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ABSTRACT

The aim of this paper is to discuss how inhabitants of selected villages in Poland perceive their living space, what meanings they assign
to it and what is important for them in their nearest neighbourhoods. The presented research is set within the cultural approach in rural
geography, in which the notion of experienced and imagined rural spaces is central. We answer the question whether there are any
general patterns referring to the process of transforming the space into a “place”, defined by the individual understanding of rurality,
strengthening local identity and place attachment. Research was based on guided individual in-depth interviews in order to extract
inhabitants’ narratives about the selected villages. Individual stories collected along the study reveal an image of the countryside as
significant, often beloved, and close place, marked with a special meaning and value for interviewees, shaping their sense of self and
place attachment. The interpretation of these narratives is structured into four categories of “anchors” and “magnets” focused on: 1) the
village as a place of generational continuity, attachment, and rootedness; 2) the village as a place of cultivating local customs and
remembrance of important historical events; 3) the village as an important, close, and familiar place; 4) the village as an attractive place
to live and referred to the person-process-place framework of place attachment.

1. INTRODUCTION

This paper aims to discuss the spatial imagery
of rural settlements, extracted from inhabitants’
narratives about their villages. The presented stories
show the countryside as significant, often beloved, and
close place, marked with a special meaning and value
for the interviewees.

The notion of the “narrative” (“story”) has
gained much interest and important position in social
sciences, including human geography. It is used with

respect to the theoretical framework development as
well as in applied research. The analysis focuses on the
language, as a form of social practice. The respective
methodology allows to investigate the socially produced
texts and the processes of communication (Tomanek,
2008; Rembowska, 2011).

The narrative, as the concept of description
and interpretation of reality, grows out of the
humanistic, person-related approaches, where most of
the attention is focused on people and their relationship
with the environment. They might be considered as
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examples of representations of places which gained a
strong interest in human geography since the cultural
turn of the 1980s, and more generally with the post-
structuralist turn in social sciences (see further: Banini
and Ilovan, 2021b). The narratives, as definite points of
view, constitute an exceptionally valuable material for
the study of perceptions and imaging, also regarding
space, concerning people and communities (cf. Tobiasz-
Lis, Jeziorska-Biel and Wdojcik, 2020). Of key
importance, here is also the reference to the value of
“places” as the “experienced spaces”, meaningful
structures, regarding the events and the actions, and
linked with the search for the holistic sense of human-
environment relations (Rembowska, 2011). Stories,
including the ones that are focused on “places”, are the
way to uncover the structure of cognition and
comprehension of the people’s living spaces. One can
point out that owing to the story, “the reality — the
social space — is no longer conceived as external and
independent of the people who live in it or explore it; it
is the world of human experience, constituted by this
experience” (Rembowska, 2011, p. 75).

From the point of view of the story, its subject
in a definite space identified by individuals, or rather by
social groups, having taken roots in that “place”. The
“place” is the substrate of human existence, and the
main vein of the story about it refers to the
consideration of time, in which the relations between
people, forming a community, featuring definite
cultural qualities, customs and institutions, developed
and have been reproduced (Soja, 1999). From such a
point of view, the narrative concerns the process of
creation and rendering of the social space, that is — the
multiple senses of existence, conditioning of the social
practices, maintenance, and establishment of the social
life institutions, all this within definite physical frames,
determined by the nature and the forms of development
of the “places” (Rembowska, 2011).

The stories of “places” presented in this paper
show people, their lives, actions, and ideas, in concrete
local settings. These descriptions of villages as “places”
are people’s individual discussions with the experienced
environment, both emphatic and critical. The persistent
motif, a kind of “thread”, weaving together all the
essential elements, is the reference to the dynamics of
the “place”, its extraordinary and unprecedented
character. All possible ways to reconstruct “rurality”,
shown in the studied stories, present the simplicity of
the idea, as well as the mechanisms and effects of
transforming “spaces” into “places”. The analysis of the
content of the narratives on the villages as “places”
makes it possible to emphasize that the specificity of
rural life is expressed in the ways people inhabit and
shape their land, which, owing to their memory,
concepts, and efforts, turns space into “places”, soaked
with the traces, left by the successive generations of
inhabitants.
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2. METHODOLOGY

Various concepts of space impact the
methodology of contemporary human geography and
result in several interpretations: as a territory — from a
perspective of social and political organization of space,
as a place — from a perspective of spatial evaluation, as
a landscape - indicating a visual aspect of space
(Harvey 1989; Gregory 1994; Soja 1996). In approaches
derived from the “reflexive turn” in social sciences,
adopted in this paper, it is assumed as possible to
understand space in the form in which it is perceived by
its users, who constantly construct and reconstruct their
spatial knowledge based on everyday spatial
experiences, which leads towards place attachment
(Soja 1999; Stawecki 2012; Tobiasz-Lis et al., 2019).

The research on the social representations of
villages, reflected in the individual stories of their
inhabitants, was carried out using the technique of
individual in-depth interview (IDI), with a standardized
list of issues to be discussed with each interviewee. In
this case, the instructions were organized into three
main thematic blocks: 1) interviewee’s biography in
relation to the village and attitude towards it; 2) the
interviewee’s attitude to important places in the village;
3) the interviewee’s social activity. Questions aimed to
stimulate interviewees to construct a story, as a kind of
stimulus directed at the storyteller. This is favoured by
the expressive and biographical, but also narrative
nature of the individual in-depth interview, similar to
everyday conversation and having an important social
function — to confirm socio-spatial relations within the
community.

On the theoretical level, to explain reasons of
using IDIs in this research, the reference is made to the
narrative concept in human geography, assuming that
space is not only experienced through language, but
also constructed through language. Human mind
captures reality in the form of descriptions, interprets it
as specific stories and organizes individual experiences
in the form of meaningful narratives. On the narrative,
and on the narrative framework depends how
individuals experience themselves and the world, and
which aspects of reality will be noticed, named, and
expressed (Neisser, 1967). This sense fits in with the
humanistic interpretation of space, which, in the
process of assigning meanings, becomes a “place”.

In total, eleven individual in-depth interviews
were conducted with people living in eleven villages —
Piwoda, Ksieze Pole, Miloszyce, Czerwona, Holendry
Baranowskie, Dlugowola, Zielnowo, Slowino, Pacew,
Nowoskloniec, Niezabyszewo — as a part of the broader,
systematic research within the project on Spatial
Representations of Rural Settlements in Poland
(Wojcik, 2020; Wojcik, Tobiasz-Lis and Jeziorska-Biel,
2021), undertaken between May and September 2017,
in 22 settlements (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Spatial distribution of the 22 villages under
study (Note: Black signatures represent the 11 villages where
IDIs were conducted).

The key for selecting our case studies out of
nearly 200 settlements listed in Atlas Historyczny Wsi
w Polsce [Historical Atlas of Villages in Poland] (Szulc,
2002), was the presence of significant cultural heritage
in terms of well preserved and legible historical rural
spatial patterns developed in different cultural regions
of Poland. The chosen villages were located in
predominantly rural areas, peripheral to regional
centres, having strong agricultural functions and
usually undergoing significant depopulation and ageing
of remaining population.

Participants at the individual in-depth
interviews emerged from the total number of 189
inhabitants of all 22 villages, who took part in semi-
structured, questionnaire interviews. After this phase,
only people willing to share their life stories, applied for
participating in individual in-depth interviews.
Although when planning the first phase, a strong
attention was paid to maintain proportions of the
population sample according to basic demographic and
social characteristics of the chosen communities, a non-
random choice of interviewees in the second phase
conducted with the wuse of individual in-depth
interviews should be considered as framing and
somewhat limiting its results. As to the gender balance
of interviewees — there were seven women and four
men. All participants were over 40 and have been living
for all their lives in the analysed villages or moved from
a very near neighbourhood after getting married (a
frequent situation especially among interviewed
women). It may be argued that a weakness of our work
is to follow stories of only one person in each locality,
who does not represent the general point of view of the
entire community, but we consider this as a reference
point to future comparative studies guided by narratives

of representatives of the youth and of the newcomers, to
bring a more in-depth picture of the contemporary
countryside.

The recorded and transcribed interviews were
interpreted according to G. Rose’s (2007) “Discourse
analysis I: text, intertextuality and context”. We focused
on the content of individual stories and incorporated
qualitative analysis, asking questions such as: What are
the key issues (e.g. key words or images) reflected by
the stories told by the villagers? How are these given
specific meanings? What are the connections between
words and images — the landscape of particular villages
and the interviewees’ nearest neighbourhoods?
Photographic documentation was a very important
element of our study. The photographs presented in this
paper aim at illustrating stories revealed along
individual in-depth interviews (Fig. 2-4).

Results were then interpreted from the
perspective of the three-dimensional person-process-
place framework (cf. Scannell and Gifford, 2010),
widely discussed in literature as synthesizing various
definitions of place attachment regarding various
aspects, forms, scales, and factors of human interaction
with places.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Rurality, as revealed in narratives through
recurring words and images, is constructed as idyllic,
and belonging integrates three key issues of the rural
lifestyle: “home”, “family” and “nature”. Home is
represented as both objective (perceived) and
imaginative, a site and a set of emotions and meanings,
as people’s self-sense is related to and produced
through lived and imagined experiences of home and
home-making practices are much emphasized (cf. Blunt
and Dowlings, 2006).

The second issue wuncovered by the
interviewees’ stories that is closely related to home is
“family”. The rural home is filled with beliefs, values
and meanings that reflect and reproduce ideas about
the multigenerational rural family, traditional in terms
of gender relations and belonging to the community.
Conditions for bringing up children are often
underlined and the key arguments here are safety, as
the countryside is situated away from the dangers of the
city, and the well-being due to the value of belonging to
a community (cf. Valentine, 1997).

The third issue focused on “nature” and is
emerging from interviewees’ stories as related to many
aspects: “upbringing children close to nature, in a safe
environment” in addition to home and family life
described above. Also “food”, as local, traditional, and
produced for oneself is often underlined. Following
issues of agricultural production, interviewees pointed
out landscape changes in terms of seasons, coupled with
food, cooking, but also with home-making (e.g. growing
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flowers). Thus, the countryside is represented as a space
of nature and the natural, attractive for domesticity and
family life.

Stories present particular villages as places of
special significance and value. They are often the first
and the only places of their residence, which
additionally enhances territorial identity and place
attachment. Moreover, stories often reveal moral

instructions, religious allegories and other forms of
local customs or anecdotes repeated for generations. In
this way, the body of local knowledge is created, specific
to a certain community. According to the interviewees,
their living space is signified by places that are
important and familiar to them. Specific values and
meanings of these places are usually well recognizable
and understood within the whole community.

Fig. 2. “Home” — the most important place — the centre of the interviewees’ everyday lives.

The perception of interviewees place of
residence, revealed by individual narratives, could be
divided into four basic categories:

a). The village as a place of identity,
generational continuity, attachment and rootedness:
“For as long as I can remember, my whole family has
lived here, it is the only place I know on earth, mine, it
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has always been mine” (Dlugowola, M.); “I feel that I
have grown roots here. They respect me here; for
example, when they built a church, I wrote various
speeches ... people worked here in my backyard, so ...
they have known me for a long time, so that they know
who I am and, somehow, I have earned myself respect
from people. I don’t think I could live anywhere else.
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This place is my family home. I know every path here. I
gave birth to my children here. I live here. I have set up
my house here” (Piwoda, F.).

b). The village as a place of cultivating local
customs and a place of remembrance of important
historical events: “As far as possible, we try to cultivate
traditions and remember how our ancestors lived”
(Holendry Baranowskie, M.); “There was a branch of the
Nazi-German concentration camp in Miloszyce. The
former Jelcz factory, called Krupa, produced armaments
for the Germans during the war. Many people died in the
camp. There is a collective grave in Miloszyce
commemorating those killed in the camp” (Miloszyce, M.).

¢). The village as an important, close and
familiar place: “My house is the most important place
for me. I bought it with my husband after we got

? v L a

Fig. 4. The village as attractive place to live.

As presented above, our qualitative analysis of
individual in-depth interviews focused on the re-
definition of rurality and the meaning of specific
villages as people’s living space, according to the key
issues revealed by participants’ narratives. In the last
research phase, we compared them with the person-
process-place framework of place attachment which is
recognized as summarizing and generalizing different

married. It is over 200 years old. When we started to
renovate the attic, we discovered the date of its
construction. The year 1795 was scratched on the wall,
so we assume that it was built then. This house is an
important place for me because I've lived here almost
all my life with my husband. Our children grew up here,
and now our grandchildren live with us as well. I think
that our home is not perceived by others as something
special. It is an ordinary house, like many in the village,
but it is important to me and my family” (Pacew, F.);

d). The village as an attractive place to live in:
“Our village is peaceful and quiet. It is safe. People are
very helpful and kind. They help each other if necessary.
There is no noise of passing cars. There is no factory
farming, so there is no unpleasant smell. We live well
here” (Czerwona, F.).
g — Y

theories and research in practice (Junot, Paquet and
Fenouillet, 2018; Lewicka, 2011; Halpenny, 2010;
Scannell and Gifford, 2010).

It covers three dimensions of the relation
between individuals and their places: cognitive —
defined as perceptions of formal aspects of places,
behavioural — focused on functional context and
possible activities to be undertaken in place and
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affective informed by specific values and beliefs that
people attach to places. Additionally, the person-
process-place framework considers both the individual
and collective perspective of human interaction with
places, referring to perceptions, activities and meanings
of places revealed by individuals, groups of people or
whole communities. This approach corresponds well to
the classic works by Y. F. Tuan (1974, 1977) and E.
Relph (1976), who believed that the concept of place is
attributed to humankind, and without people it is only a
geographical  location. ~ They have  described
“topophilia”, meaning love of place, and “sense of
place,” which is often defined similarly to place
attachment.

Comparing individual stories revealed by rural
residents along individual in-depth interviews with the
place attachment defined by the person-process-place
framework, it might be stated that all dimensions of
these specific bonds between the village and its
residents are strengthened in all investigated locations
(Table 1).

Table 1. Narratives reflected in the person-process-
place framework of place attachment.

The village as the place of...
Person-Prc -Place fr rk for pl attach t
identity and generational
Individual continuity
Person personal experiences, family relations
who? ... remembrance of important
Collective events

shared experiences of all inhabitants

.. as a close and familiar place
Cognitive knowledge, memories, beliefs that
make place meaningful
... cultivating local traditions
Process | Behavioural | place attachment expressed through
how? particular behaviours

... happy to live here, love the
place
emotional component of place
attachment

... an attractive place to live
Physical place attachment stems form aesthetic
Place and landscape values
where? ... attachment and rootedness
Social place attachment stems from social
ties
Source: own research based on Scannell and Gifford, 2010.

Affective

As to the dimension of the person, at the
individual level, interviewees mentioned their
memories of childhood, youth, important events that
involved them in person. Past experiences, especially
the Second World War shaping particular places and
the social ties, were often mentioned as shared by whole
communities. The three psychological aspects of place
attachment which are frequently underlined in various
theoretical and practical definitions are affection,
cognition, and behaviour. Affection is thought to be
central in the person-place relation, and indeed positive
emotions about villages appear in all eleven conducted
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interviews. People are proud of their villages, happy to
live there and to be a part of these places. They identify
themselves with the territory, the community and local
customs, which are all examples of place attachment as
cognition. The third aspect of the psychological process
dimension of place attachment is focused on behaviour,
underpinning attachment with joint socio-cultural
activities engaging members of the community. In
villages under study, people mentioned important
religious events, local feasts, and participation in local
planning. Perhaps the most critical dimension of place
attachment is the place itself. The notion of “the
community of place” is regarded to be very relevant
here because it describes social bonds rooted in place
that support social interactions. However, as it has been
presented above, investigated villages might be
interpreted as places in various dimensions and
multiply a sense of belonging.

As revealed by our research, the narrative
perspective allows the researcher to reach what usually
eludes experimental studies — subjective and unique
meanings, to discover the way in which people
construct their individual relationship with the world
(Banini and Ilovan, 2021a; Peritz and Carr, 2021;
Wojcik, 2017). The narrative is a way of people’s
understanding of reality that is revealed in
remembering the past as a series of specific stories and
envisioning the future in the form of possible scenarios.
It is not that stories “happen” to people in life, it is
rather the specific structure of their knowledge of the
world that determines the narrative way of seeing
reality. Stories, as specific points of view and beliefs, are
a valuable material for research on territorial identities
and place attachment (Lewicka, 2012).

A village as a “place” is, at the same time, a
living space and an arena for everyday events and
experiences. The habitation sphere connects all rural
ways of life (Wojcik, 2012). The idea of “living in” has a
timeless dimension and, regardless of changing
conditions, especially modern technological progress, it
is reflected in the process of starting a family, building a
house, and developing a nearby space according to
one’s own rules and beliefs.

4. CONCLUSIONS

The presented research, conducted with the
use of qualitative methodology, the narrative approach,
allows for uncovering local meanings and for the
interpretation of a village as a “place”, an original
construct — simultaneous process and effect of the
multigenerational relationship of rural residents with
their nearest neighbourhood. Paying attention to the
individual life stories of rural residents, intertwined in
specific geographical conditions — related to both
nature and culture, makes a highly tempting and
interesting perspective to describe and explain spaces



“The Village as a Place of...”. Anchoring the Territorial Identity of the Countryside. Examples from Poland
Journal of Settlements and Spatial Planning, Special Issue, no. 7 (2021) 65-72
Territorial Identities and Heritage. Discourses and Practices

becoming places in the process of personal experiences,
identification, and territorial attachment.

The practical dimension of studying individual
perceptions of rural settlements is largely related to the
planning of the countryside, especially under conditions
of rapid changes towards multifunctional rural areas.
Bearing this in mind, we must stress that the results
presented in this article show the perspective of
remaining and nostalgic, older inhabitants of the
villages under study. In further research, it would be
beneficial to interview people representing two other
groups composing contemporary rural communities in
Poland: the youth, yet related to old settlers, and the
newcomers, who choose rural life in order to reveal a
more in-depth picture, reflecting presumably three
different, maybe even conflicting perceptions of
rurality. Then, narratives may prove to be extremely
helpful, especially at the process of identifying problems
related to weakening of social relations, or to the
visibility and clarity of elements of rural space, its
cultural heritage, which are an expression of the
dynamic transformations of the contemporary world.

We obtained information on the rural
settlements as spaces of everyday live and their quality
as perceived by people to reflect in places important
both from the perspective of individual experiences and
the experiences of entire local communities. This article
endeavours to contribute to the discursive constructions
of contemporary rurality. We argue that it is crucial to
recognize social representations in the process of
interpreting values framing rural life.
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