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Places are dynamic, with changing properties and fluid boundaries that are the product of the
interplay of a wide variety of environmental and human factors. This dynamism and complexity is ‘
what makes places so fascinating for readers of National Geo graphic. It is also what makes places
so important in shaping people's lives and in influencing the pace and direction of change. Places
provide the settings for people's daily lives and their social relations (patterns of interaction among
family members, at work, in social life, in leisure activities, and in political activity). It is in these
settings that people learn who and what they are, how they should think and behave, and what life
is likely to hold for them.

Places also exert a strong influence, for better or worse, on people's physical well-being,
opportunities, and lifestyle choices. Living in a small town dominated by petrochemical industries,
for example, means a higher probability than elsewhere of being exposed to air and water
pollution, having a limited range of job opportunities, and having a relatively narrow range of
lifestyle options because of a lack of amenities such as theaters, specialized stores and restaurants,
and recreational facilities. Living in a central neighborhood of a large metropolitan area, on the
other hand, usually means having a wider range of job opportunities and a greater choice of
lifestyle options because of the variety of amenities accessible within a short distance. But it also
means, among other things, living with a relatively high exposure to crime.

Places also contribute to people's collective memory and become powerful emotional and
cultural symbols. And for many people, ordinary places have special meaning: a childhood
neighborhood, a college campus, a baseball stadium, or a family vacation spot. This layering of
meanings reflects the way that places are socially constructed— given different meanings by
different groups for different purposes. Places exist and are constructed by their inhabitants from a
subjective point of view. The meanings given to a place may be so strong that they become a
central part of the identity of the people experiencing them. People's identity is the sense that they
make of themselves through their subjective feelings based on their everyday experiences and
wider social relations. At the same time, though, the same places will likely be constructed rather
differently by outsiders. Your own neighborhood, for example, centered on yourself and your
home, is probably heavily laden with personal meaning and sentiment. But your neighborhood
may well be viewed very differently, perhaps unsympathetically, by outsiders. This distinction is
useful in considering the importance of understanding spaces and places from the viewpoint of the

insider—the person who normally lives in and uses a particular place—as well as from the

viewpoint of outsiders (including geographers). AR E +H ]
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