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The city as a  subject of pedagogical reflection 
Sarajevo reminiscences

A B S T R A C T :  This text is devoted to theoretical reflections that build a  narrative around places as 
a  pedagogically significant category. Contemporary mobility and the nature of social transformations of the 
21st century assign to the category of place a  significant status in co-creating educational references in the 
process of upbringing and socialization. This is particularly important in the case of culturally diverse societies 
such as Bosnia and Herzegovina. In the text, the author, based on her year-long research experiences in 
Sarajevo, discusses the importance of the city and places for the creation of local identities, but also introduces 
some approaches and methods of empirical explorations concentrated on city and the human-place relation. 
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Introduction

In post-modern, thoroughly interdisciplinary pedagogical reflections, we 
cannot forget about reflection on the place. As Maria Mendel writes, “the place 
is always significant. ‘Everything’ has its place” (Mendel, 2006, p. 21). This re-
sults not only from the ephemerality of contemporary societies, but also from 
the individual trajectories of life, which make us mobile nomads searching for 
their place-space. Nevertheless, despite the variability, fragmentation and tran-
sience of contemporary cultural and social reality, in our journeys “we orga-
nize space; we occupy it through intimate experiences […] to make it sub-
ject to our social and physical needs” (Brady, 2009, p. 487). As Tuan writes, 
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“space and place are familiar words denoting common experiences […]. Pla-
ce is security, space is freedom: we are attached to the one and long for the 
other” (Tuan, 1987, p. 13). As a consequence, space and places are subject to 
transformation and taming, often taking on the idiographic characteristics of 
the communities that constitute them.

My long-term observations of the exceptional space, the capital of Bo-
snia and Herzegovina – Sarajevo, show that there is an extraordinary relation-
ship between human and place, dialogical in its nature and dynamics, in the 
spirit of topographical turn (Soya, 2009). When conducting research in the 
capital of Bosnia (not directly related to the place itself), I  have noticed over 
the years1 how the place shapes attitudes of openness to difference, generates 
a  specific culture of community at the meeting point, urban lifestyle combi-
ned with cultivating the memory of Sarajevo as a  legendary mosaic of cultu-
res. The question can be asked here: what is the reason for the specificity of 
this place and what could distinguish this city from other European capitals? 
Well, Sarajevo is a  city that is complex in its multiculturalism, despite its si-
gnificant demographic change, after the end of the civil war and the abolition 
of the city blockade in 19962. As an “European Jerusalem”, it still symbolical-
ly gathers believers of all monotheistic religions (Orthodox, Jews, Catholics 
and Muslims), and their temples can be found in the Old Town within a  ra-
dius of a square kilometer. As a historian from Sarajevo writes, “although the-
re are walls in Jerusalem separating the Wailing Wall from the Al-Aqsa and 
Al-Quds mosques, there are no walls in Sarajevo, temples and architecture re-
flect an understanding of the concept of a human. Their existence and survi-
val confirm the unity of religious contrasts, which was unimaginable, espe-
cially in the Middle Ages” (Koštović 2001, p. 5). 

On the other hand, this city, like hardly any other in Europe, has beco-
me a  symbol of a  bloody conflict, breaking up the diverse ethnic communi-
ties, leading to the break-up of Yugoslavia and the longest lasting siege in the 

	 1	 I  implemented my first empirical project there in 2001 as a  member of a  non-govern-
mental organization working for human rights.
	 2	 After 1425 days of the siege, on 29 February 1996, the city was unblocked. Pursuant to 
the Dayton Agreement (1995) Bosnia and Herzegovina was divided into two entities: Republi-
ka Srpska and the Croat-Muslim Federation. As a result of ethnic conflict and mass expulsions, 
as well as the provisions of the truce, Sarajevo’s ethnic-religious structure has undergone a  si-
gnificant change. The first census after the war in 2013 revealed the scale of this demographic 
reshuffle – there are 83.8% of the Bosniaks (compared to 50.8% in 1991), 3.2% of the Bosnian 
Serbs (27.2% in 1991) and 4.2% of the Bosnian Croats (7% in 1991). http://www.statistika.ba
/#link7 accessed: 10 February 2019 
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modern history (of cities). It is here that more than 7,000 children lost the-
ir lives during the war (siege), or where the legendary “Sniper Avenue” runs, 
which for more than five years was systematically fired at by Bosnian Serbs 
from the surrounding hills, aiming at civilians, old people, children, youth and 
women. It is, however, a city that is still surprisingly coherent – in its uncom-
promising attitude of openness, tolerance, building (intercultural) bridges in 
the abyss of historical resentments and animosities (cf. Pilarska 2016, 2017a). 
Referring to the terminology of a  semiotician of culture, Yuri Lotman, the 
Sarajevo semiosphere (i.e. a  special continuum of a  specific organization) is 
a dialog (cf. Lotman 1999, p. 15), which is “a universal […] law determining 
the manner of existence of the semiosphere” (p. 17)3.

Sarajevo as a borderland space continues to exist despite epistemological 
complexity, ontological contradictions as well as troublesome and painful hi-
story, creating a unique genius loci, which is at the same time a  space for in-
formal intercultural education. This is a  space that resists religious fanaticism 
(e.g. Wahhabi movements), refuses separatism and political radicalization, and 
creates its own microcosm (Karahasan 2018). It is here that the centuries-old 
relations between various ethnic groups have been marked by dynamics, cer-
tainly – tensions, but also by mutual tolerance based on daily interactions4.

All experiences, including social and cultural ones – especially impor-
tant for creating identity – are anchored in a defined space, often evoked, dy-
namized and profiled by it. This paper is devoted to reflections on the values 
of space, inspired by Sarajevo. Although it is inspired by empirical experien-
ces, it is theoretical in nature at the same time outlining certain, seemingly 
important, methodological themes, which are inscribed in the discourse of pe-
dagogy of city. Referring to Maria Mendel’s thesis (2006, p. 22) that places are 

	 3	 At this point, on the margins of the semiotic issue of culture as a  text – a city as a  text 
of culture (which needs to be read), it is worth to note the fact that the “relation between the 
‘writing’ of the city […] and the activity (in) the city was unequally represented in the urban 
literature, as a  hierarchy, in which “writing” has always been the leading concept” (Solga, Orr, 
Hopkins, 2001, p. 4). This finding could also serve as a  research inspiration and encourage-
ment to make educational researchers more open to what a  space in which cognitive, educa-
tional and social acts take place can offer in empirical terms. This optics also corresponds to 
Michel de Certeau’s anthropological “walking around the city” inscribed in the linguistic and 
textual perspective (cf. de Certeau, 2008).
	 4	 Catholics, Orthodox, Muslims and Jews shared trading places and networked, espe-
cially in urban areas,willing to hold on to cooperation and help each other in time of need. 
They also often participated in each other’s religious ceremonies specific to one religious group 
(cf. Karahasan 2018).
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pedagogical, this paper illustrates the reflections presenting the approach to 
the category of place (and city) in pedagogy in a partial reference to Sarajevo. 

Between place and space

Regardless of whether the place is discussed from an architectural, urban 
or sociological perspective, this discourse hides a certain poetics resulting from 
the intimacy of the experience of space by individuals as well as communities. 
Not only the inhabitants of Sarajevo often talk about “their” place – “this is 
my city”. This relation, which everyone personally establishes with the space of 
their everyday life, is rooted “in our tendency to give a  meaning to material 
and imagined experiences through the projection of being-in-world” (Brady 
2009, p. 486). This projection, in turn, is crucial for the processes of concep-
tualization of personal, cultural and social identity. The saying “I am from Sa-
rajevo” projects the image of a certain ethical formation and attitude towards 
cultural difference. It is a  projection of openness, respect for differences and 
cognitive curiosity towards what is “different” and what is revealed in space 
(architecture) and its users (attitudes, cultural behaviors). The space, through 
its indigenous, original nature becomes a space for creation of a personal self, 
as well as the relation of this self with its surroundings. If it is a space of cul-
tural borderland, then the creation of identity in a  dynamic way is enriched 
with culturally diverse content. However, contact with these contents takes 
place in a  specific space, which itself is of a  borderline, eclectic and hetero-
geneous nature (such as the Old Town in Sarajevo with its numerous sacral 
buildings of various rites). Therefore a city is a specific locus educandi (Męcz-
kowska 2006), a  real form that we give to our biographies and interactions 
with others and the inanimate world. It becomes our personal space, which 
“as such is the center for gathering experiences and constructing identities, 
both individual and collective, it is the center for memories that can be sto-
red and shared with others in different ways by telling stories about life as it 
is lived” (Brady 2003, p. xiv–xv from: Brady 2009).

As a  carrier of such important psychological, sociological and pedago-
gical contents, the city (and more broadly – space and place) should retain 
its status as one of the key categories in social pedagogy. The Maria Mendel’s 
concept of modi co-vivendi seems to be extremely valuable as a point of refe-
rence for this reflection. It deals with “ways of understanding a  socially sha-
red life (coexistence) which characters are mutually accepted, leading not on-
ly to the feeling that “it is possible to live together”, but that “it is possible 
to live well together” (Mendel 2015, p. 16). The idea of modi co-vivendi em-
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phasizes the important role of (intercultural) mutual contact in a given space, 
through which there is an opportunity to develop “a satisfactory modus co-vi-
vendi, in which the cultural diversity of the city, now seen as a  disadvantage, 
would become an advantage” (Mendel 2015, p. 17–18).

In other, extremely interesting studies by Maria Mendel (2017), which 
fit into the interdisciplinary discourse of the pedagogy of place, the researcher 
attributes an important role to the relationship between places and subjects, 
emphasizing the role of the former in the processes of socialization, upbrin-
ging and broadly understood education, considering them as an area of edu-
cational activity, interventions and personality-forming interactions. This view 
corresponds to my observations from Sarajevo on the informal intercultural 
education that takes place “incidentally” in the Sarajevo space marked by dif-
ference and ambiguity, where cultural diversity is not considered as a  threat, 
but as a  stimulating value in the understanding of a  human and the world, 
helpful in its interpretation. The specificity of genius loci results in the fact that 
during the Christmas period Bosnian Muslims come to the Sarajevo Cathe-
dral to listen to carols accompanied by an ecumenical choir, and during the 
Kurban Bajram Christians give sweets to their Muslim friends5. Such a  sta-
te of affairs seems to be accompanied by theoretical observations that the pe-
dagogy of place must be “of necessity an area of educational dialog, which by 
strengthening the identity of the individual through cognition of their envi-
ronment and closest culture will teach to perceive and respect ‚otherness’ and 
encourage to search for ways of mutual communication” (Copik 2013, p. 188). 
This way is searched for, every day and tirelessly, contrary to ethnonationa-
listic demagogues and unfavorable economic and political circumstances in 
Bosnia, by the inhabitants of Sarajevo – a  city that generates a  local, unique 
identity of a  borderland man (cf. Pilarska 2010). Thus Sarajevo becomes for 
its inhabitants a  local identity, since the locality itself “is [..] treated as a  life-
-giving cultural space, providing an identity offer to its inhabitants” (Męcz-
kowska 2006, p. 44)6.

	 5	 One can of course claim that there is nothing extraordinary in such interpersonal gestu-
res of kindness, but given the ethnic and religious conflict in Bosnia (and in the Balkans) that 
happened only two decades ago, such (inter)cultural opening to the Other takes on a  specific 
dimension, which cannot be found in other places in Bosnia on such a scale (cf. Doubt 2014).
	 6	 In the context of these considerations, it is worth to emphasize that locality is one of the 
pedagogically important spatial frameworks of social activities and cultural contents, and thus 
it becomes a specific space for the distribution of specific methods of action and specific cultu-
ral (axiological) content. Interestingly, from a sociological perspective, places and locality often 
become related concepts. As Anthony Giddens writes, the place is what is “local, which means 
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The distinction between space and place is made in the spirit of diffe-
rent paradigms and perspectives by urban planners, architects, social geogra-
phers and social educators, which proves the ambiguity of this terminological 
field. For example, when distinguishing between space and place, the Ameri-
can social anthropologist Ivan Brady concludes: “space is a  transparent, ethe-
real, unrealistic space abstractly noticed by the corner of the inner eye as an 
empty geometry. It is like a  cognitively and culturally defined container into 
which concrete and meaningful things can be put or in which they can ap-
pear (Brady 2009, p. 491). Such a view of space implies its flexibility towards 
the user, i.e. space can be processed, transformed, created, and at the same 
time saturated with axiological, educational and pedagogical content. It can 
be a platform for a meeting, dialog and intercultural communication. On the 
other hand, bearing in mind that, as the French philosopher Henri Lefebvre 
stated, since space is a  social product (1991), it is possible to give it a  social-
ly and culturally inclusive form within the framework of educational influen-
ces (formal and informal). There is a clear correlation between social life and 
the space where the latter, transformed into a place, is an important property 
of the social and cultural life. An interesting example of such inclusive prac-
tices is the interfaith Pontanima choir from Sarajevo, founded in 1996 by the 
Franciscan Ivo Marković from the association “Face to face interreligious se-
rvice”7. The choir, whose members are Muslims, Protestants, Jews, Orthodox, 
Catholic and even agnostics, has in its repertoire Muslim Ilahians, Gregorian, 
Sephardic and Catholic chants that they present to their audience in churches, 
cathedrals, mosques and other spaces of the separated sacrum and profane. 

Sarajevo’s space is in fact two worlds, sometimes interweaving and so-
metimes mutually exclusive – the Orient with Islamic architectural and urban 
art, Ottoman architecture, and Muslim burqa that Bosniak women wear, as 
well as the Occident – with a  Catholic cathedral, an Orthodox church, stre-
et elegance of women, Habsburg and socialist architecture8. In the context of 

geographically located, physical environment of human interactions” (1990, s. 18). A place, ho-
wever, does not necessarily have to be a  closed area with clear and permanent boundaries, as 
these are in fact points of intersection of different influences and impacts on the cultural bor-
derline.
	 7	 A friar who was injured during the war and the siege of the city and lost his father de-
cided to make the choir a  form of therapy and a  tool to rebuild religious, national and cultu-
ral dialog.
	 8	 In Sarajevo, several layers can be seen in terms of architecture and urban planning – 
medieval, Ottoman, Austro-Hungarian, Yugoslavian (in two versions – pre-war and commu-
nist) as well as contemporary, postmodern.
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this specific social and cultural life in this city, there is also a  “third” culture 
that appears – culture not so much of the Balkans, Bosnian, but the Saraje-
vo culture of everyday life, respect for diversity, respect for the common, yet 
difficult, cultural heritage. This Sarajevo culture resonates with the polypho-
ny of architecture and the cultural values behind it. Therefore, the inhabitants 
of Sarajevo, free from xenophobia and megalomania, look at its diversity, are 
curious about it, and thus exclude cultural isolation (impossible also due to 
the spatial arrangement of the city), creating a  space for confrontation, cla-
shing and axiological negotiation within a cultural borderline (like the Ponta-
nima choir). Experiencing such a diverse city and entering into a relationship 
with it brings us closer the perspective in which an individual, somehow invo-
luntarily, enters the area of the axiological borderland, negotiating ontological 
and epistemological orders of cultures at the borderline. In this heterogeneity 
they define themselves, drawing on various axiological orders. Thus, there is 
a dialog with the landscape, which is a readable text (Lotman’s culture, which 
is a  text), interpreted and analyzed by the recipient, bearing in mind that the 
process of socialization (social creation and organization) of space is condi-
tioned by, among others, cultural ideas and methods of valuation. This image 
is also expressed in the memory of a  place, so it is “an ontological category; 
it is, among others, a material, spatial, physical location in our past existence. 
The memory of the heart is a  sophisticated world of imagination, evaluations 
and emotions, transformed by sentiments. These are two worlds of being and 
emotions, yet closely interrelated and interdependent” (Pilch, 2016, p. 38). Sa-
rajevo becomes such an area of emotional memory and imagination for its in-
habitants, expressing the plural essence of modi co-vivendi.

A place is a social space, shaped by various spatial practices, cultural ide-
as and forms of organization of social relations. Cooperation, opposition, refu-
sal to cooperate and cooperation of separated identities – all these variants of 
interaction between different cultural orders that take place in Sarajevo con-
stitute at the same time the foundation of action in the process of cultural in-
teractions that create a collective identity of Sarajevo (cf. Pilarska 2017a). It is 
worth remembering, however, that shaping identity in multicultural and in-
tercultural conditions, i.e. on the borderland, is a  much more complex pro-
cess than in homogeneous, closed cultural and social circles (cf. Nikitorowicz 
2001). Individuals are subject to a  specific inculturation resulting from both 
structural conditions and those related to the dimensions of human functio-
ning. The elements of both multi- and intercultural socialization in post-mo-
dern conditions are also specific. These in turn result to a  large extent from 
factors dynamizing social relations in such environments, in a  defined space. 
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Identification with the local community, which, by nature, is marked by cultu-
ral differences, makes an individual, building his or her identity, acquire new 
areas of thought and reflection, having the opportunity to exchange various 
values, in the spirit of the conviction that informal education based on daily 
interpersonal contacts is not about reducing differences, but rather about the 
awareness of their existence.

The relation between a human being and a place often refers to the me-
mory, where “the memory of a  place is an embodied memory, characteristic 
for people living in a  given place for a  long time and experiencing it indivi-
dually, emotionally, ‘from the inside’” (Pilch 2016, p. 38). In Sarajevo, the pro-
cess-oriented relationship between a city and a person is expressed in a strong 
emotional memory that binds individuals to their local tamed places, such as 
the kafanas numerous in this culture, which are the meeting places of local 
residents over Bosnian coffee, in the surrounding of neighbors. Such incon-
spicuous conditions can become a valuable tool for pedagogical and educatio-
nal design oriented on cultural difference and dialog, which always takes pla-
ce ‚somewhere’ in the public space. This is particularly important in Sarajevo, 
where the urban layout is unusual – the city is longer than wider – the most 
important mains run along the city line from east to west along the Miljac-
ka River. It is also surrounded by the Dinaric Alps and located in the valley 
of the surrounding hills. Paradoxically, at the end of this longitudinal topo-
graphy, the center of the city – Baščaršija – or “old town” – is located, com-
posed of Ottoman stalls and craft workshops surrounded by numerous kafa-
nas, restaurants with local cuisine, shops with handicrafts and folk art. This 
city center, surrounded by mountains and mahalas, i.e. settlements historical-
ly separated according to the pattern of ethnic and religious structure, is the 
point of contact for all cultures that individual mahalas present. It is in the 
center of the old town that universal values, solidarity, the need for commu-
nication, cultural exchange and intercultural contact, without which it is im-
possible to talk about modi co-vivendi, can be realized, thanks to this common 
space. A  place that is “filled with space, tangible, substantive, living, that can 
be moved along, defined […]” (Brady 2009, p. 491), thus becomes a  mate-
rial space filled with awareness and subjectivity of the cultural difference ma-
nifested by the inhabitants of Sarajevo. This is where Heidegger’s constructive 
reflection on the person-place relationship happens, as the place is a  pheno-
menon that constitutes “being-in-the-world” (Heidegger 1994, p. 76 et seq.). 

Being-in-the-world, being in the place or finally ‚being in the city’ are 
extremely educational and pedagogical potential categories that can provide 
a  framework for activities that open up to the differences, diversity and he-
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terogeneity of the cultural landscape. “Cultural activities – apart from consti-
tuting the production and processing of meanings – can also change the ci-
ty […], have the power to transform what exists” (Skórczyńska 2014, p. 405). 
Such educational potential of the city can therefore be included in a  broader 
framework of objectives related to intercultural education, i.e. the shaping of 
“the need to go to cultural borderlands, arousing cognitive and emotional ne-
eds, such as […] discovery, dialog […], exchange of values, tolerance” (Niki-
torowicz 2001, p. 126). In this context of opening and “going beyond borders” 
it is also worth remembering that the perception of the place based on “histo-
rical references, on one’s own and ancestor’s memory […] is changing” (Da-
nilewicz 2016, p. 82). We, researchers, pedagogues, educators, urban activists, 
members of associations and NGOs, but also members of the urban commu-
nity, can make this change.

One of such examples of animation and transformation of space in the 
spirit of multicultural dialog by the local community in Sarajevo is the unique 
War Childhood Museum established in 2017 by the initiative of an initiator, 
Jasminko Halilovic, by a  group of Bosnians (of all faiths) who were growing 
up during the siege of the city and the civil war in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
This facility, as the only one in the world, documents the experience of chil-
dhood during armed conflicts by giving voice to people who grew up during 
war (besieged Sarajevo). While experiencing the reluctance of some political 
circles oriented towards separatism and cultural exclusion, the museum was 
created thanks to the grassroots lobby and the support of local community 
members. Thus, the museum as an institution becomes in the city a  space of 
dialog, communication and often a  place of direct meeting of representatives 
of religious groups, who do not have the opportunity (and sometimes also the 
willingness) for such (inter)cultural confrontation on a daily basis. This initiati-
ve definitely changes the city, its image and its inhabitants. It is thanks to the-
ir involvement that this institution was established, at the same time changing 
the narrative referring to the conflict and post-war discourse of the Us-Them 
dichotomy (cf. Pilarska 2018). The project of recreating the biography of chil-
dren in the background of a besieged city is also one of the examples of how 
to enter into a dialog with the urban discourse on the educational level, how 
to show the potential of the place and space that fill the trajectories of indi-
vidual biographies, at the same time being an important element of collecti-
ve memory9. In order to manifest an attitude of dialog and openness in the 

	 9	 The interculturality that emerges in such activities leads to a specific type of intercultural 
closeness, whether in a broader perspective of coexistence or individual tolerance and respect.
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spirit of interculturality, the accumulation of knowledge or conversation with 
everyday life is insufficient. Dynamic interaction occurring in space is requ-
ired, so that the latter can be given some features that facilitate heterogeneity. 
Moreover, such space itself can generate intercultural genius loci in relation to 
its symbolic aspect (like the discursive War Childhood Museum in Sarajevo).

As Yi-Fu Tuan writes, “closed and humanized space becomes a  place” 
(Tuan 1987, p. 75). According to this American geographer of Chinese origin, 
space is an area of human freedom, while a  place is a  synonym for stability 
and security (ibidem). However, a place may become a state of social life and 
a mirror of complex social and cultural processes, subject to research. Still, the 
question remains – how to study the city, how to “talk” to it, thus discovering 
the dynamics of local identities shaped by genius loci10. This question is justi-
fied in the place of these theoretical considerations because it inclines us to-
wards methodologies that facilitate the process of cognition of local methods 
of constructing identity, which trajectories occur in a  specific tamed space. 

Methodological dialectic human-place 

Bearing in mind the above statements, i.e. assuming that the city is an 
unusual space, a  place of biographical trajectories and identity narratives re-
flecting the unique characteristics of the specific social and cultural spaces, it is 
worth to focus on the methodology at this point. It is the assumed paradigm, 
methods and ways of working with field data that determine the quality and 
accuracy of the reconstruction of the human-city, human-space relationships.

In their book “The Social Construction of Reality”, Peter Berger and 
Thomas Luckmann (1983) stressed in the spirit of social constructivism that 
“social order is the product of human activity and not part of the ‘nature of 
things’” (p. 93). Therefore, a dialectic process takes place between a human as 
a subject and the events and material forms that surround them, because it is 
individuals who create social realities, while acknowledging the objectivity of 
this reality. This is accompanied, in turn, by “the reverse effect of the objec-
tified social world on the behavior of individuals” (Berger, Luckmann 1983, 
p. 106). This objectified social world is also space, or in the case of these re-

	 10	 One can refer to it as poetically as a playwright and writer from Sarajevo, Dževad Kara-
hasan, does when he writes about his own creative method “to tell about ‘Sarajevo’s inner self ’, 
which means the things we want to express (rationalize), talking about the atmosphere of the 
city, the sense of humor of its inhabitants and how one spends there one’s youth and how the 
old age” (Karahasan 2018, p. 147).
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flections, a city – a place characterized by significant social, cultural and eco-
nomic dynamics. The city as a  (personality-creating) space for social activi-
ties and relations is an intriguing subject of research, which does not have to 
directly concern individuals and communities, and yet can reproduce, to an 
often surprisingly deepened degree, the dynamics of groups and individuals. 
Thus, following the so-called spatial (topographical) turn, present in social and 
humanistic discourse, I  assume that the space in which people live and work 
is not an objective fact, but a  social and socially constructed one. As a  con-
sequence, also spatial terms are perceived in a  constructivist way, which on 
the one hand are formed by human activity, and on the other hand also af-
fect a human (Soya 2009, p. 12).

As we read in one of the works from the field of social pedagogy devo-
ted to space, “current research on the place is increasingly of interdisciplinary 
character, resulting in the expansion of the existing areas of research on the 
environment in which people live” (Danilewicz 2016, p. 82). Bearing in mind 
the discursive and at the same time constructivist character of the human-spa-
ce relationship, exploring this dynamic by means of qualitative strategies, it 
becomes possible to discover and reach beyond what is objective and measu-
rable (also in terms of space and material), towards what is intuitively expe-
rienced at the level of personal relation with a place. The qualitative research 
approach enables the reconstruction of the personal life perspective and re-
flection of the interlocutor, and allows the researcher to get closer to the na-
ture of the experiences of the local user of the space. The question remains, 
however, which tools should be used by a  skillful and reliable, empathic re-
searcher in order to capture this sensitive, ephemeral and at the same dyna-
mic human-city relationship. 

At the stage of designing the research procedure, it is worth considering 
the concept of psychogeography of the American humanistic geographer, Ste-
ve Pile (2005), who distinguished the emotional, behavioral, imaginative and 
cognitive as well as ontological dimensions of the city. These dimensions can 
be used to reflect on research questions by determining the filed of discourse 
that will arise during qualitative interviews (and subsequent analysis of quali-
tative data). Taking into account these psychogeographic dimensions provides 
the researcher with tools with which they can reach the senses and meanings 
given to the space by its users, opening the city (and more broadly – the pla-
ce) to the multidimensionality of such research and reality that they can po-
tentially recreate.

Psychogeography, in other words, means creating a personal map of a gi-
ven place or district, recreating emotions, imaginations, memories and even 
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attitudes towards certain events, people or places themselves, discovering the 
latter anew. Pile suggested that in such explorations one should rely on the 
“free drift” technique (2005), based on de Certeau’s “walking around the city”, 
following streets, avenues, and different neighborhoods11. Such drifting in eve-
ryday life was meant to expose the impact that the urban space has on every-
day life (de Certeau 2008). Therefore, assuming Pile’s dimensions and taking 
the above into account, it is worth considering the following issues when pre-
paring a  research project:
	 —	 Emotional relations with the city: space connected with the sense of se-

curity, places that are relaxing, places that are inspiring, favorite places, 
places of special memory, sacred and profane areas, places that are exc-
lusive, depressing, marginalizing; 

	 —	 Imagination and cognitive: images of the city, its role in the biography 
of individuals, history, role in the region, knowledge of the city in the 
context of history, urban legends, myths, specifics of given districts12 – 
shopping districts, entertainment districts), places of family recreation, 
images of the city – the image created in memories, stories towards pe-
ople “from outside”, the way of building a  narrative about the city, etc;

	 —	 Behavioral: spatial behavior – the way of “using” space in everyday life, 
frequently visited places, daily rituals (social, community), habits con-
nected with using public transport, the way of moving around the city 
(reflectiveness of this movement), behavior in verbal and non-verbal 
communication in space;

	 —	 Ontological: ontological aspects of the meaning of being-in-the-world, 
the way of understanding the structure of reality (material), the essen-
ce of existence (of the city), the meaning of life in a  given place, cau-
sality and cause-effect relationships in a given space that rule the given 
space. 
It is also worth emphasizing that qualitative research projects embedded 

in urban space should, by nature, be emic13projects. The perspective of an in-
ternal observer, and sometimes a  participant of certain events in urban spa-

	 11	 Also the postulates of the situationists, who noticed the importance of seemingly disor-
dered, accidental and undirected activities (such as a walk around the city), are maintained in 
this spirit. 
	 12	 In the case of Sarajevo, these are the previously mentioned mahalas.
	 13	 Some intercultural researchers call for combining the emic and ethic orders within the 
framework of the triple-resonance principle (Helfirch 1999) or the dervied etic model by W.J. 
Berry.
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ce (organized, spontaneous, formal or informal) allows us to understand how 
to construct and experience a  given culture of which the city is a  key part. 
We can also better understand motives of human actions and behaviors, sin-
ce the researcher not only researches, but also experiences certain phenome-
na, so that “tacit knowledge – “knowledge in action” – is created, as it is not 
passed on verbally, but also experienced by people” (Kostera 2003, p. 28)14.

In-depth research of urban space are, by nature, of an idiographic na-
ture and challenge the researcher in so far as they require a  look at the sur-
rounding social and cultural world through the prism of the local characte-
ristics of the „bearer” of such culture, which brings to mind the Franz Boas’ 
anthropological concept of cultural glasses (Kulturbrille), by which each of us 
assigns values and refers to the observed and experienced phenomena. With 
a  view to visualization of social memory, photography as a  research method 
may be one of the forms of focusing these experiences (cf. Sikora 2004). Pho-
tographic images accompany people throughout their lives; they perpetuate or 
even rescue the memory of places, events, people, traditions and customs (Si-
kora 2004). As a  consequence, the photographic interview is the recognition 
of a  photograph not only as a  documentation of the studied issue, but also 
as a  means of expression that reflects lifestyles, cultural patterns and identi-
ty behaviors, significantly deepening the context of data obtained during in-
dividual interviews. The importance of photography was noticed already in 
the 1960s when “Visual Anthropology – Photography as Research Method” 
by Colleir (1986),15 a pioneering textbook for the use of photography and vi-
deo in ethnographic research with photography as a  form of interviewing, 
was published. Sarah Pink, an anthropologist of design, also notices the im-
portant role of visualization and Geertz’s thick data when she writes that “re-
search with the use of photography or an attempt to present the surrounding 
environment, objects, events or representations may be a part of reflective eth-
nography” (Pink 2001, p. 99). Photographs in city research are not, therefore, 
an addition or illustration to the collected data, but are an important form of 
combining verbal narratives with the social construct of experience (Anders-
son-Cederhorn 2004), triangulating the data. Although photography can be 
treated as the third party of the interview (Pink 2001), it has its limitations 

	 14	 It is precisely because of a certain intersubjectivity of the human-place relationship that 
in “Phenomenology of Perception” (2001), Merleau-Ponty distinguished “geometric space” from 
“anthropological space” because the latter, as an existential space, is a place of experiencing re-
lations with the world in relation to a  specific environment.
	 15	 Edition revised with Malcolm Collier (1986).
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because of its immanent fragmentation, but in relation to the content of the 
interviews it complements the whole, significantly consolidating the subjective 
discourse of the interlocutor16. During such photographic interview-walks it is 
worth giving a camera to the local interlocutor’s hand so that through the lens 
of their own Kulturbrille they can capture in the frame the fragment of reality 
which in the idiographic, emic reading of the interlocutor best presents a gi-
ven issue or a  social and cultural phenomenon or human-place relationships 
(taking into account, for example, Pile’s psychogeographic categories). Using 
such methods as in-depth interview, participatory observation, or visual an-
thropology (photographic interview) we can learn how the users of a  given 
social and cultural space create their Bourdieu, and to be more precise Pano-
fsky (1971) habitus – i.e. the disposition of a  specific way of action, creation 
and cognition, entering into dialog with space, places of cultural borderland. 

To sum up, by exploring the city we discover not only the dialectic re-
lations between individuals and the places they create and by which they are 
created, but we also access the perspective of experiencing relations with the 
outside world at different levels. This reveals an extremely valuable — in edu-
cational terms — picture of everyday life, where the cultural difference is “ta-
med” in the current of everyday life, enriching communication at the inter-
section of cultures and exchange of values in given spatial conditions. 

Conclusions

Drawing research attention to space, the place or the city is pedagogical-
ly (and educationally) important because no culture (and its personality-cre-
ating content) exists in a  closed and uniform form, but resonates in a  speci-
fic space that affects its character. Thus, reading space helps in reading local 
culture. As nobody is a  member of only one isolated group and their iden-
tity is defined in relation to members of other groups, the process can acti-
vely involve a  space that does not have to be a  background, but can become 
an important subject of urban activities such as activation of different social 
groups, local educational projects, intercultural urban games, city walks, local 
charity, local discussion groups, etc. The place reveals its animation potential 

	 16	 In visual anthropology, the role of photography is in fact defined by its usefulness as 
a Collier’s can opener (Collier 1986), a pick and a golden key (Koseła 1989), or “an object that 
pulls the memory” (Schwartz 1989), while redefining the relationship between the researcher 
and the researched, enriching the analysis of individual meanings in the light of personal in-
terpretation.
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to an attentive and insightful observer, participant or researcher (cf. Mendel 
2006) and it can be found in many cities, but these reflections were inspired 
by certain aspects of the wealth of spatial references to local culture with the 
example of Sarajevo. The sense of identity allows an individual to function in 
the community with a  subjective conviction of one’s own individuality and 
uniqueness, and in the case of Sarajevo this takes on a very specific form. Lo-
cal Sarajevo identity is “a phenomenon that expresses itself in the multicultu-
ral dimensions of functioning in the city, associated with the lack of identi-
fication with a  national or ethnic group and a  slight reference to religion or 
nationality as determinants of the sense of cultural belonging” (Pilarska 2010, 
p. 117). In this city, an individual seems to function, in terms of identity, ba-
sed on a  flexible formula of cultural modification of the dimensions of the-
ir identity, adjusting to the given, current cultural context. This is manifested, 
among others, by the ability to use dialect, jargon, knowledge of cultural co-
des different from the native provenience such as (respectively) Muslim cu-
stoms, the calendar of Christian holidays, awareness of, and ability to read 
cultural behaviors in a contextual way, etc. The city, regarded as the center of 
social, political, economic and educational life, hides research potential which, 
although directed towards material space, can reveal many pedagogically valu-
able contents, including the trajectory of personal, cultural and social identities 
created in, towards and in relation to the place. The place (the city) is a  cat-
chy and potentially rich in axiological content category, which can be used in 
various educational projects and in pedagogical design in general. Thus, the 
place can become not only an object and context for actions, but also their 
essential platform and a  tool that facilitates research. The current perception 
of a  place as a  limited and closed space is changing not only in the sociolo-
gical or urban perspective, but also in the social one – more and more often, 
according to the topographical turn, one sees social, educational and axiolo-
gical properties in space. Places are always “someone’s” – they are emotional 
and spiritual in character, they upbring and should be identified with upbrin-
ging (Mendel 2006).

Space is an integral part of culture, which in turn is an integral part of 
human behavior, so it is worth remembering about it in research seemingly 
unrelated to the pedagogy of place (or city), as it hides empirical potential 
enriching the discourse with new, emic and local interpretations of contem-
porary forms of experiencing social and cultural reality, also on cultural bor-
derlands. A  borderland human (cf. Nikitorowicz 2001) is an individual open 
to cultural difference, axiological heterogeneity and intercultural daily nego-
tiations. This openness results from the creation of the subject, which is car-
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ried out through places, therefore there is a  pedagogical potential in space, 
which can cover the area of formal (school) education, as well as social ani-
mation and local activation within the framework of informal education. This 
subject matter is therefore a  vast field for theoretical and empirical explora-
tion, which can be helpful to contemporary pedagogues and educators, prac-
titioners and theoreticians.
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