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Critically evaluate the assertion that ‘landscape’ is a social construction.  
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Landscapes can be seen as a place of work, a place of recreation or home. There are urban, rural, coastal, marine and mountainous landscapes to name just a few. Individuals and groups however have different interactions with these landscapes for example a marine landscape is a source of food and income to a local fisherman, income to a passing cruise ship, a place of scientific interest to a marine biologist, a place of beauty to a tourist but mankind is the caretaker for these landscapes and our culture and life-styles have a great impact on our interaction with these landscapes.

When we think of landscape we think of physical/natural landscapes and those that are man-made, but in a world with growing industrial nations like China and India and exploding population, it is very difficult to see any landscape of the world has anything but a social construction. Greider and Garkovich (1994) have said:

          “Landscapes” are the symbolic environments created by human acts of conferring meaning of nature and the environment, of giving the environment definition and form from a particular angle of vision and through a special filter of values and beliefs. Every landscape is a symbolic environment.”

Humans are definitely giving the environment “Definition and form” but not always for good; Professor James Watson of the University of Queensland’s School of Earth and Environmental Sciences (2018) has said "A century ago, only 15 per cent of the Earth's surface was used by humans to grow crops and raise livestock Today, more than 77 per cent of land—excluding Antarctica—and 87 per cent of the ocean has been modified by the direct effects of human activities. Landscapes have been a place of work for farming and fishing communities for thousands of years but it was the industrial revolution and colonialism that has led to more intensive farming methods and the turning over of agricultural and previously natural landscapes to create huge factories. These changes of use have affected not only mankind's interaction with the landscape but also wildlife. In Wyoming USA the natural sage brush has been removed by overgrazing and replaced with grasses that are not only not drought resistant but also burn easily causing huge wildfires. While other people want to preserve what is left of the sagebrush and the native sage grouse and is associated food chain “it might prove costly to ranchers, miners, oil and gas developers, and real estate brokers” (Nordhaus 2018). Barack Obama chose to side with the environmentalists, but Donald Trump is making it easier for the developers to further change the natural landscape for economic gain. “It’s the age-old battle between those who want to preserve Western lands and those who want to extract a living from them—only in this case, the burden falls on a comical, knee-high bird. As the sage grouse goes, so goes the West.” continues Hannah Nordhaus, National Geographic (2018).
Landscapes that are a place of work, so economically important to the country can often be areas of deprivation for the people who work there, but these people can still have a very positive view of their place of work/home due to the social cohesiveness of these close-knit communities. This used to be the case for the inhabitants of the coal mining villages of South Wales, however as the mines closed, unemployment, social deprivation, declining quality of housing became strong external factors that impacted their positive interaction with “The Valleys”. Lessons learnt from the transformation have been used to advise Chinese mining towns moving into a similar situation. In order to lessen the effect, The International Institute for Sustainable development (2017) has said, “is the need to develop a comprehensive response that includes measures that generate economic activity, improve infrastructure, maintain social cohesion and establish effective institutions to implement the response.” In the UK we have many areas of outstanding natural beauty where the natural landscape is protected from development “Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty have some of the UK’s best countryside for walking, cycling, horse riding and wildlife-watching. But there’s also great caving, canoeing, sailing and fishing to be found too. In fact, if you can do it outdoors, you can probably do it in the outstanding landscapes of our AONBs.” as described by the Landscapes for Life organisation (2018).  So these landscapes are seen as having a recreational purpose, however to the people who live in them, their perception to that of a visiting tourist or outdoor enthusiast could be very different. As a child I lived in a ANOB in South Devon, stunningly beautiful but no public transport with an increasingly elderly population who retired there to enjoy its beauty but were “hardest hit by social isolation and inability to access support services” as described in a 2017 government report, discussed in  an article in “The Independent” Furthermore the article says “Rural social networks are breaking down with a consequent increase in social isolation and loneliness, especially among older people," (Bulman, 2017) To the isolated, lonely older generation the surrounding landscape would have a very negative social construct.
In the early 20C in the UK the industrialisation of the landscape and the fencing in of the land for farming and game shooting by wealthy landowners meant there was less green space that poorer people could access but people wanted to spend their leisure time in beautiful areas and to enjoy healthier life-styles. These external factors stopped their positive interaction with the landscape. The mass trespasses on Kinder Scout in 1932 eventually led to the establishment of National Parks recognising that they were created for two reasons “I preserve and enhance their natural beauty and provide recreational opportunities for the public” (National Parks, 2018). Like the ANOBs, National Parks also have areas of rural poverty and isolation which needs addressing but they have become a national social construction to preserve their physical beauty and their cultural history for future generations.

Indigenous Australian Aborigines and New Zealand Maoris see their traditional homelands are part of a culture going back generations. Indigenous communities develop strong Topophilia for their landscape. Topophilia is described by Edward Reif (2015) as “a word that encapsulates the pleasantly varied relationships we have with particular bits of the world both as individuals and as participants in cultures with long histories.” However the men and women that colonised Australia and New Zealand for many years took no notice of the indigenous peoples long-standing cultural interpretation of their landscape and it was only in 1972 that there was governmental recognition of Aboriginal land rights in the Australia’s Northern Territories. “Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ laws and customs and ways of knowing and being in the world are intimately connected to the land and waters.” says the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders (2015). 
The aboriginal peoples sense of belonging to the land has been returned to them but not without its cost as many aboriginals have had to leave their land so mining and farming can take place, and they have succumbed to disease and addiction brought by the incomers who did not have the strong cultural attachment to the lands they were happy to change forever. 
In New Zealand once the Maori’s ownership of the land and their deep cultural attachment was recognised and returned to them, the government and the National Parks in particular have used the Maori cultural heritage and their deep attachment to the land - the fact it gives a Maori tribe or iwi a sense of belonging - as a means of encouraging a more cultured tourism that has a less damaging impact on the landscape. As a child I hiked the Abel Tasman trail with a Maori guide whose knowledge of the flora and fauna of the National Park made, what had seemed at the outset as a not very interesting trip for a child, a life-changing experience. Furthermore, her heritage interpretation was also a call to preserve her landscape and the stories her people associated with it. It has been found that “Appropriate, authentic interpretation has been regarded as a means of enhancing cross-cultural understanding and improving the quality of the visitor experience” (Carr, 2009)
Landscapes are still being destroyed and people displaced, so maybe the lessons of Aboriginal displacement are not being learnt.

UNESCO has concerned itself with variables which are chiefly external that affect landscape in order to preserve it for future generations. Industrialisation and the claiming of farmland and homes for purposes that are alien to the long-term inhabitants can create both a negative impact for the people who live and work in a landscape and destroy the landscape itself. UNESCO has many remits but one important one is “protecting our heritage and fostering creativity” (2018). In doing so they protect buildings, landscapes and cultural icons for future generations which rapid economic development can overlook. Sometimes even UNESCO cannot stop governments who want to the Omo-Turkana basin is one of the oldest landscapes in the world with a huge ethnic diversity and supposedly UNESCO protected, however the Ethiopian government has built a huge hydroelectric dam in the name of development ignoring the rights of the people who have lived there for generations (Clark, 2015).

The natural landscape of the world matters to me immensely but none more so than that of Thailand and Phuket in particular where I went to school. Thailand has great natural beauty from the highlands of the north to the tropical islands and coast of the south, and as a country that has not been colonised you might think that there would not be the imposition of external social constructs. However Thai people have seen the development of Western Countries and materialistic lifestyles and the money that can be made from tourism but sadly all done in a non-sustainable way and at great cost to the environment. The sea and countryside are littered with plastic bags. Thailand has banned the import of foreign plastic scrap. And there is a strong  movement to take greater care of the marine landscape in particular - Maya Bay on Phi Phi Island has been closed to allow the coral to regenerate and surprisingly within 4 months Black tipped reef sharks have returned. The bay had over 1 million tourists a year visiting a very small area “The bay was severely damaged", Chongklai Worapongsathorn, deputy chief of the Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation and “Maya bay still needed more time to recover” (2018).

In conclusion I would like to say that, yes, landscape is a social construction and never more so in the world we are living in today. David Attenborough recently spoke using the People’s Seat at COP24, he said: "Right now, we are facing a man-made disaster of global scale. Our greatest threat in thousands of years. Climate change. If we don't take action, the collapse of our civilisations and the extinction of much of the natural world is on the horizon” (2018). David Attenborough sees that mankind - not just different people living in different areas - must pay attention to the landscape of the whole world immediately as it’s further destruction from man-made climate change will change how everyone interacts with landscape. Our perception of our world will have to change.
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