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CULTURE, TERRITORIALITY, AND
THE ELASTIC MILE

By MELVIN M. WEBBER, University of California, Berkeley

WE ARE REMINDED frequently that the glue holding together otherwise
disparate regional scientists is a shared interest in space. But it is becoming
increasingly apparent that this common intellectual property is really a very
heterogeneous commodity. In only a limited sense is space measurable as
mileage distance on the surface of the earth, or even as the various costs of
traversing those mileage distances. ‘‘Space” is turning out to be a very
complex idea. Mathematicians have described several of its complex
geometries. The group dynamicists have been seeking to measure its social
dimensions. The economists have, of course, been demonstrating a diversity
of cost dimensions. The experimental psychologists have been exploring an
individual’s perceptions of spatial dimensions and the ways in which he copes
with spatial distortions. And now, most recently, a group of sociologists and
social psychologists have been examining some of the social-cultural variants
in perceptions of space and some of the culturally specific behavior with
respect to space.

The findings of these latter studies, and especially those investigations
into the culture of working-class ethnic groups, are revealing some striking
variations in responses to space among population subgroups. They suggest
that culturally specific spaces must be measured by a wide variety of trans-
formations of the linear-distance scale and by an equally varied collection of
value scales. In an effort to identify some of these scale differences, I should
like first to speculate about the space-related behavior of the intellectual elites
and then to summarize some of the more relevant findings of the recent
inquiries into working-class behavior. From this perspective of the cultural
determinants of demand functions, then, I should like to offer some suggestions
for regional science research.

THE INTELLECTUAL ELITES

I would guess that the typical participant in Regional Science Association
meetings is an old hand at convocations of this sort. Especially for the types
that join such cross-disciplinary clubs as this one, it’s quite likely that each
get-together of the Association is but one of a never-ending sequence of con-
ferences, each with its own peculiar mix of participants and each in a different
place. For those who are favored by generous expense accounts, the locations

I am deeply in Marc Fried’s debt for many of the generalizations about the working
class that are presented here. I have also profited from the assistance of Carolyn C.
Webber and the comments of Britton Harris, Michael Teitz, Duane Marble, and the late
Catherine Bauer Wurster.
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