything else fell. 

This wall was, in a sense, placeless be-
fore the attacks, but not placeless in 
Relph’s sense. It was simply a not-yet 
place, one which became a place because it 
fit into a public narrative. Relph makes 
clear in late writings (e.g., Relph 2016) that 
place and placelessness are not necessarily 
mutually exclusive. They intertwine. But 
what is it that intertwines? It may be the 
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ability of places to enable humans to real-
ize their potentiality, over against the col-
lapse, control, or capture of that ability for 
some particular interests. The wall became 
everyone’s story, not just the story of a few 
who would profit from it. 

For that matter, Augé’s airport carefully 
controls all signifiers, rendering human po-
tentiality to be very goal-directed (unless, 
of course, there is an effort borne of neces-
sity to turn it into a place). We could imag-
ine, in other words, that the not-yet place is 
both prior to human meaning and prior to 
signification, and its becoming a place 
brings both of those things into being.  
 

2. Faded places 
We could look at the other end of the 
place/placelessness narrative cycle. Ruins 
are faded places that still speak of a life, 
even if that life is another’s and not really 
available to a current audience. The 
filmmakers of the Lord of the Rings trilogy 
played on this theme, as characters moved 
through forests that held half-buried heads 
of sculptures and ruins of buildings whose 
purpose was not clear. These places lived 
in myth more than memory. 

Any archaeological discovery of an an-
cient indigenous civilization might be 
turned into a picture of the lives of those 
we cannot hope to understand at the level 
of place, other than in the broadest strokes. 
Why did this place matter to these people? 
There may well be placelessness here, but 
of a different sort—not the capture by re-
ductionist corporations or developers but 
at best the ability to know that a place did 
matter to someone, but we cannot know 
what that mattering meant.  

If there is placemaking, there must also 
be unmaking, and it may not be a matter of 
imagination but the loss or forgetting of it. 
But forgetting always exists with place. 
There is no way that an experience of place 
could accrue all its significance and keep it 
intact. This may be seen in Relph’s com-
ments on “museumization” (p. 101), which 
not only sets a narrative in amber but also 
disrupts any human-level process of re-
membering and forgetting that must be part 
of any place’s continued vitality. This re-
newal of place necessarily involves the 
loss of some narratives, and the obscuring 
of some signifiers.  
 

 

 

3. No-place places 
There is another sense in which place and 
placelessness sit uneasily together. There 
are those places that do not register as 
places at all, at least not in a phenomeno-
logical sense, since we have no reference 
points to draw from. I wrote a paper (Janz 
2017) that looked at unprecedented experi-
ence, specifically experience in space. Em-
manuel Levinas wrote a newspaper article 
which used Yuri Gagarin’s orbit of the 
earth in 1961 as evidence that the 
Heideggerian use of place was just super-
stition and idolatry. He draws a sharp dis-
tinction between the Heidegger, indebted 
to Christianity, which is “given over to the 
idolatry of place,” and Judaism, which has 
“always been free with regard to place.” 

More interesting than Levinas’s rejec-
tion of place, however, is the question of 
what it means to exist in a place where hu-
mans literally have no place. We are still 
embodied, of course, although even that 
comes with qualifiers in a place where our 
bodies must relearn everything we think 
we know. 

But to the extent that our places are 
meaningful because of shared history, tied 
to the built environment and practices, a 
place that has neither of those things would 
seem to come close to being placeless. One 
response to such placelessness might not 
be a diminishment of the human spirit but 
the opposite—a sense of wonder (Gal-
lagher et al., 2015). This placelessness may 
well be the basis for a phenomenology of 
surprise, as Francoise Dastur suggests 
(Dastur 2000). 

We might see place as event, 
Heidegger’s Ereignis, and this would cer-
tainly fit with Relph’s approach to place-
lessness. The wholly other place, hardly 
imaginable under most circumstances, 
might engender thaumazein, the kind of 
wonder that is akin to being on the ocean 
and seeing unknown life emerging from 
the depths. 

It is the kind of wonder that asks, who 
am I now that I know I am in a world that 
also has such beings in it? And yet, even 
here, we could look to another kind of 
event, one more like that of Deleuze, in 
which the interaction of complex systems 
engenders new forms of life and thought, 
not predictable or reducible to what they 
came from. 

The Heideggerian version of event is 
transcendent, while the Deleuzean is im-
manent. In both cases, place is not just 
where events happen, it is event itself. And 
that’s what makes Relph’s sense of non-
place so important: the totally controlled 
place is the place where, to the best of the 
intentions of the designers, no events can 
happen other than those already pre-
scribed. 

However we understand “event,” if there 
is no potential for surprise there is no real 
place possible. If there is nothing but sur-
prise, such as life in outer space, it may 
take some time before anything like a place 
can emerge.  
 

4. Virtual placelessness 
We could likewise see a kind of placeless-
ness in virtual place. It would be easy to 
dismiss online environments as something 
close to non-places, even if they strive for 
verisimilitude of physical places. If 
Relph’s examples of placelessness stem 
from the actions of capitalism and corpo-
ratism homogenizing places for the pur-
pose of choreographing human action, it 
would seem that virtual space would be the 
endpoint of such logic. 

Most of these spaces are corporately 
owned and operated. A gaming environ-
ment might place a player within a space 
that is narratively compelling and engross-
ing, and there might be social interaction 
between players, but in the end the place is 
usually still determined by the goals of the 
game (setting to the side sandbox games 
like Minecraft). 

This situation seems like the apotheosis 
of placelessness—the simulacrum of 
place. And yet, even here we might see po-
tential for something else. One aspect of 
phenomenology that is not often connected 
with place, but which I think deserves 
more investigation, is the nature of play. 
We see play has a central role in 
Heidegger, Fink, Gadamer, Axelos, and 
others (see Janz 2019). It is not the game-
play that is the obvious connection to 
online environments. It is instead play that 
is at the core of the power of place, allow-
ing human potentiality to show itself. 

Is that the current state of online gam-
ing? No. For the most part, corporate actors 
still constrain action within games. But vir-
tuality is not limited to gaming. The ques-
tion of place in virtuality is still open, 
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hardly pursued by game designers but still 
possible. 

If it was possible to have something like 
play within games, not just first-person-
shooter, goal-directed play but play of the 
sort that Fink and other phenomenologists 
imagine, could we then start to see virtual 
experience as platial experience? N. Kath-
erine Hayles (1999) argues strongly for the 
materiality of virtuality, so that objection 
might not be as strong as it looks. In an age 
of agentic AI, the border between the vir-
tual and the material is fuzzier still. 

But none of this moves us closer to play. 
If, as I suspect, play is a crucial element of 
place, these questions would have to be ex-
plored, if we are to avoid just creating an-
other simulacrum of place.  
 

5. Placelessness as violations of 

dwelling 

I often tell students when I teach African 
philosophy that the difference between co-
lonialism and slavery is that with colonial-
ism your place is taken from you, and with 
slavery you are taken from your place. 
These are, in other words, both violations 
of dwelling and the ability to dwell, and 
they are therefore both forms of placeless-
ness. 

Again, we see a version of placelessness 
that seems to go beyond Relph’s version, 
at least in his initial work. And we might 
add to that the experience of apartheid, in 
which one’s place is so constrained by law 
and by force that it seems there is no real 
possibility for the potentialities of a people 
to flourish.  

This experience of placelessness is 
clearly a violation of human rights. It is not 
fallen into due to the incentives of business 
drawing people to accept an ersatz version 
of place. And yet, what we see regularly 
within the experiences of slavery, colonial-
ism, and apartheid is human spirit and will 
making a place for itself even in the most 
difficult of social conditions. 

The attempts of colonial powers or slave 
masters to define and govern place in their 
own interests does not, in fact, prevent the 
formation of place. It may indeed lead to 
profound expressions of the human 
spirit—forms of music and art that express 
anguish but also solidarity and love. As 
Relph points out, place and placelessness 
are intertwined, and even concerted at-
tempts to render the other as placeless can 
nevertheless be the conditions for showing 

forth ways of human inhabitation and 
dwelling. 

Such creations of place under the condi-
tions of extreme violence and oppression 
are no justification for such activity. The 
fact that slaves produced a vibrant culture 
is not justification of slavery, despite the 
political desire of some for this to be true. 
It is also no argument for not redressing 
past wrongs and eradicating racism where 
it remains. 

At the same time, however, the hard-
earned lives of those who came through 
these events cannot be ignored or dimin-
ished. Some of the most profound artistic 
and intellectual movements have arisen in 
these places. This placelessness can in fact 
lead to place, even as it carries placeless-
ness forward.  
 

6. Forced placelessness 

But is this always the case? Perhaps the 
most extreme version of placelessness is 
the one we see in Jean Améry’s Holocaust 
reflection, At the Mind’s Limit (Améry 
1980). This Viennese-born essayist and 
member of the Belgian resistance offers a 
version of placelessness that came as a re-
sult of the torture he experienced. He de-
scribes in vivid detail the inability to dwell 
in the world. “We, however, had not lost 
our country, but had to realize that it had 
never been ours. For us, whatever was 
linked with this land and its people was an 
existential misunderstanding” (p. 50). We 
might suppose that he is just describing the 
loss of citizenship but not really the loss of 
place. But he goes further:  
 
Genuine homesickness was not self-pity, 

but rather self-destruction. It consisted in 

dismantling our past piece by piece, 

which could not be done without self-con-

tempt and hatred for the lost self. The hos-

tile home was destroyed by us, and at the 

same time we obliterated the part of our 

life that was associated with it. The com-

bination of hatred for our homeland and 

self-hatred hurt, and the pain intensified 

most unbearably when, during the strenu-

ous task of self-destruction, now and then 

traditional homesickness also welled up 

and claimed its place (p. 51). 
 

Améry’s placelessness did not creep up 
on him but was forced. It did not come 
from the compromises of place and the di-

lutions of meaning we might see in the er-
satz places of malls and fast-food restau-
rants. It was not just the lack of significa-
tion we might see with non-place. 

This is a placelessness that it is hard to 
imagine coming back from, because the 
placelessness imposed by his treatment in 
Germany becomes a placelessness in the 
world itself. (for more on this, see Janz 
2023) He survived the war and continued 
to live, write, and work until he attempted 
suicide in 1974 and finally succeeded in 
1978. The cause of his death might be psy-
chologized as depression due to his experi-
ences in the war, but if being in place is 
fundamental to who we are as humans, and 
the ability to dwell in place is taken away 
due to extreme trauma, it seems that his 
despair is closer to being existential than 
psychological. 

This is a kind of placelessness, an inabil-
ity to dwell, that even Heidegger never re-
ally foresaw. We are never completely 
fallen into the they-self, to use his early ter-
minology, but it seems that Améry was in 
fact completely severed from the ability to 
dwell. There was no way back for him. He 
could traverse this world, he could trade on 
the signifiers in the world (he did, after all, 
continue to write), but none of this brought 
back the ability to dwell. 

We might think that this was his own 
personal and emotional reaction to the Hol-
ocaust, and that the fact that he continued 
on in the world meant that he was in fact 
dwelling in it. This, however, seems to not 
take him seriously enough, as if we know 
better than he did what place meant for 
him.  

I suspect that Améry truly was unable to 
dwell in the world as a result of his extreme 
trauma. Other Holocaust survivors have 
been like this: the narrative that often cap-
tures the public imagination is of the survi-
vor who carried on, who “got better” de-
spite the horrors, who continued to be able 
to dwell in the world. 

We have a hope, if nothing else, that 
dwelling is possible for everyone. But we 
must face the possibility that placelessness 
of the sort that Améry shows us is at least 
possible, in the most extreme circum-
stances.  
 

elph has opened the door for us to 
think about the dynamics of place 
and the ways in which placeless-

ness might be constructed or fallen into. 
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His is a rich way of understanding the rela-
tionship between place and its absence. As 
I hope I have shown here, there is much 
more we could ask about this relationship. 
His work remains crucial because the ques-
tions remain part of how we think and live 
place. 
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 first encountered Edward Relph’s 
Place and Placelessness when writ-
ing my master’s thesis in 2013. My 
research focus was Darmstadt, Ger-

many’s sense of place, particularly the 
complex relationships among different 
groups of residents and their engagements 
with the city itself (Lynn 2014). 

I began to study Darmstadt while living 
there in 2006. I became curious about the 
people of the city and its built environ-
ment. Early on, I realized that the city cen-
ter followed a traditional European street 
plan, but its buildings were mostly post-
war. On September 11, 1944, the British 
Royal Air Force firebombed Darmstadt, 
resulting in near-total devastation of the 
town center and enormous loss of life. 
Prior to that night, Darmstadt was a beau-
tiful half-timbered city and the capital of 
the German state of Hesse, formerly the 
seat of the Grand Duke of Hesse. 

By 2006, Darmstadt had recovered in 
many ways, but I sensed something unre-
solved in the contrast between its older 
buildings, newer structures, and traditional 
street plan. At the same time, I became in-
terested in the different Darmstadt resi-
dents, who included Germans, Turkish im-
migrants, and Americans connected with 
the city’s US Army garrison. 
 

rior to reading Relph, I implicitly 
understood that these different resi-
dential groups had varying relation-

ships with each other and with Darmstadt 
as a place. Place and Placelessness was 
significant because it helped me to clarify 
these relationships in three ways. First, 
Relph asserted that “…a people are their 
place and a place is its people, and however 

readily these may be separated in concep-
tual terms, in experience, they are not eas-
ily differentiated” (Relph 1976, p. 34). 
Second, he spoke of places as allowing 
“possibilities for experience” (Relph 1976, 
p. 90). Third, he identified several modes 
of “insideness” and “outsideness” in rela-
tion to place, suggesting “different levels 
of intensity” for experiencing outsideness 
and insideness” (Relph 1976, p. 50). 

Applying these three ideas to Darmstadt, 
I found questions and answers at once. On 
the one hand, it was obvious that one might 
see native Darmstadters as being both the 
“place’s people” and Relph’s “existential 
insiders,” whereas Germans not from 
Darmstadt and Turkish immigrants and 
garrison Americans related more to 
Relph’s other place modes of outsideness 
and insideness. Residents’ length of resi-
dence alone did not necessarily identify 
specific experiences of insideness or out-
sideness. Newcomers might find ways to 
move closer to behavioral or empathetic 
insideness, while longer-time residents 
might be experientially separate and re-
main closer to incidental outsideness 
(Relph 1976, pp. 49–55). 
 

hese varying experiences of in-
sideness and outsideness became 
more complex when I recognized 

that any residents, regardless of insideness 
or outsideness, were all the “place’s peo-
ple.” I arrived at several observations. 
First, as Relph emphasized, there were de-
grees of closeness to the core meaning of a 
place. Second, any of Relph’s modes of in-
sideness and outsideness could be valid ex-
periences within the situations of specific 
Darmstadt residents. 

Third, all possible experiences of in-
sideness and outsideness for Darmstadt’s 
residents were part of what might be called 
“versions of place.” As Relph (1976, p. 55) 
argued, “existential insideness” is one ver-
sion, the most deeply rooted and authentic. 
There are also, however, other versions for 
residents and visitors experientially out-
side existential insideness but nonetheless 
present and experiencing the place. 

Any place allows for multiple “possibil-
ities for experience” simultaneously, all of 
which we might call “versions.” We might 
say that long-time residents of Darmstadt 
are insiders to a more deeply rooted ver-
sion of the city, while tourists are insiders 
to a version of place associated with tour-
ism. All these experiences are valid and au-
thentic as themselves. 

A fourth point Relph helped me to real-
ize was that, as much as insiders might not 
understand, to fully understand a place, we 
must accept and make room for all authen-
tically-held versions, a situation that might 
even contain versions that an insider would 
consider inaccurate or incomplete in rela-
tion to the truth of the place. 

In Darmstadt, this range of place situa-
tions meant that all versions of place un-
derstanding were part of the place’s reality, 
even if some understandings were closer to 
insider versions than others. Likewise, all 
groups’ experiences and understandings 
were part of the place’s reality and there-
fore integral to “people of the place.” 
 

n studying Darmstadt, I also observed 
that specific places in a city served as 
groups’ “meeting points” and “points 

of divergence.” One example was Darm-
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stadt’s Luisenplatz, or central square. Dur-
ing the annual city festival, this space 
worked as a “meeting point” where groups 
assembled as one community. Though they 
might express different “versions of 
place,” these groups gathered in this place, 
temporarily bridging their ordinarily sepa-
rate situations and identities by experienc-
ing Darmstadt through a “common ver-
sion” of place at that moment in the square. 

In contrast, Darmstadt’s Marktplatz, or 
“Market Square,” might call to mind diffi-
cult memories of the city’s past that, for 

some long-time residents, potentially trig-
gered “points of divergence.” Places like 
the Marktplatz intimated versions of place 
that call into question any unifying place 
experience because of conflicting associa-
tions grounded in painful historical events. 

Although I observed these broad themes 
in Darmstadt, I only understood them in-
formally. In this sense, Relph’s work of-
fered a specific language to articulate more 
precisely what I saw happening in Darm-
stadt and its place experiences. 
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dward Relph’s centrality to the 
field of environmental and archi-
tectural phenomenology is too 
well established to need further 

elaboration here, especially given his re-
current presence in the pages of EAP. 

Instead, I would like to discuss the sig-
nificance of his Place and Placelessness 

(henceforth P&P; Relph 1976) to a field 
that doesn’t get as much attention here: lit-
erary studies. One of the tests of the 
broader significance of a thinker’s work is 
the often unexpected uses that work is put 
to by those outside the intended audience. 
And I think that the case of literary schol-
ars like myself, who are interested primar-
ily in the literary representation of place, 
have learned much from Relph and the 
field of humanistic geography that he 
helped to found, although those lessons 
differ subtly from the ones emphasized in 
architectural and planning circles [1]. 

At the risk of belaboring the obvious, 
any truly phenomenological approach to 
the study of place depends on that most 
basic of phenomenological insights: the in-
terpenetration of consciousness and world, 
which flows from the insight that 
knowledge of the world comes first 
through the senses, before becoming avail-
able to other (putatively “decentered”) 
modes of inquiry of the kind associated 
with the physical sciences. 

As Relph himself puts it in P&P, after 
discussing subjectivist and objectivist ap-
proaches to place: “What is required is an 
approach and attendant set of concepts that 
respond to the unity of ‘place, person, and 
act’ and stress the links rather than the di-
vision between specific and general fea-
tures of place” (Relph 1976, p. 44). Or 
again: “the identities of places cannot be 
understood simply in terms of patterns of 
physical and observable features, nor just 
as products of attitudes, but as an indisso-
ciable combination of these” (Relph 1976, 
p. 59). 

This phenomenological understanding 
of place seems to me to be beyond dispute. 

However, as first-time readers of Husserl, 
Heidegger, or Malpas quickly discover, 
this kind of strict insistence on the inter-
penetration of consciousness and world is 
difficult to sustain in practice, not only 
from an intellectual perspective (as com-
mon-sense thinking tends to be grounded 
in a pragmatically justified separation be-
tween subject and object) but also from a 
linguistic or representational standpoint, 
since the representational tools we have in-
herited also tend to be structured by this di-
chotomizing outlook. Indeed, the knotty 
verbiage that is so characteristic of phe-
nomenological philosophical discourse 
flows from the need to break readers out of 
the dichotomizing mental habits they have 
inherited under the guise of common sense 
and the “natural attitude.”  
 

t comes as no surprise, then, that in 
practice we often tend to revert to lan-
guage that emphasizes one side of the 

Kantian knot or the other, be it on the side 
of consciousness, mind, or spirit (as in 
philosophical idealism) or the side of ob-
jects, practices, and relationships in the 
material world (as in realism). 

The same holds true for thinkers of space 
and place, and Relph is no exception. Ar-
chitects, spatial planners, builders, and de-
velopers, are almost of necessity obliged to 
emphasize the object-oriented side of the 
phenomenological relation and to focus on 
practical issues like how to design spaces 
likely to generate certain states of mind in 
their users and to support the uses for 
which the place is intended. 

Literary scholars, creative writers, and 
philosophers, however, do not have this 
kind of practical obligation to design real-
world environments. This means, not only 
that they are free to speculate (for example 
by imagining places and practices that 
could never exist in the real world), but 
also to focus on the subjective, conscious-
ness-oriented side of the phenomenologi-

cal equation and to experiment with repre-
sentational tools that are better able to cap-
ture their understanding of it. 

To be sure, there are plenty of literary 
works that remain focused on the worldly 
side of the relation (as in the social realism 
of Dickens and Balzac). But there are also 
writers and critics focused primarily on the 
life of the mind, and whose interest in place 
and phenomenology comes less from a de-
sire for better designed places than from a 
desire to better understand human con-
sciousness through its interactions with the 
environing world.  

I consider myself a member of this latter 
group, and it is this, perhaps minoritarian, 
approach to Relph’s work that I emphasize 
in what follows. A bit of autobiographical 
background helps to explain this approach. 
As a literary scholar and member of a 
younger (although no longer young) gen-
eration, I came rather late to the humanistic 
geography game. I discovered Relph’s 
P&P, alongside Yi-Fu Tuan’s work, in the 
late 2000s, as I was conducting research 
for a study of literary representations of 
place. Now literature already gives what 
we might call homefield advantage to the 
phenomenological dimension of experi-
ence, since the entanglement between sub-
ject and object is inherent in literary ex-
pression. 
 

nd so it came as a surprise to me to 
discover that geographers and ar-
chitects felt the need to mount 

such strenuous defenses of phenomenolog-
ical approaches to place or that humanistic 
geography might see itself as a kind of in-
surgent school militating against dominant 
design and planning principles. 

I now have a better understanding of 
how prevalent the technocratic and quanti-
tative currents they were fighting against 
had become by the 1970s, and how im-
portant it was to reassert the centrality of 
the human dimension in the architecture 
and planning fields. But this slowly dawn-
ing realization was in itself important for 
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me as it helped me to historicize my own 
efforts. 

Indeed, I came to realize that, in a very 
real sense, I was fighting a symmetrical 
battle on the literary front: struggling with 
the post-structuralist and “post-humanist” 
currents that had come to define the so-
called “spatial turn” in literary and cultural 
studies in the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s. 
(This spatial turn has come to be associated 
with figures like Michel Foucault and 
Michel de Certeau, as well as literary crit-
ics like Joseph Frank and Fredric Jameson, 
and was influenced primarily by radical 
geographers in the tradition of Henri 
Lefebvre, including David Harvey, Ed-
ward Soja, Neil Smith, and Derek Greg-
ory.)  
 

ounterintuitively, given phenome-
nology’s above-mentioned home-
field advantage in literature, some 

of the most prominent literary theorists of 
this period had come to see literature’s tra-
ditional focus on the realm of phenomeno-
logical experience, and the traditional hu-
manistic vocation of literary criticism, as a 
kind of historical error or wrong turn. 

A case in point is Fredric Jameson’s in-
fluential use (or misuse really) of Kevin 
Lynch’s notion of “cognitive mapping” as 
a justification for subordinating the phe-
nomenological aspects of literary represen-
tation to the “structural” dimension of po-
litical economy (Jameson 1998, 1991).  
Thus, for Jameson, the job of the critic was 
to “map” (i.e., interpret) the “phenomeno-
logical description of the life of an individ-
ual” in relation to the meaning-giving level 
of what he calls “structure.” 

For Jameson, a Marxist critic, this struc-
tural level of interpretation is equated with 
political economy, which he calls “the true 
economic and social form that governs 
[phenomenological] experience” (Jameson 
1991, p. 349; see also Jameson 1988, p. 
54). Otherwise put: literary representations 
of human experience, and indeed human 
experiences themselves, were to be under-
stood as symptoms of their situation within 
the political economy of global capitalism. 
(There are obvious echoes of Marx’s base-
superstructure theory of culture at work 
here.) 

The chutzpah required to claim to know 
the “true” meaning of phenomenological 
experience is evident. Indeed, this argu-

ment violates the fundamental phenome-
nological precept/truism that things-in-
themselves (the Kantian noumena) can 
only be indirectly known, through their 
phenomenal interactions with human sub-
jects—with all the fallibility and error-
proneness that that implies. 

But the real problem with Jameson’s 
program, as I see it, is its reductiveness. To 
limit meaning to the level of political econ-
omy is to forget about the many other fac-
tors that condition human experience, be-
ginning with biology, psychology, and, of 
course, geography, which is intertwined 
with all these other levels of meaning in 
various complex ways. But such, appar-
ently, are the commitments one must make 
when following Marx’s injunction to sub-
ordinate the epistemological task of inter-
preting the world to the political task of 
changing it.  
 

his kind of structuralist or post-
structuralist discourse, which sub-
ordinates phenomenological expe-

rience to overarching structures of various 
kinds (not always Marxist), dominated the 
literary theory landscape in the 1980s and 
1990s. It was meant, in large part, to bring 
a kind of scientific rigor to the study of lit-
erature, or at least a veneer of scientificity. 

It is in this sense that my situation in the 
2000s was symmetrical to that of Relph 
and the other humanist geographers in the 
1970s. I found myself struggling to carve 
out a place for myself in a field dominated 
by a kind of technocratic, scientistic ap-
proach that, to be sure, had many uses and 
still does, but can be all too willing to sac-
rifice the human side of literature to the 
scientific ambitions of high theory. 

This is an approach that tends to drain 
much of the fun out of studying literature 
(or so my undergraduate students tell me—
my graduates are less sure). But more con-
sequentially, it tends to foreclose attention 
to many of the things that literature does 
best, and to many of the most important life 
skills that the study of literature develops 
in readers, including: developing new 
“ways of seeing” and “worldbuilding”; 
building empathy; developing cross-cul-
tural understanding; refining readers’ “the-
ory of mind”; “redistributing the sensible”; 
and imagining more achievable strategies 
for changing the world, to name just a few. 

The challenge for many literary scholars 
of my generation has been to figure out 

how to reassert values and goals like these 
in an arena where they might be inter-
preted, dismissively, as a kind of retro-
grade nostalgia for outmoded structures of 
meaning. 
 

n that context, the place theory of 
Relph’s P&P, along with Yi-Fu Tuan’s 
Space and Place and Topophilia, and 

the work of other more recent figures like 
Edward Casey and Jeff Malpas, has been 
of enormous value. Not only does their 
work on place help to think through defini-
tional questions about the nature of place, 
but their work has also developed a theo-
retical language that helps to take on the 
high-theory mavens on their own terrain. 

No longer is it a question of high theory 
vs. untheoretical or pre-theoretical (i.e., 
naive) thinking, but a question of different 
theories and their respective merits. The 
current generation of “geocritical” schol-
ars, including notably Bertrand Westphal, 
author of the foundational Geocriticism: 

Real and Fictional Spaces (Westphal 
2011); and Rob Tally (2013, 2014), author 
of numerous books exemplifying the ge-
ocritical approach, has developed this line 
of attack in relation to spatial theory. 

But that movement is in its turn part of a 
larger movement, including the work of 
thinkers like Rita Felski (2015), which is 
sometimes called “post-theoretical,” alt-
hough it is probably more accurate to call 
it theoretically eclectic, and to include a re-
newed awareness of the value of the kinds 
of first-order knowledge that come to us 
through phenomenological experience.  

This kind of approach need not entail 
side taking, whether through a preference 
for structuralist/ scientific/ analytic ap-
proaches or a preference for more phenom-
enological/ subjectivist/ impressionistic 
approaches. Rather, I would argue, it in-
volves a kind of pragmatic willingness to 
test the various approaches against each 
other and to ask how they can be made to 
complement each other. 

Jeff Malpas’s work (Malpas 1999) on 
place provides an excellent example, with 
its ability to bring the phenomenology of 
Heidegger into dialogue with the more 
properly analytic philosophical approaches 
of Strawson, Evans, Burge, Putnam, Da-
vidson, and others. I attempted a somewhat 
comparable feat in my 2012 effort to bring 
the work of structuralist, post-structuralist, 
Marxist, and post-colonial thinkers into 
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conversation with more phenomenologi-
cally oriented strains of thinking like those 
of Relph, Tuan, Seamon, Casey, and Mal-
pas (see Prieto 2013). 

I would add that I detect a similar aware-
ness of the interplay of structural and phe-
nomenological forces in Relph’s thinking, 
for example, when he writes in “The Fu-
ture of Place” (Relph 2021, p. 17) that 
“places are both locally determined and the 
product of broader processes that sweep 
around the world like epidemics affecting 
almost everywhere in the same way.” 

Far then from treating these various 
schools as irreconcilable enemies between 
which one must choose, I think it is more 
beneficial to see all these approaches as in-
volved in the same struggle toward full un-
derstanding, perhaps even more so than 
their own practitioners would care to ad-
mit. This, at least, is the spirit in which I 
came to P&P and humanistic geography: 
in search of conceptual tools to add to the 
larger toolkit I was trying to assemble, with 
the goal being to offer a more holistic un-
derstanding of literary place representa-
tions than a single-minded commitment to 
one school or another would have allowed.  
 

ooking back on Relph’s P&P from 
this latecomer’s perspective can 
help us to understand another im-

portant dimension of Relph’s work: its 
ability to withstand the test of time. One 
thing that retrospective appraisals tend to 
show is the extent to which any given study 
is a product of its times. 

And P&P certainly reflects the broader 
preoccupations that gave rise to humanistic 
geography in the 1970s (including the need 
to defend geographically localized identi-
ties and cultural heritages from the delocal-
izing, destructive forces of modernity and 
postmodernity, the homogenizing forces of 
Fordist standardization, corporatization, 
suburbanization, and Disneyfication, and 
the still emerging effects of forces like en-
vironmental degradation, mediatization, 
globalization, and so on). 

But if Relph’s text was written in direct 
response to these historically situated 
threats, it has also managed to transcend 
them in important ways. By the time I read 
P&P in the 2000s, the threats to place that 
Relph had identified in the 1970s had come 
to be widely recognized and had given rise 
to countervailing efforts that have had sig-
nificant (although by no means complete) 

success in combating them. This was due 
in no small part to the work of Relph and 
the other humanistic geographers in the 
1970s. 
 

ut over time the unintended conse-
quences of the humanistic/phe-
nomenological conception of place 

had also begun to emerge with greater clar-
ity and led to much rethinking, both within 
the field of humanistic geography and 
without (notably in gender, ethnic, and 
postcolonial studies). 

It is perhaps significant, in this regard, 
that my first encounter with Relph’s work 
was not with the 1976 book itself, but with 
Relph’s short retrospective piece, “Reflec-
tions on P&P,” which was published in 
these pages on the occasion of the book’s 
twentieth anniversary (Relph 1996) and his 
later article, “A Pragmatic Sense of Place” 
(Relph 2009), which fleshes out the argu-
ments of the 1996 retrospective. Both en-
tries offer frankly revisionist reassess-
ments of the earlier book, along with com-
mentary designed to enable us to take the 
book’s insights in directions that had not 
been explicitly foreseen there, although 
they had by no means been disallowed.  

What these two pieces foreground is a 
new understanding of the limitations of the 
kind of localized definitions of place that 
Relph had championed in the 1976 book. 
Those were originally built around fairly 
traditional notions of home and place, 
some of which had, by the 2000s, come to 
be recognized as having potentially exclu-
sionary implications (as in NIMBYism and 
the reactionary implications of 
Heidegger’s nostalgic idealizations of the 
past in his post-Kehre writings on place). 

More generally, Relph’s retrospective 
articles recognized the importance of hu-
man diversity, such that one person’s be-
loved place may leave others indifferent or 
even generate hostile reactions. One of the 
major takeaways of these later pieces, in 
my view, is that we must be very careful 
when applying normative judgments about 
the legitimacy or value or “authenticity” (a 
key term of P&P) of any given place.  

We, of course, have every right to nega-
tively judge such places as mass-produced 
suburban ranch homes, or cookie cutter 
bungalows, or Corbusian machines for liv-
ing, or Disneyland, or the Las Vegas Strip, 
as Relph does in P&P. As strange as it 
might seem to some, however, there are 

people who feel right at home in a Vegas 
casino or a theme park or an airport or a 
brutalist apartment building. Relph recog-
nizes in these later pieces that, in criticiz-
ing them, we are probably just applying 
our own aesthetic preferences, not describ-
ing universal truths. These aesthetic pref-
erences may themselves be based on un-
consciously held class or caste privileges 
and prejudices. 

The same, I have come to believe, can 
even be true of places most Westerners 
would qualify as dismally inadequate, like 
the informal settlements of the developing 
world, which Mike Davis (2006) dis-
misses, en bloc, as irredeemable sites of ut-
ter destitution and social death, but which 
a new generation of urban scholar/practi-
tioners (including people like Jennifer 
Robinson, Ananya Roy, AbdouMaliq 
Simone, and Justin McGuirk) has found 
real reasons for admiring (see Prieto 2026). 

These environments can now be under-
stood differently, certainly not as ideal or 
“authentic” places (if there even is such a 
thing), but as places that may be just as 
adapted to the means and needs and desires 
of their inhabitants as more traditionally 
respected environments and modes of 
dwelling—keeping in mind the resources 
available to them and the constraints 
within which they must work. 

As Relph had already put it in P&P, even 
forms of habitation that are initially seen as 
unacceptable can “gain authenticity” by 
“personalization of property,” by “associa-
tion with local events and the development 
of local myths,” and by “being lived in,” 
all of which “give a genuineness and au-
thenticity” even to places considered by 
most to be “quite inauthentically created” 
(Relph 1976, p. 71).  

To frame the question in this way—in 
terms of adaptiveness and adaptability—is 
very different from trying to identify the 
presence or absence of any necessary phys-
ical characteristics or mental attitudes ena-
bling us to differentiate between a (mere) 
space and an (authentic) place. But despite 
Relph’s caveat, quoted above, about the 
risks of defining place “in terms of patterns 
of physical and observable features,” P&P 
still does at times seem to aspire to the 
identification of such characteristics, as 
witnessed by its insistence on the fraught 
concept of authenticity. 

The back and forth between these two 
positions creates an interesting dynamic 
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that, I think, reveals much about the state 
of Relph’s thinking in the 1970s, both in 
terms of its critique of technocratic plan-
ning and architecture and its still nascent 
recognition of the importance of openness 
and diversity, which comes to the fore at 
strategic points throughout the book.   
 

hat is clear is that by the time of 
his retrospective reappraisals of 
the 1990s and 2000s, Relph has 

more fully embraced the methodological 
implications of the phenomenological 
view of place described in the 1976 book. 
A case in point can be found in “A Prag-
matic sense of Place” (Relph 2009), where 
he doubles down on the phenomenological 
commitments of P&P. This text makes an 
important distinction between “spirit of 
place” (which is primarily outside of us, 
and hence associated with the world of ob-
jects) and “sense of place” (which is pri-
marily inside of us, and therefore associ-
ated with the subjective realm), much as he 
had done in P&P. 

But here Relph suggests that the earlier 
reliance on a sharp distinction between au-
thentic and inauthentic places may have 
been an error. Why? Because “while it is 
possible to design environments that en-
hance or diminish spirit of place, it is no 
more possible to design my sense of place 
than it is to design my memory” (Relph 
2009, p. 25). 

The value of a place can no longer be 
said to depend on either the physical char-
acteristics of the place or on the attitudes 
and experiences of the user; rather, it re-
sults from the interactions between the 
user’s own subjective proclivities and 
whatever physical characteristics the place 
may present. This strikes me as a more 

thorough-going realization of the phenom-
enological approach to place, which was, 
to be sure, already explicitly enunciated in 
the theoretical chapters of the earlier work 
(Relph 1976, Chs. 1–4), but whose full de-
ployment was subordinated in the critical 
analyses of the second half of the book 
(Relph 1976, Chs. 5–8) to the more imme-
diate task of combating the modernist im-
peratives that dominated the planning mi-
lieus and architectural practices of the 
time.  

I believe that these later revisions are es-
sential to understanding the full scope of 
what was intended in the 1976 book, in part 
by showing how that book’s arguments 
transcend the more immediate battles 
against standardization, uniformity, and 
depersonalization it was fighting in the 
1970s. 

But what I really want to emphasize in 
closing is what this body of work and its 
evolution reveals about the ethical integ-
rity of the author and his approach to re-
search and academic debate. What stands 
out in both of his later entries, as in the 
book, is his intellectual forthrightness, 
acute sense of critical self-awareness, and 
uncommon willingness to reassess, refine, 
and rethink his own ideas. 

I would even go so far as to say that it 
was the generosity, honesty, and insight-
fulness of the authorial persona of these 
later articles that led me back to the 1976 
book, and from there to my ongoing invest-
ment in the phenomenological approach to 
the study of place, as well as my under-
standing of what it means for spatially-ori-
ented literary scholars like myself to call 
themselves “geocritics” today. 
 

Note 
[1] For background on the aims and history of the 
broader field of literary spatial studies with which ge-
ocriticism is associated, see Tally, 2011, 2013, 2014, 
2020. See also the journal Literary Geographies, ed-
ited by Sheila Hones, which cites Marc Brosseau as a 
foundational influence. 
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he image, right, entitled “That’s 
Surprising,” Dublin, 2015, is 
from a series of street photo-
graphs I took some years ago. 

The central figure, defiantly staring at my 
camera, is a mystery, and onlookers’ inter-
actions range from indifference to humor. 
I was walking around the city, and the pho-
tograph was not planned. The image is bi-
sected into garden and wall by the pedes-
trian signal, with the red sign echoing the 
blouse of the woman on the right. The 
words “Look Right” anchor the scene. The 
photograph is not about a place; it is about 
human interaction in a place.  

In Camera Lucida, French philosopher 
Roland Barthes names two registers in 
which a photograph operates. The studium 
is the scene, the context, the legible cul-
tural information, and often the geographic 
and temporal location. The punctum is the 
prick, the wound, the detail that breaks the 
legibility and arrests human attention. His 
framework allows us to see that, in many 
photographs, the studium is place—the 
readable ground in which the image makes 
sense. Punctum can then break place. 
Analysis of “That’s Surprising” yields op-
tions: the red traffic signal as a punctum, or 
perhaps it is the central figure, or the 
amused young women on the left. 

While the “Christchurch” street sign (it-
self another possible punctum) might ena-
ble a viewer to discover that the photo-
graph was taken in Dublin, this location, in 
the photographer’s mind, was coincidental 
to the narrative. Yet making the image was 
itself a “place-practice,” with a time-hon-
ored history in photography. Street photog-
raphers tend to either “lurk” at an interest-
ing spot or “search” for action by wander-
ing urban spaces. Place is intrinsic to pho-
tographic process, but not necessarily the 
object of it. 

In the fifty years since Edward Relph’s 
Place and Placelessness appeared in 1976, 

the relationship between place and the pho-
tograph remains underspecified. Relph 
wrote about places in lived experience but 
not about photography. On the other hand, 
photographic theorists write about the 
qualities of the image, but barely about the 
place as a lived center of meaning, identity, 
and belonging. 

In Chapter 3, Relph argues that places 
change over time in ways that may or may 
not change their meaning. The photo-
graphic specification of that argument may 
be this: the photograph does not change, 
but its place-meaning does because the ac-
tor-relations of which it is part are them-
selves changing. Any brief excursion into 
the history of photography will highlight 
Henri Cartier-Bresson (Musée Histoire de 

Paris Carnavalet, 2021) as a “watchful flâ-
neur” and the inheritor of Eugène Atget’s 
earlier flânerie through a Paris he saw van-
ishing because of modernization (Atget 
1992). German philosopher Walter Benja-
min (1931) named Atget’s photographs as 
akin to “scene-of-the-crime” evidence, and 

asked “is not every square inch of our cities 
the scene of a crime?” 

The photographer’s relation to place is 
constitutive of every photograph, even for 
photographs in which the depicted subject 
is action and not place. Place is not only 
what the camera sees; it is also the medium 
through which the camera and the walker 
carrying it, move. My aim in this essay is 
to clarify the blending of place and photog-
rapher. I read Relph as a photographer and 
read photography as one potential partici-
pant in Relph’s argument.  
 

Four actors in every photograph 
Every photograph includes four actors. 
The photographer chooses what to keep in 
the frame and what to leave out. The sub-

ject is sometimes a person, sometimes an 
object, and sometimes a place; the person 
may acquiesce or demur to be photo-
graphed. The viewer, arriving later, sees 
the photograph and responds. The editor, 
by which I mean whoever stands between 
the photograph’s making and its viewing 
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(e.g., curator, picture editor, gallery owner, 
algorithm, media outlet, or keeper of the 
family album), can alter meaning for the 
first three.  

None of the four actors has final, abso-
lute authority to fix the photograph’s 
meaning because that meaning emerges 
over time in the relationships between all 
four. Change one of the four actors and 
meaning changes. Add time, and things 
can move again. With those changes, the 
phenomenological identification of place 
may also alter. 

In this essay, I suggest a photographic 
extension of Relph’s insights. Place is con-
stituted in lived experience. In photog-
raphy, lived experience varies among the 
four actors and then emerges among them. 
In Relph’s account, a place has many 
meanings. A photograph of a place has at 
least four times as many meanings because 
of the four different actors involved. 

When we look at a photograph of a 
Greek temple, a Wallsend dockyard, or a 
Cotswold lane, the photographer is not 
“handing” us a simple view of the place. 
Rather, he or she is handing us one selec-
tion from one moment by one photogra-
pher, mediated through whoever framed it 
for viewing, addressed to the viewer in a 
specified location and moment. Relph in-
vites us to ask which kind of insider or out-
sider we are when we engage with a place. 
A photographic frame asks the same ques-
tion, but the answer may be in multiple 
parts rather than one. 
 

Photographic meaning 

drifting with time 
Time forces drift, and photographs are very 
prone to temporal shift. Of course, a pho-
tograph fixes a moment. In fact, photog-
raphy’s artistic uniqueness rests on its abil-
ity to freeze time. But it does not fix the 

meaning of what was pho-
tographed. It does exactly 
the opposite. It takes a fro-
zen moment and opens it up 
for continual interrogation. 

A stark case is the Twin 
Towers, seen in the photo-
graph, left. I took this pho-
tograph in 1981, capturing 
both onlookers and iconic 
Towers. This image can be 
classified as a street photo-
graph, a candid photograph 
in a public place (Turpin 

2019). Or it could be a simple, unremarka-
ble tourist image that thousands of people 
could have taken. In drawing on Relph’s 
modes of insideness and outsideness 
(Relph 1976, pp. 49–55), this photograph 
would seem to portray behavioral in-

sideness. If we attended to detail, the sky-
line and even the haircuts place the image 
squarely in its time. 

But any photograph of the Towers be-
fore September 11, 2001, is now also a 
statement of witness. Photographs taken 
before that morning are now redrafted in 
their meaning without a single pixel al-
tered. The place is the same. The photo-
graph is the same. The photographer is still 
with us. 

But the meaning has moved. In Relph’s 
terms, it shifts toward empathetic in-

sideness as the viewer is now positioned 
alongside those who knew the towers as 
place, showing empathy not only for the 
loss but for the physical and emotional be-
longing. Or perhaps there is now a mixed 
mode that Relph did not quite anticipate: a 
memorial register where vicarious and em-

pathetic insideness enfold themselves to-
gether. 

In “Place in Painting,” phenomenologi-
cal philosopher Edward 
Casey (2024) argued that 
a painting in itself can be 
a place. I suggest here 
that photographs, too, 
can become places: not 
merely records of some-
where else, but sites 
where memory, viewing, 
editing, and time gather. 

The photograph, right, 
“Burton Station,” illus-
trates a second example. I 
grew up in the town of 
Burton upon Trent, in the 

British Midlands. I inherited a liking for 
photography from my father and would use 
my teenage pocket money to buy film to 
record my hometown at the weekends. 
Burton Station was a place that I used but 
did not really think about much. It was usu-
ally just part of a journey, and the snapshot 
was taken on one such occasion.  

Photographer Jim Brogden (2019) 
would call this a “non-place,” like an air-
port or some disused, declining urban set-
ting that people pass through rather than 
consciously experience and relate to. As 
Brogden also notes, however, we often im-
bue a shared meaning to a station con-
course, related to our experiences and 
needs, many of which we share with other 
users. In Relph’s terms, my photograph ap-
pears to be a case of existential in-

sideness—in other words, home without 
thinking. 

We can consider the photograph more 
closely. The station is situated in a “larger” 
place: an urban landscape, across from the 
local pork-pie factory that always smelled 
horribly from maggots extracted from the 
meat (note the “Robirch” vans on the left 
of the image). This aroma blended with 
smells of malt and more from Burton’s 
breweries. For sure, existential insideness, 
which I can still “smell” over fifty years 
later.  

Then, in the distance is Drakelow Power 
Station, at that time one of the biggest in 
the UK. I recall that it was a declared target 
for Soviet weapons during the Cold War, a 
threat that was always present when I was 
growing up. Existential indeed. 

And look at the image itself. Quite unre-
markable. A decent composition, though 
suffering from being taken with a cheap 
camera. Yet now, so many years later, this 
photograph has entered the archive. It is no 
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longer a mere snapshot. It 
has become an historical 
document of a now substan-
tially changed urbanscape, as 
Drakelow was demolished in 
2006 and the pie factory 
closed in 2019. For me, the 
photograph is still an image 
of my old hometown, though 
both the place and I have 
changed immeasurably. For 
others, however, as an ar-
chive, it is an example of ob-

jective outsideness, or vicar-

ious insideness. 
Time changes everything. 

The image’s place-meaning 
has shifted not because the 
place has been catastrophi-
cally reframed, as in the Twin 
Tower image, but because it 
has gradually been modified 
over time, and every one of 
the four actors in the photo-
graph has also changed. 

These two examples high-
light different ends of the 
same phenomenon. Cata-
strophic re-meaning (the 
Towers) and slow biograph-
ical re-meaning (Burton) 
mark the same process: time 
as a fifth participant in the 
photograph, alongside pho-
tographer, subject, viewer, 
and editor. Time alters the re-
lations among the other four 
and thus alters the place-
meaning of the image that the 
actors hold. 

In this sense, a photograph 
is not a fixed record of place 
but a participant in the 
place’s continuing life. Any 
photograph is a participant of 
which its voice changes reg-
ister over the decades, even 
while its physical surface re-
mains untouched.  
 

Relph’s modes of place identity 
From a photographic point of view, per-
haps the most teachable section of Place 

and Placelessness is Chapter 4’s sevenfold 
typology of various modes of place in-
sideness and outsideness. I illustrate each 
in turn via a photograph. 
 

 

1.  Existential outsideness: Between 

Bogotá and Medellin, Colombia, 2007. 
In this mode of place outsideness [center, 
top], everywhere is the same, and meaning 
is hard to find. The place might be any-
where; the photographer is not present. The 
image has the placeless unreality of an air-
port postcard. As already noted, there are 

four actors relating to every im-
age. An advertising editor might 
see this photograph as evocative 
of a holiday media campaign; an 
agriculturist might be interested in 
the mist structures and weather 
impact; a gallerist might see the 
image as a three-meter sales op-
portunity for new home decora-
tion. 

  
2. Objective outsideness: Parlia-

ment Building. Malta, 2017. 
In this experiential mode [left], 
place is viewed dispassionately as 
an object. This situation might be 
a cartographer’s map, planner’s 
diagram, or demographer’s model 
of population. In this photograph 
of Parliament, there are people 
present but no real photographic 
exploration of relationships or ac-
tions. The photograph illustrates 
place-as-record. The subject is the 
architecture of Renzo Piano’s 
2015 Parliament Building in Val-
letta, but the photograph says 
nothing about the workings of par-
liament. The distant human fig-
ures add scale, as does the bicycle 
at bottom left. These elements 
might offer punctum, but the 
meaning of the place is unresolved 
for photographer and viewer.  

 
3. Incidental outsideness: 
St Paul’s Cathedral, London, 
2015.   
For Relph, this manner of place 
experience involves the place as 
background for something else. In 
Barthes’ sense, the studium is the 
well-known setting of the steps of 
St Paul’s Cathedral [left]. The 
photographer has little relation-
ship to the place, other than “being 
there.” But the photographer is 

making a particular observation about it. 
The punctum is the female figure, and per-
haps even more her red scarf. The studium 
offers sheer scale. There is an interplay be-
tween the two. It is a street photograph 
composed carefully but from a distance. 
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4. Vicarious insideness: The Boys 

Are Back in Town. Place de la Halle, 
Sancerre, France, 1976. 

Relph describes this situation as some 
secondhand experience of place: in this 
case, a scene in the small French village of 
Sancerre [right]. The photograph illus-
trates a place to which one might never 
have been or heard of; the place “lives” in 
the viewer’s imagination through the pho-
tographer’s image. In this sense, vicarious 
insideness relates to the secondhand expe-
rience of the viewer, not the photogra-
pher’s firsthand encounter. I have por-
trayed a secondhand sense of Sancerre’s 
small-town life that I have known directly 
through many visits to this place. One sees 
a group of young people meeting in Place 
de la Halle, the town’s central plaza. They 
talk and “hang out” with mopeds ready. 
There is a story unfolding. What have they 
been doing, what will they do next? At one 
level, the photograph is a simple tourist 
record but also opens up the possibilities of 
what this village square might mean for the 
young people.  
 

5. Behavioral insideness: We Made 

It, Paris, 2014. 
This mode of experience involves a delib-
erate, attentive engagement with place 
[right]. I have lived in Paris and have made 
many trips there. At one point, I was doing 
research for a book of photographs illus-
trating how people experience places via 
their mobile phones. I looked for subjects 
and their interaction with where they were. 
For the women, their memory is likely the 
photograph, not the place. For me, the 
memory is capturing the kind of moment I 
set out to find. For viewers, there is a com-
plex web of possible readings.  
 

6. Empathetic insideness: Ready, 

Steady, Go. London, 2016. 
Relph refers here to understanding the real 
meaning of a place and feeling it from the 
position of those who belong, even when 
one does not belong oneself [right]. This 
mode of place engagement is arguably the 
most demanding of Relph’s modes to pho-
tograph and rewards the effort when the 
image is successful. In daily life, we all 
“stop” at traffic lights and then “go.” I sus-
pect we rarely reflect on how a place “man-
ages” us. Though a stoplight cycles from 
red to yellow to green and back, we as 
“participants” never see all three colors at 
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the same time. We see 
only the color of the mo-
ment. The camera, how-
ever, can see everything.  

This photograph illus-
trates the structure of a 
place to which we belong 
but do not normally no-
tice. It pictures the gift of 
experiencing the condi-
tions of dwelling in 
which the dweller lives 
without articulation. This 
is empathetic insideness 
in a precise Relphian 
sense: feeling the mean-
ing of the place from the 
position of those who be-
long to it, including the 
parts of that meaning in-
habitants do not con-
sciously realize. In this 
sense, the camera does not merely record 
the place but shows us its grammar, as Ca-
sey intimates (2024). 

 

7. Existential insideness: Lunch on 

Assignment. Phnom Penh, Cambodia, 
2018.  

This existential mode relates to the signifi-
cance of the place felt without conscious 
reflection [above]. This place mode is dif-
ficult to make visible photographically be-
cause typically we do not photograph it as 
a place. The emphasis is some unconscious 
action with the photographic result that the 
place-content of the image is almost inci-
dental because the central focus is place-

feeling. This Phnom Penh photograph was 
taken while I was working on a long-term 
documentary project about friends who 
had survived the Cambodian Genocide. 
When I reached my regular restaurant in 
the city, I knew that I had completed a 
day’s work and was “home,” albeit 10,000 
kilometers away from Britain. 

Would viewers sense how I felt about 
this place, one of my favorite restaurants in 
Phnom Penh? Or would they see it merely 
as some ubiquitous, vernacular food shop 
highlighted on social media? Do any of us 
reflect on serious matters when faced with 
a delicious bowl of chicken curry? Perhaps 
viewers might think that the photograph is 
a social-media record representing 
“Friends Restaurant,” Street 13, Phnom 
Penh, in its behavioral-insideness glory, 
especially as the Wi-Fi password is visible, 

and the red and blue uniform of the staff is 
unique. 

This photograph might be said to be the 
most banal image that I present here, 
though in actuality it may have the most 
complex web of interpretations.  

 
Which actors and images? 
Place and Placelessness is fifty years old. 
The photographs I present here span from 
1972 to a few years ago. What has changed 
in the half-century is not the lived structure 
of place—Relph saw that with extraordi-
nary clarity in 1976—but the conditions 
under which photographs of place circu-
late. The four actors in every photograph 
have multiplied. The editor is now some-
times an algorithm delivering photographs 
over a network forcing different interpreta-
tions opposed to the photographer’s origi-
nal intention. The viewer is now some-
times a stranger on the other side of the 
world who views the image mere seconds 
after the photographer closed the shutter. 
This viewer has no contextual framework 
against which to analyze the image. Mo-
reso, the photographer is sometimes a “ma-
chine” with no concept of place, yet the 
viewer imbues the photographer’s image 
with new meanings. As the fifth participant 
in the viewing process, time makes the en-
tire unpredictable process run faster. 

What Relph’s typology does for the pho-
tographer is to ask which of these actors 

am I in this image, and what meaning does 

that image hold? The 
honest answer is often 
more than one, and not 
always the most flatter-
ing. I have taken photo-
graphs as a vicarious in-

sider, when I should 
more honestly have con-
sidered myself inci-

dental outsider and 
known I had not earned 
any more. I have made 
photographs as an objec-

tive outsider in places 
that demanded empa-

thetic insideness. 
This ambiguity is 

where Relph’s typology 
holds firm, and the in-
sider-outsider typology 
still carries significant 
weight. Relph’s insights 

ask ethical questions and discipline self-
honesty. That is a lasting contribution for 
photographers. 
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 was once told by a colleague that 
one reason Place and Placelessness 
had been successful was that it is 
short and can be read in one sitting. 

I don't disagree that brevity is a merit. But 
it was also the first academic book explic-
itly about place, and the first publication 
in human geography to have a phenome-
nological foundation. Being first guaran-
tees lots of citations, which is a standard 
academic measure of success, though it 
may not mean the book had actually been 
read.  

In retrospect, I think a more substantial 
reason is that I clarified a vague, latent, 
and quite widespread feeling that the dis-
tinctiveness of places was being over-
whelmed by unattractive new develop-
ments. This appears to be a continuing con-
cern because Place and Placelessness is 
still in print and has been translated into 
several languages, including Japanese, Ko-
rean, Chinese, and even Galician.  

 What I wrote in 1976 was mostly an in-
terpretation of my observations and things 
I had read about landscapes in Europe and 
North America where there had been a 
huge amount of reconstruction and urban 
growth following World War II, almost all 
of it using modernist approaches to place-
making that regarded anything old as inef-
ficient and obsolete and in need of replace-
ment by buildings and streets deliberately 
designed to be  acceptable anywhere. 

This approach, with modest revisions, 
has continued to be preferred for most new 
developments. In addition, this modernist 
approach has been adopted around the 
world to meet the demands of growth as 
global populations have doubled and ur-
banization in cities has tripled. The conse-
quence is that, in all probability, about half 
the world's population of over eight billion 

now live in placeless types of urban envi-
ronments made in the last fifty years. 
Placelessness has also taken on a new char-
acteristic as almost everywhere has been 
permeated by electronic media, which so-
ciologist Joshua Meyrowitz (1985, p.117, 
p.18) says, “steal into places like thieves in 
the night,” levelling them so that where 
you are has less and less to do with who 
and what you know and experience. He 
was referring mostly to television and ra-
dio, but his observation has been hugely 
amplified since 2000 as more than 6 billion 
people have acquired mobile phones used 
on average for several hours a day to ac-
cess the internet, connecting us with else-
where while detaching us from wherever 
we are. 
  

n short, the arguments I made in Place 

and Placelessness continue to resonate 
because they still happen, albeit on a 

larger scale and in different ways. I have 
occasionally updated those arguments, for 
instance in Rob Freestone's and Edgar 
Liu's Place and Placelessness Revisited 

(Relph 2016). Here, I’ll take the oppor-
tunity to make one further, brief update 
because now, riding on the back of the 
internet, comes artificial intelligence, 
for which the enthusiasm of corpora-
tions and governments gives a clear in-
dication that they will adopt it to further 
the placeless practices they already use. 

British physicist Stephen Hawking 
was deeply ambivalent about AI. “Suc-
cess in creating AI might be the biggest 
event in human history,” he wrote in 
2018. “Unfortunately, it might also be 
the last, unless we learn how to avoid 
the risks” (Hawking 2018, p.186). 

Current technological ideology, as re-
vealed in websites of the big players, of-

fers a slightly more moderate view that 
notes potential risks such as job losses and 
copyright infringement (as I finishing this 
essay, I received an email from Anthropic 
telling me that my book, The Modern Ur-

ban Landscape, is included in a class ac-
tion suit for copyright infringement. I as-
sume that Place and Placelessness has also 
been mined by AI). But the overwhelming 
emphasis is how AI will accelerate human-
ity's future, improve billions of people's 
lives, deliver efficiency, reduce waste and 
human error, detect diseases, help to solve 
climate change, imitate human creativity in 
art and music, and generally serve "human-
ity's long-term well-being".  

 Current technological ideology, as re-
vealed in websites of the big players, offers 
a slightly more moderate view that notes 
AI’s potential risks but emphasizes that it 
will accelerate humanity's future, improve 
billions of people's lives, deliver effi-
ciency, reduce waste and human error, de-
tect diseases, help to solve climate change, 
imitate human creativity in art and music, 

I 
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and generally serve “humani-
ty's long-term well-being.” 

 

hese grand outcomes 
may or may not hap-
pen, but in the mean-

time AI has found an easy 
route into everyday life via 
mobile phones and devices. It 
is already being used to fabri-
cate images and generate mis-
information, actions that 
make it almost impossible to 
determine what is real, what 
is fake, and indeed, as the title 
of a recent exhibition at The 
New Museum art gallery in 
New York had it, “What is 
Human?” 

In a review of that exhibi-
tion, critic James Farago (2026) offers a 
concise version of the problem AI poses: 
“Any old chatbot, in 2026, can say it 
thinks, therefore it is. We are going to need 
a higher bar than that.” If I understand 
Farago correctly, this means that responses 
to AI and its problems, including its contri-
butions to placelessness, cannot come from 
rationalistic ways of thinking that descend 
from Descartes, including those that gave 
rise to electronic technologies and com-
puter science. We will need to look else-
where for answers. For me that means 
ways of thinking that pay close attention to 
actual human experiences rather than the 
abstract notions of humanity extolled in AI 
websites.  

When, out of curiosity, I entered the 
word “place” into the various search en-
gines/chatbots on the websites of leading 
AI companies, most provided a list of def-
initions or asked if I wanted to find a local 
restaurant. But on the home page of 
OpenAI (under the little magnifying glass 
search icon) the answer was: “It looks like 
your question goes beyond what we can as-
sist with here.” 

This response I find both honest and en-
couraging. Honest because AI, like the in-
ternet, is inherently placeless, a system of 
programs and networks based in servers 
and computers that are simultaneously 
everywhere and nowhere in particular. En-
couraging because this answer implicitly 
acknowledges that there is intelligence 

other than the artificial kind based on un-
limited data waiting to be extracted and an-
alyzed by “a computer based agent capable 
of surpassing human intelligence.” 
 

egardless of potentially surpassing 
human intelligence, the data-based 
processes of AI can only provide a 

partial version of reality that unavoidably 
omits aspects of experience that cannot be 
reduced to data, including wonder, despair, 
power, pain, nostalgia, belonging, and 
sense of place. This omission means that, 
even if AI turns out to be only half as pow-
erful and effective as its proponents claim, 
it will hugely reinforce what I identified in 
Place and Placelessness as the data-based 
systems of mass communication, big busi-
ness, central authorities, bureaucratic plan-
ning, and technique, all of which lead not 
only to placelessness but to what the phi-
losopher Jürgen Habermas (1987, p.301) 
has since described evocatively and more 
inclusively as “the colonization of the life-
world.”   

AI, like all scientifically based technolo-
gies and abstract forms of knowledge, de-
pends on the intersubjectively shared and 
familiar background of everyday life and 
experiences where we all know and do 
things for ourselves, and interact infor-
mally and responsibly with others without 
the help of regulations or experts. This is 
the lifeworld, which is both obvious and 
elusive and, as EAP editor David Seamon 

has shown so well, remains the con-
text of place (e.g., Seamon 1979, 
2023). 

The lifeworld, however, is not im-
mune from being colonized by ab-
stract, rationalistic forms of 
knowledge and ways of doing, even 
though the lifeworld is their lived 
foundation. Economic models, bu-
reaucratic policies, corporate strate-
gies, and convenient personal tech-
nologies have already spread into al-
most every aspect of the lifeworld, 
simplifying and standardizing it, re-
ducing everyday responsibilities as 
“the play of the metropolis and the 
world market” forces assimilation 
onto “the diffused perspectives of the 

local culture” (Habermas 1987, p. 

301).  
 

hen I wrote Place and Place-

lessness, I tended to think of 

place and placelessness as op-
posites, the former character-

ized by “variety and meaning,” and the lat-
ter a labyrinth of endless similarities 
(Relph 1976, p.141). My understanding 
now is that they are not opposites but po-
larities, inextricably bound together yet 
varying over time and space. Nowhere, no 
matter how distinctive, is without similari-
ties with elsewhere; and everywhere, no 
matter how blandly uniform, has character-
istics of place. 

This important shift in perspective 
means that place must be understood as an 
existentially resilient phenomenon latent 
everywhere. Place can be oppressed, trans-
formed, and squeezed, but never elimi-
nated. This existential quality has been re-
peatedly demonstrated as particular places 
have endured in different cultural contexts 
regardless of destruction by wars, plagues, 

earthquakes, mass migrations, and even 

the collapse of civilizations. The will to 
create and, if necessary, recreate signifi-
cant and distinctive places is a powerful 
human impulse. 

One modest indication of this is that, in 
spite of the proliferation of placelessness in 
the last fifty years, place has actually been 
advanced in ways that scarcely existed be-
fore 1976, notably through the widespread 
implementation of heritage protection, and 
in urban-design projects that implicitly 
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acknowledge the lifeworld importance of 
human scale in streets and small urban 
spaces. And arguably more significant than 
those efforts is the fact that place has be-
come a subject for wide-ranging intellec-
tual investigation, a subject of research and 
interpretation in most humanities and so-
cial sciences in many countries and lan-
guages. 
 

lace has been shown to be a phe-
nomenon of psychological, ontolog-
ical, and pragmatic importance for 

understanding how humans relate to their 
environments. This demonstration means 
that a call for deliberately resisting place-
lessness is based on a strong and broad in-
tellectual foundation (e.g., Casey 2009; 
Malpas 2018). It also means that place rep-
resents one answer to the question of 
“What is human?” and is, therefore, a way 
to begin resistance against the inroads of 
AI into human experience.  

I am well aware that elaboration of the 
lifeworld significance of place will not 
soon reverse or even slow prevailing pro-
cesses of placelessness. Instead, I see place 
resistance as a broad-based, intellectual-
underground movement that maintains and 
gradually builds knowledge about place 
and placemaking practices so that they 
might serve as a possible foundation for re-
pairing some of the damage that has been 
done to places. Then, perhaps sometime in 
the next fifty years, the opportunity may 
arise (because AI has gone off the rails) to 
force a shift in the polarities of place and 

placelessness that will put place back into 
the foreground where it has been for most 
of human history. 
I am well aware that elaboration of the life-
world significance of place will not soon 
reverse or even slow prevailing processes 
of placelessness. Instead, I see place re-
sistance as a two-pronged, almost under-
ground, movement. First, wherever frag-
ments remain of places made before about 
1940—e.g., houses and street patterns, 
long-living trees, or traditional festivals 
and customs—all these serve unselfcon-
siously as geneaological elements for re-
producing the identities of places. 

Second, and more selfconsciously, place 
resistance might entail a broad-based intel-
lectual, underground movement that main-
tains and gradually builds knowledge 
about place and placemaking practices to 
serve as a possible foundation for repairing 
damage done to places. Then, perhaps 
sometime in the next fifty years the oppor-
tunity may arise, because AI has gone off 
the rails, to force a shift in the polarities of 
place and placelessness that will put place 
back into the foreground where it has been 
for most of human history.  
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Photograph captions 
p. 41. Sense of Place: a store in the shopping mall a 

part of the Kyoto railway station, 2017. The image 
hints at the colonization of the lifeworld in the con-
text of global placelessness; the only indication 
that this is Japan is a small ¥4,900 price sign just 
right of “Shaggy Tops.” 

p. 42. A paving stone in Island Park, Fargo, North Da-
kota, 2013, one of several with poems by children. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

P 



 

44 
 

 The Unbearable Lightness of Space 

Mark David Major and Nadia Mounajjed 
 

Major, AICP, CNU-A, and Mounajjed, RIBA, are Associate Professors of Architecture at Abu Dhabi University in the United Arab 

Emirates (UAE). They have over 20 years of experience in teaching, research, and practice of architecture and urbanism.  Both are 

graduates of the UK’s Bartlett Faculty of the Built Environment at University College London. mark.major@adu.ac.ae. Text and 

images © 2026 Mark David Major and Nadia Mounajjed. Figure captions are on p. 48. 

 

The light that radiates… can never dim, 
for human existence is perpetually being 

forgotten by [people], and thus discover-

ies, however old they may be, will never 

cease to astonish. 

 —Milan Kundera [1] 

 

I sense Light as the giver of all presences, 
and material as spent Light. What is made 
by Light casts a shadow, and the shadow 
belongs to Light.  

—Louis Kahn [2]  
 

his essay explores how light and 
shadow in settlements can gener-
ate lux limina (“light thresh-
olds”) in overlapping urban 

spaces, assist navigation in route choices, 
and provide a distinct cultural dimension to 
wayfinding based on location on Earth’s 
surface. The authors propose a framework 
for navigation and wayfinding that more 
closely aligns with architectural theorist 
Bill Hillier’s “Three Laws of the Urban 
Object.” 
 

e inhabit a world awash with in-
formation. Our bodies exhibit 
pseudo-bilateral symmetry, 

with two halves that are similar yet dis-
tinct, distinguishing left from right. Asym-
metry divides our bodies, distinguishing 
front from back and top from bottom. We 

are paradigms of simultaneous symmetry 
and asymmetry.  

In discussing the phenomenology of ar-
chitectural experience, architect Juhani 
Pallasmaa places the living body at the 
center as both the origin and measure of 
spatial experience in which the environ-
ment and body engage in a constant dialec-
tic, organizing the world around the center 
of the embodied self, and where movement 
through the city is rhythmic and multisen-
sory, intelligible through the senses [3]. 

External to the body, physics (e.g., grav-
ity) defines what is up and down in physi-
cal space. Topography, geography, geol-
ogy, and climatology differentiate loca-
tions on the Earth’s surface. Both shape the 
vertical and horizontal dimensions of 
space. Humans introduce further diversity 
through built structures and settlements, 
resulting in a complex, intricate differenti-
ation of information across scales of the 
built environment, which are shaped to 
function for and reflect us.  

There is so much differentiation that we 
search for patterns (real or imagined, ex-
plicit or implicit) to impose order. We 
search for the generic and allocentric, i.e., 
common to all and contrasting with the 
unique and egocentric, i.e., specific to each 
[4]. Hillier’s three laws of the urban object 
provide a helpful framework for under-
standing the form, function, and culture of 

the urban object. Broadly, Type 1 laws 
(form) are common to all settlements. Type 
3 laws (cultural) are specific to each socie-
tal tradition. Type 2 laws (function) medi-
ate between the first and third [5]. 

These three laws do not deny the poten-
tial value of egocentric, experiential infor-
mation in the built environment. It is cru-
cial for experiencing architectural and ur-
ban character or genius loci (“the spirit of 
place”) as described by architectural theo-
rist Christian Norberg-Schulz [6, 7]. 

In the past few decades, an “ocular-cen-
tric paradigm” has placed vision at the core 
of architectural and urban experience, 
where knowledge and truth are condi-
tioned by the act of seeing [8]. The value 
of such information, however, may be sub-
jective, depending on each person’s prefer-
ences, which can vary over time with ex-
perience or mood.  

The value of space syntax as a theory 
and method is that its basic representa-
tions—visual fields, lines of movement, 
and convexity—are fundamentally tied to 
bodies in material space. This theory ena-
bles us to identify and isolate the technical 
and social aspects of architectural and ur-
ban space common to all people, mediated 
by function, and specific to each culture [9, 
10]. This perspective frees us to explore 
the philosophical and phenomenological 
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meanings of the human experience in see-
ing, going, and dwelling. 

 

pace-syntax theorist Ruth Conroy 
Dalton laid the groundwork for such 
deeper explorations more than two 

decades ago [11]. She drew on cognitive 
science in researching what became known 
as angular choice, advancing the current 
state of interdisciplinary knowledge about 
wayfinding in the built environment. Way-
finding is how people orient in physical 
space and navigate a route. Norberg-
Schulz recognized “identification and ori-
entation [as] primary aspects of man’s be-
ing-in-the-world… orientation is the func-
tion which enables him to be the homo vi-

ator, which is part of this nature” [12]. 
Homo viator is Latin, meaning “man the 
traveler” or “pilgrim,” expressing the idea 
that “primary life is movement, and as such 
it possesses rhythm” [13].  

Conroy Dalton focused narrowly on one 
of these rhythms, i.e., what in the built en-
vironment influences our choices to move. 
She concluded that our cognitive reading 
of angularity in wayfinding choices is inti-
mately linked to the three-dimensional 
shape of the built environment [14, 15]. 
Other researchers incorporated her find-
ings into the basic space syntax measures 
[16] or continued research on the founda-
tions she established [17, 18, 19]. Conroy 
Dalton’s contribution is far more meaning-
ful to the human experience of navigation 
and wayfinding in space than other meth-
ods and standards, which typically focus 
on architect Kevin Lynch’s imageability or 
graphical communication and signage in 
destination-oriented thinking [20, 21, 22, 
23].  

Some things are inherent in the defini-
tion of wayfinding. Orientation is about lo-

cation in space (“where you are”). Naviga-
tion is about movement in space (“where 
you go”). The former tells us little about 
the latter. At best, orientation eliminates 
possibilities. I am here and not there, so I 
know where not to go if I have a direction 
or destination in mind. If you do not know 
where you are in space, navigating to 
where you want to go seems random. How-
ever, randomness is only possible in a nou-
menal (“undifferentiated”) realm. A nou-
menon is a hypothesized object or event 
that appears or exists in itself, independent 
of human sense or perception. Kant devel-
oped the notion of a noumenon—and its 
true nature as the unknowable “thing-in-it-
self” [24]. It generally contrasts with, or re-
lates to, a phenomenon, which refers to any 
observable object of the senses.  
 

pace syntax has a track record of 
forecasting movement based on spa-
tial phenomena [25, 26]. We can re-

view an example in Souq Waqif (“standing 
market” in Arabic), which marks the his-
torical origins of Doha, Qatar. This place is 
the most comprehensively studied urban 
area using space syntax in Doha and Qatar, 
perhaps in the GCC and Middle East [27, 
28]. Based on observations, Major et al. 
forecasted pedestrian movement in Souq 
Waqif using local integration, weighted by 
the active frontage percentages along a 
route (R^2=0.644, p<0.001) [29]. An ac-
tive frontage is where there is a potential 
for interaction (doors, windows, and other 
openings) between a building’s interior 
and its exterior streets. It is an aspect of 
Type 2 laws (function), specifically land 
use; in this case, retail and restaurants. 
Souq Waqif represented a “pure picture” of 
land use at the time, operating at full ca-
pacity with zero vacancies.  

It is typical to weigh configurational 
measures with Type 2 functional attributes. 
For example, forecasting vehicular move-
ment patterns based on global integration 
weighted by road capacity (i.e., the number 
of lanes) [30, 31]. In classic Hillierian 
terms, Souq Waqif forms an intelligible lo-
cal area within the urban spatial network of 
Metropolitan Doha [32]. Its intelligibility 
arises from small block sizes (1,330 m2), 
intense interconnectivity (100 routes/km2), 
and the “reach” of its spatial catchment 
area (+11 km2) within three directional 
changes, nearly 58 times larger than the 
market itself (0.19 km2), in the metropoli-
tan region [33]. 

Visibility shaped by the spatial layout, 
including angular choice, provides the first 
filter for navigation and wayfinding in 
Souq Waqif. It operates in the same man-
ner that Hillier described during his City of 
London walking lectures in the 1990s. 
Keep following the longest line of sight or 
viewshed, and you will eventually find 
yourself either at the (1) nominal center of 
the area or (2) edge, leaving it. It is easy to 
find your way around Souq Waqif, despite 
the stereotype of labyrinthine Middle East-
ern urban fabrics [34], which probably 
arises from the difficulty of finding your 
way to a specific location, such as a shop. 
There are more than 300 retail and restau-
rant units in Souq Waqif, many on intersti-
tial passageways.  

This stereotype is a flaw of destination-
oriented thinking, which substitutes the 
egocentric and specific for the allocentric 
and universal actualities of the built envi-
ronment. Most urban blocks in Souq Waqif 
face outward, with active frontages, serv-
ing as the second filter to assist wayfinding 
and navigation, in line with Hillier’s Type 
2 laws. Turn the corner, and the spatial 
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character changes in varied ways (inten-
sity, width, covered/uncovered, natural/ar-
tificial light, retail types, even smells and 
sounds), depending on where you are in the 
market, as Hillier again described in his 
walking lectures. 

Space syntax measures refine Conroy 
Dalton’s angular choice into a probability 
weighing. A direct or near-direct continua-
tion is the most likely choice, a 45-degree 
turn is a 50/50 coin flip, and a 90-degree 
turn is the least probable. Turns greater 
than 90 degrees fall into the least probable 
range, since they involve returning in the 
direction of travel [35]. Narrow passage-
ways, compactly shaped mainly by two-
story buildings, characterize Souq Waqif, 
especially its interstitial areas. Its orienta-
tion captures coastal breezes and naturally 
shades its narrower passageways in Qa-
tar’s hot desert climate. Its morphology 
arises from a historical process of re-
stricted random aggregation of dwelling 
units—with additional “local rules” gov-
erning door and window locations—during 
this process to promote residential privacy 
in Qatar’s Islamic culture [36], all later 
subject to urban rehabilitation. The results 
are that some passageway vistas terminate 
on blank facades. 
 

nder such conditions, are there vis-
ual cues that enable us to continue 
a journey and take the least proba-

ble turn in angular terms? In psychology, a 
cue is a feature, circumstance, or piece of 
information perceived that provides a hint 
or indication of how to behave in specific 
circumstances. Type 1 and 2 laws (form 
and function) guide us by the people we 
perceive. Busier, integrated routes have 
more people, while quieter, segregated 
ones have fewer. On quieter routes, we 
might observe another person taking the 
least likely turn, reassuring us that a route 
choice is available even if we cannot see it 
directly. 

Are we entirely dependent on Type 1 and 
2 (form and function) visual cues? We can 
suggest another wayfinding cue that is ob-
jective, generic, and replicable for most 
people: lux limina or “light thresholds.” It 
is a visual cue indicating the continuation 
of a route based on chiaroscuro (“treat-
ment of light and shade”) from a distance 
in the urban environment. It is shaped by 
Type 1 laws based on connectivity, mark-

ing a state of liminality, at the threshold be-
tween two overlapping urban convex 
spaces, as traditionally defined in space 
syntax.  

Liminality is a state of transition or be-
ing in between two distinct stages, i.e., be-
ing here or there. However, lux limina are 
also a consequence of Type 3 laws, inti-
mately tied to Conroy Dalton’s cognitive 
reading of the vertical dimension of the ur-

ban environment to assist spatial naviga-
tion [37, 38]. Lux limina has a cultural di-
mension rooted in a community’s location 
on the Earth’s surface. Norberg-Schulz 
discusses the nature of things, order, char-
acter, and light as aspects of genius loci 
[39]. The latter two include an understand-
ing of time—“light… is intimately con-
nected with the temporal rhythms,” i.e., 
morning and evening, day and night, sea-
sonal, and other varieties in different 
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places, contributing “decisively to [a 
place’s general] character” [40]. Light 
thresholds are a fundamental component of 
genius loci in an urban setting as “an inte-
grated totality” where “the buildings 
gather the properties of the place and bring 
them close to [people]” [41]. 
 

e can see the interplay of light 
and shadow in selected exam-
ples of lux limina along the one-

deep system from the principal spine 
routes of Souq Waqif. Contrasts of light 
and shadow at the opposite end of passage-
ways from an observer offer a guiding light 
for wayfinding, even in cases where vistas 
terminate at near or perfect right angles on 
a blank wall. Relatively uniform building 
heights, narrow street widths, and the 
souq’s location on Earth facilitate the chi-
aroscuro effect of lux limina in its spaces. 
Light wells, clerestory windows, and arti-
ficial lighting compensate in covered pas-
sageways. Otherwise, they would become 
too dark. Today, the light is always availa-
ble to users in some form as temporal 
rhythms—day/night, natural/artificial—
with subtle variations in contrast depend-
ing on luminance. Nighttime inverts the 
contrast. Darkness signals the continuation 
of a route, placing contemporary emphasis 
on artificial light flooding from shops into 
passageways, contrasting with the dark-
ness at the farthest end.  

Qatar’s climate is characterized by 
bright, intense daylight with pronounced 
contrasts of light and shadow. Souq Waqif 
exemplifies the confluence of climatic ad-
aptation, compact urbanism, bodily per-
ception, and phenomenological depth. 
Variations in lighting intensity and quality 
throughout the day produce a memorable 
image of the urban environment, where 
distinctive shadow patterns and sunlit pas-
sageways serve as visual cues to ease spa-
tial navigation.  

Transitioning from sunlit vistas into 
shaded passages exposes the eye to abrupt 
changes in luminance, necessitating retinal 
adaptation and altering visual perception. 
Spaces that initially appear dark gradually 
reveal a gentle brightness as the eye ad-
justs. Within these continuously shifting 
conditions, light operates as both a spatial 
and experiential differentiator: the bright, 
sunlit exteriors and the deep shadows of 

the alleys generate distinct bodily sensa-
tions, movement rhythms, and psychologi-
cal responses. 

The souq becomes a site of orientation 
and discovery, where the differences be-
tween spaces are tactile, navigable, and 
memorable. In this sense, light functions as 
a medium that enhances legibility and con-
nection, stimulating curiosity and a pro-
found sense of place. The interplay of chi-

aroscuro and liminality emerges as a real-
ized spatial strategy cultivating differenti-
ation, orientation, and a reinforced sense of 
place identity: “The art of chiaroscuro is a 
skill of the master architect, too. In great 
architectural spaces, there is a constant, 
deep breathing of shadow and light; 
shadow inhales and illumination exhales 
light” [42]. 
 

ux limina are a little-studied phe-
nomenon of urban space. Conroy 
Dalton classifies lighting conditions 

(i.e., constant and varied) in her virtual en-
vironment experiments, but no further 
[43]. Dahl outlines three variables—inten-
sity, color, and direction—to understand 
the physiology and psychology of light 
[44]. DeKay and Brown note “urban scale 
research on daylighting design is not well 
developed” [45]. They briefly discuss dif-
ferences in latitude and luminance of clear 
versus overcast skies, but always with ref-
erence to the effect of climate on individual 
buildings. 

Most standard texts on cities, urbanism, 
and walkability do not mention a societal 
role for natural light in settlements. If they 
mention it at all, they refer to nighttime ar-
tificial lighting, treating natural night as a 
neutral background, much like space itself 
[46]. “In daily life we take the sky for 
granted; we notice that it changes with the 
weather but hardly recognize its im-
portance [to us] for the general ‘atmos-
phere’, except when we visit places very 
different from our home” [47]. There are 
interior and exterior roles for light in the 
built environment. CIAM architects be-
came so focused on providing natural light 
into buildings, prescribing wider separa-
tion as buildings grew taller, that the ancil-
lary benefits of light for wayfinding in nar-
row exterior spaces were diminished or 
forgotten [48, 49]. 

Human vision is impossible without 
light. We need to remember the role of 

light in enhancing the beauty of our em-
bodied experience of urban space, where 
the phenomenological relationship be-
tween light and vision becomes increas-
ingly apparent. It includes the nature and 
quality of light, as well as how architec-
tural elements respond to its variations, 
which serve to empower or weaken our 
spatial experience. An uneven or deficient 
distribution of light creates zones of ambi-
guity, impacting our capacity to orient and 
navigate. Rasmussen argues that variations 
of light determine its quality. Excellent 
light offers gradations from the brightest 
highlights to the deepest shadows. Such 
variations reveal the plasticity of architec-
tural formal elements [50]. 
 

ight plays a crucial role in ensuring 
visual comfort, wayfinding, and 
spatial recognition, underscoring its 

importance in shaping our perception of 
urban places. We intuitively understand 
lux limina in navigating settlement spaces 
every day, where light is “experienced as a 
basic part of reality” [51, 52]. The light is 
there to guide us, even if formal or func-
tional information is unclear or absent. The 
specific location of a settlement on the 
Earth’s surface will either enhance the ef-
fects of lux limina year-round for commu-
nities closer to sunny climates near the 
equator or diminish them for more overcast 
ones farther away, except for transitory 
summer periods. It distinguishes Norberg-
Schulz’s classical landscape of the South, 
where “a strong and evenly distributed 
light and a transparent air which gives the 
forms a maximum of sculptural presence” 
[53]. Rasmussen outlines that the chal-
lenge, or perhaps the inherent beauty of 
light, lies in its ever-changing nature. Light 
is “capricious,” unlike other elements of 
architecture. “Daylight is constantly 
changing… [and] cannot be controlled… 
from morning to evening, from day to day, 
both in intensity and color” [54]. 

Collectively, our exploration suggests 
three filters for wayfinding and navigation 
in built space, nominally tied to Hillier’s 
three laws of the urban object. The first is 
directional, based on visibility (what you 
can see and where you can move in space), 
with angularity being a nuanced aspect of 
pursuing linearity. The second filter is op-
portunistic, based on function and involv-
ing sensory perception of various phenom-
ena in space, which can mediate changes in 
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navigation guided by the first filter. The 
third is exploratory, ancillary information 
that is conditional and in flux, such as lux 

limina, which can mediate changes in nav-
igation initially guided by the first and sec-
ond filters. This learned game of form and 
function, light and shadow, can guide our 
being-in-space today and contribute to the 
future design of distinct and meaningful 
places. 
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Questions relating to environmental and architectural phenomenology (from EAP, 2014 [vol. 25, no. 3, p. 4]) 
 

Questions relating to phenomenology 
and related interpretive approaches 
and methods: 
▪ What is phenomenology and what does it of-

fer to whom?  
▪ What is the state of phenomenological re-

search today? What are your hopes and con-
cerns regarding phenomenology? 

▪ Does phenomenology continue to have rele-
vance in examining human experience in re-
lation to world? 

▪ Are there various conceptual and methodo-
logical modes of phenomenology and, if so, 
how can they be categorized and described? 

▪ Has phenomenological research been super-
seded by other conceptual approaches—e.g., 
post-structuralism, social-constructionism, 
critical theory, relationalist and non-repre-
sentational perspectives, the various concep-
tual “turns,” and so forth? 

▪ Can phenomenology contribute to making a 
better world? If so, what are the most crucial 
phenomena and topics to be explored phe-
nomenologically? 

▪ Can phenomenological research offer practi-
cal results in terms of design, planning, pol-
icy, and advocacy? 

▪ How might phenomenological insights be 
broadcast in non-typical academic ways—
e.g., through artistic expression, theatrical 
presentation, digital evocation, virtual reali-
ties, and so forth? 

▪ What are the most important aims for future 
phenomenological research? 

▪ Do the various post-structural and social-
constructionist criticisms of phenomenol-
ogy—that it is essentialist, masculinist, au-
thoritative, voluntarist, ignorant of power 
structures, and so forth—point toward its de-
mise? 

 
Questions relating to the natural 
world and environmental and ecologi-
cal concerns: 
▪ Can there be a phenomenology of nature and 

the natural world? 
▪ What can phenomenology offer the intensi-

fying environmental and ecological crises we 
face today? 

▪ Can phenomenology contribute to more sus-
tainable actions and worlds? 

▪ Can one speak of a sustainable lifeworld? 
▪ What is a phenomenology of a lived environ-

mental ethic and who are the key contribu-
tors? 

▪ Do the “sacred” and the “holy” have a role in 
caring for the natural world? For places? For 
lifeworlds broadly? 

▪ Can phenomenology contribute to environ-
mental education? If so, in what ways? 

▪ Can there be a phenomenology of the two 
laws of thermodynamics, especially the sec-
ond law claiming that all activities, left to 
their own devices, tend toward greater disor-
der and fewer possibilities? Are there ways 
whereby phenomenological understanding of 
lifeworld might help to reduce the accelerat-
ing disordering of natural and human 
worlds? 

 
Questions relating to place, place ex-
perience, and place meaning: 
▪ Why has the theme of place become an im-

portant phenomenological topic? 
▪ Can a phenomenological understanding of 

place contribute to better place making? 
▪ Can phenomenology contribute to a genera-

tive understanding of place and place mak-
ing? 

▪ What roles do bodily regularity and habitual 
inertia play in the constitution of place and 
place experience? 

▪ What are the lived relationships between 
place, sustainability, and a responsive envi-
ronmental ethic? 

▪ How are phenomenological accounts to re-
spond to post-structural interpretations of 
space and place as rhizomic and a “mesh-
work of paths” (Ingold)? 

▪ Can phenomenological accounts incorporate 
a “progressive sense of place” argued for by 
critical theorists like Doreen Massey? 

▪ Can phenomenological explications of space 
and place account for human differences—
gender, sexuality, less-abledness, social 
class, cultural background, and so forth? 

▪ Can phenomenology contribute to the poli-
tics and ideology of place? 

▪ Can a phenomenological understanding of 
lived embodiment and habitual inertia be 
drawn upon to facilitate robust places and to 
generate mutual support and awareness 
among places, especially places that are con-
siderably different (e.g., different ethnic 
neighborhoods or regions)? 

▪ Can phenomenology contribute to mobility, 
the nature of “flows,” rhizomic spaces, the 
places of mobility, non-spaces and their rela-
tionship to mobility and movement? 

 
Questions relating to architecture and 
environmental design and policy: 
▪ Can there be a phenomenology of architec-

ture and architectural experience and mean-
ing? 

▪ Can phenomenology contribute to better ar-
chitectural design? 

▪ How do qualities of the designable world—
spatiality, materiality, lived aesthetics, envi-
ronmental embodiment etc.—contribute to 
lifeworlds? 

▪ What are the most pertinent environmental 
and architectural features contributing to a 
lifeworld’s being one way rather than an-
other? 

▪ What role will cyberspace and digital tech-
nologies have in 21st-century lifeworlds? 
How will they play a role in shaping de-
signed environments, particularly architec-
ture? 

▪ What impact will digital advances and vir-
tual realities have on physical embodiment, 
architectural design, and real-world places? 
Will virtual reality eventually be able to sim-
ulate “real reality” entirely? If so, how does 
such a development transform the nature of 
lifeworld, natural attitude, place, and archi-
tecture? 

▪ Can virtual worlds become so “real” that 
they are lived as “real” worlds? 

 
Other potential questions: 
▪ What is the lived relationship between 

people and the worlds in which they find 
themselves? 

▪ Can lifeworlds be made to happen self-con-
sciously? If so, how? Through what individ-
ual efforts? Through what group efforts? 

▪ Can a phenomenological education in life-
world, place, and environmental embodi-
ment assist citizens and professionals in bet-
ter understanding the workings and needs of 
real-world places and thereby contribute to 
their envisioning and making? 

▪ Is it possible to speak of human-rights-in-
place or place justice? If so, would such a 
possibility move attention and supportive ef-
forts toward improving the places in which 
people and other living beings find them-
selves, rather than focusing only on the 
rights and needs of individuals and groups 
without consideration of their place context? 
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Environmental & Architectural 
Phenomenology 
 

Published digitally twice a year, EAP is a forum and clearing house 
for research and design that incorporate a qualitative approach to 
environmental and architectural experience, actions, and mean-
ings. 
 

One key concern of EAP is design, education, policy, and advocacy 
supporting and strengthening natural and built places that sustain 
human and environmental wellbeing. Realizing that a clear con-
ceptual stance is integral to informed research and design, the edi-
tor emphasizes phenomenological approaches but also gives atten-

tion to related styles of qualitative research. EAP welcomes essays, 
letters, reviews, conference information, and so forth. Forward sub-
missions to the editor. 
 

Editor 
Dr. David Seamon, Professor Emeritus 
Architecture Department 
300 South Delaware Avenue 
Kansas State University, Manhattan, KS 66502 USA 
triad@ksu.edu 
 

Exemplary Themes 
▪ The nature of environmental and architectural experience; 
▪ Sense of place, including place identity and place attachment; 
▪ Architectural and landscape meaning; 
▪ The environmental, architectural, spatial, and material dimen-

sions of lifeworlds; 
▪ Changing conceptions of space, place, and nature; 
▪ Home, dwelling, journey, and mobility; 
▪ Environmental encounter and its relation to environmental re-

sponsibility and action; 
▪ Environmental and architectural atmospheres and ambiences; 
▪ Environmental design as place making; 
▪ Sacred space, landscape, and architecture; 
▪ The role of everyday things—furnishings, tools, clothing, in-

terior design, landscape features, and so forth—in supporting 
people’s sense of environmental wellbeing; 

▪ The progressive impact of virtual reality on human life and 
how it might transform the lived nature of “real” places, build-
ings, and lifeworlds; 

▪ The practice of a lived environmental ethic. 
 
For additional themes and topics, see the preceding page, which 
outlines a series of relevant questions originally published in the 
25th-anniversary issue of EAP in 2014 (vol. 25, no. 3, p. 4). 
 

Beginning in 2016, EAP is digitally open-source only. Current and 

back digital issues of EAP are available at the following digital ad-
dresses: 
 

https://ksu.academia.edu/DavidSeamon 
http://newprairiepress.org/eap/ 
http://krex.k-state.edu/dspace/handle/2097/1522 (archive cop-
ies) 

 

Readers who wish to receive an email notice when a new issue is 
electronically available, should send an email to the editor with 

that request. Though EAP is now digital, we still have production 
costs and welcome reader donations.  
 

Because EAP is now only digital, we have discontinued all library 
subscriptions. Libraries that wish to remain subscribed should link 
their digital catalogue to the archival digital address provided 

above. A limited number of back issues of EAP, in hard copy, 
1990–2015, are available for $10/volume (3 issues/volume). Con-
tact the editor for details. 
 

Copyright Notice 
All contents of EAP, including essays by contributors, are protected 
by copyright and/or related rights. Individual contributors retain 
copyright to their essays and accompanying materials. Interested 
parties should contact contributors for permission to reproduce or 
draw from their work. 
 

Open Access Policy 
EAP provides immediate access to its content on the principle that 
making research freely available to the public supports a greater 
global exchange of knowledge. 
 

Archival Policy 
 EAP is archived for perpetual access through the participation of 
Kansas State University’s New Prairie Press in CLOCKSS (“Con-
trolled Lots of Copies Keep Stuff Safe”) and Portico, managed 
through the Digital Commons Publishing platform. New Prairie 
Press also participates in LOCKSS (Lots of Copies Keep Stuff 
Safe). Once published, an issue’s contents are never changed. Ar-
chival copies of EAP   are also available at Kansas State Univer-
sity’s digital archive, K-Rex (see links above). 
 

Note: All entries for which no author is given are by the EAP Edi-

tor.
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