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 Critically evaluate the assertion that ‘landscape’ is a social construct.

This essay shall discuss the assertion that landscape is a social construct. According to the Oxford dictionary (2018) a social construct is ‘a concept or perception of something based on the collective views developed and maintained within a society or social group’.  This essay shall explore to what extent landscape has become such a concept or perception. Greider and Garkovich, (1994, p1) explain that landscape is ‘the same physical thing, but it carries multiple symbolic meanings that emanate from the values by which people define themselves’. Congrove argues that ‘landscape is not merely the world we see, it is a construction, a composition of the world. Landscape is a way of seeing that world’ (1998, p.13). If this is the case then landscape is subjective and therefore a difficult concept to define. Having said that Atkins et al (1998) offer a useful explanation of landscape, as they explain landscape as six separate entities. They define landscape as: scenery; topography or the ‘lie of the land’; nature; environment or habitat; artefact; or place, location or territory. Throughout this essay I shall explore each of Atkins et al’s definitions in order to evaluate whether landscape is a social construct. Through the use of these definitions I shall examine who may interact with the landscape in this way and describe factors which may effect these interactions. I shall then also provide personal anecdotes to explore what landscape means to me. Finally I shall conclude this essay with a summary of the key ideas in order to determine whether landscape is a social construct. 
The first of Atkins et al (1998, p. xvii) definitions I shall explore is landscape as scenery, ‘the visual, tangible aspect of the world’. Atkins et al state that landscape often has ‘aesthetic connotations because in popular parlance a landscape refers to a pleasing outlook or panorama’ (1998, p. xvii). When understanding the landscape as scenery ‘the countryside dominates our thinking and we rarely think of industrial or urban vistas as being landscapes in the same way’ (Atkins et al, 1998, p. xvii).  Throughout periods in history there are examples of where the landscape has been defined as scenery in this way. For example during Renaissance Italy there was a popular art form known as ‘bel paesaggio’ which roughly translates to ‘beautiful landscape’ and naturally involved landscape paintings. Tuan, (1990, p.122) explains that a ‘landscape painting is an arrangement of natural and man-made features in rough perspective’ but as Atkins et al (1998) state focus predominantly on the countryside. Congrove (1998, p 69) echoes this view and agrees that ‘bel paesaggio’ is an art form that ‘denotes precisely that appreciation of the beauty of the external world that can be captured in painting or poetry’. Similarly, artists, poets, writers and musicians from the Romantic period ‘succeeded in placing landscape and nature at the heart of cultural interest nineteenth-century Europe’ (Congrove, 1998, p.234). It is reasonable to assume that for these creative individuals landscape did have aesthetic connotations which they portrayed through their own creative media, as a result artists from these periods influence societies views of landscape. Tuan (1990, p.133) argues this influence is so apparent that definitions for ‘scenery and landscape are nearly synonymous’. 
In addition to this, depictions of the landscape from the Romantic period is thought to have contributed towards the Norwegian social movement of Friluftsliv. Horgen (2009) article  explores the poem by Henrik Ibsen published in 1859, which ‘is likely the instigator of the concept ‘friluftsliv- outdoor life’. During the Romantic period Europeans were so influenced by the scenic landscape paintings and literature surrounding the outdoors that they began to explore the natural world. In particular ‘the nature of the mountain landscape is confirmed as truly Norwegian by Norwegian artists during the 1800’s’ (Horgen, 2009). This lead to the Norwegian upper class developing ‘a love of mountaineering as the outdoor life activity of choice’. I would argue that from the perspective of Norwegians living in the Romantic period landscape was predominantly viewed as scenery and as a result began to inspire individuals to want to interact with it. 
The next definition I shall explore is landscape as topography or the ‘lie of the land’ (Atkins et al, 1998, p. xvii). This definition refers to the scientific study of the land where ‘geologists or geomorphologists study landscapes as regional assemblages of landforms and geological structures’ (Atkins et al, 1998, p. xvii). Congrove (1998) states that in the modern world the ‘study of geography was established as a distinct intellectual discipline’ (p.260) with the main focus to understand the ‘processes of the physical world’ (Congrove, date, p.260). According to the British Society for Geomorphology, the study of geomorphology is important because ‘there are many questions that remain to be answered about physical landscapes and our interactions with them’ (2014, p.1).  Geomorphological studies include ‘the quantitative analysis of landform shapes’ (British Society for Geomorphology, 2014, p.3) as well as the monitoring or surface and rear surface processes for example, wind, running water and ice. It can be argued that the need for landscape to be seen as purely topography and studied scientifically is increasing. This is because ‘global change is influencing landscape dynamics’ and that ‘the Earths landscapes are becoming more hazardous’ (British Society for Geomorphology, 2014, p.3). One challenge that may be faced by scientists who view landscape through this approach is that they do not consider the sociological influences of landscape.
Atkins et al’s (1998) third definition of landscape I shall explore is landscape as nature. In this definition ‘nature is essentially that part of the world which is beyond humankind, with implications of a pure and unmodified state’ (Atkins et al, 1998, p. xvii). Landscape in this sense refers to nature as a living entity that humankind is innately connected to. The American philosopher, Thoreau (1871-62) (cited in Sutton, 2007, p.91) states that ‘the earth I tread on is not a dead, inert mass, it is a body, has a spirit, is organic, and fluid to the influence of its spirit, and to whatever particle of that spirit is in me’. Similarly Naess (1986) (cited in Sutton, 2007, p.91) states ‘every living being is connected intimately, and from this intimacy follows the capacity of identification and its natural consequences’. Both statements recognise the nature as a living thing and humankinds ‘essential connection with the rest of nature’ (Sutton, 2007, p.91). 

The next definition of landscape from Atkins et al (1998) I shall explore is landscape as environment or habitat. This definition refers to influence of the environment on people and ‘including flora, fauna, climate, water and soil’ (Atkins et al, 1998, p. xvii). In the nineteen century scholars argued that people were dependent on the environment and that ‘the landscape therefore had implications of uncertainty and danger’ (Atkins et al, 1998, p. xvii). This view evolved in the twentieth century and it was realised by ‘environmentalists that the earth needed protection from degradation by human action’ (Atkins et al, 1998, p. xvii). 
Early environmental movements in the late 1800’s were focused on the conservation of the natural environment and heritage of the land but many ‘can be seen as socially progressive’ (Sutton, 2007, p.97). This idea of social progression can be seen more so in the 1980’s as this ‘saw a rapid period of membership growth and the formation of many new groups’ (Sutton, 2007, p.99). Sutton (2007) highlights the link between the rise in environmental movements and social movements during this period. It could be argued that landscape, in this case the environment is so closely linked with society that environmental movements could not occur without social movements. This is because many environmentalists ‘value trees, animals, plants, and oceans in such as way that damage to these natural things is as deeply felt as damage to themselves’ (Sutton, 2007, p.45). Sutton (2007) continues to explain that for some defence of the environment has become a ‘kind of self-defence’. This is because for the majority a large part of ones ‘self’ comes from their social identity which is made up of family, friends, home, local community and in turn the local environment. Therefore when the environment is at risk an individual may feel a connection to that risk and be moved to defend it. 
I believe it also worthwhile to recognise the role of the media in influencing societies views of the environment and landscape. In western societies there is an abundance of ‘natural imagery in seemingly limitless ways to entertain, inform and sell products, and this imagery doubtless has an influence on the way in which people perceive the environment’ (Sutton, 2007, p.19). Similarly environmental problems are ranked in order of social importance for example ‘governments and environmentalists might agree that global warming is more serious than ozone depletion, which is more serious than river pollution’ (Sutton, 2007, p.28). This would mean that because of societies views ‘some environments may be valued and protected, while others are relatively neglected’ (Sutton, 2007, p.41) for instance some areas ‘are considered to be particularly beautiful and so highly valued as to warrant special status’ (Sutton, 2007, p.41). This special status may come in the form of legislation or special designations such as national park, an area of outstanding natural beauty or an area of special scientific interest. 
The penultimate definition from Atkins at el (1998) I shall explore is landscape as artefact. Atkins et al state that ‘humans are perceived as active modifiers and tamers of nature for their own purposes’ (1998, p. xvii). They also argue that according to cultural context ‘landscapes may themselves be symbols and become a focus of group identity’ (Atkins et al, 1998, p. xvii). Tuan (1990, p.99) explains that ‘history is made visible by monuments in the landscape and past battles are recounted in the belief that the blood heroes sanctified the soil’. Examples of this can be seen from feudal landscapes. In Europe ‘feudalism had an impact on the landscape which was the result of its organised landholding’ (Atkins at el, 1998, p.134). More obviously a physical result of this time period are stone- clad castles. Within the UK especially, castles have become an artefact of the landscape that people share a social connection with and tend to believe is part of their heritage. This argument is demonstrate by the English Heritage organisation which has over one hundred castles and forts in England which the protect (English Heritage, 2018). From my experience of visiting castles as a child and adult, I can agree with Atkins et als definition of landscape as an artefact and agree that castle are a symbol of my identity as English. 
The final definition of landscape from Atkins et al (1998) I shall explore is landscape as place, location or territory. These terms historically have ‘common usage in geography’ where the study of place emphasises the relationship between people and landscape (Atkins et al, 1998, p. xvii). For instance Saure, (1963 p.321) claims that ‘the facts of geography are place facts’, and similarly Hartshorne (1959, p.159) states that ‘the integrations which geography is concerned to analyse are those which vary from place to place’. Cresswell (2008, p.24) explains that ‘for many, the most familiar example of place and its significance to people is the idea of home’. In this sense the home refers to the local community, the local environment, family, friends, and culture and is therefore in turn a social construction. Qualitative studies from Tuan (1980) argue that the development of sense of place depends on the depth of experience in that place because ‘familiarity breeds affection when it does not breed contempt’ (Tuan, 1990, p.99). Similarly ‘awareness of the past is an important element in the love of the place’ (Tuan, 1990, p.99) which would imply that those who know the history of a place have a deeper connection with it.
An example of individuals who may approach the concept of landscape through this definition is outdoor educators. Stewart (2008, p.80) emphasises the role of outdoor educators in place making and states that ‘outdoor environmental education, in theory and practice, is a process of telling, performing, representing and creating stories about places, people and their interactions’. The demand for an outdoor educator to delivery sense of place to a group when leading an outdoor adventurous activity may present challenges. For example, it would require the outdoor educator to proactively learn and remember the history of a place in order to adequately teach it to a group. In my experience this can be difficult especially when there is a language barrier. For instance when I have lead groups for adventurous activities in Wales, I have lacked the confidence to explain place names because they are in Welsh and I was nervous I would mispronounce the names. However Stewart (2008, p.93) highlights the importance of at least trying to deliver a sense of place because the stories of the land ‘provide an insight into past and present relations’ and ‘without attending to history of places, we run the very real risk of repeating the past’  
In conclusion I agree with Tuan (1990, p.95) who argues that ‘the appreciation of landscape is more personal and longer lasting when it is mixed with the memory of human incidents’. I believe that this thought reiterates the view that landscape is a subjective concept that is very much influenced by societies views and needs. The ambiguities of landscape ‘are more readily understood as the outcomes of a long and complex historical process, deeply embedded in the changing relations with society and between society and the land’ (Congreve, 1998, p.262). I believe that Atkins et als definitions of landscape are an appropriate way of demonstrating the different meanings landscape can have to individuals. The use of all six definitions together helps to further understand the social construction of landscape. 
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