


In essay format critically evaluate the assertion that ‘landscape’ is a social construction.  

Landscape has been defined in many ways over time and had different perceptions and preferences made about it (Heijgen, 2013). Landscape involves place which can be defined as a social construct and physical reality (Bird, 2002). Place can be described as a way of looking at a physical object that involves an interaction of nature and culture (Creswell, 2008). People give meaning to physical features (Bird, 2002) but these meanings can vary between cultures (Heijgen, 2013 and Bird, 2002). Landscape can be described from geology to culture including the climate and thus can be considered spatial or philosophical (Creswell, 2008). 
A lot of the work on landscape looks mainly at natural landscapes and perceptions of natural landscapes (Heijgen, 2013). Perceptions of natural landscapes have changed a lot over the years (Heijgen, 2013). During Greek and Roman times, nature was enjoyed and praised by poets, but the preference was for organised nature over disorganised and wild nature (Heijgen, 2013). During the Middle Ages, wild places were thought to be the homes of dark and demonic forces, leading to a preference for cultivated environments (Heijgen, 2013). The Irish hermit monks were the exception within that period who liked the wild beauty in nature (Heijgen, 2013). During the Renaissance era, the wilderness was viewed as the place of rebels and a place in which individuals could find themselves (Heijgen, 2013). The definitions of landscape during the Renaissance moved away from physical features towards perception, as is still the case today (Heijgen, 2013). During the Enlightenment era, landscape was only seen as beautiful if it was symmetrical and cultivated (Heijgen, 2013). After the Enlightenment period came the Romanticism era that rebelled against enlightenment ideology and had a special regard for nature, incorporating the idea that humans are interconnected with the rest of nature (Heijgen, 2013). Nature was also seen to represent the power of God (Heijgen, 2013). However, the majority of the perceptions that are now known of that time come from the top and richest members of society so may not have represented everyone’s viewpoints (Heijgen, 2013). It is thought that during the early 19th century, the poorest in society had a desire for nature but their access was limited by richer landowners (Atchinson and MacLead and Shaw, 2000). Now during the modern age, landscape is seen as an ecological system and a social concept affected by different cultures (Heijgen, 2013).
Different cultures lead to different perceptions of landscape (London, 2020) and tell different stories about the land (Stewart, 2008). It can be the case in certain places that there are two different interpretations of the landscape, and the more powerful voices drown out the less powerful voices (Bird, 2002). For example, in Canada and Australia, Western white culture has drowned out and recreated the aboriginal narratives of landscapes (Bird, 2002, and Stewart, 2008). In Australia, the impact of colonisation on the landscape isn’t often acknowledged (Stewart, 2008). Colonialists had a significant impact on the Australian landscape as they struggled to adapt to it, so instead they adapted the landscape to meet their needs and understanding (Stewart, 2008). Traditionally aboriginals’ perceptions were shaped by dreamtime culture, in which mythical creatures shaped the world and people before becoming part of the land and helping life flourish (Heijgen, 2013). This gave aboriginals a perception of nature and landscape as something that is sacred and unified (Heijgen, 2013) which was then largely lost and forgotten about following colonisation (Stewart, 2008). A similar view is held in Andean culture where the mountains are seen as gods and the bodies of gods (Sikkink and Choque, 1999). Within the legends of the gods, there are different interpretations with common themes running through them including the reflection of gender roles (Sikkink and Chocque, 1999). From these examples, we can see the link between different narratives and the physical places they relate to (Bird, 2002). Stories can help to form the realities of places and give life to  the physical landscapes that are seen (Bird, 2002). The telling of stories can link the present back to the past and has the power to change understanding, thinking and perceptions (Stewart, 2008). These stories can then be changed to represent different perspectives (Sikkink and Choque, 1999) and can be influential to landscape perceptions (Carr, 2004). 
Perception can be formed through media, communications and bodily experiences (Heijgen, 2013), and are impacted by the level of engagement (Stewart, 2008). Perceptions can be shaped by emotions, experience, and personal and cultural history (Heijgen, 2013). These perceptions come from people introducing a social element to landscape. Places can provoke emotions either positively or negatively (Heijgen, 2013 and González, 2005). Some emotions relating to landscape can be shared across culture and species while others may be triggered by personal history or biology (Heijgen, 2013). Although some have thought that ethnicity may play a role in landscape perception, Lewis (2010) found that interaction with landscape is more influential upon perception than ethnicity is. The experience one has in a place can shape the meaning attributed to the landscape (Kudryavtsev and Stedman and Krasny, 2012). As well as experiences shaping perception, experiences can also be shaped by perceptions and mood (Heijgen, 2013). There are also different ways in which a landscape can be experienced, often involving the senses (Watchow and Brown, 2011). The way that the information from the senses is interpreted leads to the forming of perceptions (Heijgen, 2013). The visual sense is given the greatest emphasis, but sound can be just as important, as can touch which allows for a physical connection with the landscape (Heijgen, 2013).
Landscape is viewed differently by different people, and there are different ways to find value in landscape (Heijgen, 2013). They can be cultural, a setting for something to take place, and pictorial (Heijgen, 2013). An individual’s interests may also shape their landscape perception (Heijgen, 2013). For example, an individual who enjoys climbing may perceive crack in a rock formed by fault lines as holds for a route to climb (Turnbull, 2009) and then develop a preference for those landscapes. Age can also impact an individual’s landscape perception and preference (Heijgen, 2013), with perceptions changing with the individual as they age (Tuan, 1974). Landscape preference can also be influenced by an urban or rural residence, shaping which of the two an individual will perceive as preferable, which can also influence cultures (Heijgen, 2013). There is also a difference between local and non-local experts (Heijgen, 2013, and Watchow and Brown, 2011, and Harrison, 2010). Landscapes can have different perceived economic prospects based on their value in three different areas of value (Heijgen, 2013). The optional value comes from an individual’s option to go there infrequently, the existential value comes from an individual’s appreciation for the existence of a landscape without planning to visit, and the bequest value refers to the value a place has for future generations and an individual’s desire to preserve it for them (Heijgen, 2013).
There are many theories about factors that impact upon individuals’ landscape preferences. Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) proposed the information processing theory in which information is gathered by the senses and then organised and made sense of. They came up with four factors that affect landscape preferences: coherence, complexity, legibility, and mystery (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989). Coherence refers to how easy it is for an individual to make sense of a landscape (Heijgen, 2013). Complexity refers to the diversity of a landscape (Heijgen, 2013). Legibility refers to how well an individual is able to navigate themselves in a landscape (Heijgen, 2013). Mystery refers to the opportunities within a landscape for an individual to explore (Heijgen, 2013). These four factors are then split into understanding and exploration, with coherence and legibility falling under the former and complexity and mystery falling under the latter (Heijgen, 2013). Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) suggest that for a place to be considered preferable it must score highly in each category. However, it is hard to envision a landscape that is highly coherent while also being complex, as they appear to be opposite to each other. Landscapes offer individuals opportunities from the objects within the physical landscape; these can be referred to as affordances. Gibson’s theory of affordances suggests that individuals are attracted to places with the most affordances or opportunities (Heijgen, 2013). Affordances can be defined as the action possibilities provided by an environment (Priest et al, 2014, and Kyttä, 2002). For example, a beach with a good swell would afford the opportunity for surfing. Social and cultural factors can limit affordances, with some places and cultures having more to offer than others (Kyttä, 2002). Gibson’s theory suggests that people may be more attracted to places with more affordances (Heijgen, 2013). However, the affordances perceived are likely to be shaped by individuals’ interests (Heijgen, 2013).
Another popular theory to explain landscape preference is the biophilia hypothesis that has gained strong traction within wellbeing literature (Grinde and Patil, 2009 and Cleary et al, 2017). The biophilia hypothesis suggests that humans need to be connected to nature as a result of the evolutionary reliance on natural resources for survival (Heijgen, 2013, and Grinde and Patil, 2009). As a result of this, humans have a desire for nature (Sheffield and Lumber, 2019). Even as far back as the 19th century, access to nature and footpaths were seen to be of value to health and wellbeing (Atchison and MacLead and Shaw, 2000). However, the biophilia hypothesis can be criticised for the difficulty in being able to prove or disprove any of its claims (Cleary et al, 2017). Topophilia is another theory that seeks to explain landscape preferences and refers to a strong positive sentiment or attraction towards a place (Heijgen, 2013 and González, 2005). Topophilia can also be considered to be a bond to a place (Creswell, 2008) which may be influenced by an urban or rural background (Tuan, 1974). Connected to topophilia is topophobia, which is the opposite, where a place is seen as undesirable, uncomfortable, and unattractive (González, 2005). For some, wilderness may be perceived as desirable while others view it as unappealing (Tuan, 1974). Jobs and historical factors can also influence an individual’s preference (Tuan, 1974, and Heijden, 2013). Topophilia bears many similarities to sense of place, which also incorporates a sense of attachment and meaning to a place (Kudryavtsev and Stedman and Krasny, 2012). Place attachment refers to the level of importance that is felt for a place, how well a place meets the needs of an individual, and place identity (Kudryavtsev and Stedman and Krasny, 2012). Linking back to the biophilia hypothesis and Gibson’s theory of affordances, attachment is likely to be formed for a place that meets an individual’s needs and offers them opportunities. Place meaning is multifaceted and can be different for different people (Kudryavtsev and Stedman and Krasny, 2012). A sense of place is also thought to be linked to identity (Kudryavtsev and Stedman and Krasny, 2012), being important for creating and sustaining identity (Watchow and Brown, 2011). A sense of place can be built over long or frequent interactions with a place and can be further developed by active engagement such as landscape maintenance (Kudryavtsev and Stedman and Krasny, 2012). Place may also relate to physical and emotional wellbeing (Kudryavtsev and Stedman and Krasny, 2012), with the potential for lives to lose meaning when a connection to place is lost (Watchow and Brown, 2011). This indicates that landscape plays an instrumental role in individual development, given how impactful a sense of place is. 

Landscape perception is influenced by and interacts with the individual, the physical landscape, and the culture, which also impact each other (Heijgen, 2013). Individuals react to and can change physical landscape (Heijgen, 2013). Urban landscapes in particular are shaped by people (Creswell, 2008). Humans’ relationship with the natural world shapes it often through farming and urbanisation (Palmer, 1998), sometimes regularly reshaping the physical landscape (Creswell, 2008). Physical landscapes are shaped by geology, ecology, environmental science, hydrology, and soil science (Heijgen, 2013). The geological landscape in the UK is very diverse, having been shaped by tectonic plate movement over millennia (Turnbull, 2009). Culture influences the individual and the individual influences culture (Heijgen, 2013). Culture also happens in the context of physical landscape (Tuan, 1974), with people and places coexisting (Creswell, 2008). Culture is influenced by the affordances provided by the physical landscape (Heijgen, 2013), for example, the coal deposits in South Wales that formed the mining industry (Egan, 1987). Then culture reshapes the physical landscape, such as the mining culture taking the coal out (Heijgen, 2013, and Egan, 1987). Some landscapes such as the South Downs in Sussex have been shaped by culture for millennia, in this case by thousands of years of farming, making it difficult to predict what the physical landscape looked like before (Reynolds, 2011). Individuals’ attachment to a place helps to form a society and culture (Creswell, 2008) which will then impact the physical landscape form and interacting cycle (Heijden, 2013). 
Outdoor educators have an impact on landscapes and participants’ perceptions of landscape (Watchow and Brown, 2011), highlighting the need for understanding within outdoor adventure education. An understanding of place is thought to be beneficial for children (Harrison, 2010), providing meaningful learning experiences (Williams) that can be used to grow their knowledge on physical and cultural landscapes (Stewart, 2008). Traditionally, outdoor adventure education hasn’t considered landscape as anything more than a physical location for adventures to take place (Stewart, 2008). In doing so, the multifaceted nature of landscapes is being overlooked. Outdoor adventure education can be used to encourage the use of all the senses (Priest, 1986) for participants to form their own perceptions of landscape (Heijgen, 2013). This also creates the opportunity for a collective experience in landscape and the space for discussions (Watchow and Brown, 2011). New meanings can be developed through discussions with others, shaping and changing individual’s perceptions and preferences (Kudryavtsev and Stedman and Krasny, 2012) facilitating conversation about landscape a social construct.

Landscape perceptions and definitions have changed over the years (Heijgen, 2013) and can be different in different cultures (London, 2020). Landscape perceptions are complicated and multifaceted involving mental interpretations of a physical landscape (Heijgen, 2013). Perceptions then help to shape preferences of which there are many theories to explain. Landscape can be considered neither a completely physical nor social construct but a complex interaction between the two. Outdoor adventure education can play an important role in sharing and forming different perceptions while also forming landscape preferences for those involved in outdoor adventure activities. 
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