CULTURE 
There are many who find the contemporary definitions of culture to be problematic. Some still find culture to be too broad and deterministic a concept. One could argue that as the boundaries between notions of culture and other concepts such as nature, the economy, and politics become questioned or collapsed, the concept of culture needs to be rethought but not abandoned. As the idea of culture in the form of simplistic culturalist explanations and justifications is increasingly mobilized by political leaders, journalists, judges, managers in business, and policy advisers, it may be especially important to critically reexamine the concept. For example, some politicians and agencies concerned with economic development employ the concept of cultures of poverty by which they explain underdevelopment in terms of what they believe is “backwardness” or the unambitious nature of peasant cultures. Thus, just when the concept of culture is beginning to be widely used, often as a dangerous explanatory term in the world beyond the academy, it would be a very bad time for academics to abandon the concept rather than critically rethink it. There are at least two persisting problems with the notion of culture. The first is that it tends to see populations of particular regions as having the same culture, thereby homogenizing and ignoring differences within societies. The second is that it posits a dualism between culture and nature. The first of these problems can be overcome by thinking of cultures as broad systems of understanding but not of agreement or shared values. This goes some way toward conceptualizing cultures as structured yet in no way homogeneous. The second problem—that culture is too focused on human agents—is resolved if culture no longer is seen as something apart from nature but rather is seen as embodied in humans that are a part of nature and whose bodies are essentially “open” to culture. 
CULTURE HEARTH
 Though the overarching concept of culture hearth did not originate in geography per se, it has come to occupy a central place in traditional cultural geography’s reconstructions of cultural origins and diffusions. Carl Sauer (1889–1975) seems to have introduced the term culture hearth in his 1952 Bowman Lecture, “Agricultural Origins and Dispersals.” Hearth, with its ancient Indo-European cognates meaning charcoal and fire, well evokes Sauer’s theory that agriculture’s origins are to be found in contexts of leisured sedentary folk with sufficient diversity of sustenance and resources to explore natural processes imaginatively. Sauer also posited that control of fire was humanity’s first great cultural acquisition and prepared the way for agriculture’s inceptions many millennia later. Once kindled and tended, cultural traits such as plant domestication were then dispersed along avenues of adoption. The principles of cultural diffusion, and the notion of centers of innovation, can be traced back to earlier cultural and agricultural historians. Swiss botantist Alphonse de Candolle (1806–1893), in his Origins of Domesticated Plants, posed the question of global centers of plant domestication. During the 1920s and 1930s, Russian botantist Nikolai Vavilov (1887–1943) mounted dozens of plant-collecting expeditions to places that he believed were the original centers of plant domestication. He identified eight original centers in Asia, Africa, and the Americas. Botanists, archaeologists, and geographers all contributed to a vigorous research trajectory that continues the debate on agricultural origins and dispersals. Friedrich Ratzel (1844–1904) can be credited with implanting the implicit idea of the culture hearth within the geographer’s domain. Best remembered for laying the foundations for political geography and advancing environmental determinism in geography, Ratzel, in the second volume of Anthropogeographie, less conspicuously put locating culture centers (hearths in Sauer’s poetic prose) and identifying culture traits and tracing their dispersals at the core of human geography. Ratzel also helped to make the delimitation of culture areas a major concern of anthropologists for the next half century. Ratzel inspired the development of the Kulturkreise (or culture circles) approach within anthropology. The object of Kulturkreise research was to reconstruct the diffusion of cultural traits from a few originating nodes or clusters and to map areas or regions of cultural cohesion. German anthropologists Leo Frobenius (1873– 1938) and R. Fritz Graebner (1877–1934) were leading figures in this movement. American anthropologists found the culture area concept useful in their efforts to synthesize what was known about North American indigenous cultures. Anthropologist Clark Wissler (1870–1947) produced continental scale maps of native culture areas based on culture trait similarities and differences. Sauer’s Berkeley School colleagues Alfred Kroeber (1876–1960) and Robert Lowie (1883–1957) were among the anthropologists who contributed to the debates and demonstrations of the concept. Sauer’s interactions with Kroeber and Lowie, along with his own contributions to the culture area concept (especially his early work on plant domestication in Mexico), led to his formulation of the culture hearth idea. Sauer later proposed that plant domestication probably first occurred in tropical riverine contexts with root crops rather than seed crops. His favored hearth candidates were Southeast Asia and Northwest South America. The culture hearth idea is not limited to questions of plant and animal domestication. Cultural–historical geographers have employed this construct to map a wide array of cultural traits and complexes. The work of Fred Kniffen (1900–1993) on the distribution and diffusion of material culture traits such as house types and Donald Meinig’s (1924–) tripartite model (core, domain, and sphere) of dynamic culture regions offer good examples. 
DIFFUSION
 Geographic diffusion is the dispersal of information or objects throughout a geographic region. Classic studies on diffusion originated during the early 20th century and focused on topics such as the spread of new, or “modern,” agricultural techniques. This emphasis suited the condition of the United States and other Western countries, which were transitioning from an agrarian society to an industrial society. Over time, research on diffusion began to explore other social attributes, particularly those features that were prevalent in urban environments. The ongoing process of globalization has added new complexities to this process. In general, there are two types of geographic diffusion. The first type of diffusion is called contagious diffusion. As the name indicates, this conception of diffusion is borrowed from the science of epidemiology. In this type of diffusion, a characteristic is transmitted from one person to his or her nearest neighbor. Accordingly, contagious diffusion produces a wavelike pattern that gradually spreads outward from the site of origin. This process has been noted in the spread of architectural characteristics in the Midwest. The second type of diffusion is hierarchical diffusion, which involves the spread of an attribute from one city to another city. The assumption underlying hierarchical diffusion is that large urban centers function as sources of social and technological innovation. These cities retain a primary position within the hierarchy of human settlements. Accordingly, hierarchical diffusion first involves the transmission of information and objects of major cities (whose inhabitants often have similar attributes and interests) before spreading (or trickling down) to smaller and smaller human settlements. Historically, such a process was seen in the advent of industrialization and more recently in production and dissemination of music styles. As such hierarchical diffusion produces a different geographic pattern than does contagious diffusion. Hierarchical diffusion “leapfrogs” from one urban location to another, thereby leaving substantial gaps. The intervening spaces remain unaffected until the attribute becomes pervasive throughout a given society. During recent years, a third type of diffusion has been articulated, one that is a variant, or inversion, of hierarchical diffusion. This latter type has been referred to as reverse hierarchical diffusion. As the name indicates, this type of diffusion originates in rural locations and spreads to larger urban centers. The most prominent example of this phenomenon in recent times is the growth and diffusion of Wal-Mart. In contrast to most other retailers (and the principles articulated in neoclassical economics), Wal-Mart began by establishing stores in rural locations that had been ignored (and underserviced) by other companies. Over time, WalMart eventually began to set up operations in more densely populated locations. From an analytical perspective, geographers have taken different approaches toward an explanation of diffusion. As in other areas of geographic investigation, issues of scale are prominent. Whereas some researchers emphasize the role of individual actors, other researchers emphasize the role of global economic systems or cultural orthodoxies. Thus, a critical theoretical distinction has emerged between those researchers who prioritize micro-scale phenomena and other researchers who accentuate macro-scale phenomena. In micro-scale approaches, researchers often focus on the decision-making process of individuals. In such theoretical formats, individuals often are classified into one of three categories. Early adopters are those individuals who were willing to try new technologies. This amounts to a small segment of a population because the adoption of new innovations usually involves a certain degree of financial or personal risk. A second set of individuals also adopts innovative technologies, but only after these innovations have been adequately tested and their utility has been verified. By adopting such technologies at a later date, the inherent risk of innovation is reduced. At this point in time, the innovation becomes an attribute of mainstream society. The third category of individuals is classified as resisters. These are individuals who continue to engage in traditional practices and are skeptical of new innovations. In most cases, these individuals are considered to be a small percentage of a given population and one that might never assimilate into the dominant society. In geography, the most prominent examples of a micro-scale approach are the early writings of Torsten Hagerstrand. Hagerstrand used a Monte Carlo approach, which assumed that individuals in closer proximity to an innovation were more likely to adopt that innovation. The complexities added by early adopters and resisters were accounted for by probabilities. Although this approach clearly provides insight, many researchers have criticized its basic assumptions. Most notably, critics contend that the majority of this research has unduly focused on the economic utility and efficiency of innovations. As such, this theoretical approach conforms to neoclassical perspectives, which narrowly portray individuals as economic entities. Accordingly, this approach tends to homogenize the interests of individuals by suggesting that one standard (e.g., efficiency/profitability) determines whether an innovation will be adopted. It does not acknowledge that individuals have multiple concerns and interests that may influence the perceived value of an innovation. Perhaps more problematic is that in portraying nonadopters as resisters, this theoretical stance often is antagonistic to traditional or non-Western cultures. Indeed, in contrast to progressive adopters of innovation, resisters sometimes are portrayed as irrational, backward, or ignorant. This theoretical position is particularly problematic when dealing with non-Western societies that have suffered from colonialism and neocolonialism. In contrast to micro-scale approaches, other researchers have emphasized processes that operate at larger scales. In particular, some researchers highlight the role of capital and transnational corporations. From this stance, the capacities of transnational corporations direct the process of geographic diffusion. In this vein, a classic of such phenomena is the socalled Green Revolution, which involved the diffusion of modern agricultural innovations (e.g., high-yielding seeds, fertilizers, pesticides, herbicides) from North America to Mexico, India, and Southeast Asia. The corporations involved in the creation of these products were central to their diffusion. In addition, in the global context, cultural priorities vary considerably from one region to another. Secular priorities frequently conflict with religious worldviews. These influences have deep historical roots and are embedded in languages and practices that have a broad yet intricate reach within different societies. Recent writings on postmodernity have attempted to express the extent of this diversity. Conceptions of such diversity implicitly critique the homogenizing assumptions of neoclassical economics. In reality, diffusion is most likely a combination of all these factors. To some extent, these theoretical positions are inextricable from one another. As a result, any effort to understand diffusion must account for the different networks (or sets of relations) that operate at different geographic scales.

