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Landscape Perception: Analysis of Internal and External Factors

Introduction

What does the word landscape mean? Landscape, according to the European Landscape Convention (2010), is “an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors”. Landscape ranges from natural areas to urban development. Landscape as it is defined exists because it is influenced in some way or another by people, and because it is “perceived by people”. Landscape perception is made up of a combination of cultural, individual, and physical landscape factors, and these will all be put together to understand individual and group landscape perception. 

Topophilia and Topophobia
Key terms relevant to landscape perception are topophilia and topophobia. Topophilia, coined by Tuan (1974, p.4) is the “affective bond between people and place or setting”. Topophobia, then, would be the opposite, an almost sense of dread toward a place. Both definitions lay a foundation for how humans perceive a certain landscape- as either a bond with it, a hatred for it, and, in some way, apathy toward it. These will be explored more thoroughly through the lenses of definitions of landscape, sense of place, individual factors in landscape perception, and cultural and social implications on sense of place in groups.
Definitions of Landscape
When someone first imagines what landscape is, they might picture a vast area full of greenery, mountains, lakes, and other natural forms. This is just one interpretation of what landscape can be, and it is what is a picturesque landscape, meaning it is meant for viewing pleasure— think something along the lines of a “landscape painting”, where artists depict these natural scenes using paint on a canvas (van Heijen, 2013, pp. 28). This is just one interpretation of what landscape is, as scenery to be viewed, but not necessarily interacted with. Landscape has also been prescribed the meanings of being topography, nature, environment, artefact, and place. (Atkins, 1998, pp. xvi-xvii). While landscape has commonly been thought of in the two separate threads of culture vs. nature, but landscape can also be thought of as culture plus nature, as they work together to exist as one (Wylie and Wylie, 2007, p. 9). The more prominent definitions of nature, artefact, and place will be explored.
Landscape as nature is an important meaning as to what landscape is. Nature has had many different roles in society throughout history, ranging from something to be worshipped to something that is evil and beyond human control. Starting in Ancient history, the Greeks and Romans felt that nature had its own path to follow and had disdain for the wilderness. In the Middle Ages, people preferred cultivated nature to wilderness, where there were believed to be evil spirits. In the Renaissance and Enlightenment period, there was again a preference toward cultivated, managed nature. With Romanticism began a new notion of searching for the “moral meaning” of nature; how humans, animals, and plants come together. In Modern times, there is an appreciation for nature and how humans and nature work together (van Heijen, 2007, pp. 16-20). 
Landscape as artefact pulls in the more distinctly cultural aspects, such as how humans have used lands and their importance to the identity of certain groups and their heritage (Atkins, 1998, p. xxvii). A good starting place to make sense of landscape as artefact is to think of Indigenous groups, such as the Ojibwe in the Great Lakes region of the United States. The Ojibwe people have strong ties to water; Reynolds (2007, p. 17) writes: “In Ojibwe cultural traditions, water has a spiritual component that gives it a key role in stories, ceremonies, religious practices, and daily life”. Water and the landscape of the Great Lakes are culturally tied to the Ojibwe—without the landscape, their culture would not exist the way it is as it makes up their identity. Another example of this is the Aboriginals- the group has historical ties to the land, but with European colonisation, the land has been reshaped to resemble European land (neo-European). This also demonstrates how power contributes to the semblance of the landscape (Stewart, 2008, pp. 83-84). 
Landscape as place refers to a person’s relationship with the landscape and the meaning they ascribe to the landscape. This is also called sense of place, which is a combination of place attachment and place meaning. Place attachment refers to “a bond between people and places”, considering your place as part of your identity, while place meaning refers to “a symbolic meaning ascribed to places”, thinking about what kind of place it is. (Kudryavtsev, 2012, pp. 231-232). An example of place attachment would be people calling themselves citizens of a city or state before their country, or an area before their state. In the mid-1800s, many residents in Charleston, South Carolina, in the United States refused South Carolina license plates, not fathoming that they did not just need Charleston plates (Tuan, 1974, p. 195). For place meaning, your experience with the place creates the meaning: if you attend university in a place, your meaning will be different than someone who has lived there their whole life (Kudryavtsev, 2012, p. 232). There is also the idea that place, in general, is home, so those with a strong sense of place may view the place as home even if it is not where they reside (Cresswell, 2008, p. 24). Sense of place is a complex notion that is hard to capture in one definition since it is different for everyone, and everyone has their own reasons for their sense of place in a particular area.
Landscape Perception Theories
	There are numerous theories on landscape perception, including sense of place and topophilia/topophobia. Some other theories are the biophilia and prospect-refuge theories. Edward O. Wilson’s biophilia theory states that “human beings have an inherent need for affiliation with natural environments and other forms of life” (Kaymaz, p. 256). This hypothesis has been applied and used as reasoning for certain aspects of human survival and a sense of environmental responsibility. So, if we feel a need for affiliation with natural environments, we will feel a certain topophilia for natural landscapes. 
Prospect-refuge theory, another prominent backing theory for landscape perception, relates to biophilia in that humans feel a preference for landscapes that satisfy their need for safety and survival (Kaymaz, p. 256). Jay Appleton, the theory’s creator, also considers a more aesthetical preference toward a landscape rather than just the survival elements that it provides. Using the example of Western landscape painting and appreciation, he concurred that people enjoy viewing paintings because the painting use both prospect, or being seen, and refuge, or being hidden from sight, which plays to the survival needs on an aesthetic level, however critics believe that this is a too narrow view and that many people appreciate landscapes of other cultures that do not stimulate their need for survival (Turner, 2009, pp. 107-108). 
Individual Interpretation and Perception of Landscape
	The definitions and theories of landscape are only part of the entirety of what landscape is and how people interact with the landscape. They will be expanded and explored in this section, with most examples lending to the development of sense of place, as landscape perception is directly impacted by sense of place. Influencing factors, which vary entirely based on the person, will be considered. These include, but are not limited to, experience, education, employment, age, mood, season, weather, and type of recreation done in the landscape. These are not cultural or societal factors but are dependent solely on individual experience.
	A person’s education, employment, and experience all factor into their landscape perception. Consider me: I am a 21-year-old American university student who has grown up in the suburbs and attended “good” grade schools. I enjoy being in nature and viewing beautiful landscapes, and I have sense of place with the trails I walk on in my home city and feel three U.S. states are all simultaneously my home despite not living in all of them at once. This would differ greatly from someone who grew up in an urban environment even 20 minutes away from where I grew up. This is also true when considering the aspects of what your hobbies are, how much money you have, and your class-status. Your class, economic status, and access to nature determine your connection to the environment. This starts at a young age- I was fortunate enough to have ample access and encouragement to spend time in nature, so I feel comfortable and at home in natural spaces, but many children do not. Those who spend time in outdoors at a young age are more likely to have “stronger personal relationships” to nature than those who do not (Strife and Downey, 2005, p. 109).
Social and Cultural Implications on Landscape Perception
	Underpinning any aspect of landscape perception are the ways society views landscape, whether this be law and politics, nationality, culture and religion, or any combination of these. These are not the most obvious factors playing into our landscape perception but are arguably the most important as they can often not be manipulated and are based on individual experiences. Politics shapes how a nation has access to natural landscapes and the preservation of these landscapes, which gives the people more or less interaction with nature, which affects their perception of the landscape. Nationality, as well as cultural and religious aspects, and gender, may lend to an individual’s perception as well. 
	Law and politics surrounding landscape and the environment is a very relevant topic in today’s political sphere. Climate change is constantly changing landscapes as natural disasters become increasingly prevalent, and there are rising efforts to slow the effects internationally. One of these is the well-known Paris Climate Accord, which is a UN treaty to limit the average global temperature by 1.5° C by the end of the century (United Nations Climate Change Secretariat, no date). Actions to make this change vary from nation to nation, and it may be that those who live in countries that prioritize climate action may have different perception of the landscape than those whose home countries do not. Conversely, it may be that those who are working to enact change are those who have a higher emotional connection due to sense of place. Raymond and Brown (2011, p. 657) write, “A large body of work has shown that people who are strongly attached to place are more likely to show high levels of environmental concern”. This may be because they have strong place meaning and/or attachment, either through learning about the place through instruction or having a place-based educational experience (Kudyravtsev, 2012).
	Other legal contributions to be considered in how they affect landscape perception are landscape designations (such as national parks, Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, etc.). In the UK, Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) are “designated for conserving and enhancing the natural beauty they possess” (King and Martin, 2021, p. 2). 15% of lands in England are designated as AONB. A function of AONBs is to promote nature conservation and understanding of cultural aspects to the public. A study done by King and Martin (2021) found that, in general, people’s perceptions of AONBs were as picturesque locations, with less thought toward the cultural histories that created these landscapes, as landscapes exist largely in a cultural way. So, a primary land designation in the UK, Areas of Natural Beauty, as perceived as just that- pretty places with less rich cultural history. 
Different places of upbringing and nationality may affect one’s landscape perception. If a person is raised in an urban environment, they may prefer an urban landscape over a natural one, and a person raised in a more natural environment may think the opposite, due to their familiarity with the environment (Tang, 2015, p. 598). Additionally, if a person grew up in a country which holds value in nature, then it is likely that they too appreciate natural landscapes. Referring to politics surrounding landscape, those with more access to natural landscapes would have a positive landscape perception. This can be tied to culture in that many cultures have different appreciation for nature and landscape, as seen with Native American connections to the land. 
Religion may affect a person’s landscape perception. Different religious groups have held and hold various geographic and landscape features either in high regard or total disdain. Some features are deemed sacred or are recognized as a God or deity; Christian and Ancient Greeks placed the highest deity in the sky—God and Zeus. Buddhism, on the other hand, is completely detached from space (Tuan, 1997). A person’s religion and what it holds in esteem and importance may affect their perception of important landscape features. Additionally, place of worship would affect this, with presumably those who attend services or prayer at their place of worship having stronger place attachment, or if there are poor associations with religion, a hatred toward a religious space (or, topophobia toward it). Finally, different religious groups occupy different regions on the globe. Israel is a holy land for Jewish and Christian individuals, and many devout practitioners consider it “home”, feeling a sense of homesickness when leaving, even as visitors (Engberg, 2020, p. 133). They consider the place to be a part of their personal identity, even without being a lifelong inhabitant of the country, which is a strong indicator toward place attachment as part of sense of place. 
Gender affects landscape perception due to the pre-ascribed roles of hunter and gatherer and their lasting impacts, including women’s role in the home. Many times, women are delegated as the homemakers and keepers; they are the ones that ensure the house is in working order, and the men are detached from the home. González (2005, p. 198) writes, in a study on women’s emotions connected to the house in Zangarillejas, Spain, “A disorganized house represents a disorganized woman, a dirty home is that of a dirty woman”. Because of their life dedication to housekeeping, these women feel that they are one with the house, showing how incredible these attachments to landscape and place can be. Women are also more likely to be involved with environmental justice movements—like Rachel Carson or even young Greta Thunberg—two of the most prominent leaders of the past and present in environmental justice. This may be because women, as homemakers, feel a responsibility toward the health of others, or because of a desire to break down patriarchal law as a feminist movement. (Verchick, 2004, pp. 64-65). This perspective could also represent that their sense of place allows them to be more involved in environmental justice. 
Conclusion
	Landscape perception is an unconscious psychological concept that affects how humans interact with the landscape and the environment. An individual’s landscape perception affected by their upbringing and experiences as well as their cultural and societal influences, which come together to create a sense of place backed by topophilic and topophobic leanings. Landscape perception is important as it impacts how people utilize the landscape and natural spaces, as well as general appreciation of and for nature. Understanding landscape perception allows for better use of and education around natural areas to protect them and provide benefits to all humans. 
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