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Critically Evaluate the Forces that Shape our Perception of Landscape.

The term ‘Landscape’ has been subject to debate within a broad range of disciplines and considered by many different approaches, resulting in multiple interpretations, and as such no universal definition can be found. Although commonly used as a descriptive word to define the features of a physical environment, it is now understood as meaning much more than just scenery. ‘Landscape’ is a complex concept which alters in meaning and significance depending on perception. The understanding of landscape perception has changed over time and is a subject of importance to many ecological and environmental studies today. This paper will first consider the different definitions of ‘Landscape’. It will then examine some of the significant factors that have shaped our perception of nature over time before illustrating the force that is significant for understanding perception and preference of nature today.
Different approaches to landscape perception have resulted in many different definitions. ‘Landscape’, as a visually perceived environment, defines an area of land, usually rural, that is aesthetically pleasing. However, due to the subjectivity of aesthetic appeal, it could refer to an urban or industrial view. Another definition refers to topography, the physical features and formations of land as studied in Geomorphology. During the early 20th century, two subsets of ‘Landscape’ were defined; these being a ‘Cultural Landscape’ and a ‘Natural Landscape’. A ‘Natural Landscape’ refers to land that has evolved without any interference from humans, whereas, a ‘Cultural Landscape’ refers to land that has been modified by human activity. Sauer (1963) states that a ‘cultural landscape is fashioned from a natural landscape by a cultural group. Culture is the agent; nature is the medium, the cultural landscape the result’ (p. 343). The broadness of content defined by these two subsets means that the term ‘Landscape’ can be used to define every terrestrial area on earth. 
However, Cosgrove (1984) defines ‘Landscape’ as ‘ideological concept’ a representation of how ‘certain classes of people have signified themselves and their world through their imagined relationship with nature’ as a means to communicate ‘their own social role and that of others with respect to external nature’ (p. 15). This highlights ‘landscape’ as a mentally constructed reality, significant to individuals as means of constructing their identity in society. It is suggested by Cosgrove (1988) as a way of ‘seeing’; each individual will use their internal version of ‘landscape’ to ‘see’ their place in society. The same environment can be perceived differently and will have a different significance and meaning for each individual, For example, a ‘landscape’ of a 16th century estate, as perceived by the owner, would be seen as an indication of wealth, social standing, status and power. However perceived by the workers it may indicate oppression and hardship. Supporting the idea of ‘Landscape’ as an imagined reality Meinig (1979) writes that a ‘landscape is composed not only of what lies before our eyes, but what lies within our heads’ (p. 34). They are not just a physical reality ‘out there’, but a mentally ‘constructed reality of what is perceived. My understanding of ‘Landscape’ closely follows that of Carl Jung (1989) who proposes that the concept of “landscape” is an essential psychological construct. As civilisation has grown, man has created internal landscapes from the modification of nature that give a  sense of belonging, essential for healthy mental functioning and wellbeing, ‘Landscapes’ are an imagined reality that illustrates Western civilisations dualistic relationship with nature, believing that we as a species are separate from it (Larsen, 1992). 
Through the exploitation of nature and technological advances of civilisation we have become increasingly disconnected from our evolutionary identity as part of nature. It is replaced with the internal concept of ‘landscape’ to give identity, and a meaning in life. The belief that humans are separate from nature and it is a resource to serve our needs can be traced back to roman times (van Heijgen, 2013). Civilisation has depended on and used nature for growth and survival, we have created ‘Landscapes’ from nature which have now become an economic entity (Larsen, 1992). For centuries natural land has been modified and sculpted into what are now identified as cultural landscapes. People are intrinsically involved with their physical environments which are now embedded with the symbolic meanings of societal and cultural identity.  To acknowledge ‘Landscape’ as a dynamic human environments the European Landscape Committee (2000) recently defined it as ‘an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors’. This highlights the complex mutual relationship people have with their environments. As the physical environment is used and modified to meet the needs of people, the environment also shapes and influences the people within it. It also emphasises the perceptual dimension of landscape as being a subjective phenomenon. Perception, as subjective, involves sensory input from the physical environment and interpretation that is influenced by knowledge, experiences, social and cultural factors. As Knox and Marston (2003) explain ‘different cultural identities and status categories influence the ways in which people experience and understand their environments’. Each individual and social group will perceive the land differently. Through the knowledge and experiences gained, from interaction with an environment, individuals will assign their own meanings and values to it and produce their own representation of the environment as a landscape.
Understanding the intricate relationship between people and nature has become crucial as knowledge of nature’s importance and the damage civilisation has caused increases. There is a need to preserve cultural landscapes that give people identity and have historical significance; however, there is also an increasing need to reverse environmental degradation, to protect natural eco systems, and manage use of nature’s dwindling resources sustainably.
Environmental perception has become an active area of interest in recent decades. Much of the research conducted focuses its attention on understanding the factors that influence perception and the preferences of natural environments. An individual’s cultural history is one key factor that influences perception of natural environments today (Jacobs, 2011)
Falk and Balling (2010) state ‘that human landscape preferences is best understood as a continuous progression of aesthetic ideals, tempered by social convention, passed on from one generation to the next through human culture’. Western civilisations cultural perception of nature, preferences and the understanding of aesthetic perception, have changed dramatically over time. For centuries Judaeo Christian beliefs about Nature were a dominant influence. The natural world was believed to be the product of divine creation over which man had rightful dominance. Beauty in nature was seen as the work of god and therefor beauty was an inherent attribute of the object. Wilderness was perceived as godless and was cultivated as a continuation of Gods work. The Classical perspective on aesthetic beauty and nature was another early dominant influence. A beautiful landscape was considered to be ‘arable land, abundant vineyards and olive gardens, with a clear and cool pond, overshadowed by fruit-baring trees’ (van Heijgen, 2013).Cultivated land was also perceived as an expression of man’s dominance over nature which continued to be conquered through urbanisation and industrial exploitation in the 18th century. Managed natural landscapes emerged where nature was welcomed but only in an ordered fashion, Trees were planted in neat straight rows and shrubs were planted to form lined paths and mazes. The 19th century was an age of radical change and pivotal in changing cultural attitudes towards nature.  Smith (1990) writes ‘More than any other identifiable experience, the emergence of industrial capitalism is responsible for setting contemporary views and visions of nature’ (p. 1). Scientific exploration of nature began to challenge the superstitious interpretations of the living world and philosophers David Hume (1711-1776) and Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) rejected the objectivist theory that beauty was inherent in the object and instead proposed that it was subjectivist, as in the eyes of the perceiver. Interest in nature as an ecological system and the publishing of Darwin’s evolutionary theory generated a new perspective of nature. It was no longer necessary to believe beauty in nature was intrinsic as the evidence of God and allowed the emergence of a subjectivist view of aesthetic beauty. From this rational discourse and as a reaction to the growing urbanisation and industrialism the Romantic Movement emerged with Feelings being superior to reason, the influence of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) also had a profound effect on changing feelings towards and the perception of nature. Untouched nature was preferred, perceived as valuable and desirable and Mass exploration of the beauties of nature began. This resulted in the adaption of rural landscapes to accommodate the rise of tourism and helped develop an appreciation of foreign landscapes.  An important aspect of Romanticism was Edmund Burke’s (1729-1797) idea of the Beautiful and the Sublime. The Beautiful was perceived as a liveable landscape that provided elements for the success of the human species. Conversely, The Sublime was wild, untamed and less welcoming, but was still attractive to humans for adventure to satisfy the need of testing themselves (Howard, 2011). These centuries of change summed up by Tuan (1990) who writes
‘Change was from a religious attitude in which awe was combined with aversion, to an aesthetic attitude that shifted from a sense of the sublime to a feeling for the picturesque, to the modern evaluation of mountains as a recreational resource’ (p. 71).
In the latter half of the 20th century Bourassa (1988) proposed two principles to explain aesthetic preference of landscapes, ‘Biological’ and ‘Cultural’. The biological principle states ‘aesthetic pleasure in landscape derives from the dialectic of refuge and prospect’ whereas the cultural principle states ‘aesthetic pleasure derives from a landscape that contributes to cultural identity and stability’.  Both of these principles highlight important forces that shape our perception. Biological factors denote an innate preference for certain types of environment that are evolutionarily determined. Appleton’s ‘prospect-refuge’ theory (1975) explains these innate preferences are a spontaneous reaction to an environment as a habitat, that human beings have a biological preference for landscapes that provide the advantages and opportunities for safety and survival (Ulrich, 1993). Since time immemorial humans have needed to locate environments that afford them water, food, shelter and hiding places. Evolutionary perceptions of what became preferable environments, as they offered both safety and survival opportunities, may be an inherent factor that still influences our perception today.
The cultural principle has many similarities with the concept ‘sense of place’ which refers to the emotional bond between a person and a place (Cresswell, 2004). Sense of place from a psychological approach is a combination of two principle concepts of Place Attachment and Place Meaning. Kyle et al (2003) defines place attachment as ‘the extent to which an individual values or identifies with a particular environmental setting’. Within this are Place Dependence which is the value a place is perceived of having to satisfy an individual’s needs (Stedman, 2002) and Place Identity which refers to the extent in which a place becomes and forms an individual’s identity (Proshansky et al, 1983). Place Meaning identifies the symbolic meanings assigned to a place such as aesthetic values, emotions, memories, narratives and knowledge (Jacobs, 2011). Sense of Place is a complex concept used as a means of understanding the strong emotional relationship people build with their environment as perceived subjectively. The same environment can be perceived differently with each individual assigning different values and meanings to it. I have a deep attachment to my local woodland. It is where I feel I belong; it calms the chaos in my head and offers tranquility. It is my place to escape to but to others it is just a place to walk their dogs or a place to have a family holiday. Our perception of nature and landscapes has altered over time, and will potentially change again in the future as perception is inherently subjective and influenced by feelings and experiences. Whilst these concepts and theories help us understand the cultural history, societal need for identity and evolutionary factors that have shaped our perception and preferences to date, I do not feel that they entirely capture the most significant force. 
One theory that I believe is key to understanding this is Gibson’s (1979) ‘Affordance Theory’. Affordances of an environment are what it offers as opportunities for action as perceived by an individual. They may be perceived opportunities for different physical activities and experiences or psychological affordances such as happiness, beauty, belonging or emotional well-being. The affordances of an environment do not change (Gibson, 1979), they are not inherent attributes of the environment, a rock is just a rock, and the affordances it offers are only bound by our perception, our abilities and our intentions (Heft, 2010).  Affordances will be of different intrinsic and perceived worth to each individual and it is the needs of the individual that controls the perception of the affordances (Gibson, 1975). Value and therefore preference of and environment will be assigned on its perceived ability to satisfy our present needs. When looking at an environment we are focused on whether it is right for our present need and we fail to see any affordances that are not directly relevant to this need.
I would suggest that the fundamental force that shapes perception of nature is that of ‘Needs’. Whether it is the need to survive, the need for beauty or understanding, the need for adventure or the need for identity and belonging, it is always the ‘needs’ of an individual or society that has altered our perception of nature and the landscapes created. Social and cultural influences are learnt from the generations before, from their preferences for environments that satisfied their needs. As our needs have changed our perception of affordances offered has changed. Much of the Welsh landscape can serve as an illustration of this such as Penryn Quarry and Glyncorrwg. Centuries ago the affordances of the land were of perceived worth due to the resources of nature to satisfy the needs of man for survival and growth. Cultural Landscapes were created through the exploitation of these resources that gave identity and meaning to a society. Once the need for these resources diminished the perceived worth of the landscapes affordances diminished. Now the landscape’s affordances have perceived worth again to satisfy the needs of tourism, recreation.
Understanding that ‘Needs’ changes perception of nature is of significance in today’s society as nature is now the preferred ‘landscape’ as resource to satisfy our health needs. In the predominantly urban based technologically reliant society of the 21st century we have become increasingly disconnected from our evolutionary roots in nature. The Biophilia hypothesis proposed by Wilson (1984) suggests that human beings have an inherent need to affiliate with nature, due to our evolutionary development within nature; it is a fundamental biological necessity. We as a species are part of nature and our increasing disconnection is damaging to our psychological well-being. Recent decades have seen an alarming increase in mental health issues as well as a rise in chronic health issues attributed to our sedentary lifestyles (Proper et al, 2011). Research has demonstrated that natural environments support greater physical and mental health benefits than physical activity in other types of environment. These benefits include improvements to physical health through increased physical activity; and improvements to psychological wellbeing, by reducing stress and anxiety, increased positive mood, self-esteem and resilience (Hartig et al., 2014). Exercise in natural environments not only increases physical activity but is preferred as it elicits psychological well-being. Understanding that affordances of natural environments are not just perceived for their value to satisfy physical exercise needs but also perceived for their psychological worth is highlighted by Gibson (1979)‘an affordance is neither an objective property nor a subjective property; or it is both if you like. … It is equally a fact of the environment and a fact of behaviour. It is both physical and psychical, yet neither’ (p. 129). Affordances are not mental constructs that a perceiver subjectively imposes on the world, nor are they interpretations of a physical world in the ‘head’ of a perceiver. Affordances are properties of the environment that are both objectively real and psychologically signiﬁcant (Heft, 2010). Gibson’s theory illustrates the value of affordance by offering an understanding of how environments are not just visually perceived but perceived through the experiences of users which is of key relevance to understanding our present need of nature today for well-being.

 ‘Landscape’ is a psychological concept unique to each individual based on their perception; a construct that gives meaning and identity in relation to the environment around us. Perception is understood as a process that is not only visual but built on beliefs, culture and society; these are the result of the needs, perceived worth and preferences of the generations before us. Our needs of nature have changed throughout civilisation and we have increasingly disconnected from our place in nature to our detriment. The benefits of nature are now realised and we have a duty to protect it for the survival, physiological and psychological well-being of this and future generations. .The natural world is where we belong, where we evolved and where our genetic memory is still active I personally have a deep affiliation with nature, it grounds me and brings peace, it is where I truly feel I belong and believe nature has to be saved. Whilst ‘landscapes’ such as the vast estates of centuries past elites have significance as historical places of cultural identity I wonder if preserving them is still ethically right in today’s society. Nowadays history can be accessed digitally so does preserving these historical places still have significance and meaning for the younger generations and future generations. I wonder if it would be better to let nature reclaim these stolen lands, to allow eco-systems to develop and thrive, so future generations are afforded the opportunities for adventure, discovery and an understanding of their place as part of nature; allowing them the opportunity to learn from the mistakes of past generations. 
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