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Critical Evaluation of the Forces that Shape our Perception of Landscape

“Landscape is important, not just as scenery but because it links culture with nature, and the past with the present. It has many values, not all of them tangible (such as sense of place); and it matters to people – it is people who create and value landscape” (Natural England, 2014). For myself, the term landscape brings various images, from art such as photography and paintings, and the view of the countryside. Prior to researching the term landscape, I feel that my views of what it meant were limited, as pinpointing a single definition is nearly impossible.

So, if landscape has such a broad range of meanings, what are they? According to Lowch (2002) the term has roots from Middle Dutch, German and Old Norse, and first appeared in the English language in 1603, and was used to refer to artistic representations of inland scenery. Jackson (1985) suggests early Anglo-Saxon usage was derived from the German word ‘landschaft’ and adopted even earlier, pre-dating the eleventh century. This early usage was used to correspond to a patch of cultivated land, which was rather small-scale and from a peasant’s perspective. Jackson suggests this usage was replaced by the eleventh century, before re-emerging within the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and tied to ways of seeing an experience, such as through pictures or nature.

Since then, landscape has evolved to mean many things to different people (McGarigal, no date; Bender, 1995; Binns, 1995; Simmel, 2007; Heijgen, 2013). So, what does ‘landscape’ mean now? There are numerous definitions offered, such as a large area of countryside in relation to its appearance (including man-made aspects such as tents, cathedrals, bridges etc.) or a rural/barren piece of land (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019), or everything we see across an area of land, such as hills, rivers, trees, plants etc., and can be manipulated by humans to make it more attractive or useful (Collins Dictionary, 2019). 

The term landscape is by no means limited to these definitions. “Landscape is never inert, people engage with it, re-work it, appropriate and contest it” (Bender, 1995, p. 3). Bender also recognised the difference in views of landscape from various disciplines such as anthropologists, geographers, historians and archaeologists. Time has seen approaches to landscapes change vastly, a great example comes from bridge building, which impacts the landscape they are constructed in. Kuo and Meng (2011) highlight this, showing how bridges were formerly purely utilitarian and were built simply as a means of crossing last century, but now they are constructs of power and more importantly, beauty. There is more emphasis on beauty when manipulating a landscape, although there are still vast landscapes which abide by a utilitarian attitude, such as mines, quarries, power plants, factories, etc.

McGarigal (no date) demonstrates the vast meaning of landscapes to various professions, from ecologists who view a landscape as a series of interacting ecosystems, or from a wildlife perspective where a landscape is a heterogenous, or diverse, distribution of habitats, or a silvicultural or hydrological perspective, where trees or water would be essential attributes to the landscape. McGarigal shows that landscape is all about perspective, and who or whatever is perceiving it, and that from a landscape management or political point of view a wide array of meanings must be considered, in order to ensure a range of needs are met when actively manipulating landscapes.

Landscapes have been manipulated by humans for as long as history has been recorded, but with population increases and technological advancements, our impact on the environment, and by effects on the natural world, there is an increasing need to create a more ecologically sustainable relationship with landscapes. Attempts to rectify ecological issues in the 1960s urban areas have been reported to have exacerbated issues (Deng, Cai and Li, 2012), as there are intricate ecological subsystems both within urban environments and rural areas, and ecological sustainability is considered an essential requirement within urban landscape planning. 

From personal experience, having spent early years living near London and later moving into rural Wales, and from instructing children and adults from various backgrounds, individuals’ perception of the natural world varies considerably. I have observed that people who have less contact with natural landscapes tend to have a more passive and utilitarian view of them. 

Humans have a close relationship with landscapes, and our effect on them is profound. There is a long-standing philosophical debate regarding landscapes, which is strongly affected by numerous variables such as society, culture, politics, history and personal experiences. Simmel (2007) suggests everyone sees landscapes, the hills, rivers, trees, buildings, but not everyone necessarily sees these things as “a landscape” or for any purpose beyond their own personal benefits. It is this complacency, mixed with modernity, that leads people to clash with the aesthetic values landscapes possess and can lead to destruction of ecosystems, historical sites and structures, and other important attributes each unique landscape possesses.

Most countries recognise the importance of landscapes, so for the purpose of this essay, the United Kingdom will be cross examined with African perceptions and landscapes. The purpose of this decision is to make the research relatable to my personal experiences, and to see two very different cultural takes on landscapes. In the United Kingdom, despite utilitarian attitudes being present, there is also a lot of respect for the natural world and landscapes, and numerous organisations (such as Natural Resources Wales, Cadw, the environment agencies, forestry commissions, countryside councils, Natural England, Scottish Heritage, National Trust, wildlife trusts, RSPB and so on) are dedicated to managing and maintaining landscapes throughout the country. This is not to say that similar organisations do not exist in Africa, but given the size of Africa, along with its well-documented issues with population and poverty, there are many unsustainable practices amongst Africans, as a more utilitarian approach is often taken in order to feed and sustain citizens and families (Binns, 1995).

When it comes to an individual’s ideas and views of landscapes, perception is everything (Heijgen, 2013), and perception is gained from all our senses; what we see (whether in person, paintings, pictures or videos), smell, feel and so on all influence this perception. From the perspective of someone who lives in the United Kingdom, Africa is often portrayed as a place ravaged by civil wars, droughts, deforestation, disease and starvation (Binns, 1995), as well as a place filled with amazing wildlife and landscapes. Even though many people have never been there, they already have these preconceived ideas of Africa through landscapes they may have seen in pictures or videos, or heard stories through other people or the media.

When I first discovered I was going to have the opportunity to take an expedition out to Africa, I saw these thoughts come from almost everyone I told about it. People would joke about me getting sun burnt, eaten alive, attacked by African people or getting some sort of disease. Interestingly all of these comments came from people who had never actually been to Africa and had a very limited knowledge of the continent. On the flipside, people who had actually been there were excited for me, and generally had positive images of Africa, similar to myself upon returning, having witnessed its beauty.

As already discussed, perception is everything when interpreting landscape. From a land management and tourism point of view, understanding the difference in these perceptions is essential to economic success. There are a wide range of case studies on attitudes to landscape from many different countries. Chen, Nakama and Zhang (2017) understood the importance of this, and conducted a case study in a village in Okinawa, Japan, where tourists from all over the world provide their primary source of income. They found the main reason for people visiting was to enjoy the nature, traditional villages and green landscapes, and most importantly the forests and trees. Numerous people from around the world were willing to donate money to the Tree and Landscape Conservation Fund, showing a global appreciation for maintaining natural landscapes.

From an alternative perspective, a case study conducted in the alpine landscapes of Slovenia by Gantar and Golobic (2015), found that by simply offering separate scenarios to both farmers and decision makers, participants’ perceptions and interactions with the current landscape were altered. Gantar and Golobic suggest that scenarios offer a learning opportunity for people, actively changing their perception, although it could be argued this could just as easily cause negative changes as well as positive. Interestingly they found participants would have liked to see an increase in fields, gardens, agricultural land, forests and built sites which are relevant to them, but a decrease in orchards, grassland, overgrown areas trees, shrubs and agricultural forest. Whilst the desired increase in natural forests is reflective of findings in Japan by Chen, Nakama and Zhang (2017), the increased agricultural land, fields and buildings is reflective of participants’ own cultural interests, and requirements for their own sustainable economic climate.

Even though there was a clear trend in these findings (Gantar and Golobic, 2015), their results make it clear that participants had a very mixed attitude towards landscape alterations. This conflict of opinions has always played a role in society. In the United Kingdom, conflict, politics and dispute are always at the centre of planning (Cullingworth and Nadin, 2006). According to Cullingworth and Nadin, land planning is always influenced by culture, as well as the relationship between theory and practice. In the United Kingdom, all land planning must go through a local planning authority, as stated in the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act. This authority is responsible for ensuring that landscaping and planning abides by the interests of the country’s political framework, legislation, landowners and citizens, or as well as they can do. 

Since 2004, the wider range of policies in the United Kingdom have adopted a wider purpose: sustainable development (Cullingworth and Nadin, 2006). Since more focus is placed on sustainability and environmental impact, ‘the last few decades’ planning has managed to be successful ‘in reversing the environmental damage of previous centuries’ (Harman, 2000, quoted in Cullingworth and Nadin, 2006, p. 249). It is noted that the United Kingdom has very diverse and thriving ecosystem, and the country is wealthy with fertile lands, as opposed to other countries. This wealth of resources allows for this way of thinking about the landscape, and the widely respected management of national parks, areas of outstanding beauty, areas of special scientific interest, cultural heritage sites and so on. This freedom of interpretation of a diverse landscape allows sustainability and the environment to be at the forefront of most planning, which is not always the case in other countries.

Looking at Africa in particular, a continent full of diverse landscapes, wildlife, cultures and ultimately very different perceptions from the vast amount of people living there, sustainability is not always a priority. Ryan et al (2015) conducted a case study in Uganda to look at the fragmentation of the land relating to the villages, tribes and people surrounding Kibale National Park, where the wildlife and landscape are protected. They found that people push the park boundaries over time, converting the land into agricultural land or using it for resources. From a British perspective, slowly destroying a national park seems outrageous. That said, from the perspective of the people living there, the national park holds ‘crop raiders’ such as monkeys and elephants which can ruin their only food and income source, one reason for pushing boundaries being to drive away these animals. Another view is that they need the wood from the national park for fires (their way of cooking) in addition to building materials for their homes and structures.  Ryan et al (2015) also found that people travel long distances to get these materials, a result of growing population, poverty and lack of resources. This contrasts with the common British view of a wildlife reserve in need of protection.  It is easy to believe we have everything we need already, but for the African citizens in the vicinity, they see the landscape’s grass reeds as roofing materials, lumber as fire wood and building materials, animals as food, and the land as potential farming land, and as a result income and food which may be unavailable elsewhere.

While this attitude is completely understandable from an African perspective and their cultural traditions of living off the land, it adds to the fact that landscape perception differs greatly depending on the needs and values of the inhabiting population (Bender, 1995; Binns, 1995; Lorch, 2002; Cullingworth and Nadin, 2006; Simmel, 2007; Heijgen, 2013; Matijosaitiene, Ucan and Minasyan, 2014). Adams (1995) looked at the approaches to dealing with floodplains across Africa in a case study, looking at methods used to control floodplains for their agricultural benefits. While the floodplains offer much needed water to grow crops, water for fish to breed in, and later grazing land for cattle while they re-fertilise, the land naturally is widely used for numerous economic and individual benefits. 

Adams (1995) found that such practices often involve the damming of rivers to control the flow, but since many rivers often cross multiple countries in Africa, it can have detrimental effects for some populations, while others benefit from the manipulation of the African landscape. This produces fierce competition and was found to often result in unsustainable practice. Brace (1995) found that such practices in relation the environmental landscape often stem from a lack of understanding or education and found in their case study that intervention programmes did not provide the answers but were a step in the right direction. 

In my experience in Africa, I found this attitude of using the land for what it is worth a common theme due to the poverty across the country. I saw old ladies carrying trees off mountains which had been acquired illegally, a large portion of the mountainside on fire due to poachers flushing out animals to eat or sell, people destroying landscapes to get the rocks from the ground to make floors in their houses, cutting down reeds to roof their houses for the rainy season, and decimating tree populations so they could cook food, which is contributing to mass flooding in various African countries. Despite the detrimental effect on the ecology of the landscape, I do understand this utilitarian view, as the people I met live off their land, feed their families from what they can get, and cannot survive without this approach. 

In conclusion, the vast amounts of research show that landscape is a construct of individual, social and cultural perspectives. It can mean many things to different people: how they value of the land; views of its aesthetic beauty; the purposes it serves; the cultural beliefs and history it represents, and so much more. There is always conflict over landscapes, whether that be political, between landowners, legislation, or anyone who is invested in the landscape’s past, present or future. The term landscape is fluid and always evolving to meet peoples’ needs and plays an important part in every society and culture across the world. To address the opening quotation by Natural England, I completely agree with the statement, as it truly is people who create and value landscape in their own unique ways. It is for this reason that landscape matters to me, as there is no world for people to live in, and interact with each other, without landscapes.
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