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Introduction 
This essay will critically evaluate the forces and concepts that shape our perception of landscape. I will consider how individuals interact with landscapes and evaluate the internal and external factors that influence that interaction. I will go on to consider my own perception of landscape, and why it’s so important to me. I will evaluate the role of society, history and personal experience in contributing to the perception of landscape.

The forces

Landscapes are perceived in many ways. It is an area recognised by the public where the characteristics are modified due to alteration or interaction by nature or human factors (European Landscape Convention, 2000).  Other theorists describe it as humanistic treatments of the land that are ecological ecosystems, influenced by patterns in nature (Palka 1995). Land is also affected by culture, changes of urban processes like farming or development of land and management of areas (Jacobs, 1991, Gobster, Xiang, 2012). 

Influenced by the 17th century French pioneers Poussin and Lorrain, landscape was portrayed as having a calming effect (Leiderstam, 2006). Landscape painting in the classical style became popular, with focus on presenting the countryside as a place of harmony and balance. Every element of the painting was positioned in a particular manner to relax the viewer (JP Getty Museum, 2000). 

Capability Brown was an 18th century (1716-1783) landscape architect. Wealthy landowners commissioned him to reinterpret the land around their country houses as aesthetically pleasing. His creations led to landscapes being perceived as comfortable, elegant and established, which gave the illusion the grounds were natural when in fact they had been designed (Cox, 2024).
This trend influenced modern styles of environment design, steering away from practical usage towards more aesthetically appealing landscapes. The interference in farming environments by landscape architects impact livelihoods and lead to loss of crop production (European Environmental Agency, 2025). 

Romanticism influenced the tourist industry by promoting National Heritage sites where people visit places of historical importance with landscape gardens influenced by Capability Brown. The National Trust own numerous gardens and houses with historical importance. Here, the public can experience and appreciate nature. This promotes tourism and recreation at these sites, educating the public about their environment and history (English Heritage, 2025, National Trust, 2019). 

There are external factors that influence perception of landscapes. These forces are socioeconomic, political, technological, natural environment and cultural. They affect the public’s perceptions of the landscape, which can have a positive or negative effect (Solecka, et al, 2022). 

The influencing socioeconomic factors include the enhanced opportunities to travel to and enjoy beautiful settings and higher quality spaces available to those with financial means. Wealthier members of society may also have more time to engage in such recreational activities. Those who may be financially excluded from the ability to engage with the landscape may be further disadvantaged by the fact that their local council may not have the funds to create a green space within their local community (Pistón, Filho, Dias, 2022).
This access to better quality landscapes impacts the level of connection individuals feel with nature (Shanahan, et al, 2014). 

This is further influenced by the level of education and information individuals have. If more detailed information is provided about the environment, and how to protect it a greater connection will be made (De Silva, Pownall,2014). Environmental education can increase awareness of the impact humans have on the environment, an increased level of understanding and knowledge and motivation to act more sustainably (Callan, Thomas, 2006, Duggal, et, al, 1991). This links education with positive perceptions of the environment (Meyer, 2015).  

Perceptions are also influenced by the type of employment undertaken by an individual. An office worker may appreciate interactions with nature through longing to escape from an office environment. Conversely, a farmer may become desensitised to their surroundings as they are continuously amongst nature and their interactions are functional and productive over appreciative (Swanwick, 2009, Howley, 2011).  

An individual’s childhood environment can affect their perceptions of nature. If they experience the countryside at a young age, they can develop an affinity to nature. This can lead to a respect for the environment throughout their lives, creating lifelong sustainable attitudes (Eglė, Jurate, 2024, De Ville, 2021). 

 An urban inner-city childhood with less opportunity to appreciate the countryside can adversely affect a child’s confidence and wellbeing (Liu, Green,2023). Such a child would rarely interact with wildlife or experience the seasons, which is a common way to identify and experience the environment in its true form (Müderrisoğlu, Gültekin, 2013). 

The culture within the countryside is community driven enabling greater social interaction and unity amongst individuals (Jennings, Bamkole, 2019). This enables a culture of trusting interactions (Bertossi, et al, 2019). This contrasts to inner city life where people are more intimidated by their environment due to societal norms such as drug abuse and crime. For example, a green space within a city may be fenced and locked at night to reduce crime, whereas a park within a rural town is less likely to have high crime rate (Theall, Sterk, Elifson, 2013). 

Topophilia is one of these key forces that affect perception through a bond with the environment and the connection through an emotional and cognitive link with a place or area (Heimer, 2005). This can be physical or emotive responses involving synesthetic characteristics (sensory stimuli like smells, views, and touch), how familiar and thought provoking an area is creating personal experiences and memories leading individuals to care more about eco-diversity and the environment (Ogunseitan, 2005). 

Similarly, biophilia (Fromm, 1964) encourages an appreciation of nature which causes an emotional love of life. This being both humanistic and natural, stemming from two central trends of sustaining life and having positive interactions and working harmoniously. This is also associated with an emphasis on wildlife that causes an emotional connection with human life (Wilson, 2007). There is also a connection as humans adapt the landscapes enabling appreciation for nature (Zhong, Schoder, Bekkering, 2021).

However, Topophobia (Tuan, 1974), is a negative perception of the landscape, describing anxiety or depression about visiting an area (Relph, 1976 in Thurgill, 2020). Negative emotional responses include fear or distrust (Thurgill, 2020). This can be irrational, for example an urban child can be fearful of the landscape, inhibiting protective attitudes (Relph, 2015). 
The perception of landscapes can be altered through external factors like activities and weather/ season and the reason for visiting. For example, a mountaineer climbing Snowdon (Liu, Susilo, Termida, 2020) may perceive Eryri in a very different way to a dog walker. They both gain the benefits of spending time in nature, however, will perceive different outcomes due to their differing use (Menatti, Heft, 2020). The dynamic use of changing landscape allows both to experience processual landscape although their goals may differ (Kaplan, Herbert,1987, Menatti, Rocha, 2016). 

The Concepts 

The concept of nature is influenced by different factors. The awareness of cultural landscapes was highlighted by Sauer (2008). It promotes the idea of humans influencing the landscape to represent their cultural views and the perception of their value leading to physical changes (Koch, Gillespie, 2023). This may include urban development, creation of farmlands or important cultural developments, for example from religions or ideological perspectives. 

Australia was influenced by the relationship Aboriginals had with farmers and landowners which influenced how the land was used and understood.  The importance of it led to a caring perspective and allowed engagement tangibly and rationally with the ancestors that shaped and developed the land (Stewart, 2008). The perspective can be perceived differently through the religious lens, dependant on the culture. For the Aboriginals landscapes, individuals and nature coexisted as an entity, involving dreamtime mythic creatures that created landscapes, animals, and humans (Schouten, 2005). 

Contrastingly, with Hinduism, humans worship the landscapes and the lifeforms within it as superior and therefore protect and respect all forms of life (van Heijgen, 2013). Muslims and Christians perceive humans as overseeing the natural earth. However, there are always elements of exploitation and commercialism, but so long as respect is shown, relationships can be harmonious (Fathil, et al, 2015). Prospect Refuge Theory (Appleton, 1975) explores the idea humans focus on landscapes that offer basic opportunities for them. This includes survival, resources, and practical needs over appreciating nature (Akcelik, et al, 2024). This encourages association between using the landscape for safety and risk management over appreciation and escapism (Clamp and Powell, 2007). 

Sense of place is an internal force that comes from history and connection through experiences or family. It is subjective to the individual and can provoke emotions linking to memories (Foote, Azaryahu, 2009). The location can cause a sense of identity through language as it provides a familiar connection to home (Reed, 2020). This develops an emotional response towards protecting the environment and a sense of belonging which can create positive perspectives towards the landscapes (van Heijgen,2013). 

This can be portrayed in different dimensions, “visual, psychological and spiritual”(Mastura, et,al, 2013,p.506). These affect individual perceptions; visual can include the beauty of landscape and picturesque views, psychological can be place identity and emotional connection to the area through memories and social connections (Relph, 1976, Brown, Raymond, 2007, Cakci Kaymaz, 2011), and spiritual dimension can be associated with security, affinity and higher connection to a significant place.  

This can be contrasted with Berlyne’s arousal theory (1971), which is focused on prioritising situations that excite, reward and engage people. This encourages individuals to solve problems or can distract them. For example, a hike in a particular landscape may excite and motivate induvials to complete the challenge compared to being in an unpredictable landscape and needing to survive (Jacobs, 2011). 

UK landscapes have been influenced by capitalism, with the increased demands of industrialisation in the 18th and 19th century. This growth led to a rise in middle classes in urban areas, increasing the market for tourism (Barrell, 1972). This promoted the development of National Parks and Heritage Coasts to allow visitors to experience natural landscapes around Britain. However, other vulnerable areas were protected to preserve natural biodiversity’s and wildlife (Aitchison, et al, 2000). 

Landscapes were also perceived as representations of how much power individuals or families had. The more elaborately designed the garden and estate symbolised the power and money of these families (Wylie,2007). In the past, physical features on landscapes such as castles or large buildings were taken to assert authority and show economic power in society. It was also a way to promote the culture and identity of those in power (Zimmer, Cornea, Veron, 2018). This links with Gibson’s Theory of Affordances, Gibson (1979, 2014) mentions how individuals perceive objects or spaces depends on their perspective of opportunities afforded to them in the environment. 

This demonstrates that innovative perceptions allow powerful people to use this to their advantage and manipulate the landscape. Some used it for artistic methods like painting and poems, others used it for practicality like farming or tourist recreation (Caldron, Butler, 2019). The landscape offered such a varied array of affordances for induvials to perceive and use the landscape how they liked.  

Sustainability is a key element to protecting the landscapes and can aid in positive perceptions of the environment and cause more positive attitudes and perspectives towards the nature within it. These are promoted politically by governments and the United Nations (UN) to establish rules and regulations to be followed that are beneficial to the environment, populations, and industries (UN.org, 2024). In 2015 the UN established 17 sustainable goals which all focused around protecting everyone, stabilising climate change and ensure inequalities are eradicated. These were intended to protect both nature and human resources in addition to encouraging industrial progression (UN.org, 2024). Without pro-environmental behaviours landscapes cannot be sustained for future use, therefore when participating in recreational activities like hiking it is important to pick up litter, follow trails and avoid protected species areas (Kenyon, 2024). This follows Marsh (1864,2008) who highlighted the effects of human actions on the environment.  However, some perceive the landscape as a resource for recreation without protecting it as they believe their impact is minimal and the responsibility is on governments and companies (Urberg, Ohman, 2023). 

Perception of landscapes and risk are influenced by characteristics like age, gender, sexual orientation (Sansom, et al, 2020). These are perceived in different ways. The young perceive landscape as an energetic area like a playground, compared to the perception of adults of landscape as a place of relaxation (James Hutton Institution, 2024). Comparatively, gender and sexual orientation alter the design of many tourist spaces can be targeted towards a specific gender or race (Pritchard, Morgan, 2000). Race can affect perception of care towards the environment,  (Burger, 2010) found ethnic minorities cared more even though they used it less for recreational purposes. 

Kaplan and Kaplan (1898) developed the theory of information processing, which refers to the importance of the desire to comprehend and the urge to explore through gathering information within the landscape. This can be taken directly from the environment or can be reasoned through gaining knowledge about the surroundings. The four principles of comprehension were “Coherence, Complexity, Mystery and Legibility” (Pazhouhanfar, Kamal, 2014, p.146). 

Personal Reflection 
Landscape is important for a few different reasons. It can be a symbol of childhood memories and an area benefiting mental health. For example, growing up in the countryside in Cheshire I regularly visited the Lake District, where we climbed mountains and camped every summer. This caused me to appreciate nature and spending time away from technology. We went on hikes saw beautiful views and interacted with wildlife. Seeing the geology and formation of the land when climbing mountains during these trips created a positive sense of place and connection, and created a secure perception of the Lake District, which encouraged me to emulate this sense of belonging as an adult. I’ve recently hiked around the same area as I visited as a child, and this created an emotional reaction, inspiring me to recreate those feelings, and inspired me to plan more hikes and to recreate the childhood sense of awe. 

I also feel this connection to landscape through instructing at a high ropes course in a forest, and spending time outdoors encourages me to share this passion with people. Through this role as an instructor, it allows me to promote a sense of place and affinity, and educate people about the wildlife, which will hopefully provide a positive perception and an increased sense of place for the people I interact with. 

Additionally, one interaction in primary school created a positive perception towards the environment through engaging in water sports. I was coasteering on a residential trip and the instructor picked up a piece of litter in front of us, whist explaining about the geology and biodiversity’s of the rock pools, which lead me to copy him. He explained why he did this, and the adverse effects on the wildlife we saw on the trip stuck with me. Such a simple moment had a profound impact on me, and I wanted to be like him when I was older and protect the wildlife I was seeing. 

These experiences had a direct impact on me when I was growing up, leading me to have a positive perception of the landscapes to explore and protect as an adult, consistent with Berlyns Arousal Theory (1971). It shows that an excited interaction can motivate individuals to help solve problems and through topophilia and biophilia I established a bond and emotional connection with these environments (Heimer, 2005). 


Conclusion  
It is clear perception is influenced by many different factors, including living conditions, changing culture, past romanticism, and religion. They all merge to establish a sense of belonging and topophilia to feel connected to the environment, creating a sense of responsibility and stewardship. Environmental education is needed to promote protection of the environment and nature, which enhances positive perceptions of nature, and a willingness and motivation to act sustainably. However, fears of the unknown, lack of trust in nature and risk factors can negatively influence perception, leading to limited time spent outdoors, reducing engagement and motivation to protect the environment. Positive interactions, childhood experiences and education can help change this perception, enhancing engagement with landscapes and positive perceptions being increased. 
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