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ABssTRACT: The existence of marginal regions is closely linked to the socio-spatial polarisation of our society. Although
marginality and peripherality can be considered a multidimensional phenomenon, the literature as well as social dis-
courses often address only some of its dimensions, in particular on the basis of objective approaches. Such a research
is usually based on the quantification of a wide range of statistical indicators, whether of a social, environmental or
economic nature. This study aims to capture another equally important dimension of this phenomenon, namely the
perception of marginality and peripherality. Drawing on a series of interviews carried out with experts in the field
of Irish rurality, this research points to the various perceptions of this phenomenon in rural Ireland. The results once
again confirm the complexity of marginality and peripherality, and highlight many differences but also similarities

that exist with regard to this phenomenon in the Irish rural context.
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Introduction

Under the influence of the global transfor-
mation of society, rural areas have begun to
change significantly, either in terms of the basic
structure of their population, diversification of
economic activities, or the nature of the country-
side (Woods 2007). These changes are reflected
not only in the increasing heterogeneity of rural
areas, but also in their different socio-economic
status. Rural-urban divisions have deepened,
creating the image of the rural as an ‘outsider’
in society and of rurality as synonymous with
‘backwardness’. Rural restructuring has created
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further internal divisions, with some segments
of the countryside stagnating and gradually de-
clining, and others remaining buoyant (Buchta
2003). In describing these regions of stagnation
as peripheral or marginal, Malikova and Spisiak
(2013) suggest their negative status. Using prese-
lected indicators - economic, social, demograph-
ic or environmental - they apply a multidimen-
sional concept. Despite their similarity, there is
quite a considerable dichotomy in the perception
of both terms and therefore the interpretation
of this phenomenon is different. This could be
attributed to their general, ethical and political
background and different meanings at different
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scales (Leimgruber 1994), or its changing impor-
tance over time (Andersson 2007) depending
on the prevailing paradigms and philosophies
of the time (Hurbanek 2004a). The ambiguity
of this phenomenon as well as various aspects
through which peripheral/marginal rural areas
can be studied provide a wide scope for academ-
ic research.

A considerable part of research in this area is
based on conventional approaches using a quan-
titative analysis of selected statistical indicators
which reflect the regions” marginal or peripheral
status. Generally, the most common indicators
are the population density, unemployment rate,
educational level, economic activity, or distance
from an urban (regional) centre (Malikova 2013).
This methodology, however, raises questions as
to the extent to which a certain area may be called
marginal or peripheral only on the basis of sta-
tistical data. Although statistical data are a rele-
vant source of information, they fail to provide a
holistic representation of marginal and peripher-
al regions. This ambiguity is partly reflected by
Andreoli (1994), who differeniates between the
two terms, peripheral and marginal. In doing so,
she suggests that border regions can be peripher-
al in terms of the geographical location, but their
socio-economic situation can be more advanced
than of a central region. On the other hand, not
every marginal region is necessarily peripheral;
for instance, regions with underdeveloped so-
cio-spatial relationships can have a more favour-
able position with respect to the urban or region-
al centre.

This article seeks to examine marginality and
peripherality in an Irish rural context through
the lens of a qualitative approach focusing on
the perception of this phenomenon from the per-
spective of different attitudes of selected rural
actors. It draws on the work by Schmidt (1998),
whose perceptual marginality represents a spe-
cific approach to the research on marginal and
peripheral regions.

Theoretical background:
conceptualisation of marginality
and peripherality

Socio-spatial polarisation is currently a widely
discussed topic not only in geography, but also in

other academic fields, such as sociology, econom-
ics, political science, etc. With a growing number
of studies, a variety of approaches to the identi-
fication of marginal areas have been developed
across the scientific disciplines. Many studies are
based on the core-periphery polarisation model
as presented by Schmidt (1998), where periph-
ery is seen as part of the territory insufficiently
integrated into structures dominant in a given
place and time, or in a modified continuum core,
resulting in peripherality and marginality be-
ing identified as marginal areas where inclusion
structures have failed (Andreoli 1994). On the
other hand, Leimgruber (2004) defines marginal
regions as those situated outside the main spatial
system and ongoing social processes. The differ-
ence between peripheral and marginal regions
then lies in their uneven levels of integration into
this system. While periphery can be seen as an
area linked to socio-cultural and socio-econom-
ic networks, a marginal area cannot be seen as
an integral component of this system (Seidl,
Chromy 2010). Chromy (2003) and Havlicek
(2003) define periphery as an area that has not
reached a certain degree of functional-spatial
and socio-spatial relations, although according to
other authors (Marada 2001; Jetabek et al. 2004;
Havlicek et al. 2005; Chromy, Jant 2008) this
definition is relative and depends on the selected
criteria of peripherality. Thus, the core-periphery
concept represents one of the key models of ge-
ographical enquiry, and from the perspective of
a significant number of authors it is also of vital
importance especially in the context of peripheral
and marginal regions (Leimgruber 2004). Besides
the already mentioned authors, the core-periph-
ery model is also discussed in Crewe’s (1991)
study of the changing perception of marginality,
or in Cullen and Pretes (2000), who analyse the
meaning and perception of marginality in social
sciences.

Quite a different approach to defining and
understanding the concept of marginality can be
found in Faltan et al. (1995), who emphasise the
importance of acknowledging marginality not
only as a state, but mainly as a process (the pro-
cess of marginalisation) influenced by socio-eco-
nomic changes that can affect a particular region
either in a positive (mitigation of marginality)
or a negative way (deepening of marginality).
Similarly, an original perspective on marginality
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was indroduced by Mehretu et al. (2000). Those
authors focus on marginality through processes
that cause it, and distinguish its two basic forms:
contingent (as a result of competitive inequality)
and systemic (e.g. the influence of a totalitarian
regime), as well as two secondary forms: collat-
eral (as a result of regional negative contagion ef-
fects) and leveraged marginality (as a result of an
economic pressure leading to marginalisation).
McDonagh (2002a) points out that in most
studies conventional approaches and definitions
are used to define peripherality, underlying its
particular spatial aspect (periphery in terms of
geographical isolation, rurality, and poor acces-
sibility of an area). However, changes in commu-
nication and information technology nowadays
significantly reduce the importance of the geo-
graphical location, and the spatial aspect seems
to be less important. It is therefore essential to
take into account also non-spatial aspects, which
play an important role here. In this respect,
McDonagh (2002a: 100) suggests that “It is be-
coming increasingly apparent that it is no longer
possible to deal with merely physical space; but
a more appropriate model is to deal with a mul-
tiplicity of social spaces which overlap the same
geographical area. Essentially becoming aware of
a different type of peripherality, becoming aware
of “aspatial” peripherality”. Nonetheless, it would
be inappropriate to ignore the fact that a gradual
transition from spatial to non-spatial or aspatial
aspects relates not only to the understanding and
interpretation of marginality and peripherali-
ty, but can also be widely applied to rural areas
(Hurbanek 2004b). This is a consequence of the
main theoretical-methodological trends in 20%
century geography represented by a shift from a
positivist interpretation of rural, as a part of ‘spa-
tial science’, to a post-structural and post-modern
interpretation of rural as more social, moral and
cultural space (Johnston et al. 2000; Woods 2011).
A partial shift from a purely spatial approach
to peripherality can also be seen in Czech stud-
ies where authors focus on so-called ‘internal
periphery’. Thus, internal periphery, unlike its
external form (traditionally perceived in terms of
geographical location, e.g. along a state border),
can be found in a country, on the outskirts of im-
pact of regional centers (Jakesova, Vaishar 2012),
or in economically weak areas along regional
borders (Perlin et al. 2010). Similarly, Musil and

Miiller (2008) identified an internal periphery
using only selected sociological indicators in the
first stage of their research, followed by indica-
tors reflecting spatial attributes. Even this meth-
odology confirmed that attributes of peripheral-
ity could be identified along a border as well as
in a country. However, the above definitions and
methodologies represent only a general percep-
tion of peripherality and marginality. Andersson
(2007) states that the view of marginality and the
very meaning of this term has been changing
and evolving significantly over time. Moreover,
he suggests that even the scientific community
uses this term more implicitly than explicitly,
as shown by the fact that the term itself is not
included in the Dictionary of Human Geography
(Gregory et al. 2009). In this regard, McDonagh
(2002a) adds an interesting remark that in fact
we all know what peripherality is, unless we are
asked to define it by ourselves. The diversity of
research on the issue of marginality and periph-
erality arises not only from the ambiguous un-
derstanding of both terms, but also from differ-
ent research bases. Taking into consideration the
multidimensional nature of this phenomenon as
well as drawing on the concepts developed by
Leimgruber (1994, 2004), Sommers and Mehretu
(1998) as well as Schmidt (1998), six elementary
approaches can be recognised (see Table 1).

This study aims to highlight one of the neglect-
ed approaches: a subjective one, and discusses
the perception of marginality and peripherality
in the context of rural areas in Ireland. On the one
hand, according to Leimgruber (2004), the per-
ception of marginality can be considered an inte-
gral part of a social approach to it. He claims that
the research on marginality should be based on
the values of society that form the basis of human
behaviour and decision-making. Thus he shifts
attention even closer to the origin of human ac-
tion, values and view of the world. On the other
hand, Schmidt (1998) considers perceptual mar-
ginality as an individual subjective approach, as
a subjective reality. She distinguishes a so-called
internal and external perception of marginality.
An internal perception of marginality is formed
by individuals living in the area in question,
while external perception can be understood as
a view from the external environment, e.g. by
groups directly unrelated to this area (the scien-
tific community, experts, etc).
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Table 1. Partial approaches to marginality.

Marginality in terms of spatial remoteness, peripheral location. Thus, a marginal region is one

In this case, there are two approaches: ecological marginality in terms of environmental condi-

ceptions. Thus, a marginal region is one perceived to be marginal by its inhabitants or from the

Approach Description
Geometric . . .
situated on the geometric periphery of a larger area, e.g. a state.
Ecological tions, or economic marginality in terms of limited natural potential for economic activity.
° Identification of marginal regions in terms of economic factors and processes. Currently,
= E . there is a shift from a strictly economic to a socio-economic approach and research based on a
= | Economic o . X . e . .
o} quantitative evaluation of economic, demographic and social indicators with an emphasis on
'OQ economic development.
This approach emphasises factors causing marginalisation. Here marginal are certain pop-
Social ulation groups where the process of their socialisation has been interrupted. It is based on a
thorought analysis of demographic and social indicators.
Political Here marginalisation is a condition of an area that is under a negative influence of a political
border, historically significant events, or the distribution of supported and neglected regions.
4 In this context, marginality is a matter of subjectivity reflecting individual attitudes and per-
3
f;; Perceptual | perspective of different actors.
A

Source: based on Leimgruber (1994, 2004), Sommers and Mehretu (1998), and Schmidt (1998).

Methodology

This paper focuses on the perception of mar-
ginality and peripherality from different perspec-
tives of rural actors, in terms of external actors and
experts as understood by Schmidt (1998). Unlike
in the traditional research in this field, qualitative
methods are used here. Qualitative methods have
become increasingly important in the practice of
human geography (Limb, Dwyer 2001), which is
proved by the fact that this approach constitutes
animportant part of many studies, mainly because
data of a subjective nature often reveal informa-
tion which remains unknown when only quan-
titative statistical methods are used (Faltan et al.
1995; Havlicek, et al. 2005; Vaishar, Zapletalova
2005; Dzupinova et al. 2008). Limb and Dwyer
(2001) also point out that qualitative methods are
characterised by an in-depth approach, seeking a
subjective understanding of reality rather than a
statistical description and generalised predictions.
Moreoever, combining both qualitative and quan-
titative approaches (also known as triangulation)
represents an interesting direction in research, as
pointed out by Sebovéa (2013), who emphasises
possible correlations between the two methodol-
ogies. To represent the reality of the phenomenon
discussed in this paper, a combination of quanti-
tative and qualitative methods was deemed to be
most appropriate.

In the context of this research, mainly quali-
tative methods including expert interviews and
mental mapping were employed. Altogether sev-
en individual rural experts' were chosen for in-
terviews, each with a different background (e.g.
in sociology, economy, agricuture, or geography)
and representing various institutions relevant in
the Irish rural context (Teagasc, Irish Rural Link,
Clare Local Development Company, Galway
Rural Development Company), as well as one
university academic whose research focuses on
rural issues. The views of individual experts
represent an interesting variety of angles from
which marginality and peripherality can be ap-
proached, and thus offer a wide scope for further
discussion and research. Although the number of
interviews might be insufficient, it is appropri-
ate to clarify that this research did not focus on
the sample as a universal representation of Irish
perceptions of the phenomenon of marginality
and peripherality, but rather as a representation
of significant rural experts” views and their posi-
tioning in this context.

The analysis of the interviews was preceded
by several steps (Fig. 1). The interviews were
transcribed in full, coded with both in-vivo codes

! Every interviewee received a specific code (I-1, I-3,
..., I-7) and thus anonymity was ensured and his/her
opinions and interpretations could be further incor-
porated into our analysis.



PERCEPTION OF MARGINALITY AND PERIPHERALITY IN AN IRISH RURAL CONTEXT 97

Transcript

| Category 1

> Interpretation
Category 2

Data analysis

Fig. 1. Scheme of the interview analysis.
Source: the authors.

and constructed codes, or meta-codes?, at a later
stage, which enabled an examination of similar-
ities, differences, connections and contradictions
existing amongst the various participants, and a
final interpretation of the results. The interview
questions tackled various aspects, such as the
perception and understanding of this phenom-
enon by individual participants; different types
of marginality and peripherality; delimitation of
these areas in the Irish rural context; key factors
and processes influencing marginality and pe-
ripherality in Ireland, the position of those areas
in the rural government and policy, and perspec-
tives and proposals for marginal and peripheral
rural areas.

As part of the interviewing process, the re-
spondents were also asked to locate marginal
and peripheral rural areas on the map of Ireland.
In this case, a direct map creation was used for
the interviewees to indicate which Irish locations
they preceived to be marginal and peripheral.
Mental mapping was applied as a suitable re-
search technique, widely used by many research-
ers in geography and other disciplines, and al-
lowed us to find out the spatial knowledge of the
individuals and the structure and arrangement
of such information (Bell 2009). Moreover, it en-
hanced our understanding of the phenomenon of
marginality and peripherality as known by indi-
vidual experts in the Irish rural context.

In our analysis, we were inspired by the meth-
odology used by Shobe and Banis (2010), who
presented a mental map of music regions in the
USA based on students’ perception. Thus, two
differents outputs were created: a choropleth map

2 In-vivo codes are codes used by interviewees that the

researcher regards as significant. Constructed codes
are more analytical codes created by the researcher
(Jackson in Limb and Dwyer 2001).

and an isoline map, both showing the composite
response of all interviewees. The choropleth map
was created by assigning a count to each county
included in an interviewee’s individual percep-
tion of marginal and peripheral areas, while the
latter resulted from exact data digitisation into a
GIS database. Where the perceptions of individu-
al respondents overlaped, a final image or a men-
tal map of marginal and peripheral rural areas
was constructed.

Perception of marginality and
peripherality in the Irish context

In this case study we chose to use qualitative
methodology, which provided a great opportu-
nity to answer a broad scope of research ques-
tions in terms of identification and perception,
in addition to visually capturing the interview-
ees’ perception of marginality and peripherality.
The data gathered via seven individual expert
interviews were analysed through a process of
coding, and its interpretation was summarised
in four tematic categories, all reflecting the main
aspects that materialised.

Category 1: Understanding the phenomenon of
marginality and peripherality

As previously declared, the concepts of mar-
ginality and peripherality are multidimension-
al (Labrianidis 2004), and this complexity was
fully recognised by all interviewees irrespective
of their academic background, profession or re-
search interests. In this context, several related
concepts were alluded to, such as the concept of
rurality, periphery as a knowledge concept and
conceptualisation in terms of social capital, which
in turn further emphasises the complexity of the
phenomenon and its broader impact. Irrespective
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of this diversity, a clear point was made in terms
of the traditional understanding of this phenom-
enon through the lens of a geographical, spatial
aspect. The connection between the geographical
position of an area and its status of marginali-
ty or peripherality was acknowledged, but em-
phasis was placed on accessibility, mobility and
connectivity as key determinants, which moved
the relevance of distance to the background. As a
result, the perception of geometric aspects shifts
from looking through the distance of an area to
its accessibility (Jefabek et al. 2004). As declared
by one our interviewees, “marginality and feeling
on the edge or periphery is very different (...), you can
also be very much not geographically isolated but have
a feeling or sense of isolation or marginalisation. So it
is not always about spacial location” (I-6).

At the same time, the opinion that marginality
or peripherality is a matter of a subjective experi-
ence, state of mind, or even personal feeling pre-
vails. This is related to the perception of a place
as described in earlier works by Tuan (1977) and
Relph (1976). In this respect, a place is understood
as one based on various experiences and prefer-
ences, with people relating to it and attached to
it, therefore it creates a so-called ‘sense of place’.
This notion was alluded to by one interviewee,
who suggested that “maybe peripherality and mar-
ginality are not just economic or geographical, but
maybe they are actually personal experiences, well in
their own way ... Because when I think about margin-
ality and I think about the kind of personal experience,
about what it means to be marginal, I think about
an income, I think about time and I also think about
people...” (I-1). In a similar manner, another in-
terviewee stated that “being marginalised is a very
specific and a very subjective thing, ... so I don’t know
if I would agree with a strict definition that certain
people living in certain areas are marginalised because
they suffer from econmomic disadvantages, they live
a certain distance from particular urban centers, they
don’t have a high level of education, their own subjec-
tive experience might not necessarily be marginalised,
they might have good social networks, they might have
a very good family support, they might have a very
strong sense of place, they might have their own kind
of idiosyncratic ways of surviving economically, and
they are culturally informed” (I-2). A final comment
from an interviewee also alluded to periperality
as a state of mind, suggesting that “peripherality
sometimes can be a physical, geographical thing, but

it can also be almost a state of mind as well. So that’s
something I would always consider when I think of
those terms in the Irish contex” (1-7).

The above statements point out the complex-
ity and ambiguity of this phenomenon once
again while stressing the importance of diversi-
tied approaches of individuals as far as the issue
of marginality and peripherality is concerned.
Marginality as a subjective phenomenon was
emphasised in the earlier works by Schmidt
(1998), Tykkyldinen (1998) and Andreoli (1989),
with the perception of individuals and percep-
tual marginality in the spotlight of their studies.
Tykkyldinen (1998) sees a connection between
marginality and the perception of the degree of
marginality by individuals in different locations,
while Schmidt (1988) goes further to distinguish
internal and external perception (see Theoretical
background). Taking all this into consideration,
we can conclude that subjectivity (in this context)
matters, an individual approach is more than just
necessary, and it is not just black and white when
attributing a certain area the label of ‘marginal’,
‘peripheral’. As Andreoli (1989) points out, mar-
ginality is more an intuitive concept, so we may
say that its understanding depends on the ability
to see the interconnection between its objective
and subjective dimensions.

Category 2: Paradoxes and differences asso-
ciated with the perception of marginality and
peripherality

With regard to the delimitation of marginal
and peripheral regions, one participant stressed
that “what might objectively be seen as being margin-
alised is not necessarily the case (...), the delimitation
of marginal and peripheral areas is often short-sight-
ed” (I-2). It appears that theoretical approaches
often neglect real conditions in a certain area
and hence the reality of a given place or situation
is not accurately reflected. Moreover, conven-
tional theories and concepts of marginality and
peripherality look at this phenomenon rather
negatively, as it is rooted in well-known defini-
tions by Leimgruber (1994), Andreoli (1994) and
Schmidt (1998). According to those authors, be-
ing marginal or peripheral is usually interpreted
as a disadvantage regardless of whether this in-
terpretation is figurative (as a place with insuffi-
cient functional and spatial relationships) or lit-
eral (as being physically situated on the edge or
on the periphery of a certain area). Nonetheless,



PERCEPTION OF MARGINALITY AND PERIPHERALITY IN AN IRISH RURAL CONTEXT 99

the key aspects of marginality and peripherality
were presented by the interviewees in a positive
manner that stressed opportunities associated
with peripheral regions rather than negative con-
notations. One interviewee suggested that “it is
actually good sometimes to be an outsider, sometimes
it’s good to be peripheral. ... And I think in a way, you
know, sometimes people in the west probably capitalise
that feeling of being peripheral, you know it’s a tour-
ism tool as well in itself” (I-1). Another explained
that “what you find with people is that they are ac-
tually quite proud of their areas, the areas where they
live, they actually don’t see peripherality as a draw-
back or a disadvantage, ... and they are there by choice,
so obviously they see something in being marginal or
living in the marginal areas actually as an advantage”
(I-3).

Influenced by their own research and knowl-
edge, most interviewees gave Connemara in the
west of Ireland as a prime example of a marginal
and a peripheral region that has capitalised on its
location. They thought that because of its rather
peripheral and remote location, Connemara was
an example of a marginal area. They also sug-
gested that the unique and natural, but remote
and peripheral environment of Connemara fa-
voured the tourist industry, which has become a
sustaining influence in the region. Similar stud-
ies by Che (2006) and Conway and Cawley (2012)
suggest that peripheral regions of high ecotourist
value are increasingly favoured by the indus-
try. Similarly, McDonagh (2002a) suggests that
peripheral places where authentic isolation and
remoteness has been transformed into a tourist
attraction strategy are increasingly favoured as
tourist destinations. This trajectory was recently
highlighted in a report by the Commission for
Economic Development in Rural Areas (CEDRA),
which states that tourism based on place-specific
identities has the potential to generate economic
value in relatively peripheral rural areas.

Another example often given in the context of
peripherality is borderland and its physical loca-
tion on the edge of a state, where remoteness and
peripherality often emanates from inaccessibility
and a legacy of a back-to-back policy (Creamer
et al. 2009). Although the general perception of
the border as a barrier still persists in academic
discourse, its nature keeps changing over time
(Malikové et al. 2015). Specifically under the in-
fluence of globalisation, the general significance

of the border as a barrier decreases in favour of
cross-border cooperation (Jefabek et al. 2004) built
on the opening of borders that used to divide us
(Newman 2006). Dingsdale (1999) points out that
those links over national borders have created so-
called corridors of co-operation. As stated by one
of the interviewees with research experience in
border regions, this trend can also be recognised
in the Cross-Border Territory between Ireland
and Northern Ireland where, despite the former
conflict and political instability, co-operation in
many spheres takes place: “I would see that physi-
cal and political peripherality has actually, rather than
further isolate people, has actually driven individuals
and communities to ensure that they access opportu-
nity ... In fact, say a border region [meaning a bor-
der region in Ireland] is actually seen as one of the
most entrepreneurial regions in the country, because
they kind of take advantage of that” (1-7).
Category 3: Suggestions about factors and pro-
cesses influencing marginality and peripherality
As mentioned in the literature, marginality
and peripherality can be understood as both, a
state and a process. Nevertheless, this phenom-
enon is affected positively or negatively by dif-
ferent endogenous (e.g. locality, potential, re-
sources) and exogenous factors (e.g. historical
development, state intervention). Some of our
interviewees pointed to this phenomenon in a
historical context, suggesting that the British oc-
cupation, famine and the traditional agricultural
orientation of rural Ireland could be preceived
as a historical burden somehow rooted in rural
Ireland. The majority of participants share the
view that although considerable attempts have
been made to develop rural regions on an even
basis, such attempts are unsuccessful in the more
peripheral and marginal areas. A clear lack of
joined-up thinking, an evidence-based approach
and local engagement were given as key reasons
for uneven development in a rural context. In this
regard, the issue of a rural policy and governance
and how they influence marginal and peripher-
al areas was considered. Here again, a negative
and somewhat unsatisfactory attitude prevailed
among the participants, who pointed out, for in-
stance, that “in terms of rural development, a policy
has a major impact. But you can look at other factors, 1
mean the government policy. The government policy,
unfortunately, has not been as favourable. You had the
National Spatial Strategy which was, I think, more an
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ideal ... So it looks good as a report, but the reality
was never followed, it was not implemented” (1-3), or
“that they [marginal and peripheral areas] are not
considered by policy makers because there is a kind of
disconnectedness between policy makers and the peo-
ple on the ground ... Again I would go back to rural
proofing that decisions are made at the national level
and are not just considered at the local level” (I-4).

Nonethless, all respondents were consistent
in their certainty of the importance of the rural
population, the role of communities, and the so-
cial capital that exists in peripheral areas. While
stressing the importance of these aspects of those
regions, several examples were given to support
the arguments. Local leaders and their ability to
generate social capital in peripheral areas was
stressed and many alluded to the concept of a lo-
cal champion. The following commentary of one
interviewee represents this attitude best: “I would
say human capital is big and a major driver of mar-
ginalisation, because if you have a person in a commu-
nity willing to take something on and see it through
to the end, and keeps things alive, it makes a massive
difference. ... I really think that people do matter, and
leaders do matter, and having somebody in the com-
munity who is pro-active and getting people together
and willing to give them their time...” (1-6).
Category 4: Proposals of activities and ac-
tions necessary to deal with marginality and
peripherality

In the previous section, the importance of so-
cial capital was highlighted. What became obvi-
ous as a result of interviewee comments is the
imperative nature of community involvement
and participation to ensure development and
sustainability. People are identified as of key sig-
nificance in the implementation of change and
development in rural areas lagging behind. With
such statements as “people’s perspectives need to be
brought more into the fore” (I-1) or “there isn’t enough
avenues that would allow the voice of the community”
(I-2), all respondents emphasise the need for the
involvement of a local perspective, participation
and cooperation in the decision-making process,
which is imperative for future planning and de-
velopment. The following comments stress these
points.

Given the ambiguous interpretation of this
phenomenon itself, it is also necessary to recog-
nise the diversity of rural space, emanating not
only from diversified geographical locations

and characteristics, but also from rural people’s
perception of it (Woods 2005), and the apprecia-
tion of its unique features might be beneficial to
use, as already mentioned in the example from
Connemara. “There is no one-size fit. Communities
are diverse, and that’s why Ireland is a special coun-
try in that regard, it is very different from one edge
of the country to another” (I-4). “It is about coun-
tryside capital, about what already exists and taking
advantage of that and the communities that I see who
are marginalised, who are geographically peripheral,
communities and areas or regions that are becoming
successful or are successful are the ones who said what
we have here, what is good for you. ... I don’t think it
is about reinventing the wheel, I don’t think it is about
creating something new. It is about saying what we
have, what exists, what works and what we are good
at” (1-7).

Last but not least, an inspiring concept was
presented by one interviewee with regard to
improving the status of marginality and periph-
erality in rural Ireland: “So is it possible to reverse
it [marginality and peripherality]? I'm not sure it
should be reversed. I think what actually needs to hap-
pen is some kind of a re-creation of something that is
actually better” (I-1).

In addition to the oral questions, a map exer-
cise was conducted, positively reflected upon by
all participants. Two map interpretations provide
a great example of a general spatial perception of
marginality and peripherality. Although in this
case we only capture the perspective of seven ex-
perts, our aim was not to provide a representative
sample, but perceptions of different rural actors
and similarities between their opinions. As a re-
sult, the first map (Fig. 2) shows distribution pat-
terns in relation to marginality and peripherality,
closely linked to geographical locations, namely,
the western seabord. Moving towards the eastern
counties, the perception of marginality and pe-
ripherality is expressed to a much lesser extent.
It is also interesting that except for 5 counties all
others (or their parts) were perceived to be mar-
ginal or peripheral at least once. Even some parts
of Dublin, generally seen as a core and thriving
region, were mentioned in the context of margin-
alisation, with one individual commenting that
“...for instance there is an area here like in Dublin,
this area that I did a lot of research in the past that
I would see is very marginal. Marginal maybe in a
different way to here [west] because in the west, for
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Fig. 2. Perception of marginality and peripherality in Ireland from the perspective of selected rural actors (a
choropleth map).
Source: the authors.
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Fig. 3. Perception of marginality and peripherality in Ireland from the perspective of selected rural actors
(an isoline map).
Source: the authors.
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instance, there is a common perception that the west
is underdeveloped ... but I mean there are some areas,
for instance in Dublin, that are extremely marginal,
and I mean marginal in terms of unemployment rates,
socially very very disadvantaged, very few resources
for young people and adults, etc.” (I-1).

Since a choropleth map provides only a rough
idea about counties included in the description of
marginal and peripheral areas in a certain way, it
is an isoline map that corresponds best with the
delimitation of those areas from the perspective
of all participants (Fig. 3). Thus, a mental map
can reveal a lot about the spatial distribution of
marginal and peripheral areas in Ireland as per-
ceived by different actors, while enabling us to
explore differences and similarities using theo-
retical concepts and a general understanting of
this phenomenon. In our case, the second map
seems to be more optimistic than the first, since
areas identified as the most marginal and pe-
ripheral are those located on the edge of penin-
sulas along the western seabord. In general, two
divisions can be seen in this spatial distribution.
On the one hand, this phenomenon occurs quite
commonly in north-western Ireland, and on the
other, its extreme concentration is the most pro-
nounced on the west coast. This pattern corre-
sponds to the general association of marginality
and peripherality with western and north-west-
ern Ireland (Creamer et al. 2009; McDonagh 2002;
CEDRA report).

Discussion and conclusions

The rural environment as we know it has be-
gun to change significantly under the influence of
the global economy. Thus, rural areas can be seen
as a continuous space of change (Woods 2005),
the changes being both qualitative and quanti-
tative, and taking place in social structures and
practices, generally described as ‘restructuring’
(Hoggart, Paniagua 2001).

Many authors have done an intensive research
on marginality and peripherality, which are very
often associated with rural areas. With the grow-
ing number of these studies, different approaches
to the identification of marginal areas have been
developed, with a quantitative approach being
favoured. In this study we adopted another ap-
proach, based on qualitative methods: perceptual

marginality. A mental map reveals an interesting
pattern of perceptual marginality from the per-
spective of different rural actors. This image of
marginal and peripheral areas corresponds more
or less to the general view of the distribution
of this phenomenon across Ireland in the liter-
ature, with mainly the western part of Ireland,
in particular Connaught province, presented as
the most pronounced in this respect. Despite a
gradual change in the understanding of the phe-
nomenon of marginality and peripherality and
a shift of emphasis from spatial to non-spatial
aspects (McDonagh 2002a), also presented by
our interviewees, the geographical location and
distance are still relevant factors to a certain ex-
tent (McDonagh 2002b). On the other hand, the
multidimensional nature and complexity of this
phenomenon was corroborated as well. In this
respect, several authors emphasise a comprehen-
sive approach (Ferrdo, Lopes 2004) or in other
words a holistic approach (Labrianidis 2004) to
the understanding of peripherality, especially in
the context of the rural environment.

Another significant outcome is the way this
phenomenon is presented in the views of differ-
ent persons. Although their academic and pro-
fessional background varies from one person
to another, they shared rather similar opinions,
highlighting various aspects and supporting
them by their own research experiences. A very
strong connection between marginality and a
community can be recognised, building upon
the role of the community and especially local
leaders, local champions, in the development of
certain marginal or peripheral rural areas. Local
awareness, the appreciation of local assets and
potential and participation were considered to
be among the key factors necessary to face mar-
ginalisation. Last but not least, a double effect of
marginality and peripherality was emphasised,
understanding it in a traditionally negative sense
on the one hand, while taking advantage of it, e.g.
through tourism, on the other, as demonstrated
by McDonagh (2002a).

By stressing the complexity of the phenom-
enon of marginality and peripherality, we tried
to enrich and contribute to the existing literature
by applying mental mapping procedures and re-
vealing patterns of its perception in the Irish rural
context. Some well-known information was con-
firmed again, some new interesting ideas came
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along, providing new possible directions for the
research of marginality and peripherality, thus
unfolding another layer in its complex nature.
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