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A critical evaluation of the assertion ‘landscape’ is a social construct  

This account shall critically evaluate the assertion that ‘landscape’ is a social construction. Firstly, the evaluation shall examine the concept of nature through a cultural, religious, and capitalist lens. Here we shall gain a historical perspective of its role in society.  Then, we shall explore the different definitions of landscape to evaluate the assertion further. Other themes that will contribute to this evaluation include recreation and sustainability. These key themes will enable us to criticize and gauge if ‘landscape’ is a social construct: Social constructs are whereby meaning, and knowledge have been socially created (Vinney, 2019); They have no inherent meaning other than the ones we humans give to them and are therefore not objective representations of truth or fact (White, 2023).

The concept of nature has changed considerably over time due to cultural, religious, and political contexts (Collingwood, 2007 p1, Heijgen, 2013 p8), though, it can be wholly described as all things, events, and processes that have not been created by humans (Collins English Dictionary, 2023). The idea of nature originated in Greece (Collingwood, 2007 p1). Here, the main belief was that nature was a theatre for the Gods (Hughes, 2008, p115). This Greek philosophy heavily influenced the Roman perception of nature and landscape and led to the ideology that nature is meant to serve humans both directly and indirectly (Heijgen, 2013 p16). Although the Greeks and Romans believed Gods were connected to nature and that forests were sacred (Heijgen, 2013 p16), both civilizations were not fond of wild spaces and only saw the beauty in landscapes with cultivatable lands with vineyards, olive gardens and clear cool bodies of water (Heijgen, 2013 p16). Furthermore, in medieval times, after the fall of the Roman empire, wild spaces were perceived as Satanic distractions from God’s work, although nature’s beauty was later accepted as a sign of God’s existence after Christianity emerged (Kaymaz 2012, p254). This clearly highlights a negative attitude towards uncultivated landscapes (Heijgen, 2013 p17) before religious contexts were introduced. This suggests that landscape is a social construct as religious beliefs and cultivation influenced many populations’ knowledge and understanding of their landscape meaning these views were socially created. 

It is important to note, that the only sources available for us in modern times to understand the perceptions of prehistoric people and their environments are the remnants of artefacts found and studied by archaeologists (Heijgen, 2013 p15). Such archaeological finds from ancient societies may be deciphered differently to their original values, as human behaviour cannot be determined without predefined concepts (Heijgen, 2013 p15). Alongside this, in these ancient societies, it was only the wealthy elites who had access to education, therefore only those civilians could write books and create the artefacts we examine today (Heijgen, 2013 p19). Due to the fact we hear very little from those who worked the land, we may have an incorrect assumption about the public view of the landscape as those who did work the land most likely had very different views (Heijgen, 2013 p19). As well as this, in ancient Rome, only 15% of the population was able to read and write, (Sharpe, 2018) and in Greece, only 10% could read and write (Mitchell, 2020), highlighting a lack of evidence regarding almost 90% of both populations. By relying on wealthy elites’ views of the landscape we may neglect the true thoughts of civilians in this period (Heijgen, 2013 p131). This suggests that we lack the evidence to determine a public consensus of how the landscape was interacted with by the lower classes, inferring that the landscape held a different role in their livelihood and therefore wouldn’t be considered to be a social construct. 

Furthermore, political attitudes can change a landscape and influence people’s perception of that landscape (Heijgen, 2013, p39). It can impose boundaries between landscapes and alter cultural history through the use of propaganda and indoctrination (Heijgen, 2013, p39).  In the Romantic period, the end of the French revolution sparked creativity among artists and poets due to the political and economic atmosphere (Allegretti, 2020); Romanticism was thereby the reaction from the public against the spread of industrialisation and the criticism of the aristocratic social and political norms (Allegretti, 2020). This spark was a calling upon the nation to be more attentive to nature (Allegretti, 2020).  This created new perceptions of the landscape due to political changes and the emotional reaction civilians were having towards them. For a modern example, we will look at the ‘farm crisis’ in Iowa, USA, in 1980, where owners of small farms were being put out of business due to the land being transformed into suburbs (Sayre, 2000, p115). This caused the land to quickly become a landscape of capitalism (Sayre, 2000, p115), highlighting once more that the higher-class members of society are the ones who can control the perception of a landscape. This evidence also highlights from both modern and older contexts that there was an emotional connection and sense of place to the landscape and nature from those living there; As said by Malpas (2010), a sense of place refers to belonging to a place and its characteristics which therefore give you attachment and meaning (Kudryavtsev et al 2011, 230). This conveys that landscape is a social construct because the citizens from both times had a sense of place surrounding their landscape which gives them a human meaning. 

To further explore the assertion that ‘landscape’ is a social construct, we shall look into its different definitions. The European Landscape Convention (2000) stated ‘landscape is an area, perceived by people, whose character is the result of action and interaction of natural and/or human factors’ (Heijgen, 2013 p10). This definition wholly refers to a socially constructed ideology that a landscape must be acted upon or interacted with by humans for it to be classified as a landscape. On the other hand, ‘landscape’ has been defined by National Geographic (Hunt et al, 2022) as ‘part of Earth’s surface that can be viewed at one time from one place’. This portrays a less humanised approach to defining landscape as it does not refer to human interaction; Instead, it directs its attention to science and toward the image of nature and as an environment that exists on the Earth’s surface regardless of human existence. This signifies landscape is a scientifically predetermined element of the world we inhabit causing it to not be a social construct. However, it must be noted that if a landscape must be ‘viewed’ in order to be defined as one, there must be some kind of fauna or mammals to observe the environment for them to count as landscapes. 

A more well-rounded definition of ‘landscape’ has been provided by geographical educator, Nick Hutchinson (2016 p, 23), who describes ‘landscape’ as the ‘visible appearance of an area, created by a combination of geological, geomorphological, biological and cultural layers that have evolved over time, and as perceived, portrayed and valued by people’. This definition considers a scientific understanding of landscape as well as a human perspective and conceptualises ‘landscape’ to be a mixture of both. It is suggestive that a ‘landscape’ must be created by scientific, geographical, and cultural layers and that it must be perceived and valued by human beings. Ultimately, this signifies landscape is a social construct as without people to perceive or value it, it is just land. However, it is key to remember that ‘landscape’ can be a product of only natural processes, these are known as natural landscapes, and when a natural ecosystem has been interfered with by humans it is known as a cultural landscape (Kaymaz 2012, p251). Natural landscapes counteract the idea that humans must be involved in an environment for it to be a ‘landscape’ as natural landscapes are untouched. This highlights that although environments have to be perceived by humans for a ‘landscape’ to exist, it still has meaning beyond human interpretation, inferring it is not a social construct.

Natural landscapes have restorative properties which can provide better-quality habitats for human beings (Ode et al., 2009, p376), so in evolutionary terms, humans would look at these landscapes for functional significance (Ode et al., 2009, p376).  It is highly evidenced that natural environments are preferred to human-modified environments (Kaymaz, 2012, p263, R. Kaplan & S. Kaplan, 1989; van den Berg et al., 2003). However, it has been suggested that vegetation plays a key factor in the preferences of a landscape (Ode et al., 2009, p376), though the degree of perceived naturalness is much higher than true naturalness (Ode et al., 2009, p376). This suggests that humans are unaware of what a truly natural landscape looks like causing hindrance to the claim that humans prefer natural landscapes to cultural landscapes. This would imply that wholly natural landscapes are somewhat unidentifiable to us when vegetation is involved. This highlights that the meaning and knowledge we have of what a natural landscape is, is based on human-evoked concepts and not factual information which suggests ‘landscape’ is a social construct.

Nevertheless, the natural scenery is known to contribute to our well-being, functioning, and behaviour (Kaymaz, 2012, p262, Ulrich et al., 1991). It also restores and enhances our cognitive functioning abilities, which may be influenced by our evolutionary biologically prepared learning (Kaymaz, 2012, p256). These positive effects of being in nature have led to increased participation in recreational activities and therefore an increase in recreational landscapes (Queensland; 2020). Recreational landscapes are outdoor environments used to facilitate physical, and often adventurous, activities (Hansen, 2020, p6). By using these ‘natural landscapes’ and transforming them into ‘recreational landscapes’ we are further removing ourselves from the idea ‘landscape’ is not a social construct; We have now changed the landscape even further for it to facilitate our recreational needs, which thereby means we have given these areas human meaning far from objective truth or fact. It should be stated that natural landscapes are a necessity for these activities to occur and they may have specific features that allow for recreation to take place. As well as this, sports and recreation are historically produced and socially constructed (Hitzeman & Jellum, N.D). This infers that recreational activities are socially constructed and that the natural landscape was already a predetermined feature of recreation.

Alongside this, cultural landscapes with religious contexts are negatively affected by human recreational uses (Carr, 2004, p434). For example, in New Zealand, many mountains, lakes, and rivers in natural areas are considered sacred treasures of the Maori (Carr, 2004, p433), though often they can be upset when unaware tourists decide to climb a summit or dispose of waste in freshwater sources (Carr, 2004, p434); This is deemed sacrilegious. Here it is clear that feelings and bonds have been created between the Maori and the landscape similar to human-to-human connections (González, 2005, p193). This conveys that the landscape in New Zealand has a huge sense of place to the Maori, highlighting its role as a social construct within their livelihood. Alternatively, for those who use this environment and are unaware of the Maori values, their use of the landscape may not hold any human meaning and only factual information like how tall the summit of the mountain is. This causes the landscape to be seen as just a recreational environment. It can also be argued here that wanting to climb a mountain is a socially constructed ideology as previously stated. This is suggestive that ‘landscape’ is not a social construct but the actions one takes in that environment may be.

Unfortunately, by participating in activities such as hiking, swimming, and other recreational activities, we disturb bio-ecological landscape qualities (Hansen, 2020, p6). More and more research signifies that the current rate of land transformation is unsustainable (Martín-Duque & Hooke, 2012) and that we are facing the worst environmental challenge the human race has ever seen (WWF, 2023).  To save our planet, sustainable praxis must be taken to ensure a safe, liveable future for everyone (Blumar & Ventisqueros, 2021). Environmental educators are aiming to increase pro-environmental behaviour through the means of place attachment as those with an attachment to a place will be more likely to protect it (Kudryavtsev et al p233-235).  Alongside this, the United Nations have created seventeen sustainability goals to aid this global crisis (United Nations, 2023). This evidence suggests that ‘landscape’ has inherent meaning beyond social construction as we rely on our landscapes for the survival of the human race. However, it also suggests that humans are ignorant of the fact landscapes provide all fundamental attributes for human survival, proving that humans have lost the primitive drive to care for their environment. This suggests we must implement socially constructed ideologies such as a sense of place and recreation to begin to care for our landscapes again. Ultimately this portrays that ‘landscape’ is not a social construct, though social constructs are a driving factor for sustainable practices.

In conclusion, I believe that ideas surrounding ‘landscape’ have changed throughout history and have altered how we view our environments. Religion, capitalism, and culture have had huge implications on our perceptions and interaction with landscapes and have created socially constructed knowledge of these landscapes for example: what areas are sacred, or ‘satanic’ or have a sense of place to those who have visited that ‘landscape. We have also highlighted gaps in the history surrounding those in the lower classes, however, through the later acts of rebellion the lower classes were noted to have found meaning within their landscapes. Alongside this, definitions of landscape fluctuate between the idea of ‘landscape’ being human-centred and science-centred, though they agree that the environment must be viewed by an external force for it to be considered as one. Furthermore, it is clear that people are unaware of what a truly natural landscape looks like and that there is also a lack of education surrounding culturally significant landscapes to visitors/tourists. Recreational activities and sustainability goals have evidenced a humanistic need for the creation of social constructs to engage us in meaningful interactions with our landscapes and in my personal experience they are a driving factor in what I engage in in everyday life.  

Overall, I believe that ‘landscape’ is a social construct as in our definitions of landscape, human engagement is a vital element to the assertion. Alongside this, we have built all our knowledge and meaning of an environment throughout history upon the religious contexts, sense of place, and societal, and political norms of those times. Social constructs are what initiate changes to our landscapes and although ‘landscapes’ may exist without human interaction, they can only be interpreted by us and given meaning/knowledge by us evidencing it is a social construct.  
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