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The intangible part is not just one of the most important parts of the entire cultural heritage 
of a human community: as a geographer, I would now like to show you that, even though it 
is intangible, this part can be "read" in land. Certainly, the chances of it being read depend 
on the number of "literate" people whom the observer knows, not just in physical and 
human fields, but also in the cultural field. I would also like to show that the term "false-
colour" in the context of many photographs or satellite images, is not entirely appropriate. 
To be more precise, in reality it is the typical so-called "political" maps which regularly use 
truly false colours: take any map of the subcontinent and you can see a light brown India, 
surrounded by a pink Pakistan, a pale green Nepal, a yellow Bangladesh and a light blue 
Sri Lanka: the colours are usually light, but nonetheless arbitrary. 
Let's now look at the first image, bearing in mind that this and the subsequent images were 
obtained from data from the Landsat satellite in the seventies and the eighties. Many 
people, even those who are not experts in the field, know that in these images vegetation 
appears in various shades of red, and some people also know that human settlements are 
shown in colours varying between grey and pale blue. Experts, naturally, can tell 
evergreen and deciduous vegetation apart (various shades of red); they easily see 
whether the plants are growing, flowering, ripening or shedding their leaves, and thereby 
say in which season the image was taken. 

 
 
The first image is divided by a straight line, separating the various ways the land has been 
organised. It is very clear how the vegetation covers much larger areas in the northern 
part, and we shall see that they are both agricultural zones as well as forest. The boundary 



is a section of the border between a highly industrialized country with a low population 
density (USA) and a predominantly agricultural one with double the population density 
(Mexico). Looking at the image, you may think that the predominantly uncultivated land is 
in the United States and the agricultural land is in Mexico. This would be a logical 
conclusion but would be wrong, because you would have only considered one natural and 
one economic aspect, but this does not suffice to interpret an image in a satisfactory way. 
Satellites record but do not reveal reality: we must reason using a holistic approach, using 
broad correlations, considering reality in all its complexity, in systemic terms. 
We must refer to relations between the two countries, and above all, mention the braceros 
who, intent on crossing the border any way they can, do not grow anything on their own 
side anymore. Consider the difference in population density, the average income in the 
two countries and the fact that the fortunate few who manage to elude the USA border 
police and work illegally for a couple of months can go home and live comfortably for a 
year, and you have fully explained the different ways in which the land at the USA-Mexico 
border reacts to the electromagnetic radiation emitted by satellite sensors. The difference 
between forest and agricultural land is easily seen: the boundaries of the former in general 
are in keeping with the land morphology, whereas the latter is often demarcated by straight 
lines. 
Continuing with our interpretation, the colouring of the human settlements is grey-green. In 
the south, Tijuana is a denser area where no road structures can be made out (at this 
scale). In San Diego, on the other hand, we can depict the square-based layout typical of 
United States cities, similar to what we see in the fields. This is a cultural element which is 
reflected in space management. The turbidity of the water due to discharges is clearly 
visible: with a vastly greater population, San Diego has, obviously, a much more efficient 
purification system, but it should also be noted that the discharges occur chiefly at the 
southern edge of the city, as close as possible to Tijuana. Furthermore, the Californian 
coastal current flowing past the US towards Mexico helps carry the discharges from the 
US cities southwards. 
The second image also shows a border between states with a very different organization 
of the land. Between Israel and Egypt the border is clearly indicated by the overgrazing 
which has stripped the Egyptian side of its vegetation (high reflection and light colour), 
whereas Israel has maintained a vegetation covering, albeit sparse (which appears in 
grey). Next to the sea, part of the Gaza Strip is visible, and in this case too the boundary 
with the Israeli State can be clearly seen in the false-colour. The Gaza territory consists of 
arid sandy dunes (whitish) towards the sea, showing the strong reflection of the sand. 
Wherever possible, horticultural farms (reddish) are interspersed with built-up areas 
(shades of grey); at this scale it is impossible to discern individual fields, given that we are 
dealing with a chaotic mass of plots of land only a few tens of metres square. In Israel, on 
the other hand, we can easily distinguish the individual large, regular kibbutzim collective 
farms; some settlements appear in grey and, in particular when the shade is darker, it is 
possible to make out fallow fields, whose care and irrigation give rise to greater humidity 
even after the harvest than in Gaza (greater humidity = less reflection = colour appears 
darker). Many of these expanses are used to grow fodder to feed cattle which does not 
graze, but is kept in sheds. 



 
 
The third image was taken of the world at the highest technological level, and shows a 
portion of the USA-Canada border; in this case too, given the difference in land use from 
one metre to another, the border in question is perfectly visible. Let's start the 
interpretation in the form of an exercise, noting that its orientation is not the normal one for 
a map, where north is at the top: we are going to empirically work out which part is the 
USA and which part is Canada. Looking at the image, even an untrained eye can see that 
one side has been intensively worked and cultivated, whereas in the other one (where 
many agricultural expanses also appear) there is a predominance of rather dark red 
shades: experts will tell us that these shades are typical of forests whose photosynthetic 
activity is currently high. Moreover, it can be seen how both sectors have a checked 
structure, perfectly visible in the agricultural areas, but also clearly recognizable in the 
forest areas. Both countries have vast surface areas, but the US population is 
approximately ten times greater, and consequently its density is substantially higher. The 
economic development of both countries being equal, land is used more intensively where 
the population density is greater, and this leads us to conclude that the more agricultural 
side is the USA, and that with more forest is Canada. 



 
 
Forgive me for misleading you, since in fact the opposite is true, and is something which 
will appear logical by broadening your thinking (there was a time when I would have said 
that we need to think in a more geographical way, but in order to be more in step with the 
times, I will say that we need to take a holistic approach). Moving west of the Great Lakes, 
the USA-Canada border runs along the 49th parallel north, in a region dominated by a cold 
continental climate, and as far as the USA is concerned, we find ourselves among the 
least favourable areas for agriculture; as for Canada, on the other hand, we are in the 
south of the country, that is, in the only arable part. This is sufficient to clarify the main 
reason for the difference in land use, but there is more, because the image has not 
finished telling us facts, for those who know how to consult it. The US areas shows the 
checked pattern typical of the grid system formulated in the late 18th century by Jefferson, 
with townships 6 miles wide, a system which allowed the Federal Government to carry out 
an ordered registration of western lands before they were even explored. Also on the 
Canadian side the checked pattern is present (imitating the US), but a structure with long 
stripes is just as visible, to the extent that it seems almost superimposed on the checks: 
this is the continuation of the original system from the time of French colonization, which 
many colonies, even English-speaking ones, took westwards as late as the 19th century. It 
is the rangs system, whereby dwellings were positioned alongside a road or waterway, not 
far from each other, and each family's land stretched out behind the house, as far as 
possible. 
In conclusion, I remind to you the images taken in the day of Maha Khumb Mela in 
Allahbad, when millions of people are bathing in the river: these images have for me an 
emblematic value. In simple geographical terms, we are at the confluence of the Yamuna 
with the Ganges, and this is what outsiders see. For Hindu believers, on the other hand, 



the exceptional importance of the ritual stems from the confluence with a third waterway: 
the Sarasvati, the river of knowledge, which is, however, invisible. Awareness of the 
existence and holiness of the invisible river should be considered, in my opinion, a 
paradigm of the importance of intangible culture. The conspicuousness of religion and 
tradition in this transcendence of the bounds of natural reality, which has taken on a 
meaning, acquires, in my view, a paradigmatic value of intangible culture in the context of 
interpreting reality, which is the specific province of cultural geography. Moreover, it is not 
a coincidence, again in my view, that the CCHD project (1) convened by Prof. Vallega has 
seen the most enthusiastic reaction precisely in India, with the greatest number of 
initiatives to raise awareness of it found in this country. This is why I would again like to 
express my heartfelt thanks to the organisers of this Congress.  

(1) -The CCHD (Cultures and Civilisations for the Human Development) project has been launched by the 
unforgettable IGU President Adalberto Vallega in 2006.  
 


