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From a certain point of view: sensory phenomenological envisionings of

running space and place

Introduction
The precise ways in which we go shopping, lace our boots, make coffee, drive to work,
or take the dog for a walk - all constitute the kind of mundane, repetitive, social actions
that are often taken for granted in much social theory, leaving it under-analyzed and
under-theorized. In contrast, ethnographers and theorists working within the traditions
of the sociology of the mundane and phenomenological sociology have highlighted the
importance of subjecting to detailed, rigorous and sustained analysis the taken-for-
granted, everyday embodied practices of social life (Schitz 1967). Employing insights
derived from sociological phenomenology, this article draws upon recent work in the
sociology of the senses, in order to investigate a particular, mundane and embodied
social practice, that of training for distance running in specific places, our favoured
running routes. As has been highlighted (see for example, Hockey and Allen-Collinson
2007; Allen-Collinson 2009), despite a growing body of ethnographic studies of
particular sports, relatively little analytic attention has been devoted to the actual,
concrete practices of doing sporting activity, although a corpus of phenomenologically
inspired research on sport and physical activity embodiment has, in recent years, begun
to develop (e.g. Hockey and Allen-Collinson 2007, Chisholm 2008, Allen-Collinson 2009,
2011a, 2011b, Crust et al. 2011, Clegg and Butryn 2012, Sparkes and Smith 2012). We
are therefore interested in examining in-depth some of the subcultural ways of seeing
that runners employ, refined over time and place, and brought into play effectively to
accomplish training in the terrain of “running space”. Currently, there is scant
sociological literature that analyzes in depth the ways in which people engage sensorially
in sporting, leisure, and occupational spaces (e.g. Hindmarsh and Heath 2000, Wolkowitz
2006, Hockey and Allen-Collinson 2009).

Employing data from a 2-year collaborative autoethnographic project on distance

running, we set out to mark the mundane activity of running, primarily in relation to the
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visual dimension, but also acknowledging the inter-relatedness and multi-modality of
sensory lived experience. Our aim in this article is to subject to analysis a particular
subcultural way of looking, a kind of distance-running vision, situated and experienced in
specific contexts. Here we focus upon just one of our favored running routes as a
sensuous ethnographic site: a run to and around an urban park in a medium-sized
English town. This vision, developed and refined over time and specific place, becomes
incorporated into our running bodies. One of the great challenges to us as ethnographers
(particularly as autoethnographers) and sociological phenomenologists has been the
exhortation to make strange and wondrous the taken-for-granted, to see with fresh eyes
the mundane things of everyday life. This is what we attempt here, in examining the
visual dimension of our everyday training routines for distance running in the particular
social space of our training routes. Adopting the phenomenological attitude requires us
to engage in epoché or bracketing, the temporary suspension of the “natural attitude”,
our taken-for-granted assumptions and preconceptions surrounding a particular
phenomenon or phenomena. As Husserl (1970, 76) exhorted, we seek to place in
question, “hitherto existing convictions, which forbids in advance any judgmental use of
them, forbids taking any position as to their validity or invalidity”. As sociologists, and
highly cognizant of the importance of social-structural and contextual location, we fully

acknowledge the inevitability of the partialness of such bracketing.

In order to address our aim, the article is structured as follows. We first address
conceptualizations of space and place, before considering the sociology of the senses
generally, and the visual sense specifically. We then portray the research project from
which the autoethnographic data are drawn. These data are then presented within our
analytical frame, cohering around the three key themes of visualizing space and place:

1) hazardous places; 2) performance places; and 3) the time-space-place nexus.
Space and Place

Theoretically-speaking, it is possible to categorize our training routes as a series of social

places. In order for the physical, material “spaces” through which we run to become
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“places”, they must be filled by events, objects, representations and above all meanings,
according to Gieryn (2000). Otherwise, it is argued, spaces remain entities that are
solely geometric and abstract (Hilliar and Hanson 1984). Hence, making space into place
is a fundamentally cultural and social activity. It therefore follows that places have their

III

own unique location in space, display physical features that are “natural” (e.g. sand,
rock, grass, trees) and/or artificial in terms of being human-made (concrete, brick,
tarmac, glass) and are invested with specific meanings. What constitutes the “natural” is
of course highly debatable and variable. Clayton and Opotow (2003, 6), for example, use
the term “natural environment” in relation to: “environments in which the influence of
humans is minimal or non-obvious, to living components of that environment (such as
trees...), and to non-animate natural environmental features”. We would add, however,
that what is conceptualized as “natural”, “living”, and “non-animate” is also highly
culture- and context-dependent. For example, in "Western” science, rocks are classed
as mineral and deemed to be non-animate, but in Pagan cosmology rocks are living

things imbued with spiritual energy. What is deemed to be “natural” by one person, for

example, an urban park, for another is highly artificial and “man-made”.

Once sense-making and meaning-making have occurred, places are also
imagined, interpreted, narrated, felt, perceived and understood (Soja 1996). Devoid of
these elements, place becomes substantively and analytically destroyed (Thrift 1996)
and transformed back into solely geographical space (Gieryn 2000). As Gieryn (2000,
472) further notes of places: “Foremost, perhaps is pragmatic utility: people identify as
places those spots they go to for some particular purpose or function”. In the case at
hand, a combined sequence of both natural and social phenomena constitutes for us a
particular running route. Habitually running such training routes has produced in us a
strong sense of place, which involves our ascription of certain qualities to the amalgam
of material and social features present within “the route” (Gieryn 2000). As Crabtree
(2000, 2) notes, “spaces and places consist of intelligible or meaningful material

arrangements which are tied to the performance of particular activities”; in our case
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linked to the performed activity of distance running. Here, we seek to portray the visual
“performance” involved in traversing particular training routes and the interactional
communication of that performance between us as training partners. The sensuous
elements of place are key for phenomenology, for as Grasseni (2009, 8) highlights, the
concept of place: "must be considered not only as a mental or social construct but as the
sensuous experience of being in space and time”. Just as the body is the standpoint for
perception, as Merleau-Ponty (1960) vividly portrays, the body is a body-in-place. Given
the salient role of the sensuous in the experience of lived space, we now turn to consider

the emerging field of the sociology of the senses in general, and the visual in particular.

The Sociology of the Senses

In recent years, there has occurred somewhat of a sensory explosion within the social
sciences; a “sensorial revolution” as Howes (2006) describes, reflected in the launch of a
specialist journal, Senses and Society, in 2006. Drawing upon perspectives from
anthropology, sociology, geography and other social sciences, this body of work
addresses the specificities of sensory experience across a range of cultures, subcultures
(including physical cultures) and historical periods (e.g. Howes 1991, 2006; Classen
1993, 2012; Hockey and Allen-Collinson 2007; Paterson 2007; Allen-Collinson and
Hockey 2011; Allen-Collinson and Owton 2012; Vannini et al. 2011; Hockey 2013; Low
2012). The role of the senses in society is argued by these researchers to be crucial, in
that the senses: "mediate the relationship between self and society, mind and body, idea
and object” (Bull et al. 2006, 5), operating as both shapers and bearers of culture. Chau
(2008) emphasizes the importance of social actors” work in sensory production as well as
in sensory interpretation. Furthermore, we wish to underline the salience of the
synesthetic (in terms of the senses working in concert)?, for singular sensory modality
experience is highly uncommon. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty (2001, 221), working from an

existential phenomenological position, asserts that: “"no sensation is atomic, all sensory

! The term “synaesthesia” is more commonly used to refer to one modality of sensory experience (e.g.
the auditory) being experienced via another modality (e.g.the visual), so that for example a person
experiences colours when listening to music.
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experience presupposes a certain field, hence co-existences...”. Such synesthesia and
sensory synthesis emerged strongly from our own data analysis, where the visual was
experienced as strongly and deeply interwoven with other senses such as the auditory,
the olfactory and also proprioception: inward-facing perception of the muscles and
tendons, and the dark internal spaces of the body, of visceral corporeal space. Within
ethnography and autoethnography, a body of literature is beginning to explore the
sensory dimension of sports and physical cultures. This includes, for example, Sparkes’
(2009) “sensory ethnographic” evocative vignettes relating to cricket, football and the
gym, Downey’s (2002) research on capoeira, Sands’ (2001) work on collegiate
basketball players, footballers and sprinters, Hockey and Allen-Collinson’s (2007)
exploration of the sensuous sporting body generally, and of the haptic (Allen-Collinson
and Hockey 2011) specifically. In this article, it is the visual upon which we focus, whilst
acknowledging, as noted above, the synesthetic quality of sensory perception and
sensory work.

With regard to perception, as Rose (1993, 89) notes, we perceive our
environment using broad cultural (and, we would argue, subcultural) codes; we thus
“see” in particular ways, drawing upon our cultural, contextual and experiential
resources. This can generate specific “"ways of seeing”, differentiated by age, gender,
ethnicity, degree of dis/ability, occupation and other key sociological factors; for
example, the ways in which airport workers see planes (Goodwin and Goodwin 1998),
and members of the infantry see the terrain they traverse (Hockey 2009). What is
actively seen, and importantly, what is interpreted as “"seen” is thus dependent upon the
stock of knowledge we have accumulated, largely via direct lived experience but also by
transmission via others. Ways of seeing are thus structured by specific kinds of
knowledge, which are in turn informed by the act of seeing itself. As Emmison and
Smith (2000, 185) argue: “Environments are not simply places where we see things in a
passive way. They are also locations where we must look in active ways”. Furthermore,
as Friedman (2012) notes, vision often plays a privileged role in social interaction and

the construction of intersubjective reality. We work at seeing, and this visual work forms
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part of what Waskul and Vannini (2008) term our “somatic work”, or what we might
conceptualize as the ways in which we go about making sense of our senses. As
distance runners, we see our training routes in particular subcultural and also idiographic
ways. The analysis we present below draws upon data from a two-year collaborative
autoethnographic research project on distance running that we undertook some years

ago and which we now describe, in order to contextualize the subsequent data sections.
The research project

The research project was a joint research endeavour, a “collaborative autoethnography”
(Allen-Collinson 2013), undertaken during a period of two years during which we were
recovering and rehabilitating from long-term running injuries. At the time of the
research, both authors were (and still are) two non-élite, but “serious” runners with
athletic biographies of distance running and racing, requiring a commitment to training 6
or 7 days a week, sometimes twice daily, for 27 years and 45 years respectively. For 17
years we trained together on a regular and frequent basis when living in the same British
cities. Our running encompasses two of Bale’s (2004) forms: 1) welfare running,
pursued for health and fitness aims; and also 2) performance (but not élite) running,
pursued in order to improve and sustain performance. We are thus serious runners,
those whom Smith (2000, 190) defines as: “regularly [running] further and faster than
fitness for health would demand”. Our degree of involvement in running activity mirrors
Stebbins’ (2001) concept of “serious leisure”, involving the following elements:
perseverance, progressive improvement (at least when we were younger!), significant
personal effort based on specially-acquired knowledge and training, durable benefits
(such as health and fitness), a unique ethos or idioculture, and a tendency to identify
strongly with the chosen pursuit. These dimensions figure prominently in our running
biographies. By coincidence, in the same windswept November week of night-time
training in the UK, we both encountered knee injuries, for which there proved to be no
rapid treatment or cure, as soon became apparent. Consequently we arrived at a

decision systematically to document our injury experiences, and so embarked upon the

7|Page































































