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Landscape Perception Essay
 
This essay will critically evaluate the assertion that ‘landscape’ is a social construct. To do this, it will present an introduction to the term and concept of ‘landscape’, sharing different views of its definition. Secondly, the essay will be discussing the history of the term ‘landscape’ and how it has been viewed and how these views have changed over time. To gain further insight into the concept of ‘landscape’, a case study will be presented to share a certain culture’s view of their landscape. Finally, I will share my views of landscape and show what shapes my perception of it.
 
The term landscape has been stated as being difficult to define because it can mean so many things to different people (van Heijgen, 2013) and also different industries. For example, the fields of geography, ecology, urban planning, architecture and many more have definitions of landscape (Mahan and Mansouri, 2017). In a book by Wylie (2007) about landscape, they write that they do not aim to solve the question of defining this word, further adding to the complexity when it comes to defining this word. However, even though there have been many difficulties in this area, Atkins, Simmons and Roberts (1998) have provided different meanings of landscape: Landscape as scenery, topography, nature, environment, abstract and as place, location or territory. From this, it suggests how there can be many views of landscape depending on the person that is viewing them. This aligns with the definition given by the European Landscape Convention (2000) which is ‘an area perceived by people’. Although the difficulty has been shown above, this definition seems to cover most of the areas stated.
 
It is important to also understand that landscape can be divided into two groups, natural landscapes and cultural landscapes. A natural landscape is an area that has been naturally made without any help from humans (Theobald, 2010). The Brecon Beacons could be seen as a natural landscape as it was formed by natural causes. However, over time, humans have now had a massive impact on the National Park including deforesting most of the area, building on the land and leaving hiking trails all over the hills (Brecon Beacons, n.d.). The second group, cultural landscapes, is a concept that means a landscape that is singularly made by humans (Plumwood, 2006). An example of a cultural landscape would be the Kew Botanic gardens as they have been completely made and designed by humans (Prance, 2010).
 
Now that there is an understanding of the concept of landscape, it is also important to understand the history of how the perception of landscape has changed over time and how different eras have viewed the landscape. Van Heijgen (2013, p. 14) shows the importance of this by saying ‘we shouldn’t accept the way we look at landscape now without considering our historic and cultural background’. During this time, humans have been thought to be set apart from nature (Larson, 1992), embedded within nature (Thomas, 1975) and finally, being linked to nature (Spirkin, 1983).
 
Before examining how the history of the perception of landscape has changed over time, van Heijgen (2013, p. 14) states that ‘it is difficult if not impossible to use the archaeological record to recover past beliefs and that behavioural psychologists believe that we can never fully understand the minds of the people that lived long before us. Therefore, a lot of the statements made about previous cultures and the people that lived in different eras are influenced by our own interpretations of what we understand from the remains left behind (Carson, 1985; van Heijgen, 2013).
 
The first era to be examined is Prehistory where the people used the landscape in a functional way as described below and for ritual purposes. Settlements have been found on environmental gradients allowing people to profit from the available resources. They used this advantage of the landscape as a way of being able to see predators or enemies without being seen back due to not being fast or being able to combat those who are causing threats to them. For example, a 360° panoramic view over a landscape that is broad can enable the inhabitant to see for a significant distance (van Heijgen, 2013). This gives humans the perfect view of all angles to see any possible attacker. 
 
This next era will focus on the Antiquity period spanning from the Ancient Greeks to the downfall of the Roman Empire. Plato, an ancient Greek philosopher (Meinwald, 2023), wrote: ‘I cannot learn from the landscape and the trees, from people in the city I can’. This suggests that even though he is saying that landscape has nothing to offer him regarding learning, he still acknowledges it. From the Greeks, the Romans took a big influence from them and their views of the environment (van Heijgen, 2013). A Roman philosopher wrote that the ox’s purpose was essentially to aid mankind, giving the example that the ox’s neck is made for the yoke of a plough. This is hinting that the landscape and environment around them were simply there to aid mankind (van Heijgen, 2013). However, even though there was a view of harnessing nature, people also enjoyed nature and forests and saw them as sacred.
 
The people of the Middle Ages believed that nature was a wild place where demonic creatures roamed reflecting their negative view towards uncultivated landscapes (van Heijgen, 2013). These views can be shown in the story Beowulf written in this era about a young warrior slaying a monster (Lapidge, 2001). Monasteries felt responsible for the landscape, claiming the uncultivated lands to be godless with it being their duty to transform them into a paradise on earth. However, not all places believed in the same way as this with monasteries in Ireland showing more affection towards nature (van Heijgen, 2013).
 
Following the Middle Ages, the people of the Renaissance highly praised the pastoral landscape meaning the dominion over nature was celebrated (Rabb, 2010; van Heijgen, 2013). However, like in previous eras, there were other views of landscape and nature such as the famous play writer Shakespeare saying that the countryside is a place of leisure and pleasure for people visiting (Macfaul, 2015). It was said that the same landscapes were places that ‘you could let go of all conventions and re-find yourself’ (van Heijgen, 2013, p. 17). One of the most important changes to how the landscape was viewed was that its definition changed. It changed from being a restricted piece of land to the ‘appearance of a land as we perceive it’ (van Heijgen, 2013, p. 18).
 
Even though in the previous section it looked like more people were beginning to view landscape as a place to bring pleasure to people, in the Enlightenment era, still followed similar trends of finding landscapes like forests terrifying, gloomy, savage, forsaken and crawling with beasts (Schouten, 2005 cited in van Heijgen, 2013) to name a few. Furthermore, it was only when the landscape had been cultivated and forests planted in perfect symmetry that they were seen as beautiful (van Heijgen, 2013).
 
An important change to how humans viewed landscape happened in the Romantic era, viewing landscapes and seeing beautiful, picturesque and sublime places (Sage, 2009; van Heijgen, 2013). The Romantics believed that the beauty of nature came from the power and the ultimate handiwork of God (van Heijgen, 2013). However, even though there was a change in the views of the landscape, this was very much through the eyes of elites. There was very little being said or more so being heard by those who worked on the land and their views probably differed from the few writing about the landscape (van Heijgen, 2013).
 
Finally, in the Modern Age, the landscape is now seen as an ecological system with every person and group perceiving the landscape in their own way (van Heijgen, 2013). People interact with it and perceive it based on what they have been taught and what they have learnt over their life, affecting how they engage with the landscape (Macfarlane, 2017). It is also in this era that Cosgrove (2008) says that landscape is focussed on as a social construct depending on a person’s past and social context.
 
Today, it can also be questioned whether society forces certain landscape use. This can be demonstrated by politics forcing lots of changes on the way that people use a landscape and, therefore, perceive that landscape. Recently, wild camping on Dartmoor was threatened by a wealthy landowner who briefly banned people from being able to wild camp on the land (Flitcroft, 2023). However, due to public protest, this has now been changed so that there are at least certain areas where wild campers can camp (Dartmoor National Park, 2023). This shows the way this landscape is perceived positively by the users of this landscape as they went to great lengths to protect it. 

As well as this, the UN’s 17 Sustainable Development goals may also have an impact on the way that the perception of a landscape in viewed today as well (UN, n.dA). Through this, the landscape has been viewed as something that needs to be protected and be given a resilience to withstand the impacts of climate change (Reed et al., 2016). This can be seen from the 15th sustainable development goal ‘protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss’ (UN, n.dB). Having governance from this goal being set in place, may cause users of different landscapes to have more respect and then cause them to want to protect, restore and promote sustainable use of those places. Therefore, this is changing how people are perceiving landscapes through the influence from governments.
 
In this next section, a case study will be presented to help show the relationship that certain groups of people have with landscapes. Many different cultures interact with the landscape in different ways; for example in Hinduism, people believe that the world is cyclical and humans are submissive to it. In Islamic cultures, followers believe that the children of Adam are placed above all others he created. In European/Western cultures, people have exploited (and still are) their surroundings and view the land in ways that we can take from it and that we are set apart from nature (van Heijgen, 2013). Finally, in Australia, the Aboriginals, the original inhabitants of the country, have their own cultural landscape that exists next to the visual landscape (Andrews and Buggey, 2008; van Heijgen, 2013) which is the culture that this essay will look into further. 
 
Aboriginals believe that the landscapes they inhabit are living things and they identify them as a fundamental part of their cultural heritage (Andrews and Buggey, 2008). Such landscapes are called the Dreamtime which was created by mythical creatures that created the existing world (van Heijgen, 2013). Examples of these creatures are ‘the rainbowsnake, fertility mother, red kangerooman and longneck turtlewomen’ (van Heijgen, 2013, p. 20). The Aboriginals live with the landscape that is around them and work with nature. This links to the sense of place which can provide insights into the past, present and future of an area whilst also allowing connection in many other different ways (Williams, 2019). This can be split into two; place attachment (a bond between people and places) and place meaning (symbolic meanings ascribed to places) (Kudryavtsev, Stedman and Krasny, 2012, p. 2231). Loynes (2001, p. 11) interviewed an Aboriginal about the landscape and wilderness saying that without a map, he would get lost. The Aboriginal responded simply by saying ‘I am never lost. I always know where I am. I just don’t always know where everywhere else is’ and states ‘How can I be lost in my own home’ (Loynes, 2020, p. 139). This shows a place attachment view for these indigenous people, the landscape is their home compared to how non-Aboriginal Australians might view the landscape. This is in stark contrast to non-Aboriginal Australians that now also live there and have adjusted the landscape to suit their needs such as by altering Australia’s largest river to make it more predictable (Stewart, 2008). Stewart (2008, p. 88) shares this difference and adds that the settlers of Australia ‘are built on dual wars: a war against nature and a war against natives’. This shows that these settlers will never fully understand the history of what came before them due to not understanding this culture.
 
I will now discuss my personal experiences and views of landscape and why it is important to me. Much like landscape being used in previous generations for a variety of different reasons, I think that I also have my own view of the landscape that is around me and varies according to context. However, two main views stand out to me which are viewing landscapes as a thing of beauty (similar to that of a romantic view (van Heijgen, 2013)) and using landscape as a tool to participate in the activities that I love to do.
 
The first reason why landscape matters to me is due to how beautiful the different landscapes that I visit are. I think that this is augmented by taking part in outdoor activities which allow me to immerse myself in the environment in its almost raw state (Hines, 2015). One key experience that I have had whilst taking part in outdoor activities was when I was backcountry skiing in Norway. I remember skiing in the mountains that were everywhere around me and clearly thinking how beautiful the landscape that I was in was. The feeling of being so small in such a grand area really solidified the feeling of how beautiful this area was. Although these huge landscapes are incredibly beautiful, that does not diminish the beauty of the scenes I am surrounded by every day at home. Something more local like the view from my garden where I grew up is equally beautiful. Thompson, Aspinall and Montarzino (2008) carried out  a study which discovered that adults who grew up with regular access to green spaces or woodlands were more likely to have a stronger connection to these places compared to adults who did not visit them as much. I can see this reflected in why I find the area around where I grew up to be beautiful due to all the positive memories that I have from my childhood (Kudryavtsev, Stedman and Krasny, 2012). This also links to topophilia which is defined as the ‘affective bond between people and place or environmental setting’ (Ogunseitan, 2005, p. 143). Therefore, due to my positive relationship with my home place, I have topophilia in this area, however, for some people, visiting this area might be the opposite of what I feel which results in them having topophobia to this area (González, 2005).
 
The second way in which landscape matters to me is that I can use certain landscapes as a tool for the activities that I participate in. The first example of this are the sea cliffs in Pembrokeshire that I climb on. The cliffs that I climb on are made of Limestone which is a strong rock that is perfect for climbing. The rock has crack veins and is rough enough for climbers to hold onto the rock but also has the ability to place protection in the cracks to keep them safe. The second example is that I also like to mountain bike which I most frequently do in the UK in forests such as The Queen Elizabeth Country Park in Hampshire, England. The forest provides the perfect place for mountain bike-specific trails providing roots and an obstacle courses for riders to navigate  (MBR, 2016).
 
To conclude this essay, the question to critically evaluate the assertion that ‘landscape’ is a social construct has been answered. Through looking at the different definitions of landscape, how this concept has been used over time, how certain cultures have used their landscapes and through reflecting on my own views of what landscape means to me, I think landscape does align with being a social construct. I think that the European Landscape Convention (2000) gives a perfect example with their definition of ‘an area perceived by people’. This is because everyone will have their own views and opinions of different landscapes with, for example, some thinking that it is an area of beauty and others having more negative feelings towards it due to previous bad experiences there.
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