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People often think of place as concrete, a fixed location. Space, on
the other hand, is often envisioned as something more abstract, something
not fixed. However, in contemporary society localions that were once
seen as fixed can gradually come to seem more abstract. This point is
apparent if we compare the present to the past. One way 10 see how
some of our ideas regarding location are changing is by examining the
development of cyberspace as a concept alongside the shifting meaning
of one's hometown. At first glance, they seem almost to be in oppesition,
that is, cyberspace as abstract and a hometown as fixed. { 1 ), today they
have more in common than you might expect.

The concept of cyberspace emerged in the 1990's alongside the
World Wide Web, a global network system of information exchange that
revolutionized the way people think and interact. There were, of course,
earlier precedents that combined globalization and networks, such as the
emergence of air travel in the mid-twentieth century. Nevertheless, the
more recent mixing of ideas, techuology, and mobility highlighted by the
rapid evolution of the Internet has altered how average people consider
and conduct their day-to-day lives like never before, Today the influence
of ‘the web’ can be witnessed in everyday aspects of life as diverse as
research, banking, and dating. Moreover, the Internet can be found just
about anywhere and socio-cultural shifts related to it are ongoing,

(2) Progressive urbanization is another socio-cultural shift, It has
altered the way that many individuals think about their hometown.
in Japan, for example, only a century ago the majority of the pation’s
population were engaged in occupations related to primary resource
extraction, notably fishing and farming. Thus, unsurprisingly, the bulk of
people lived, sometimes for generations, in the same rural towns. However,
as Japan emerged as a post-agrarian and then post-industrial society, more
and more people moved to cities. Today, the largest proportion of Japanese
residents are urbanites who tend to work in a variety of ‘goods and service’

related industries.

Through such changes people are increasingly forced to reconsider
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fundamental concepts like location and related terms like space and
place. For example, cyberspace is, in fact, not a singular physical site, or
a particular place, but a series of connections, some wireless and some
wired. Cyberspace actually refers to a wide range of relations — a broad
physical network from keyboards, to computer codes, to servers and on
to the individuals that utilize the system. At first, the idea of a hometown
seems to refer to the opposite, a ,, static place. However, urbanization has
meant that due to rural depopulation many regions have become smaller or
even disappeared. On the other hand, areas surrounding and even within
cities have been dramatically altered via the development of new suburbs
and the redrawing of urban boundaries. Urbanization has also meant that
the majority of the nation’s workforce is no longer bound to specific plots
of farmland or coastal areas. More than ever, individuals relocate for a
variety of reasons such as education, marriage, or employment. In short,
these days, both cyberspace and the concept of hometown primarily refer
to relations rather than fixed locations.

When we turn to physical perceptions of location, the increasing
similarity between the experience of cyberspace and that of one's
hometown becomes even more striking. We talk of an Internet community,
but it is hard to envision cyberspace accurately in physical terms, that is to
say, in the sense of a singular location in relation to an individual’s body.
In other words, an actual cyber ‘place’ largely remains unimaginable. One
needs only to ask a simple, yet unanswerable, question: where, precisely,
is ‘it’ located in relation to me? Alternatively, an individual's physical
experience of their hometown may seem clearly linked to place. But here
too, through mobility, community is becoming no longer recognizable
for an increasing number of people. For example, one’s "hometown’ may
rvapidly and radically change due to one or more of the above factors or a
person may only reside in their place of birth for a short time never really
heing a part of the social, cultural or material relations of the location
before moving away. Thus, the borderline between place and space is ever-
shifting. ,, What used to seem fixed and definite is being modified by
changes in society and social relations.
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How do migrating birds find their way? First we must ask, what possible
clues are theve? If birds are flying over land, where there are features below
that are distinet and stay the same for year after year — rivers, roads,
forests, coastlines - then, of course, they can use their eyes, There is plenty
of evidence that birds do just this, Many, for example, follow coastlines and
thread their way through straits and mountain passes.

When they get very close to where they want to be, many use their
sense of smell. Homing pigeons give a clue to this. ("Homing” is not the
same as migration. It suggests that pigeons can find their way home when
taken by train or truck to some far-distant place and then released. But
homing surely has some of the same mechanisms as migration does, and
so can give clues to how it works.) It seems that as pigeons get fairly close
to their home, they first pick up general smells that tell of bird dwellings
— perhaps the general termpting stink of ammonia. As they get nearer, the
smells become more specifically pigeon-like. Finally, as they get very close,
they recognize the very particular odor of their own flock in its own space,
More and more evidence is revealing that humans, too, have a wonderful
awareness of odor, even if they do not consciously recognize it, such that
they find particular men or women atfractive or disgusting according to their
primitive substances such as sweat: no doubl a cooling thought for those
who like to suppose that |, human beings have risen above such things.
We do not normally think of birds as creatures that attach importance to
smell, but many of them do, in many contexts.

But ,, what use are visual clues when a bird is above some apparently
houndless ocean? What value is smell when it is a thousand miles from
where it wants (o be? What else is there?

Quite a lot, is the answer. On the visual front, there is the sun by day
and the moon and stars by night. These are hard to make good use of unless
the bird also has some sense of time, so {t knows where the sun or the moon
ought to be at a particular ime; but birds do have a sense of time,

Human beings navigate by the heavenly bodies, too, bul we make a
great science of it. The skills of the navigator were among the most complex




