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Most geographical studies of the “Third World” — or the Global South — focus their attention
on the challenge of promoting development and explaining why the Third World is also the
Poor World. This text extracts the Global South from the shadow of development and
examines people’s lives and livelihoods in their own terms. It takes as its point of departure
the need to reveal the myriad ways that people ‘get by’ in the day-to-day sense of the term
and how modernisation is reworking the human landscape.

An Everyday Geography of the Global South focuses on local spaces, individual experiences,
household strategies and the power and role of agency over structure in terms of explanation.
Taking a broad perspective of livelihoods, it draws on more than 90 case studies from
36 countries across Asia, Africa and Latin America to examine how people are engaging
and living with modernity. This extends from changes in the ways that households operate,
to how and why people take on new work and acquire new skills, how migration and mobility
have become increasingly common features of existence, and how aspirations and expectations
are being reworked under the influence of modernisation.

To date, there is no book which takes such an approach to building an understanding of
the Global South. In focusing on the Global South but not on development, in beginning with
the personal and the everyday, in using the experience of the non-Western world to illuminate
and inform mainstream debates in geography, and in beginning from the lived experiences
of ‘ordinary’ people, the book provides an alternative and different insight into a range of
geographical debates. For students, the usefulness of the book lies in its clarity of argument,
its use of detailed case studies to inform and substantiate the general argument, and in
providing a geography text which engages with the majority world that is the Global South.

Jonathan Rigg is Professor of Geography at Durham University. His research interests
include development in the South-East Asian region, rural and agrarian change, and political
ecology.
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Preface

I decided to write this book for the simple and fairly standard reason that I felt that there was
a gap in the literature and, therefore, in the market. More particularly, I felt that there
was no university-level geography textbook that focused on the Global South — the ‘develop-
ing world’ — without also taking ‘development’ as its point of departure. As I explain in more
detail in the opening chapter, it is often hard to think about or imagine the non-Western
world without, at the same time, conjuring up visions of poverty, underdevelopment,
inequality, and so forth. I wanted to extract the Global South from the tyranny of the devel-
opment discourse and to examine the myriad geographies of the majority world unshackled
from such associations. In this effort, I have to admit, I have been only partially successful.
Try as I might, development seems to have found its way into the discussion, seeping in at
every turn, through every fissure that words allow.

A second objective — and this was also driven by my sense that there was a gap in the
literature — was to write a book that was about everyday lives. I wanted the focus to be on
individuals, households and communities, rather than on governments, corporations and
international organisations. The book therefore privileges the local, the everyday and the
personal. Analysis has to start somewhere, from some vantage point, and in this instance
I have intentionally chosen to begin at the roots of human lives and activities. In doing this,
however, I am not suggesting that we can also end as well as begin with the personal and the
everyday; lives and livelihoods are increasingly implicated in wider and ‘higher’ structures
and processes. I return to this issue of linkage and interconnection in the final chapter but
trust that the sense of everyday lives being, at the same time, global lives also comes through
in the core discussion.

Inevitably, an author brings his or her own experiences and intellectual baggage —
including knowledge — to bear in their work. My own specialist area of interest is the rural
geographies of South-East Asia, and all my fieldwork has been undertaken in the countries
of this region. I have no doubt that the experience of working in Asia has coloured my
views and influenced my thinking. It could not do otherwise. However, the book draws on
case studies and literature from across the Global South — not equally, to be sure, but pretty
broadly. In total, more than 90 case studies from 36 countries are used to illustrate the
discussion and substantiate the arguments.

A book of this type, which aims to straddle the world, is also at risk of simplifying the
world. I have tried to avoid this by drawing few hard-and-fast conclusions, instead high-
lighting the reasons why contingency and indeterminacy so often rule the day. This should
not be taken to mean, however, that we cannot ‘learn lessons’ from particular cases in specific
contexts. It is possible to recognise diversity and difference while also searching out the
patterns that make the world understandable. It is these patterns, the grammar that makes
living decipherable, which I have been at pains to illuminate.

Jonathan Rigg
Durham
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1 What’s with the everyday?

The everyday, globalisation and the
Global South

Mrs Chandaeng: an everyday geography

We met 50-year-old Mrs Chandaeng on a cool December day in 2001 outside her house in
the village of Ban Sawai in Laos, one of the world’s 49 ‘least developed’ countries (Illustration
1.1). She had been born and raised in the war-torn province of Xieng Khouang, where she
met and married her husband, Udom. They settled in his home village and had six child-
ren. In 1988, however, when their youngest daughter was just two, Udom died suddenly and
after a dispute with her brother-in-law, Mrs Chandaeng moved to Ban Sawai, settling there
with her young family in 1991. As a newcomer, Mrs Chandaeng was unable to secure any
land beyond her house plot and, in the context of a village economy based on farming,
she struggled to feed and raise her six children. Yet when we interviewed Mrs Chandaeng
ten years after she had first settled in Ban Sawai she was in the process of building a new and

Lllustration 1.1 Village scene, northern Laos
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impressive house. Her ability not only to survive but, ultimately, to prosper as a landless,
widowed mother of six was surprising given what we knew of structural patterns of poverty
and prosperity in rural Laos. Landless, female-headed households, and particularly those
with young families, are usually among the poorest in an already very poor country.

It quickly became clear why Mrs Chandaeng had managed to buck the trend: four of her
children were working in neighbouring Thailand, remitting between them around US$25-50
a month. Her son, Kai, was working on a shrimp farm while her three daughters, Wan,
Lot and Daeng were employed as housekeepers in Bangkok. She may have explained her
children’s sojourns in Thailand in terms of ‘when you are poor, you have to go’, but the
outcome was a degree of economic prosperity, at least in village terms.

The experience of Mrs Chandaeng represents in microcosm many of the core issues which
this book attempts to confront and illuminate. First of all, to go beyond structures to under-
stand the personal geographies which make ordinary people and their lives extraordinary.
Second, to appreciate that beneath the summary data — the averages, means and aggregates
—is a degree of difference and variability that challenges whether such summaries can be
regarded as representative of the collective experience, and vice versa. And third, to see
livelihoods as becoming increasingly implicated in geographies of globalisation but in ways
in which people like Mrs Chandaeng become more than mere objects of — and for —
development, but subjects with their own volition.

An everyday geography of the Global South

A criticism that has been levelled at geography over recent years is that it would seem to
have forgotten the importance of taking a truly global perspective and replaced an interest in
place (and places), with a seemingly ever more abstract concern for space. This is a reaction-
ary viewpoint to hold. Place-based geographies are associated with regional geography
and, as we all know, regional geography is just so yesterday. Worse still, regional geography
smacks of colonial geographies, and colonial geographies of domination, control, and worse.
This book is not, I hope, just a throwback to an earlier geography but an attempt to present
a different and, to some degree, an alternative geography. It is different and alternative in
three main senses.

First of all, the book is explicitly about the ‘Global South’ (see Box 1.1). An alien leafing
through recent issues of mainstream English language human geography journals might
think that the countries of the non-Western world were a mere adjunct, a small and rather
dry annex, to the West. For example, of 362 papers published between 2003 and 2006 in
three of the most influential geography journals — Progress in Human Geography, Transactions
of the Institute of British Geographers and the Annals of the Association of American Geographers —
fewer than one in eight had a primary and explicit concern with countries, conditions or
processes in the Global South.! Part of the reason for this may be that relatively few scholars
based outside the rich Anglophone world publish in such journals. Gutiérrez and Lépez-
Nieva in a review of the content of 19 English language human geography journals note that
74 per cent of articles were written by scholars based in the United Kingdom or the United
States (Gutiérrez and Lopez-Nieva 2001). This dominance of Western/Northern scholarship,
and the overriding focus on the geographies of the West/North, is a source of concern in the
obvious sense that the Global South is important and, furthermore, is becoming more so
as each year passes. In 2005 the output of the Global South exceeded half of total world
gross domestic product (GDP); by 2025 this figure will likely be more than 60 per cent (The
Economist 2006b: 3—4). For a whole range of political, economic and environmental reasons
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BOX 1.1 Defining terms

Term Usage/definition and appropriateness/weaknesses
Core/ The terms core and periphery (and semi-periphery) have a long
periphery history, coming into widespread use in academic circles following

the publication of Immanuel Wallerstein’s (1974, 1980, 1989) three
volume work on the modern world system. Core and periphery are
also used in terms of the loci of academic and political power.

Developed/  These terms refer to the level of economic development of countries

less and to the rich/poor world binary. They highlight continuing

developed global inequalities but categorise countries as either ‘developed’ or
‘less developed” when these two categories are internally highly
differentiated. They also gloss over the degree of mobility at the
margins where some fast-growing economies have made the
transition from de facto less developed countries to developed
countries, sometimes in less than a generation.

First These two terms — and also the linked ‘Second World’ and ‘Fourth
World/ World’ terms — are a legacy of the Cold War and refer to a

Third geopolitical divide between the capitalist/liberal democratic First
World World and a Communist Second World. The Third World was the

residual but became quickly redefined as the poor world. The term
Fourth World emerged rather later and variously refers to the tribal
peoples of the world, (stateless) refugees or the world’s least
developed countries (or LLDCs). Most scholars avoid using the
terms because they are historically obsolete and because of the
perceived pejorative connotations associated with the terms ‘First’
(‘best’) and “Third’ (‘worst’) worlds. (See Berger 2004 for a discussion
of the fate of Third Worldism.)

Global This is a derivation of the North—South divide noted below in this
North/ box. Some scholars prefer to add ‘Global’ to make it clear that this
Global is not a strict geographical categorisation of the world but one
South based on economic inequalities which happens to have some

cartographic continuity. In addition it emphasises that both North
and South are, together, drawn into global processes.

Majority This turns the usual ordering of the binary (N-S, Rich—Poor,
world/ First-Third) on its head to make it clear that the South/Poor/
minority Third World is the majority world supporting some 80 per cent
world of the globe’s population and 136 of the 192 recognised states.

North-South The North—South distinction is associated with the Brandt report
of 1980 (North—South: a programme for survival) which argued that ‘in
general terms, and although neither is a uniform or permanent
grouping, “North” and “South” are broadly synonymous with
“rich” and “poor”, “developed” and “developing™ (Brandt 1980:

continued
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North-South  31). The obvious deviations from the geographical categorisation of

continued North/rich and South/poor are Australia and New Zealand. In
addition, over the years since the report was published the internal
coherence of a “‘South’ has become even more problematic (see
Slater 1997).

Western This Western/non-Western duality refers to a perceived cultural
world/ divide between, essentially, ‘the West” and ‘the Rest’. This is not
non-Western synonymous with North/South or rich/poor for the reason that
world some countries of the non-Western world, notably Japan, are

Northern and rich. The term Eurocentric or Eurocentrism is used to
highlight the dominance of Western viewpoints in many areas of life
and thought.

we need to know more about each other, and the North—South balance of academic know-
ledge and (apparently) interest is out of kilter. But it is also of concern in another sense: the
papers betray a channelling and domination of Northern knowledge to, and over, the South.
Conceptual and theoretical approaches and frameworks that have their roots in the North
are used to frame and explain the South. Rarely does the flow of knowledge run counter
to this stream and even more rarely is it seriously considered that the South might have
something to teach the North. The assumption is that Northern geographies are relevant and
appropriate for understanding the South:

Seldom do those [geographers] who work in the core [countries of the North] recognise
the particularities of their own geographies; that their theories do not travel, that their
global geographies are partial and that developments in the core are interdependent with
the periphery.

(Bradshaw in Olds 2001: 133; see also Yeung and Lim 2003)

This issue has been most vigorously pursued in Dipesh Chakrabarty’s (2000) book Provincialising
Lurope. Charkrabarty argues that Europe, for historians, acts as a silent referent: all Third
World historians are required to touch their forelock and comment on European history and
scholarship, but not vice versa. His book is not, however, a call to reject European scholar-
ship as an act of ‘postcolonial revenge’. Western scholarship is both ‘indispensable and
inadequate’ to the task of explaining the non-Western world ( Chakrabarty 2000: 16).

In their review of globalisation and the geography of cities in the less developed world,
Grant and Nijman (2002) conclude that their ‘study shows that the economic geography
of present-day cities in the less-developed world is fundamentally different from that of
“Third World cities” and from globalizing cities in the West’ (2002: 328, emphasis in original;
see also Robinson 2002). In other words, not only is the flow of knowledge predominantly
one-way (undesirable in itself), but also this can lead one to the false assumption that in this
era of globalisation all processes, dynamics and their outcomes are, essentially, the same.
Using Mumbeai (India) and Accra (Ghana) as their case studies, Grant and Nijman show that
place (i.e. the idiosyncrasies of location) and history are critical in understanding how
globalisation processes operate (Illustration 1.2). Robinson (2002) makes much the same
accusation in her article on the world cities literature in which she writes that ‘theoretical
reflections should at least be extremely clear about their limited purchase and, even better,
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Hlustration 1.2 Dhoby Ghaut (meaning ‘washing place’ in Hindi) in Mumbai where dhobis wash the
clothes of clients by hand using concrete baths and flogging stones

extend the geographical range of empirical resources and scholarly insight for theorizing
beyond the West and western-dominated forms of globalization’ (2002: 549).

So it is not just that processes operate at different levels, rates and intensities, but that
the processes themselves are qualitatively different according to where we happen to
look. This point has also been made about Asian urbanisation more broadly, with Terry
McGee (1991a) concluding that the Eurocentric view of the urban transition is inadequate
for understanding Asian urbanisation for three reasons: because it is too narrow in terms of
its conceptualisation of ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ spaces; because it is too prescriptive in terms
of mapping out where urbanisation will lead; and because it is too generalised in terms of its
treatment of history (McGee 1991a: 340).

To write that global geographies are essentially the geographies of the ‘core’, is nothing
particularly new. Peter Dicken (2004) — author of Global shift (2007 [1986]), one of the most
influential geography texts since the mid-1980s — in his valedictory address at the Royal
Geographical Society in 2003, highlighted three particular problems within geography
of which the third and ‘perhaps the most important’ was the:

need [for professional geographers] to get out more, not just down to the local (as it were),
but also into the wider world. We [geographers] have become increasingly parochial in the
scales and in the parts of the world in which we focus our attentions. We need to
rediscover . . . our role as the quintessential ‘world discipline’.

(Dicken 2004: 18, emphasis in original)

In writing this, Dicken was only among the more recent of senior figures in the discipline to
call for a real and substantive re-engagement with the world beyond Europe, North America
and Australasia (Table 1.1).
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Table 1.1 Lamenting parochialism in human geography, 1985-2004

Statement / lament Author

Date: page

... we need to get out more, not just down to the Peter Dicken
local (as it were), but also into the wider world.

We have become increasingly parochial in the

scales and in the parts of the world on which we focus

our attentions. We need to rediscover . . . our role

as the quintessential ‘world discipline’.

This critique is not premised simply on the Alastair Bonnett
contention that geography should make more use
of ‘foreign examples’. More profoundly, it
concerns the construction and naturalisation of
geographical knowledge as Anglo-American and
European knowledge. This narrow focus may
avoid uncomfortable questions about ‘representing
others’. Yet, by doing so, it sustains more
disturbing conceits, more specifically the sense
that the rest of the world is not worth knowing
about.

... contemporary geographical scholarship has Jenny Robinson
retreated into a theoreticism that has, perhaps

ironically, played an important part in

parochialising [geography]. . . . The assumed

universalism of many theoretical claims within the

discipline, usually developed . . . in ignorance of

the range of different social contexts to which they

are assumed to apply.

Whilst there may be practical, financial, ethical Rob Potter
and personal reasons for not working overseas,

together with the second bias of not even noticing

that work is done elsewhere, the net outcome is a

form of parochialism which not only seems very

old-fashioned, but highly misplaced in the new

world order.

One of the ironies of the academic debate on Richard Grant and
globalisation is its Western bias. Much of the Jan Nijman
theorising and empirical research is based on the

experiences of the United States, West Europe,

and other countries in the core of the World

economy. . . . Overall the globalisation debate is

not nearly as ‘global’ as it probably should be.

Whereas I wavered on the existence of a core Kris Olds
before moving to Asia in 1997, my time in

Singapore has reinforced the view that this core

exists, and that the network of actors and

institutions that constitute it work vigorously to

maintain their agenda setting powers.

There is a clear ‘core’ within economic geography Mike Bradshaw
that theorises and studies the core economies of (in Olds 2001: 133)
developed capitalism. . . . Seldom do those who

work in the core recognise the particularities of

their own geographies; that their theories do not

2004: 18

2003: 59-60

2003: 275

2002: 213

2002: 320

2001: 127

2001: 133
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Table 1.1 continued

Statement/ lament Author Date: page

travel, that their global geographies are partial and
that developments in the core are interdependent
with the periphery. . . . I think that we lack a truly
‘global’ economic geography.

... the net result (of the virtual demise of area studies) Nigel Thrift and 2000: 106
is a kind of pious Eurocentrism in which much is Des Walling

written in theory concerning the necessity to

appreciate difference, but this is too rarely

articulated in practice.

Has British geography forgotten the world exists? D.R. Stoddart 1996: 355
... many, perhaps the majority, of geographers have Peter Taylor 1993: 181
never felt the need to pursue a global view as they and 194

become bogged down by their particular
empirical minutiae or abstract theory. Hence the
common concern that somewhere in its history
Geography lost its ‘geo’.

In an unequal world such as the one we live in,
geographical dialogue can easily degenerate into a
monologue reflecting the power relativities of

places.
... the enthusiasms of geographers over the last thirty Ron Johnston 1985: 443
years, principally though not entirely those of and 458

human geographers, have resulted in an
unfortunate bias in their work towards the general
and away from the unique, leading to a
diminishing awareness of the variability that makes
up the ‘real world’.

British geography has largely disengaged itself from
a concern with the world as a whole, and with
many of its component parts. . . . we are becoming
increasingly parochial and myopic.

Note: Dicken’s (2004) article was a guide to a number of the above articles.

So this book has, as its geographical context, the Global South for the simple reason that
there are not very many general geographies of the Global South. However, the focus is not
on the meta-geographies of globalisation, urbanisation, industrialisation, democratisation,
and so forth. I am concerned here, and this is the second sense in which the book is different
and alternative, with the ‘everyday’. The book explores the details and minutiae of local
lives and livelihoods and the local structures and processes that create such everyday lives
and which are, in turn, created by them. This is not to overlook the important role played
by national and international actors, structures and processes. The intention, rather, is
to begin with the local and the everyday and, in that way, to avoid the tendency to see and
explain local outcomes as the result of overarching meta-processes. In ‘theorising up’ in this
way the hope is to realign the balance of understanding and to avoid portraying people as
‘victims® and locality as the mere stage on which the meta-processes of globalisation are
worked out.
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The importance of the everyday and of grounded, micro-level perspectives is that it is
only in these ways that we can shed light on many of the critically important ‘why’ questions.
Overarching perspectives and grand studies often shield from view the eddies of difference
that are so central to building explanation. To take one example: there are large numbers
of individuals and households in many countries of the Global South who are collectively
labelled ‘poor’ on the basis of their income or consumption. But why these people are poor,
how they experience poverty, and their prospects for rising out of poverty are very diverse
indeed. There is not one ‘poor’, but many ‘poors’. Moreover, the social, environmental,
political and economic micro-processes and micro-dynamics — the micro-geographies — often
provide not just a more finely detailed understanding of change, but a different view. As
we make the transition from global to national, from regional to local, and from community
to household and individual, new layers of meaning and understanding are revealed. These
sometimes challenge the assumptions that are gleaned from high-level views and aggregate
statistics. So just as a consideration of the Global South sometimes reveals a different narrative
of change and explanatory sequence than does an examination based on perspectives from
the Global North (as Grant and Nijman (2002) argue in their article), so too with the high
level/low level, macro/micro point of view.

Environmental regulation in Vietnam provides one such case. On the face of it, we should
not expect environmental regulation in Vietnam to be either pronounced or particularly
effective. The Vietnamese government is lacking in terms of capacity; it is often secretive
to a fault; the legal system is poorly developed and open to manipulation by powerful actors;
there is little evidence of popular democracy and no open channels for public participation;
corruption is widespread; private firms are powerful and have the ear of officials at higher
levels of local and national government; and there is no vibrant, campaigning community
of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) as it would be understood in the West. So
when global economic integration leads multinational firms to locate in Vietnam, it is easy
to expect the worst and to see this as just yet another example of the ways in which countries
in the periphery are integrated and drawn into the global mainstream on unfavourable
and unsustainable terms. Polluting technologies and production processes are exported to
the poor world by firms that actively search out cheap wage locations with a resulting
proliferation of so-called 3-D jobs — dirty, degrading and dangerous.

Yet in her study of environmental regulation in Vietnam, Dara O’Rourke (2004) found in
three of her six detailed case studies that there were substantial improvements in environ-
mental regulation, and in two there were modest improvements. In only one case was there
no discernible improvement in regulation. T'o summarise her rich discussion of ‘community-
driven regulation’, there were two core reasons for this surprising outcome. First, because
it is not possible to understand community dynamics as mere local-level manifestations
of national or global processes. In other words, while at a global level there may seem to be
a persuasive case that the forces of globalisation are leading to a ‘race to the bottom’, in
practice national, regional and local actors, institutions and structures interfere, and do so to
such an extent that we cannot drill down from such global perspectives and assume particu-
lar local level outcomes. The second reason was because ‘working in Vietnam . . . helped me
to see that foreign models and theories are often not the answer, as there is much to learn
from looking inward at processes already underway in Vietnam’ (O’Rourke 2004: x).
O’Rourke, schooled in Western scientific approaches and models of understanding, found
that the reality of Vietnam forced her to begin again, and to see Vietnamese experiences
(as much as the Vietnam experience) in their own terms, rather than as just another ‘case
study’ to support or refine established Western points of view (Illustration 1.3).
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Lllustration 1.3 Recycling
on the outskirts of Hanoi,
Vietnam. Recyclers are
often drawn from
particular villages around
Hanoi and specialise in
recycling certain products

Starting with, or privileging, the local and the everyday is important not only because
it highlights the explanatory distance separating macroscopic and microscopic interpreta-
tions, but also because it forces a consideration of human agency. And when human agency
enters the explanatory fabric, contingency, serendipity and personality do so too. Global
perspectives have been criticised for their ‘abrogation of agency’ (Ley 2004: 154) with a
resultant tyranny of process that leaves little space for difference. As is explored in greater
detail below, the devil — and the fascination — really is in the detail of globalisation.

There is also a third feature of the book which requires noting and some elaboration.
The Global South is also known, variously, as the Third World, the poor world, the less
developed world, the non-Western world, and the developing world (Box 1.1). The term
Global South is just the latest in a cavalcade of terms that seek neatly to package and pigeon-
hole the world that is beyond our own.® As these alternative terms make clear, the Global
South also invariably becomes recast or repackaged in poverty/development terms. It is hard
even to begin the process of thinking about the Global South without also irrevocably linking
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it with the challenge of development and the stain of poverty. This book, however, while it is
about the Global South is not, in the first instance, about development, nor about poverty —
although the poor, and their struggle to survive and to prosper, are inevitably among the
cast of characters. This is partly for the reason that there are many excellent development
texts. However in this era of globalisation, it has been argued that all countries are developing
and there is a convincing case that the essential qualitative differences between, say, Belgium
and Burkina Faso, or Canada and Colombia are not to be found rooted in each countries’
different level of development. Indeed, the focus on differences in levels of development or
modernisation have, it could be argued, distracted attention from other, even more profound,
manifestations of difference. To be sure, the fact that the incidence of poverty, using the
World Bank’s US$2 a day cut off] is zero in Belgium but 81 per cent in Burkina Faso contains
a pressing message about global inequality. But if one were to set about writing a book
about Belgium or Canada it is unlikely that it would be framed in terms of development. It
also raises the question of what happens when formerly poor countries bridge the economic
gap with the rich world. Self-evidently, the high performing economies of East Asia — Japan,
South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore and Hong Kong — have not analytically merged with the
Western world simply because their per capita incomes are similar. Perhaps it is for this
reason that the United Nations continues, rather unsatisfactorily, to classify these latter four
economies as ‘emerging’.

This book, then, also rests on the premise that there are important things to say and
understand about the Global South that are independent of the challenge of propelling devel-
opment and reducing poverty. In writing this I am also implying that the ever-present focus
on poverty/development takes something away, whether by distraction or omission, from
our view of the Global South. Pictures of huddled masses, peasants working their land, or
young men and women in torn shorts and T-shirts picking over steaming garbage mountains
are certainly evocative and a powerful cry to confront global poverty. They also, though,
contribute to the victim status of the Global South and deny these people the dignity that
comes from at least some degree of agency and independence of action. Ordinary people in
the Global South are, like everyone else, extra-ordinary and to appreciate this requires that
they become more than objects to be ‘developed’.

Making space for the ‘everyday’ in an era of globalisation

It is geography, perhaps, that is confronted by the potentially most destabilizing
implications [of globalisation], for according to some commentators globalization is
expunging local difference and hence the relevance of space and place.

(Martin 2004: 148)

The fears and expectation expressed in the quote above are well known: globalisation is
leading inexorably to a borderless world where cultural homogenisation, media imperialism,
transnational domination and economic integration are propelled and controlled by the
expanding tendrils of information and communications networks, a global financial archi-
tecture, and an increasingly powerful phalanx of multilateral institutions. Deterritorialisation
and the so-styled ‘death’ of geography is the outcome.

Yet, just at the time when globalisation has become the defining process of the age and
some scholars — indeed some geographers — are sounding the death knell of geography, there
has emerged a vibrant concern for the minutiae and distinctiveness of the ‘everyday’ and, by
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association, the local. The ‘everyday’, it would seem, is everywhere. Scholars write of ‘every-
day political practices’ (Flint 2002: 391), ‘everyday resistance’ (Scott 1985), ‘everyday urban
travel’ (Roe 2000), ‘everyday food’ (Freidberg 2003), ‘everyday politics’ (Kerkvliet 2005) and,
more widely, of ‘everyday life’ (Appadurai 1999; Simard and De Koninck 2001; Duncan
2002), ‘everyday lived realities’ (Kabeer 1997) and ‘everyday geographies’ (Oslender 2004).
There is, furthermore, an increasing recognition that the everyday is often the critical com-
ponent in building an understanding of the processes underway. How can we reconcile the
surface contradiction between the emergence of a world worn flat by the indefatigable forces
of globalisation, and a world where localities and localism are gaining in significance and
where difference and complexity are becoming ever more pronounced and powerful?

This contradiction between an intensifying process of globalisation and a growing concern
with the power of the everyday is partially explained by the recognition that globalisation
itself is a deeply contradictory process. The fears and expectations of the early hyper- or ultra-
globalists have been tempered by the realisation that globalisation has not erased the local
and the everyday but, often, re-energised it. Globalisation operates at all levels and scales
simultaneously, and the relationships can operate both ways (Yeung 1998; Kelly 2000).
Globalisation can strengthen local regulation, bolster and empower local groups, strengthen
and revivify local cultures, while localities can both shape and respond to global processes.
These alternative perspectives challenge the all too common tendency towards the pigeon-
holing of globalisation as a hegemonic and totalising force issuing from the core and colonising
and dominating the periphery. Such a view not only situates globalisation as a process with
its origins in the Global North, but also identifies the trajectory of effect as one that leads from
the Global North to the Global South. As Rapley says of development theory and practice,
but which resonates with debates over globalisation:

much development thought was not imposed on the developing world by the developed
world, but rather emerged from [the developing world]. ... Equally, much of the
resistance to development comes not from ‘traditional areas’ [i.e. the Global South], but
from urban activists in the First World.

(Rapley 2004: 351)

The debate and the political and social tensions that have arisen over China’s growing
role in the world economy is but the most visible aspect of this ‘retuning’ of globalisation.

There are a variety of ways in which scholars have sought to challenge the ‘death of
geography’ thesis. To set these out in summary:

*  Globalisation operates at all scales. It is not that the global is in the process of erasing the
local, but that globalisation processes can be seen operating at the local scale (and at all
other scales up to the global). Globalisation does not, therefore, lead to eradication, but
transformation.

*  Globalisation, scale and the straitjacket of the local/global binary can be partially
reconciled if ‘rather than viewing the local and global, or place and space, as distinct
scales, they [are] instead seen as “nested”™ (Kelly 1999c¢: 153). (This is discussed in more
detail in the next section.)

*  Globalisation — like capitalism — is uneven in its effects and therefore, by definition, there
will be a geography to globalisation. While global capital may be increasingly mobile,
it does not go everywhere. Some places are ‘stickier’ than others, creating disparity and
unevenness (sece Glassman 2002). Geographers therefore have the task of describing and
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explaining the patterns that emerge and these will have a geography that goes beyond,
and before, the global.

*  There is a meta-narrative of globalisation — as there is of modernisation (discussed below)

but this does not mean that either globalisation or modernisation are singular
processes. Globalisation leads to multiple modernities and social scientists need to
identify, interpret and attempt to understand these multiple, and often contradictory,
outcomes (see Englund and Leach 2000).

*  Globalisation has, itself, played a part in creating the political and institutional space for
local, grassroots initiatives from devolved systems of government to locally rooted non-
governmental and people’s organisations. This has led some people to talk of a parallel
process of ‘relocalisation’. The local, in this way, becomes a project rather than a fact.

*  More widely, there is a strong case for arguing that globalisation is always implicated
and embedded in the cultural and historical context of a place, a community, a house-
hold and an individual. It becomes inevitably particularised. Thus, for example, women’s
incorporation into the global labour force in the context of factory work is moulded
both by the forces of economic restructuring driven by the New International Division
of Labour and by place-based geographies which are culturally and historically as well
as geographically contingent (see, for an example, Silvey 2003).

*  Even cosmopolitans and cosmopolitanism are situated (see Ley 2004). This applies
not only to patrician (or privileged) cosmopolitans — such as the expatriates and multi-
national white collar employees who are normally associated with the term — but also
to the plebeian cosmopolitans who may service those higher up the employment and
income ladders. These include, for example, Sri Lankan and Filipino domestic workers
in Saudi Arabia and Singapore, and local rural migrants working in the homes of public
sector employees in India.

This gradual reframing of globalisation is not to deny the power of the forces that the process
has unleashed. The market zs infiltrating even the most remote of regions and hitherto the
most self-reliant of communities. Consumerism, defined by the consumption of certain
global brands, u in the process of becoming the watchword of the many, rather than the
luxury of the few (Illustration 1.4). Technology s levelling the playing field. The role of certain
pivotal multilateral organisations is inexorably growing. And governments are finding their
room for manoeuvre in an increasingly interlinked and interdependent world hampered
and constrained. The thesis that Thomas Friedman expounds in his widely read book The
world is flat: a brief history of the globalized world in the twenty-first century (2005) is a convincing one,
not least because it is, apparently, all around us and there to be seen and checked against
our experience:

I just wanted to understand why the Indians I met were taking our [American| work,
why they had become such an important pool for the outsourcing of service and infor-
mation technology work from America and other industrialized countries. [Christopher]
Columbus had more than one hundred men on his three ships. . . . When I set sail, so
to speak, I too assumed the world was round, but what I encountered in the real India
profoundly shook my faith in that notion. Columbus accidentally ran into America
but thought he had discovered part of India. I actually found India and thought many
of the people I met there were Americans. . . . Columbus reported to his king and queen
that the world was round. . . . I returned home and shared my discovery only with my
wife, and only in a whisper. ‘Honey,’ I confided, ‘I think the world is flat.”

(Friedman 2005: 4-5)



llustration 1.4 Middle class consumers outside Starbucks in central Bangkok, Thailand
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While I do not work with the computer analysts and call centre operators that Friedman
interviews, I too am struck, year after year, by the way in which these various processes of
globalisation insinuate their way into local livelihoods and everyday lives. I can point, for
example, to cassava farmers in the poor north-eastern region of Thailand who have regaled
me with their views on the trade policies (and injustices) of the European Union; young
women in villages in northern Thailand telling me of their desire to work in ‘clean and
modern’ factories so that they can buy a motorbike on hire-purchase and become ‘up-to-date’
or than samai; parents in villages in rural Laos who have made clear their driving desire to
educate their children so that — above all else — they can have a better life than their own; and
to children from peasant families in Sanpathong, also in northern Thailand, streaming into
internet shops in the district town after school so that they can engage with a world beyond
their own. Experiences such as these provide a drum beat of proof to support that nagging
sense that the world, hitherto so richly variegated and uneven, is being worn flat by global-
isation. However accounts like Friedman’s, I would argue, have the effect of playing down
and often ignoring the uneven geographies of globalisation in their desire to tell a good story.
Culture becomes in thrall to economics, and the social in thrall to technology.

This book, however, tries to take our understanding of globalisation ‘down’ to another level
of detail. It is here, at the level of the everyday, where the ‘worn flat’ thesis begins to fray.
What does it mean to be up-to-date in northern Thailand, or in Brazil, or in Ghana? They
may consume, like the rest of us, but 0w do they consume? How do farmers in the Global
South resist — or embrace — the trade policies of the Global North? What are the values that
inform parental decision-making? At the meso-level it may appear that the countries and
populations of the Global South are playing the same game of catch-up with the same rules
and goals. But when we shift to the micro-level it becomes clear that there are variants
of games, each with their own rules and their own nuanced goals. Some scholars see this as
a disjuncture, implying that it is a puzzle and pregnant with contradiction (see Schirato and
Webb 2003: 15-20). It is also one of the reasons why some people studiously avoid using the
word ‘globalisation’, because it would seem to be a trap and a dead-end. But, as Schirato and
Webb (2003: 19) say, ‘if a term is being used so often, in some many different theatres,
and with such profound effects, it is worth paying attention to it’. Rather than focusing on
the disjunctures and the contradictions of globalisation, this book aims to elucidate and
illuminate the micro, the local and the everyday within the wider ambit of globalisation.

Space, place and scale: the practice of theory

Central to geography from the beginning has been a concern for space, place and scale. A
great deal of theoretical ink has been spilt —and continues to be spilt —by geographers seeking
to unravel and interrogate these three critical terms. It will already have become clear, just a
handful of pages into the first chapter, that the concerns of this book are situated at the local
level and couched in terms of the spaces of the everyday. For some geographers this is deeply
problematic from the very start because such an approach harbours an inbuilt assumption
that there is a ‘local’ scale, distinct and separate from the ‘non-local’, and that there are
everyday spaces of activity which have coherence and meaning in, and of, themselves. In this
section I will attempt to explain — and justify — the approach that is taken.

First, though, an admission: theory does not come particularly easily to me; I do not revel
in theory for its own sake, but rather see its utility in helping to structure and explain the
patterns of the world. No doubt this is because much of my academic work begins with
fieldwork: I engage with and seek to understand the hopes and desires, the challenges and
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problems, and the opportunities and tensions that farmers, factory workers, fisherfolk,
craftsmen and women, students, and elderly people grapple with in different contexts and
countries across Asia.* This is not a badge of honour or a claim for privilege. It is a simple
statement of fact. The result, though, is that when I engage with theoretical debates over scale,
space and place I do so with the furniture of field experience clogging the room.

In his work on the dialectics of space, Henri Lefebvre (1991) tried to overcome the space/
place dichotomy or binary by reconciling both spatial scales, and physical and social space.
In effect, his work brings together the local scale and everyday practices (social space) with
the global scale and physical space. Global capitalism is not abstracted from the everyday,
but grounds itself in specific places, in certain ways, and with particular social consequences
(see Merrifield 1993). Space becomes both network and process, both place and flow.

It follows . . . that place is not merely abstract space: it is the terrain where basic
social practices — consumption, enjoyment, tradition, self-identification, solidarity, social
support and social reproduction, etc — are lived out. As a moment of capitalist space,
place is where everyday life is situated. And as such, place can be taken as practiced space.
(Merrifield 1993: 522, emphases in original)

In his attempt to reconcile the space/place dichotomy, Lefebvre (1991) considered there to
be three ‘fields’ of space, namely representations of space; representational space; and spatial
practices. Notably absent is material space — space that can be measured in a mathematical
sense. For Lefebvre, space is a product of social and political actions. Such actions do not
populate physical space; they create their own space. But this space is not abstract; it is mental
and material, and we can truly understand it only when the mental and material are combined
(see Elden 2004). Finally, Lefebvre (1991) emphasises that it is important to appreciate that
all spaces have a history and that they are continuously reconstituted as social and political
actions evolve.

Table 1.2 outlines the essential distinctions between these three fields and provides
examples of how such fields can be seen operating in practice (although in theory, all operate
simultaneously). Merrifield (1993) sums up Lefebvre’s approach to place by writing that it is
‘the “moment” when the conceived, the perceived and the lived attain a certain “structured
coherence™ (1993: 525; see also Merrifield 2000).

For Letfebvre (1991), the local or the micro-scale remains important as the site in which
everyday practices are enacted. However, his work cautions against taking this to mean that
the local is also the site in which relevant forces and influences will be deployed. The local is
intimately networked into other scales.

Agnew and Duncan (1989: 2) provide — rather more simply — a threefold segmentation of
place into location, locale and sense of place drawing on approaches to place that are
characteristic of different disciplinary persuasions. Location is the classical geography of an arca
describing its physical components and the historical, economic and social processes that have
made it. They link this with the work of economists and economic geographers. Locale is the
rather more malleable and shifting context within which everyday living occurs and picks out
those elements of location which are relevant and important to living. Locale, in effect,
becomes a subset of location and is characteristic of the work of micro-sociologists and
humanistic geographers. Sense of place refers to the ways in which the human imagination
bestows on locations particular qualities, meanings and significance. This approach to place
tends to be associated with cultural geographers and anthropologists. While each approach
can be linked with different disciplines and subdisciplines, Agnew and Duncan (1989) argue
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Table 1.2 A Lefebvrian practice of space

Lefebure’s spaces Types of space Examples

Representations  The space of planners, scientists State-orchestrated policies of

of space and technocrats; ‘expert’, territorialisation (see page 148);
‘breaucractic’ or ‘elite’ space. While  decentralisation policies that direct
this space can often be measured resources or control to lower levels
and bounded it is, nonetheless, an of administration (see page 156);
abstract space because it is linked to  Aukou policies in China which
a set of (dominant) knowledges and  classify people as rural or urban
skills. It is hegemonic space, ordered  residents (see page 123).
to fulfil the objectives of society.

Representational Lived space; the space of everyday Community-level environmental

space (or social
space)

Spatial practices

experience where the spatial
practices of everyday life and the
routinised social relations of
production and reproduction occur:
factory, bedroom, theatre, street.
Unlike the space of planners and
technocrats (representations of
space, as above) this is passive space
which planners attempt to dominate
and control: ‘Lived space is the
experiential realm that conceived
and ordered space will try to
intervene in, rationalize, and
ultimately usurp’ (Merrifield 2000:
174).

The activities and actions that
structure everyday life consisting of
networks, flows, patterns and routes
and encompassing both production
and reproduction.

regulation and management in
Vietnam (see page 8);
‘empowerment’ in patriarchal
households (see page 26); spaces of
resistance in factories (see page 179)
and plantations (see page 169).

Social action in China (see page 27);
migration flows segmented by gender,
generation or caste/ethnicity

(see page 125); the participation of
individuals in community activities
and projects (see page 152); the
politics of place (see page 178);

and see Table 8.4.

that they should not be pursued separately, but regarded as complementary. Oslender (2004)
has taken this threefold perspective on place and used it as a means of structuring his work
on black communities living along Colombia’s Pacific coast (Table 1.3). What is evident from
Table 1.3 is that not only does each approach take a different viewpoint, but also it adopts a
different way of looking.

What is meant by the ‘everyday’?

In thinking about the role and place of the everyday, a number of other terms are shepherded
into view: the commonplace and the ordinary, as well as (though less satistactorily) the banal
and the prosaic. Here the starting point is to focus (but not necessarily at the same time) on

* ordinary people

*  everyday actions
*  commonplace events.
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Table 1.3 The places of the everyday: black communities on Colombia’s Pacific coast

Agnew’s “places’ Application to Colombia’s Pacific coast black communities

Location 10 million hectares; 1,300 km of coastline; high levels of precipitation; high
levels of biodiversity; extensive network of rivers; prone to flooding; population
of 1.3 million, 93% African Colombians; settlement concentrated along rivers;
subject to boom-and-bust economic cycles . . .

Locale Rivers provide the principal focus for living, livelihoods and life. Houses are
constructed along rivers, transport is by river, and livelihoods are based on
fishing and the collection of shellfish. Social interaction occurs in, on and along
rivers, and the tide determines the rhythms of life. This is where people wash,
play and gossip. Rivers also mediate interactions between communities along
the length of the waterways.

Sense of place The river becomes, because of its centrality to existence, a ‘central point of
reference in identity formation and everyday discursive practices’ (Oslender
2004: 970). The river is more than a physical presence and a source of
livelihood; because of these facts it also becomes bestowed with symbolic
meaning, emotional significance, and political power. The river is more than
just a river.

Source: information extracted from Oslender 2004

The value — and the need — of paying attention to these classes of people, types of actions and
categories of events is that they constitute or make up daily life. For obvious reasons, a
tsunami in the Indian Ocean, a hurricane in the southern coastal states of the United States,
or a famine in the Sahel of Africa attracts and excites our attention. However, these are extra-
ordinary, punctuating events that throw lives out of kilter. ‘Normal’ living is disturbed. The
structures that govern ‘ordinary’ life are upturned — as was so bleakly evident in New Orleans
in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in August and September 2005. But for the years
before and after such events, whether they are natural or human-induced, the patterns and
rhythms of life are tuned very differently. While, however, events like the tsunami may be
traumatic and extraordinary, how and why people and communities respond as they do is
intimately linked to local historical trajectories, local cultural norms, and local social
structures (Box 1.2). Such events may be atypical but understanding their impacts and effects
requires that the events are embedded in everyday geographies which, perhaps only for a
short time, become particular day geographies.

In addition to the everyday being concerned with normal living rather than abnormal
events, there is also a focus on ‘ordinary’ people. As is explored in greater detail in Chapter
8 (see page 167), the central motivation behind the Subaltern Studies project in India was a
desire to avoid elitist historiographies and to acknowledge the important contribution of
ordinary people on their own to the history of the subcontinent, independently of the elite
(Guha 1982a: 3). Furthermore, as well as being ‘everyday’, a corollary of this is that the book
also has a concern for personal geographies. Chambers (2004), in writing of the neglect of the
personal dimension in development, says: ‘It is self-evident to the point of embarrassment that
most of what happens is the result of what sort of people we are, how we perceive realities,
and what we do and do not do’ (Chambers 2004: 12). So the focus on the everyday is not only
because normal living is everyday living, but also because the everyday begins and ends with
the personal.
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BOX 1.2 The 2004 tsunami: the everyday effects of a
global catastrophe

The Indian Ocean tsunami of 26 December 2004 was a global event and, on some
measures, the greatest environmental disaster of the previous hundred years. More
than 220,000 people were killed in 12 countries across South Asia, South-east Asia and
East Africa. Something like 1.6 million people were displaced and it dominated news
headlines across the globe for the first weeks of 2005.

It is easy when events are of such magnitude to simply become overwhelmed by the
figures. But the tsunami provides a telling insight into why the local, the grounded and
the everyday is so important if we are to understand and explain such events. Figure
B1.1 sets out one feature of the tsunami: more females died than males. In some places
this was at a ratio of 4:1. It is possible to guess at some of the reasons why this pattern
occurred, but it is only through engaging with individuals and communities and their
lived existences that the complex intersection of an array of factors becomes evident
(Iustration B1.1).
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Lllustration B1.1 Ban Nam Khem near Khao Lak in southern Thailand. The village was virtually
destroyed by the tsunami of 26 December 2004. By July 2005, when this picture
was taken, the village had been rebuilt although many of the survivors were still
too traumatised to ‘return’ to their new homes

To begin with the most obvious: men are, often, stronger and faster than women and
were better able to escape or survive the wave. In addition, and less obviously, it seems
that men were also more likely to be able to swim and were better at climbing. In many
countries it is regarded as unseemly for women to be seen climbing trees and many
would not have done so since childhood. Clothing in countries like Indonesia (Aceh is
strictly Muslim) and Sri Lanka and India (where the sari is traditionally worn) may also
have impeded women as they frantically struggled to escape the wave. It seems that
patterns of employment in many of the afflicted coastal communities were such that
women were far more likely to be killed. In fishing villages the men were often out at sea
(the wave hit the coasts of Thailand and Indonesia in the morning); many scarcely
noticed the wave. In coastal farming communities, men were working inland, on their
fields. Women, by contrast, were far more likely to be at home engaged in home-based
productive and reproductive tasks. When the wave washed ashore they were often
encumbered as they tried to save their children. There were numerous reports of women
trying to climb trees and hold onto branches while clasping a child under one arm, or
trying to flee the wave with a young family in tow.

The 2004 tsunami offers an overarching story of natural hazard, risk, vulnerability
and disaster. It also offers many, many community level and personal stories of human
frailty and resilience, of social capital and official incompetence, of serendipity and sheer
bad fortune.
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Globalisation from below or grassroots globalisation

It was, perhaps, inevitable that scholars would, in time, react against the tenor of the
ultra-globalists and begin to find something more complicated and contingent occurring.
‘Globalisation from below’ (Appadurai 1999, 2000; Taylor et al. 2001) and ‘grassroots
globalisation’ are attempts to acknowledge — and promote — an alternative narrative, one that
relishes in difference and recognises that the local can influence events, resist domination,
and build alternative futures. The growing importance of localism is, in essence, a political
expression of ether the desire to resist and counter globalisation, or to rework globalisation
to the benefit of local communities. This distinction is important. Those who hold to the
‘resist and counter’ position see globalisation as intrinsically and inevitably destructive and
exploitative.” Those who embrace the ‘rework’ position see scope for making globalisation
operate to the benefit of the Global South, local communities, and the environment. This
is often based on treaty renegotiation and the reform and rebalancing of international
institutions such as the World Trade Organization, the International Monetary Fund and the
World Bank.

Neo-liberal globalisation is seen, by its critics, to have marginalised and pauperised
peasants and workers. Its bulldozing logic has led to the ‘race to the bottom’ noted earlier,
part of a process of ‘competitive austerity’ where countries compete to become the cheapest
locations for global capital, to the ultimate detriment of those who are drawn in to the pro-
duction process. Grassroots globalisation is a reaction to this and an attempt ‘by marginalized
groups and social movements at the local level to forge wider alliances at their growing
exclusion from global neo-liberal economic decision-making’ (Routledge 2003: 334). Both
globalisation and the defensive response, grassroots globalisation, are composed of networks
that operate across scales. This has led some scholars to see the network as more important
than scale, whether that is global, regional, national and/or local.

The challenge — and therefore the difficulty — of scale for some human geographers is that
scale, whether that is local, regional or global, is socially produced. This means that scale has
no fixity, whether over historical time or between groups and individuals. It also means that
because scale is not fixed it is also, and inevitably, contested (see Amin 2002). To put it simply:
the realm and therefore also the meaning of the local for an international banker in London,
a Ghanaian cocoa farmer, a German civil servant, a Mexican factory worker, an American
stunt man, or a Filipino domestic worker in Hong Kong, is going to be very different for
a range of reasons that span national context, living and employment patterns, language,
age and gender, educational attainment, and so on. In light of this — and bearing in mind
the increasing flows and fuzziness driven by globalisation processes — what and where,
exactly, is ‘the local’? Responding to these challenges, Amin makes a case for a ‘non-scalar’
interpretation of contemporary globalisation:

My principal claim has been that the growing routinisation of global network practices
— manifest through mobility and connectivity — signals a perforation of scalar and
territorial forms of social organisation. This subverts . . . traditional spatial distinctions
between the local as near, everyday, and ‘ours’, and the global as distant, institution-
alised, or ‘theirs’.

(Amin 2002: 395)

So, for Amin, globalisation does not mean that one scale is becoming privileged over another
(global over local) and, in the process, more powerful, but that the links, networks,
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connectivities and associations between different forms, types and levels of spatiality are
growing and intensifying and rendering scale increasingly problematic as an organising
principle. The result is that when we look at the local we are getting an insight into far more
than ‘just’ the local and are being inevitably drawn, through the networks and circuits that
link people and activities, into other scales. The same is true when we purposively look at
higher scales; they inevitably incorporate the local.

This point is well taken, but it does not detract from the fact that people live in places,
networks notwithstanding. While there may be a handful of individuals who are true cosmo-
politans and world citizens, living and making a living across scales, cultures and continents,
they do remain just a handful. Even in the most networked societies, people identify with
places; make a living in places; build relationships in places; produce and consume in places;
and live, love and die in places. Grassroots globalisation may indeed be a network response
to globalisation, and a potentially effective one too, but the network is underpinned by people
living in places. As Glassman (2002) contends in his study of scales of resistance to corporate
globalisation in Thailand, ‘differing groups of people in differing sociospatial locations around
the world have distinct, place-related interests and identities, so that notions of global civil
society will at best be a vision and at worst betray an illusion’ (Glassman 2002: 514). More
widely, global cities like New York, London or Singapore may be, in their collectivity, series
of networks and flows with global compass, but their constituent human parts are, more often
than not, rooted in places and vicariously attached to localities (see Ley 2004).

Even when individuals are physically disembedded from a place, that place often continues
to have a cultural and social resonance, and an economic significance which belies that
separation. Writing of urban migrants in Bangladesh, Kuhn suggests that villages are ‘more
than just a place of refuge, and their importance lies not merely in the land itself, but in
the livelihood, the culture and the identity provided by the village’ (Kuhn 2004: 312). At the
other end of the wealth spectrum, Kong argues that Singaporean expatriates working
and living in China have an amplified sense of their Singapore-ness and national identity
because they are living away from home, in another context (Kong 1999). Lam Kwong, a
57-year-old Chinese Singaporean educated in Mandarin exclaimed: ‘I'm not Chinese. I'm
a Singaporean’ (Kong 1999: 576). What applies to people displaced from place like Lam
Kwong and urban migrants in Bangladesh, is also relevant for those who remain spatially
embedded. In setting out his discussion of social movements among Colombia’s Pacific coast
black communities, Oslender (2004) says: ‘we must know the place where a particular move-
ment emerges, where the people who form that movement live, and what it means to them
living in this place’ (Oslender 2004: 958, emphasis in original).

For Oslender (2004) there is political significance and explanatory power in place. To take
this a little further, Porter and Lyon’s (2006) work in Ghana illustrates the practical dangers
of ignoring place. In Ghana, aid donors have emphasised group activity on the assump-
tion that groups can link into and build on the positive attributes of social capital. Yet, while
such groups have generally performed reasonably well in northern Ghana, they have often
failed in the coastal south. Porter and Lyon (2006) attribute this to the cultural and historical
differences that divide the regions and the place-specific opportunities and processes that
characterise the north and the coast of the country. Generalised discourses on the attractions
of group activities and social capital, lacking sensitivity to the possibilities of difference,
therefore slam up against culture and geography operating at different scales.

If we are to pare the space/place dichotomy down to the bone, then space is abstract and
place is grounded or, as Taylor (1999: 10) says, space is everywhere, while place is somewhere.
The challenge for humanity, Taylor seems to be saying in his article, is to ensure that the
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disenabling and anonymous ‘spaces’ of globalisation are made into secure, intimate and
enabling ‘places’. Writing of eco-localism, Curtis (2004) comments on the importance of
locality and place in the following terms:

In eco-localism, ‘place matters’. Here, ‘place’ refers to specific, unique locations with
their particular eco-systems, communities, and resources. . . . The local place — the
specific geography of life — defines and is defined by its particular natural environment,
culture, community, history and economy — none of which are replicable in a different
location.

(Curtis 2004: 85)

Localist ideologies are often based on a particular reading of the past which is then
packaged as alternative to the prevailing way of doing things (see Hewison 2001). Of course
one could dispute these interpretations of the past on the basis that they both lack historical
veracity and contemporary relevance, but this would be to ignore the political forces and
cultural desires that have propelled and shaped their emergence.

Part of the problem and the challenge of globalisation lies in the very term itself, which
implies that it is global forces that are infiltrating national and local scales. The privileging
of the global over the local, and the associated sidelining of the everyday, is built into the
very terminology we use to describe current processes. Thus Tlocalisation’ and ‘globalisation’
become mirror images of each other and, just as importantly, become associated with com-
peting political projects and ideologies about not just how the world operates but how it should
operate. The elites who populate the meetings of the G8 are separated by more than glass,
steel and lines of police from the activists on the outside, in the ‘real” world; they would also
seem to be separated by a profoundly different view of the globe and how it should function
and be organised. But this mental and physical separation, it will be suggested, is not as deep
as it appears. This, moreover, is for some of the very same reasons why the global/local
binary discussed in this chapter presents a false dichotomy. We are all, individually and
personally, in this together. Everyday geographies are geographies of globalisation.

Conclusion — why the everyday?

This opening chapter has set out what this book is about, what it is not about, and why. It is
about the Global South but not about Development. It is about globalisation, but not about
the meta-processes of globalisation. It is about the everyday, but not to the exclusion of the
structures that make the everyday meaningful in wider terms.

To see why such an approach might be valuable, reconsider the case of Mrs Chandaeng
and her children set out in the opening sentences of the chapter. Mrs Chandaeng is living
in a country, and at a time, where a deep and profound process of economic restructuring
is underway. Under the tutelage of the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank and the
International Monetary Fund the government of Laos has embraced the neo-liberal policies
of the Washington Consensus, enshrined in the so-called New Economic Mechanism. From
Vientiane, the capital, it would seem that the country is veritably awash with the acronym
soup of development — PRSP, PPA, NEM, EPI, IRAP, PIP. . . . And yet for Mrs Chandaeng
and her fellow villagers all this meant little to nothing. They had little conception that they
were the de facto guinea pigs in a grand effort to lift Laos out of its categorisation as one
the world’s poorest countries and, in the process, its population out of poverty. Yet they were
far from isolated and immune to the plans being hatched in Vientiane. The fact that her son
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and daughters were working in Thailand can be linked to the government’s reforms. So too
can the fact that some of her neighbours had borrowed money from the newly established
Agricultural Promotion Bank.

To (partly) understand Laos, therefore, we can take a view of the country grounded in
Vientiane and based on the policies of the government and the views of the multilateral
agencies based there. Or we can look to the actions of villagers like Mrs Chandeang and
the ways and conditions in which they lead their lives. This book approaches the big questions
of globalisation from the position and perspective of the khon lek, or “little people’, as they are
sometimes referred to in Thailand. It is also suggested that it is to build a better understanding
of the khon lek which is the really significant challenge.

Further reading

There are many good publications which explore geography’s engagement with the global-
isation debate. Amin (2002) provides a rich conceptual discussion of the ‘spatialities of
globalization’ while Taylor et al.’s (2001) review is wide-ranging and accessible. Dicken (2004)
wonders why geographers have not been at the forefront of globalisation debates while
Yeung (1998) makes a spirited case challenging that notion that globalisation is wearing the
world flat. For more grounded, country-specific takes on globalisation and its impacts see
the articles by Glassman (2002) on Thailand, and Kelly (1999c) on the Philippines. Even more
focused in its object of study is Oslender’s (2004) study of social movements on Colombia’s
Pacific Coast. Each of these articles examine how high-level processes (and perspectives) work
their way out in particular national and local contexts.
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2 Structures and agencies

Lives, living and livelihoods

Structures and agencies

The social sciences have long grappled with what has been characterised as the structure
agency dichotomy or, more traditionally, the individual-society binary (see Brettell 2002).
For Archer (1995): ‘the problem of the relationship between the individual and society
was the central sociological problem from the beginning’ and the ‘vexatious task of under-
standing the linkage between “structure and agency” will always retain this centrality because
it derives from what society instrinsically is’ (Archer 1995: 1, emphasis in original). This is a
theme which arises time and again right across the social sciences from sociology through to
anthropology, political science and geography. It has variously been described as a ‘master
metaphor’ (with respect to the tension between individual freedom and social constraint)
(Edgerton 1985: 258) and a ‘leitmotiv’ (Brettell 2002: 442) of the social sciences.

Agency-oriented perspectives tend to emphasise the degree to which individuals have
control over their lives. The focus for explanation is on the actor with the working assump-
tion that actors have considerable latitude in terms of decision-making and are, therefore,
instrumental in shaping their lives. Structurally oriented viewpoints, by contrast, emphasise
the extent to which people are constrained in their actions and face a very narrow range
of choices determined by structural factors that relate, for example, to class, geography,
gender, social hierarchy and ethnicity. Beneath the structure/agency dichotomy are a whole
series of other, implicit, binaries: subjective/scientific, group/individual, comparable/non-
comparable, generalisable/idiosyncratic, and quantitative/qualitative. The criticisms that
have been levelled at structure and agency-oriented approaches to seeing and understanding
are set out, in summary form, in Table 2.1. (It should be emphasised that this table is only a
didactic device to tease out the essence of criticisms directed at each approach; much research
cannot be pigeonholed in this manner.)

In geography, structural approaches have shifted over time in terms of their main object
of scrutiny. For much of the first half of the twentieth century the constraining and moulding
influence of the environment was the dominant focus of concern, reflected most clearly in the
work of the environmental determinists, including scholars such as Ellsworth Huntington and
Ellen Semple. For Huntington (1924), in his book Climate and civilization, a ‘race’ with perfect
health would attain the highest civilisation, and the determinants of health are climate, food,
parasitic diseases and a people’s stage of culture, of which ‘climate stands first . . . because it
is the most fundamental’ (1924 3). Following the end of the Second World War neo-Marxist
dependencia perspectives came to the fore as global inequalities in political and economic power
were seen to offer the most persuasive explanatory scaffold. But even during these periods
when structural perspectives were in the ascendancy, the importance of locality and the role
of the individual were far from eradicated from geographical study.
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Table 2.1 Ciriticisms of structure—agency approaches to explanation: a primer

Agency-centred approaches Structure-centred approaches

Have no predictive power Play down voluntarism and ignore the possibility
of autonomy in decision-making

Eschew scientific explanation Tend towards determinism

Place emphasis on the idiosyncratic, subjective  Place emphasis on the scientific and empirical
and individualistic

Tend towards atheoretical interpretations Are often mechanistic and instrumentalist

Tend towards ahistorical interpretations Opverlook essential differences between societies
and contexts

Opverlook broader social forces Undervalue the subjective

Tend towards micro-level perspectives Tend towards macro-level perspectives
Marginalise the individual
Focus on rules

Tend towards a static view of society

This is partly, no doubt, because even the most committed structuralists always realised
that the dichotomy and separation of structure and agency is more apparent than real, a
device to tease out explanation rather than a true measure of the world. It is not, in other
words, a case of either/or, but of the interdependence and inter-penetration of structure and
agency. The usual way out of the structure/agency problematic has been to conflate the
two, essentially avoiding taking sides by seeing each as contributing in their different ways
to understanding but, usually, privileging one view or the other so that structure becomes
subsumed into agency, or vice versa.! Not all scholars have been happy with this approach
to reconciling the problematic. For Archer (1995), conflation needs to be replaced by relation
so that the ‘interplay and interconnection of these properties form the central concern’ (1995:
6). In this way, the debate over structure and agency partially mirrors the debate over global-
isation and locality introduced in Chapter 1. Far from being subsumed within or eradicated
by the global/structural, agency and locality are co-present along with the global and the
structural at different levels and scales and it is the interconnections which should concern
and interest us.

Beyond structures and agencies

Perhaps the best known attempt to reconcile structure with agency is Giddens’ (1984)
structuration theory. In essence, rather than seeing structure and agency as competing
explanations he sought to bring them together to emphasise their interaction and the degree
to which they are mutually or co-constituted. Thus, actors (agents) in structuration theory
have the ability to change structures, to challenge the status quo, to resist partriarchal systems,
and to rework and redefine their inherited structures of living. At the same time, though, these
structures, which might be better thought of as ‘norms’, are not imagined. They provide
a real, powerful and, at times, suffocating framework within which people must live.
In Giddens’ view, agents cannot act without structure, and structure is produced by agents.
There is, therefore, a cyclical relationship between human action and social structure
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BOX 2.1 Fair trade and empowerment in Bangladesh

A number of fair trade organisations are working with poor village women in rural
Bangladesh to provide them with work and income (Illustration B2.1). There is also
often an intention — and a desire — to ‘empower’ these women through such work.
Swajan, for example, which manufactures crafts and works with some 600 producers,
argues that the result or outcome of their employment and production practices (‘fair
and adequate wages’, emphasising the ‘social factor’ in production, and ‘eco-friendly
product development’) is ‘empowerment and social uplift in the local community’
(http://forum.europa.cu.int/irc/empl/csr_eu_multi_stakeholder_forum/info/data/en
/030930 Traidcraft%20Swajan.pdf). There are important questions to ask about how
to measure empowerment and, indeed, what the term means but there is also the issue
of how empowerment is achieved in a largely Muslim, patriarchal society. Ann Le Mare
has been investigating this issue in conjunction with the UK-based fair trade company
Traidcraft.

Hlustration B2.1 Interviewing fair trade women handicraft producers in Bangladesh. Photograph:
Ann Le Mare

She found that ‘empowerment’ among the producers she interviewed was channelled
and structured largely in line with prevailing social norms and accepted practice.
Married women were ‘permitted’ to take on such work by their husbands. The uses to
which the additional income was put were negotiated within the context of the
household where, usually, the male head of housechold was instrumental in determining
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the outcome. Women were more mobile, but this was constrained and limited by what
was deemed seemly. Women, and particularly those working in fair trade groups, were
also more confident and willing to offer their opinions but they nonetheless kept out of
village decision-making and local politics. In other words, while fair trade production
such as that managed by Swajan can lead to positive change, ‘empowerment’ is sharply
limited by the social and cultural context within which production is embedded. At the
same time, of course, this context is evolving and one of the key issues is whether the
pressure being placed on the boundaries of accepted practice by fair trade activities will,
in time, lead to a more fundamental reworking of ‘norms’.

Source: personal communication, Ann Le Mare

whereby the actions of humans play a role in producing and reproducing social structures,
while social structures limit, constrain and enable human action (see Box 2.1). There is also
a geography to Giddens’ work in his concern to acknowledge the distinctiveness of the locale
and the role of locality (as it became known among geographers) in providing the human and
physical context for everyday living (see de Haan and Zoomers 2003: 351-2).

In a post-structuralist vein, Pierre Bourdieu developed the notion of habitus as another
means of reconciling agency with structure, or the individual with society. Habitus is a set of
dispositions, embodied in individuals, which generate certain practices and perceptions.
These dispositions are inherited and are reproduced over time so that a regularity and a con-
tinuity emerges — a ‘grammar’ of living. However this regularity is not set in stone and is not
rule driven so that there is scope for individualism and individuality. Undertaking research
in Algeria during that country’s war of national liberation in the 1960s, Bourdieu witnessed
and was able to illuminate using ethnographic methods the collision of precapitalist norms
with the economic rationality of colonisation. This ‘mismatch’ led Bourdieu to realise with
‘total clarity’ that ‘access to the most elementary economic behaviours (working for a wage,
saving, credit, birth control, etc.) is in no way axiomatic and the so-called “rational” economic
agent is the product of quite particular historical conditions’ (Bourdieu 2000: 18). For
Bourdieu, then, universal ‘givens’ which mark out certain types of people as misfits and their
activities as deviant are ‘the product of a quite particular collective and individual history’
(Bourdieu 2000: 28). There are, in short, patterns in the human landscape which the scholar
should try to identify and explain but, at the same time, it is also possible ‘to enter into the
singularity of an object without renouncing the ambition of drawing out universal propo-
sitions’ (Bourdieu 1986: xi). Actions are a product and a reflection of habitus, but habitus
is shaping rather than determining.

How do Giddens’ and Bourdieu’s approaches to explanation work in practice? An example
that implicitly draws on their work is Pieke’s (2004) examination of political structures and
agency in rural China — in this instance, in Xuanwei county in the north-eastern corner of
Yunnan province, in the south-west of the country. Pieke is concerned to show how the state
is not beyond and outside society at the local level, but is part of and produced by society. He
explains that patterns of decision-making by cadres in Xuanwei can create a bureaucratic
habitus of formidable force, ‘privileging . . . certain options, while rendering others impossible
or simply irrelevant’ (Picke 2004: 531). But when these cadres were removed following village
committee elections in 2000, the habitus and the mould were broken. Social action is, in
Picke’s study, an outcome of social structure, and constitutive of that structure.
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If we permit not just a degree but an expectation of agency in most contexts then under-
standing everyday geographies becomes necessarily contingent. As Zoomers (1999) found in
her study of the Bolivian Andes, notwithinstanding the structural components of life
(geography, rural/urban location, agro-ecology, access to roads and markets . . . ) there are
many poor people who have become rich, and rich people who have become poor. On
first sight, the situation in the Bolivian Andes appears unchanging and the population
homogeneous. Closer inspection, though, reveals a much higher degree of dynamism and
heterogeneity, so much so that the indentification of ‘categories’ becomes a fruitless exercise.
I found much the same in my study of livelihoods in rural Laos:

Reviewing the 55 case studies, and looking through the notes from the key informant

interviews and group discussions, one of the most striking features was how far it was

normal for households to buck the trend and deviate from the expected state of affairs.
(Rigg 2005: 165, emphasis in original)

It is easy to think that the increasing prominence of qualitative methodologies in geography
and the other social sciences, and the emphasis on life histories and life stories explored
through ethnographic methodologies, has shifted the fulcrum towards an agency-oriented
perspective (Illustration 2.1). However, it is not just what a researcher does in terms of research
methods and approach, but how a researcher chooses to use the resulting data and infor-
mation. When such personal geographies are reworked as representative of ‘poor women’s
experiences’ or ‘small farmers’ experiences’ (i.e. are reified) then they become, in effect, about
structure rather than about agency. They become emblematic of the manner and way of life
of groups in society, those groups being defined in structural terms and categorised according
to selected criteria. With this tendency in mind, Brettell argues that the ‘goal [of 