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In this essay I will be critically evaluating and discussing the idea that “landscape” is a social construct. In order to do this, I will carry out research into relevant peer reviewed journal articles and texts that discuss the validity of this statement, as well as the strengths and weakness of the arguments pertaining to both sides. I will discuss the importance of cultural, geographical and religious upbringing in relation to landscape, as its important to note that a person’s view of the landscape will differ greatly based on these factors. I will also discuss my personal views on the idea that “landscape” is a social construct, and I will also discuss why it is important to me. I will relate on my past experiences and memories of activity within particular landscapes that I consider to be extremely valuable to use in this discussion. I will also be using valuable academic resources in accordance with my opinions. I will in particular be discussing the findings of authors who discuss various ideas on where we find ourselves in regards to the landscape. Finally, I will make a concise conclusion on whether or not “landscape” is indeed a social construct, or whether it is factually based as the various forms of land around us.

Kaidi Wu states that “people think and behave within the confines of what they can conceive. Outside the conceptual landscape, people exhibit hypocognition” This statement implies that people think and behave in various ways based on the idea that they have created in their own head. But in order to contextualise this statement we must first define hypocognition, which is the lack of cognitive or linguistic representation of concepts to describe ideas or explicate experiences. Based on this statement alone, can an argument be made that the mental state of a person’s psyche be influenced by the visual components of a landscape, and how does it affect their mental state. Can the argument also be made that a person’s opinion of the landscape be influenced by their personality and how they associate certain landscapes with, for instance, the beach would be associated as a “calming” environment for that person to be in. Kaidi Wu also states that a person cannot consciously identify when they are in a state of hypocognition. (Wu, 2018)


Having researched a number of peer reviewed journal articles, I have discovered that there are many article authors who’s opinions co-inside with each other. Between the authors Sauer, Hoskins and Jackson for example, there are two ways of looking at landscape as a social construct. There is the Insider view which is the idea that the landscape is the world that we find ourselves inhabiting, and the Outsider view is the idea that landscape is a picture that is formed via a visual cue. This difference in views was an idea created by Wylie, who wrote the book Landscape, which discusses landscape as a central theme of cultural geography. By examining these two different views I can discuss the idea of landscape being a social construct, or whether or not it is factually based as the areas around us and nothing more. This can be linked to Xi-Fu Tuan ‘s view in his book, Landscape of Fear, where he states that landscape is an image and feeling that is perceived by the mind. It is important to note however that no two people will see the same landscape, and that every person notices different unique qualities within the landscape. This provides the social commentary on landscape as no two people will feel the same about a visual prompt within the landscape. This gives them the opportunity to discuss landscape with each other and discuss their varying opinions. (Tuan, 2013)


Sauer states that geography is the knowledge gained by observation. Practicing geographers should use excursions and field work as a means of engaging in a peripatetic form of dialogue about qualities of and in the landscape. Seeing the landscape in all its seasons is a proper way to intensify the experience, to understand the landscape in its varying forms across the year, thus developing an impression into larger appreciation and judgement. (Wylie, 2018)


Sauer states that the landscape that we find ourselves in is something very real and solid, and that all of our senses are immersed in it for the reasons that it is factual, objective, external, a unified synthesis and rearrangement of material forms and objects. Sauer also states that landscape is not a contrivance of our own reception and interpretation. Sauer concludes that landscape is a culturally based entity that is created by humans and is a modification of nature rather than a natural environment. For this reason, Sauer belongs to the Outsider view of landscape. (Wylie, 2018)


Supporting the Outsider view is Hoskins, who viewed landscape as unique domains of history. This implies that landscape is a construct within his mind that has been influenced by his previous learning as a historian. Hoskins follows Wylies opinion of landscape, that the outsider view is archaeologically or geographically based rather than scenic based, and that the view also considers both the differences of urbanised landscape and natural landscaped untouched by man and societies influence. This concept is closely linked to Matiess who states that the concept is linked to the idea of “A sense of Place”. Places that contain unique scenery or geographical or historical factors offer a person a feeling of a sense of place, a feeling which is internally developed when learning and understanding the uniqueness of a landscape. This feeling of a sense of place can often be described as developing an emotional or physical connection to the landscape. (Wylie, 2018)


Jackson supports the insider view. He states that we are participants of the landscape, not spectators. Whether this means that we as participants have an effect on the landscape is debatable, but in context it means that we are smaller parts of the landscape playing a part in its development. He states that there is a constant theme that the landscape refers to the material world we live in. Here we can see the clear distinctions between the outsider view and the insider view. We can conclude from these views that the outsider view can be perceived as a social construct. (Wylie, 2018)


It is important to note that a person’s perception of landscape will vary dramatically based on their cultural upbringing. In lemans terms, a person who has lived in an urbanised area for a large portion if not for their entire life will view the countryside differently to a farmer. A farmer would view the countryside as a landscape filled with resource, an area to plant crops or herd cattle, where as a citizen of an urbanised area will see the countryside as a landscape purely used for recreational activities, like camping or orienteering, activities that they would not normally participate in given that they’ve spent most of their time in an urbanised area. The same can also be said about religion, in that a person’s religious upbringing can have an effect on the landscape that they perceive. For example, a Muslim might enter a Christian church and feel no connection with it, whereas a Christian would enter a Christian church and see enlightenment or comfort. The fact that the landscape can be perceived differently by different people based on their geographical, cultural and religious upbringing leads me to believe that the idea that landscape is a social construct is a valid opinion.

Historical uniqueness can also affect a person conceived perception of the landscape around them, and the uniqueness of the landscape can affect perception both positively and negatively. John Hennessy discusses in his article, “the landscape of war”, that military campaigns have a lasting effect on the landscape, causing its perception to become dull, dreary and lifeless, as if all naturally beautiful aesthetic has been sapped away from the landscape based off humanities desire to overthrow another human power. He discusses journal entries taken during the American civil war. These journal entries are vital evidence in understanding the change in perception that a person has of a landscape when it is ravaged by war. Contained in one journal entry is the perception that the large plain the author finds themselves on, located on the Red Bull Range, is dreary and contains a number of dull and lifeless settlements scattered across it that were involved in a military battle the night before. This implies that perhaps the landscape would have looked very different before a military excursion, and one can only imagine what the landscape had looked like before the event. When cataloguing the events of the campaign, the author of the journal comes across many visual prompts within the landscape that shapes their perception of it in a negative light. “This is Studley church, a dilapidated looking building, dingy and as grim as war.” This perception of the church gives us a negative view of the landscape, as a place of refuge that once located within it numerous religious believers in an area of solitude and comfort, which would have been aesthetically relaxing and pleasing, has now been ravaged by war, so much that it has become dingy and lifeless, and contains no visitors as the result of war. This therefore paints the landscape in a negative light and will prompt discussion as to whether or not this landscape will cause a negative change of perception in the observer. (Hennessy, 1999)


When relating the context of this essay question to my own personal experience I will talk about particular experiences in the outdoors that changed my position in the argument of “is landscape a social construct?”. In order to do this, I will be discussing a key experience that shaped my understanding of landscape being a social construct, and the events that influenced my development of opinion. 

In the summer of 2018 I participated in the Megavalanche, a mass start mountain bike race located in Les D’eux Alps in France. The race took place over an entire week, 5 days were devoted to practice, 1 day to qualification, and 1 to the final race. Having seen videos and official replays of the race for many years I had developed the opinion that the nature of the race and the location it was set in made the race a daunting idea, and even thinking about participating made me nervous. When in conversation with other riders who were going I had discovered that there was a mutual feeling of excitement but also anxiety. The race starts at 3330 metres and the first to the bottom wins. Unlike other downhill races where the riders take turns in racing down the track and are time against the clock, riders would assemble in order of qualification placement in rows of 20, totalling to 500 riders per race. All riders started at the sound of a claxon. When at that height oxygen consumption is slightly relegated, which develops a feeling of urgency to start making your way down the hill, but to also reserve your energy whilst descending in order to not exert yourself to physical fatigue. The idea that this race took place in this particular landscape influenced my perception of it greatly. When looking upon the alps as a visitor and seeing its various snowy peaks I experienced a feeling of praise and awe of the sheer size of the alps. My perception of that changed when I took part in the race. The idea that I was racing to be the quickest down the mountain on various different terrain that had both a quality that made my adrenaline spike and that also made me very aware of my surroundings but also a quality that made me anxious that such a landscape could produce an activity on such a large scale frightened me. In doing so, I saw the landscape as its own separate environment, one that could not be tamed and provided such a physical challenge that could be potentially harmful if not respected as its own entity. For this reason, I believe that I belong to the insider view. I believe that we as humans are all merely participants in the surrounding landscape. We can potentially have an effect on the surrounding landscape, which we are certainly doing. These effects can be positive, such as recycling and reproduction of plants, wildlife and natural resources. But we can also have a negative effect on the landscape, by participating and encouraging acts of littering, deforestation and wildlife quelling. 

My conclusion is that the argument that landscape is a “social” construct is in fact a redundant statement. There is plenty of evidence, as I have discussed, pointing to various opinions on landscape, how we are either observant to the landscape or in fact entities within the landscape itself, however, there is no fact, nor is there scientific proof to strengthen these opinions. Various respected authors have discussed their views on our position as humans within or around landscape, but none of them can supply evidence as to whether or not they are correct. These articles are just their opinions. If I were to conclude where my opinion lies, I would say that I belong to the insider view, that we are part of the landscape and that we can both have positive and negative effects on it. However, the argument that landscape is a “social” construct in my opinion is inconclusive, as there is no factual evidence stating that landscape is or isn’t a “social” construct. If there is no scientific or factual evidence to determine that landscape is a social construct, all relevance of the material I have found is largely just opinion. The idea of landscape being a social construct therefore is just a person’s opinion based on their perception of the landscape, that is I influenced largely by their cultural and religious upbringing.
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