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Is landscape a social construct?

INTRODUCTION

I grew up in a small village on the coast in Mid Wales. Set in the landscape of Snowdonia National Park, where tourism is one of the main sources of income, the surroundings played a key role in many local lives. It is therefore not surprising that in my opinion landscape is a social construct. It is a concept which despite all having structures and functions, can vary dramatically and with it its relative importance to a range of individuals. Research confirms that landscape can contribute significantly to our well-being and quality of life. However, their high value can also be due to them providing a sense of national identity or that they provide goods and services, such as food and water. (Landscape East, 2011) By definition landscape is ‘all the visible features of an area of land, often considered in terms of their aesthetic appeal’. (Anon n.d.) This crude definition does not justify what landscape means to different individuals, including myself.  The fact that landscape doesn’t have a specific or universal meaning to include this makes it difficult to determine its importance and establish consistent management policies. (McGarigal, n.d.) The lack of understanding and research on its value threatens its long-term existence and continued benefits to future generations, whatever they may be. 

Around the world different people value landscape for many different reasons. There are people who are interested in how the land can be a source of income and there are others who have a deep individual connection to a particular landscape. These personal connections can often be dependent on several factors such as a person’s age, cultural background, experiences or their occupation. In General, geographers divide the ways in which people value landforms and landscapes into four categories: cultural, aesthetic, spiritual and economic values. (Easton, 2013) I aim to discuss the role society, history and personal experience has on the perception of each of these values to a landscape. Together these results and opinions support the idea that landscape offers more to individuals than just an area of land, suggesting it is a social construct.


SOCIETY 

23 of the world's 30 largest cities are situated on the coast. Whether this be by choice or not, over a third of the world's population live along a “narrow fringe of coastal land”. (UNEP, 2007) The popularity of this landscape for individuals could be due to the several perceived benefits it can offer to society. 

Living by the coast myself, I agree that there is an aesthetic benefit to this landscape. Research that aimed to investigate what attracts people to a landscape found that people
are most likely prefer landscapes that are filled with water and covered in
vegetation compared to landforms which were less interesting from the aesthetic point of view. This remained true even when other landscapes, such as bare rock, contained remarkable features such as alvars, moraines and rock faces. (Smrekar, 2016) This shows how people value some landscapes more than others despite them all being natural. 

Some believe that there is a health and wellbeing benefit to being in a coastal landscape. Evidence of this can be seen in the past where patients would drink sea water to cure illnesses. In 1750, Dr. Richard Russell wrote that the sea air along with the ocean views and warm weather were considered critical to a patient’s recovery, especially when treating tuberculosis. (Braun 2013) Today, there is little conclusive evidence to suggest that this is true, however, there is an apparent gradient of increasing self-reported good health with proximity to the coast when census data was compared in a small area of England. (Wheeler et al. 2012) It is clear that this an idea that has been accepted by people despite investigations or medical research confirming the correlation. However, this is an idea which is believed throughout society, shown through the 144 million tourism day trips in 2014 that involved a trip to the seaside in England. (Anon 2014) Considering people go on holiday or spend their recreational time in these landscapes in search of these possible health benefits physically and mentally suggests that is a social construct. 

Economic valued landscapes are measured on how financially important the land is. These
lands are used for industry, mining or like the example above, tourism. There are many landscapes that admirable tourist destinations which become a key feature for helping local communities to thrive because of the jobs created and the money brought in for the local economy. (Swanson et al., 2016) Economically, landscapes and landforms can create a positive perception for areas helping to increase the values of properties and resale and lowering energy costs to help improve business and sales. A study on rental properties found that landscaping had the largest positive impact on occupancy. Appraised property values of homes next to natural parks and spaces are typically 8 to 20 percent higher than properties elsewhere. (Perry, 2015) Societies can also chose to invest in the landscape to increase their economic land value. For example, the planting of larger trees on average results in a saving of $65 in energy savings, cleaner air, extended life of streets, better storm-water management, and higher property values. (Perry, 2015) The financial benefits of landscape to individuals is strong and provides a long-term incentive to protect it. 

Understanding the role landscapes play in society is complex. There are several benefits that a landscape may offer, with varying importance to individuals and evidence to support it. These range from recreational opportunities with positive impacts to individual well-being to the surrounding landscape providing financial incentives, in the form of tourism. Ultimately, different societies value landscapes differently depending on if it provides the aspect it values most. However, it is likely that all these aspects will continue within a landscape as they are interlinked. For example, it could be said that the more aesthetically appealing the landscape the greater the economic value. To conclude, the fact that landscape is seen as an asset to many individuals, whether that be aesthetically, health wise or financially, implies it is a social concept. 

HISTORY

The history of landscapes and landforms is considered valuable to many people. It can be experienced by recreational activities and educational visits. It gives a location which can be physically visited which often creates a deep sense of belonging and importance to our past and our future. Landforms can have a historic value for natural or human reasons. This can include the conservation of native wildlife deemed of cultural significance to an area or the preservation of historic buildings. Both can be considered evidence towards landscape being a social construct due to the vast numbers of visitors and funding they receive to be maintained. 

The kakapo is a parrot like bird, endemic to Codfish and Anchor Island off the coast of New Zealand. The remaining kakapo adult population in 2018 stands at 148, making it a critically endangered species. However, due to the charismatic species becoming a symbol of the area, human intervention allows this bird to survive. Its recovery program receives the most intense protective measures, with Department of Conservation investing $800,000 every year, to actively prevent any predators from inhabiting the islands. (Anon n.d.) This shows how conservation efforts of a historic landscape and its species has a cultural and historic significance to the local people. It also highlights how a landscape gives a sense of belonging to a group of local people but how non-locals would not value the species to the same degree.

Wales is often called the ‘Land of Castles’ as the country has more castles per square mile than any other country in Europe, with over 600 castles that are still being looked after today. Where I grew up in Snowdonia National Park there are currently 14 conservation areas, which have been selected for their historic interest and special architecture. (Snowdonia National Park Authority n.d.) It is clear that these landscapes are importance to individuals, especially considering the cultural growth, religious and social changes seen in Wales, it is important to remember how we got there. These sites have left a permanent mark on the landscape of Wales and helped to forge the proud national identity which I believe still stands strong today. This can be seen through the continued use of the Welsh language which is potentially more than 4,000 years old, making it one of the oldest living languages in Europe.

Humans have created and left features on landscapes since we've been on the planet, these features are able to stay present for a long time. They are able to impact the natural environment in many ways such as power lines, roads and pipelines are able to create new passages that will influence the movement patterns of humans and animals. (Environment & Natural Resources n.d.) Our human history is an important influencer to the value of landscapes. One such charitable organisation is English Heritage, who cares for over 400 historic buildings, monuments and sites. These include world-famous prehistoric sites to grand medieval castles and Cold War bunkers. The popularity of these sites is shown through its ability to run off donations and by more than 10 million people visiting them each year. (Anon n.d.)

Earth had formed about 4.6 billion years ago. Over this long period landscapes have changed dramatically, either by natural or human causes. These landscapes and landforms can form deep-connections with individuals causing them to be highly valued and protected. Historical sites can be used for educational purposes about our past and our future but can also provide a deeper sense of belonging. The human perception of these landscapes allows a pile of rocks or an ancient forest to be a symbol of great historic value and therefore justifies being a social construct.


PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 

Landscape has changed physically over time, but it has also changed in its perception due to the changing personal experiences of humans. Education systems, household structures and occupations can alter the value of a landscape. To make this more complex, these can change over the period of a single lifetime as the needs of individuals changes with age. 

The transformation of household structure in post-industrialised societies is one of the significant changes in the society. In Norway, for example, the number of nuclear families decreased from 31.8% in 1980 to 22.2% of all private households in 2008. During the same time, other household types increased in number. Single-parent households, for instance, rose from 3.6% to 5.7%, people living alone from 27.9% to 39.3% and couples without children from 20.1% to 21.3%. (Anon 2008) Analyses of household structure provides details on the impact of demographic changes and how this impacts activities that take place in a natural environment such as trekking and hiking, rafting, climbing, nature photography, wildlife safaris, and camping in natural areas. A decrease in the number of nuclear families, for example, may result in a decrease in the demand for Facilitation and Learning activities that are also Family/children friendly. As people in post-industrial settings delay having children, and the number of young couples without children rises. Landscapes that provide Facilitated and Learning activities which also include Risk/challenge attributes may rise. (Tangeland & Aas 2011) Shows how depending on your age and family setting, you can value natural landscapes differently depending on the experiences it provides. The ability for a single landscape to do this and be valued by different people with different backgrounds suggests it is a social construct.

When young, gender can also impact leisure activity preferences. Responses from 60 boys and 60 girls, ranging in age from 5 to 13 years old showed that gender was a significant factor, with boys spending more time in leisure activities, such as playing with toys, watching television, computer games and outdoor activities than girls. (Isabelle D. Cherney 2006) These landscapes and their activities which are experienced at a young age can influence what they value in a landscape as they grow older. 

Personal experience affects the variables which cause their interaction with landscapes. Some of these may be internal such as gender, however they can also be external such as your occupation and illness.  People with demanding jobs don’t have the free time to spend long periods of time in the natural landscape. They prefer stimulating short experiences used as a form of escapism. Due to the difficult terrain of some landscapes this can hinder an individual’s experience and enjoyment of a landscape. Since the Disabilities Act of 1990, a greater understanding towards these constraints must be considered by managers in order for these individuals to experience these landscapes.  Results from a study on the visitation to National Forest found that the existence of a personal disability was a constraint to outdoor recreation. However, 40% of respondents living in a household that included a person with a disability, were not constrained by the presence of a person with a disability regarding their National Forest visitation. (Burns, 2007) These variables highlight how access to landscapes can impact how much it is valued by that person, but also how these variables can change in importance depending on if it is for an individual or a group.

The fact that we have a favourite place suggests that some landscapes are preferred more than others. However, this doesn’t make one better than the other. A variety of landscapes allows places for us to learn and challenge ourselves and provides a form of escapism. The contribution of personal experience to the perception of landscape is high because it can vary over time depending on the stage an individual is in their life. 

CONCLUSION 

As I’ve shown landscape is difficult to define due to the social, historical and personal experiences which can influence how people perceive them. The social and historical influences are common for several landscapes as most individuals depend on them for recreation, financial support, services and a sense of belonging. However, it is personal experience which varies dramatically to the value of a landscape. Therefore, in my opinion I believe it to be the most important to understanding why landscape should be considered a social construct. External and internal factors can influence individual’s perception of a landscape and this can vary over time. The most important of which in my opinion is access to the landscape, especially for those with young families, the elderly or with disabilities, as without the experience of a landscape an individual is unlikely to value it as highly. The introduction of policies such as the Disabilities Act highlights the importance of landscapes to the well-being of individuals and how they are considered highly enough that people could feel discriminated against them.

The ability of an area of land to provide this continuously suggests it is more dynamic than the definition of landscape implies it to be. However, the lack of research into whether these trends are significant often means they are overlooked in the management of those landscapes. This suggests that landscape isn’t currently widely accepted as a social construct. As the human population grows and the demand for land, food and resources increases, the variety and quality of landscapes may be depleted. I believe an understanding of the concept of landscape as a social construct could help protect it long-term.
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