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An evaluation of the forces and concepts that shape our                            perception of landscape

What is landscape?

The term ‘landscape’ has had many different meanings throughout history and continues to be debated today. One definition states it involves ‘the natural and physical attributes of land together with air and water which change over time, and which is made known by people’s evolving perceptions and associations’ (Environment Court, 2018). This suggests landscape is a product of natural elements and human interactions, uses, beliefs and relationships with them. This can be seen in the alternative definition by The European Landscape Convention (2000) who describe landscape as ‘an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors’.

Natural landscapes are described as a collection of geophysical landforms like mountains, plains, streams, soils and natural vegetation, undisturbed by human interaction (Stilgoe, 1925, p.1). Contrastingly, ‘the cultural landscape is fashioned from a natural landscape by a cultural group. Culture the agent, nature the medium, the cultural landscape the result’ (Sauer, 1925, p.53). Landscapes manipulated by humans range hugely, depending on management practises, how nature is conserved, the extent of structure building and farming practices. For example, the Welsh rolling hills shaped by its sheep farming history are vastly different from Beijing’s urban metropolis. 

Since 1992, the United Nations has recognised official cultural landscapes, protected and identified as tourist attractions, due to significant interactions between people and natural landscapes. Some ‘reflect specific techniques of land use that guarantee and sustain biological diversity’, whilst others represent ‘powerful beliefs and customs’. The World Heritage Committee of UNESCO (2025) recognise landscapes intentionally created by humans like Blaenavon’s industrial landscape and those organically evolved, holding spiritual, economic, and cultural significance, like Mount Wutai. Cultural landscape typologies include architecture or designed landscapes, ethnographic heritage landscapes, historic landscapes and vernacular landscapes shaped through human occupation (Alanen and Melnick, 2000, p.1). 

Landscape perception
Landscapes can be seen to hold meaning in both physical sceneries, shaped geologically and anthropomorphically and in human representation, socially, politically and ideologically. Landscape perceptions theory suggests the appreciation and interpretation of landscapes differs based on group’s and individual’s personal, cultural and social experiences (Van-Heijgen, 2013, p.10). Perceptions have changed throughout time due to cultural norms, values and beliefs, as well as politics and external influences, altering landscapes perceived value and individual’s preferences. 

Atkins (1998) explored different meanings of landscape to different people, finding they can be seen as topography to geologists and geomorphologists. Buyhoff, et al. (1978, p.262) suggest this may be due to their professional experience, interests and academic standing. This view involves looking at how landscapes formed through studying rock types below the surface and the processes that have acted upon them. Topography also influences how landscape’s value is perceived, and it’s uses, for example certain soils are perceived valuable for farming, whilst limestone caves were viewed to afford shelter during the Palaeolithic era. More recently, geological landscapes like Bempton’s chalk cliffs (RSPB, 2025) have been perceived valuable for biodiversity, seen in the categorisation and protection of SSSI’s, as ideas around human responsibility and sustainability have changed. 

Landscape can be seen as artifact within landscape history and archaeology, where clues are revealed about a landscape’s past (Atkins, 1998). Theories like Appleton’s (1975) prospect-refuge theory have proposed humankind experiences satisfaction with landscapes that respond to their biological needs, for example ancient forts built on hilltops met communities’ needs for safety from invasion. Landscape can also be perceived as place, location or territory, shaping local identities like communities in the South Wales Valleys, who identify with the landscapes around them. Cosgrove (1984, p15) explains ‘landscape is an ideological concept’ it ‘represents a way in which certain classes of people have signified themselves and their world through their imagined relationship with nature’, showing landscape can become part of people’s identity.

Classical perceptions that humas are separate from nature were adopted by Ancient Greek civilizations, where creating urban and usable spaces was perceived as progress. Howard (2011), states landscapes can be perceived as cultural and considered as a scale of operations. Evidence suggests landscapes were viewed purely empirically, believing nature’s purpose was to serve humans (Schouten, 2005), with Plato stating, ‘I cannot learn from the landscape and the trees, from people in the city I can’. Similarly, Roman perceptions of landscape were influenced by military desires, adopting domination traced back to the Hellenistic period, when humankind began to ‘shape nature in his own image’ (Glacken, 1961). This can be seen in evidence suggesting water was used to demonstrate ‘mastery over nature’ (Purcell, 1996). The manipulation of landscapes to express power and wealth was also seen in the creation of the Palladian landscape, where upper classes expressed their wealth and authority (Cosgrove, 1995).

Religion is another influencing factor reinforcing the perception of ‘man over nature’, with the Koran and evidence from Judaeo-Christianity suggesting it is human right to dominate nature stating, ‘let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air and the cattle, and over all the wild animals’ (BibleHub, 2025). These Christian ideologies still influence Western civilisations’ perceptions of nature and landscape today, seen in the production of huge engineering projects like the Tennessee Valley Authority (2025) hydroelectric plants, seeking to harness nature, perceiving landscapes to be a commodity under human control.

Alternatively, landscape can be seen as nature (Atkins, 1998), perceived as ‘natural’, dark, mysterious and part of the world beyond humankind. This was seen in medieval perceptions where it was feared and believed to be where demons and devils roamed (Schouten, 2005). Some religions alternatively view landscapes with the perception of, ‘man subjugated to nature’ (Murray and Kluckhohn, 1953). Pagan religions revered nature living in acceptance of whatever it would have in store, viewing it as a higher power to be obeyed (Sage, 2009). Hinduism also influences landscape perceptions, promoting reincarnation, where humans are submissive to sacred nature (Ingold, 1989). Similarly, many farmers and herders have this perception due to their occupations, forced to give-in to unpredictable weather and its effect on the landscape (Murray and Kluckhohn, 1953).

Furthermore, landscape can be viewed as environment or habitat (Atkins, 1998), where ‘our position in nature can strongly influence actions which affect the quality of human life and the natural environment’ (Schneider and Morton, 1981), suggesting landscapes are interconnected with humans. This perception of ‘man in nature’ (Murray and Kluckhohn, 1953) has gained traction in the 21st century after Rachel Carsen’s book Silent Spring (1962) highlighted the impact of the artificial chemical DDT on wildlife and humans. This scientific realisation led to changes in the perception that ‘nature is, in fact, a network of interconnections and interdependencies and that humans are a part of that network and threaten its cohesion at their own peril’ (Baum, 2007).

Bronowski (1973) echoed this stating ‘mankind and nature have a fundamental, symbiotic relationship’ suggesting landscapes should be respected and protected. This perception has led to growth within the sustainability and organic agriculture movement where it is preferential that landscapes are ‘clean’ of manmade chemicals, influencing activities like ‘the long forest hedgerow project’ (Woodland Trust, 2025) which aims to ‘promote the free movement and growth of native fauna through hedgerow interconnection’. Thomas, (1975) perceived humans to be embedded within Nature, believing in collectivism and nature’s intrinsic value. Perceptions of environmental ethics can be influenced by culture, seen in the granting of human rights to Mount Taranaki, a landscape perceived in Maui culture to be an ancestor (BBC News, 2025).

The Enlightenment period in the 18th century valued ‘managed natural landscapes’, where industrial advances influenced perceptions of nature as a resource for human exploitation. Smith, (1990, p1) explains ‘more than any other identifiable experience, the emergence of industrial capitalism is responsible for setting contemporary views and visions of nature’. Being set-apart from nature is reiterated by (Larsen, 1992) who suggests ‘man has transformed nature into landscape which in turn becomes an economic entity’, with landscapes perceived to hold only instrumental value, for human consumption. These individualistic attitudes remain within capitalist perceptions of landscape today, where ethical perspectives are anthropocentric (Schneider and Morton, 1981). For example, the Welsh landscape perceived to be a commodity for coal mining. 

Landscape perceptions also changed in 17th century England, due to the Romantic Movement where landscape was viewed as picture or scenery (Howard, 2011; Atkins, 1998). Aristocratic landowners viewed untouched landscapes as the most valuable cultural capital, whilst literary, artistic and musical figures, like Wordsworth highlighted the importance of emotional connections with the natural world. This caused a shift away from negative perceptions of mountainous and unmanaged landscapes, previously viewed only ‘in utilitarian terms, for the cutting of wood and mining of ores’ (Smout, 1990).  These perception changes were partly due to the Enlightenment Period’s scientific thinking, alongside political opposition to urbanisation (Ury, 1990, p.35). Romanticism had implications for the aesthetics of landscape, tourism and recreation, seen in modern desires to visit natural places generating feelings of wonder and freedom.

Urry (1995), explains a ‘person’s wish to visit a particular environment is something socially constructed’ involving ‘developing a ‘cultural desire’ for a particular landscape, associated with social and cultural changes in society’. The Grand Tour is an example of a shift in perception, where romantic landscapes became positively perceived in place of low-lying European landscapes, which previously illustrated humankind’s ability to dominate nature for agricultural productivity (SkyMinds, 2025). Changes in wilderness perception have occurred due to culture and advancement, with nomadic hunter and gatherer societies seeing no distinction between wilderness and environment. ‘Wilderness’ was then developed in favour of agricultural organised landscapes (Oelschlaeger, 1991). This perception altered again, now positively perceived, metamorphosed beyond scenery to a close connection with nature (Scott, 2014, p.81). Wilderness is viewed to have value as an ecological system and recreationally. This positive and holistic perception may again be a reaction to increased urbanisation and industrialisation.

Why does landscape matter to me?

Sense of place refers to ‘people's perceptions of the distinguishing qualities and attributes of an environment that shape positive feelings of attachment and promote mental-wellbeing’ (Lingard and Turner, 2023, p.1). People’s perceptions of sense of place will be influenced by their feeling of belonging in a landscape, determined by who they are, where they grew up, what country or group they live in, education level, mood and life experiences. External factors like the weather or season can also impact perceptions. This links with Tuan’s ideas (1966) that landscapes ‘have no specific or universal meanings, their messages vary with culture and personal temperament’. Greenbie (1988, p65) adds, ‘what we perceive as the environment is, in fact a synthesis in which our current perceptions of what is actually out there are combined with a complex tapestry of associations based on our experience both of the physical world and of other people’.

Landscape matters to me because it influences my wellbeing. I personally positively perceive natural coastal landscapes over highly urbanised cityscapes, as they induce feelings of calm and relaxation for me. This can be explained by Wilson’s (1993) Biophilia Hypothesis which states humans have an innate need to connect with nature, due to evolution from hunter gatherers. This suggests my perception of landscapes may have been ‘influenced by biologically prepared learning’ (Kaymaz, 2012), due to the rewards and advantages for humans provided by certain natural settings (Ulrich (1993). I also believe my positive perception of coastal landscapes has been influenced by my cultural experiences growing up in East Yorkshire, where positive memories and emotional attachments to these landscapes were formed.

This could suggest familiarity plays a role in my perceptions, causing landscapes to become reassuring and comforting (Wellman and Buyhoff, 1980, p.105). Tuan’s (1974) ideas of topophilia, whereby through ‘the repeated occurrence of ordinary events one can accumulate a strong sentiment for a place’, can explain how the cultural, geographical and geographical nature of the landscapes I grew up in has influenced my perceptions and preferences. Studies have shown interacting with ‘nearby nature’ can make ‘people feel they belong where they live and experience meaning in their lives’ (Grau-Ruiz and Løvoll, 2024, p.261). Additionally, this familiarity could explain my dislike of urban settings as these oppose the landscapes, I feel comfortable in. Nieman (1980) explains the kinship I feel to landscapes like Scarborough, which some may view negatively due to its lower socioeconomic status, may be due to familiarity blurring my perceptions of undesirable characteristics.  

Landscape matters to me as it links to my values. For example, my perceptions that landscapes should be cared for, have been influenced by my age and the cultural climate I have grown up in, following the attitudes and agendas being pushed in education since the Bruntland report (United Nations, 1987). The United Nation sustainable development goals (United Nations, 2017), a set of seventeen targets including ‘sustainable cities’ and ‘reduced inequalities’ have played a role in my perceptions of nature’s value and my engagement with it. For example, I am conscious of the effects of travelling to different global landscapes via plane and choose to visit landscapes local to me. This is in-line with the aims of ecotourism, promoting ‘responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment, sustains the well-being of the local people, and involves interpretation and education’ (TIES, 2019). These educational and political influences have also increased the bequest value of certain landscapes that I would like to protect and maintain for future generations. For example, I have helped re-wild my local nature reserve Tophill Low, planting native flora so that biodiversity thrives in future. Zube, (1987, p.37), suggests this may be due to my interest in the environment. Additionally, laws like The Rights of Way Act (UK Government, 2000) have influenced my perceptions of landscapes as open for all to enjoy, rather than for ownership, due to social norms and beliefs. 

Landscape also matters to me regarding my feelings of safety and competence. My perceptions are influenced by my gender as societal inequalities have led to feelings of topophobia, referring to dislike or fear of particular landscapes (Tuan, 1974). For example, I perceive urban city landscapes to be more dangerous and therefore engage with them less due to my fears regarding safety as a woman, with this perception heightened at certain times, like at night or in differing mood states like being stressed or anxious.  These negative perceptions link to Berlyne Arousal Theory (1960) which explains my dislike of cities, as they are too complex and instigate high levels of arousal, with minimal hedonistic response rewarding me to stay in these landscapes (Martindale, 1996). This causes feelings of discomfort, due to increased levels of ‘conflict or uncertainty in the environment’ (Kaymaz, 2012). This has been evidenced in previous studies where ‘people react more positively to ‘natural landscapes’ than urban - seen as negative, claustrophobic, imprisoning and cold’ (Atkins, 1998).

A final reason landscape is important to me is that it affords activities I enjoy. For example, using Gibson’s Theory of Affordances (1977), coastal landscapes afford me sea swimming, whilst hilly landscapes afford trail-running. The perception of landscapes as recreational resources is influenced by my hobbies and may differ for others. External factors like the weather or season also influence me, as I perceive coastal landscapes more preferably in warm summer conditions. Landscapes afford new experiences holding existential economic value as places I’d like to go in future (Taylor and Lennon, 2012). For example, my enjoyment of hiking influences positive perceptions adding optional value to mountainous landscapes like the Cairngorms. Landscapes that are appealing to me are those that feel novel and intriguing but not completely unfamiliar. This can be explained by Kaplan and Kaplan’s information processing theory (1989), suggesting landscapes which promote high levels of sensory understanding and exploration, through coherence, complexity, legibility and mystery, lead to feelings of enjoyment and positive landscape perception. 

Conclusion:

In conclusion, landscape means many different things to different people and has been perceived differently throughout history and within different global cultures today. Many different forces and concepts shape individual’s perceptions, with my personal landscape perceptions influenced by factors like culture, location, age, gender, interests, beliefs and values, as well as changeable factors like weather, season, time of day or mood.
 
Landscape perception is important to understand for policymakers, as future decisions regarding places are typically based on perceptions of them. Additionally, for landscape users it is important to recognise the effect of differing factors on perceptions, as these influence our values, experiences, feelings and engagement with nature and sustainability.  Gaining this understanding is paramount to understanding other’s points of view, and for the promotion, protection and development of differing landscapes.
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