In essay format (in 2,500 words) critically evaluate the forces and concepts that shape our perception of landscape.


This essay is going to explore the forces and concepts that shape human perception of landscape. It will explore two definitions of physical landscape. The essay will explore human perception of landscape in historical and current contexts through the lens of each definition. A personal perspective of landscape will also be offered before a conclusion.
‘Landscape’ is defined in The European Landscape Convention (Florence) (2000) as “part of the land, as perceived by local people or visitors, which evolves through time as a result of being acted upon by natural forces and human beings”. This is a “resource based” approach to landscape, which promotes the use of affordances for “economic activity” and “job creation” (Gerber and Hess, 2017). 
This view of landscape is echoed in Roman attitudes towards landscape. The Romans used engineering to shape the landscape and undertook works that can still be seen today (Lobell, 2017). Hadrian's wall was not just built as a physical defence, but also as a psychological deterrent as it demonstrated the power of the Romans and their ability to dominate landscapes (Stevens, 1955). The ideological projections of Roman settlers resulted in the importing and imparting of elements of the Italian landscape onto Britain (Maschek, 2021). This shows that the Romans adopted a functional view of landscapes, seeing them as something to be dominated and controlled for the benefit of those occupying them.

In 410 AD the Roman legions left Britain, having completed their expansion in Britain by 87 AD (Wasson, 2017). The shift to Anglo-Saxon rule brought with it changing ideas from the Germanic invaders (Crabtree, 2018). The Saxons brought with them a cultural idea that their entire existence was linked to the land, and therefore developed a close connection to their landscape, building monuments to emphasise their connection (Semple, 2019). Saxon burials are an example of this connection. They occupy imposing lines of sight in a landscape and are great undertakings of labour and resource further connecting individuals with that landscape, returning the deceased to the land which supported their life (Pollington, 2008). Through memorialising a group's ancestral connection to a landscape, they seat their cultural identity and sense of history within that land, creating a sense of symbiosis where both people and land sustain each other. 

The British Empire followed in the footsteps of Roman ideas of imperialism, promoting the British ideological approach to the countries it invaded. The Victorians believed that nature was a thing to be mastered and harnessed. Land reclamation had already taken place, starting in around 1807 AD in response to the need for increased agricultural production (Williams, 1970). The Victorian view that the landscape was their's to dominate and shape for economic gain is demonstrated in a 1803 speech by Sir John Sinclair, President of the Board of Agriculture, “Why should we not attempt a campaign also against our great domestic foe, I mean the hither to unconquered sterility of so large a proportion of the surface of the kingdom?... Let us subdue Finchley Common; let us conquer Hounslow Heath, let us compel Epping Forest to submit to the yoke of improvement.” (Sinclair, 1837, p.111)
This shows the imperial attitude towards landscape during the era of European colonialism. It demonstrates how landscape was perceived as a resource to be moulded to the socio-political needs of the time. This view not only extended to land reclamation but also navigation routes through canal and rail building, where land would be moved, contoured and blasted to make way for these routes. Mills that previously relied on the wind were slowly being replaced to operate on steam, a shift also happening at sea. The Victorian era marked a new scientific age in which landscapes were no longer the dominant feature, instead becoming another thing to be bent to the will of Britain's colonial and industrial might.

[bookmark: _Int_xKUciAmO]Filippucci (2023) gives an anthropological definition of landscape, describing it as “the human interpretation and manipulation of the physical surroundings in which our individual and collective lives unfold” and is “constructed by humans in the course of their daily lives and interactions, both physically and also symbolically, by being invested with meaning, memory, and value”. The physical landscape is therefore simply a backdrop that provides the scenery, props, and sensory elements associated with human existence and cognition. Heras-Escribano and De Pinedo-Garcia (2017) describe these as “affordances”. Individuals or groups therefore use the physical landscape, often without consideration, to create bonds and relationships, develop personal and interpersonal understanding, and form lasting memories (Gonzalez, 2005; Stewart and Strathern, 2003). This shows the subjectiveness of landscape when it is viewed through this anthropological lens, as whilst many people may live in or access a physical landscape regularly, each individual will have a slightly different experience based on their individual perceptions (Chemero, 2003; Manzo, 2005; Lee et.al, 2017; Filippucci, 2023). This shows that whilst gathering quantifiable information on the forces that connect individuals to a landscape is possible, understanding the individual’s perception and concepts of these forces is significantly more difficult (Shamai and Ilatov, 2005; Lingard and Turner, 2023). 
Generalisations have been made across accrued data to give a ‘blanket’ understanding of the connections humans make to the affordances offered in landscapes. This feeds into a psychological perspective of landscape. Natural landscapes attract people due to their green, wild, and harmonious properties (Grinde and Patil, 2009; Doncaster and Bullock, 2024). This fuels the concept of ‘biophilia’, which is the attraction to living things and the natural world (Grinde and Patil, 2009). Similarly, humans have adapted well to living in urban landscapes, due to being social creatures that seek interaction, validation, and an abundance of outlets providing resources (Lui and Li, 2022; Latham and Layton, 2019). These forces directly relate to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) theory (see appendix 1), which explains the levels of human need, and the route to achieving maximum fulfilment, “self-actualisation”. The lowest need conceptualised in Maslow’s theory is the need for food, water, warmth and rest. Fulfilling these needs is a prerequisite for moving on to the next ‘level’, which describes the human need for safety and security. This takes the form of health, employment, and social ability. Combining this with Thomas Hobbes’ ‘State of Nature’, explored in ‘The Leviathan’ (1651), there is the observed need to have the security of a society or a societal group. He develops this further, explaining that it is the ultimate scarcity of resources that pushes humans towards an accepted peace based on customs and consenting to be subject to the sovereign power of a wider group. Hobbes explains that there is an inherent understanding of scarcity within the human natural condition. The insecurity of two individuals needing the same resource will according to Hobbes lead to conflict. With fear of harm, wounding, and death also part of Hobbes ‘natural condition’, he explains that it is the function of organised society to prevent the arising of scarcity, and if that fails it is there to provide order in times of scarcity (Lloyd and Sreedar, 2022). This means that it is in the human condition to need the security that is observed in an organised society. Sætra (2020) explores the similarity between the Hobbesian ‘State of Nature’ and Maslow’s 'Hierarchy of Needs’, saying that both would agree that safety is a fundamental prerequisite of human nature, and desire for such dictates an individual's perception of their society. This links to the concepts of safety and security, which humans are evolutionally hard-wired to observe when in different environments. Landscapes that pose a threat or are unable to provide sufficient resources or show potential for future conflict are less likely to facilitate an individual’s progress through the ‘hierarchy of needs’, as security and safety will feel compromised. This will mean that they cannot form positive relationships with these landscapes. This links to the current international refugee crisis, where over 100 million people have been displaced due to food scarcity, war, and climate change (news.un.org, 2022). This shows how changes in landscape, be it political, societal, or physical, affects human perception towards a specific environment, and when organised society can no longer sustain its needs due to said changes, there is mass migration (Johnson, 2016). However, the preference of the individual is usually to remain in their home landscape (Egoz and Di Nardi, 2017.) This shows how even when a home environment becomes uninhabitable, there is still a connection and sense of place that exists in humans, despite perceptions being changed through external forces.
Meier and Aytekin (2019) surmised that “post-industrial” landscapes have offered continuity for people living in these areas. They found that individuals still felt a connection to repurposed and disused buildings and landforms connected to heavy industry in the landscape, and that these represented a bygone era of past industrial prowess and power. Landscape therefore connects people with personal and local heritage (Earl and Hall, 2023). Humans are often nostalgic and have a desire to protect and preserve affordances that represent key aspects of their own and their community’s existence (Wyckoff and Hayden, 1997; Smith and Campbell, 2017; Gupta and Medappa, 2020).
Primary industries increased economic prosperity in many industrial towns during the 19th and 20th centuries. This resulted in increases in the urban population, increases in pay, improved working and living conditions, and more leisure time (Griffin, 2019; ons.gov.uk, 2019). This led to the creation of local institutions such as “chapels”, “pubs”, “public baths” and “libraries” (Meier and Aytekin, 2019). These affordances have become key, long-lasting features of urban landscapes. These community focused institutions promote opportunities for physical, mental, and social well-being, which can have positive effects across a population (Waite, 2018; Rose et.al, 2023). This shows how affordances in an urban landscape can be a force in shaping an individual’s perception of landscape, as they offer opportunities for congregation and interaction with other humans, which are key human needs (Martino, Pegg, and Pegg Frates, 2017; Allen, 2021). This leads to a cohesion within communities, which can foster pride and a sense of belonging (Erfani, 2022).
A person who has grown up in an urban landscape may not therefore feel a strong sense of connection with a natural or rural landscape (Keith et.al, 2022; Cucu, Pioarca-Ciocanea, and Onose, 2011), as they do not offer the same affordances (Waite et.al, 2021). Meier and Aytekin (2019) explain how there are often an abundance of affordances in an urban landscape which are easily accessible and within short distances of each other. This means that a person can access these with relative convenience and ease, reducing time and financial outlay whilst adding more choice. This means that they can fulfil their basic needs, as discussed above, in a more efficient manner, which is a natural desire of the human condition (Sætra, 2020). This contrasts with a natural, wilder landscape, which as discussed holds different affordances which do not offer the same opportunities for wider social interaction, do no offer the same levels of convenience, and perhaps do not offer structured entertainment and a diverse variety of choice (Hansford et.al, 2023; Clelland and Hill, 2019).
Buijs, Pedroli & Luginbühl (2006) explain that increased urbanisation is causing a shift in the dominant perspective of rural landscapes. They show that the functional perception of rural landscapes as providing the food and shelter that facilitates existence has shifted towards a hedonistic view of the rural landscape as a recreational resource providing pleasure and opportunity for self-exploration. They state that “under the inﬂuence of the urbanisation of the rural areas, the importance of the functional image of nature is declining rapidly.” Through using case studies of residents and visitors to rural French and Dutch landscapes, they show that the perception of a landscape also depends on the functional ties an individual has with the rural setting and that the social praxis in which an individual encounters the landscape influences their physical and conceptual view of the rural landscape. This is supported by Pigram (1981) who suggests that there is a growing shift in the Australian public perception of rural landscapes away from seeing them as a resource to provide “food and fibre” towards a social and cultural resource. Owen (1984), says that there is a distinct split between viewing rural landscapes as recreational or functional, and that those experiencing these landscapes will in the majority perceive the rural landscape as either a leisure or a working space.

My own experiences of landscapes take influence from a strong connection to community, and a rejection of ‘modern’ living. The town I grew up in, Swadlincote in South Derbyshire, is famed for its ‘pits and pots’. I feel attached to the local landscape, which has been significantly altered from its natural state due to heavy industry from the Victorian era through to the late 1990s (swad.com, 2024; derbyshire.gov.uk, 2021). As an active member of the community from a young age, my earliest memories being the open cast coal mine just yards from my house, and family links to heavy industry on both sides, I feel a sense of connectedness with the town’s industrial heritage and believe that it should be preserved and celebrated. The area has since become ‘beautified’, with ‘The National Forest’ initiative repurposing land across 200 square miles in the Midlands area for mass tree planting. Many of ex-industrial sites have gifted as a part of this initiative, which has seen the landscape change from industrial wasteland to vibrant, diverse forestry (nationalforest.org, 2024). This initiative has given local people green spaces to enjoy and has made the area an attractive place to live. This has led to the building of more houses to satisfy demand. Census data between 2011 and 2021 shows that South Derbyshire, in which Swad sits and is its largest settlement, saw its population grow by 13.3%, which is over twice the national average over that time (ons.gov.uk, 2021), with 7,299 houses being built across the same period (South Derbyshire District Council, 2021). This has reshaped the landscape considerably, as farmland and former industrial land have been repurposed for housing.
I have a feel a strong sense of place when I am in the areas that have not yet been redeveloped and where the industrial past of my local area is still present. I have spent many hours studying old maps and photographs and exploring these areas to understand how they were in their heyday. This links to the feelings of nostalgia and connections to post-industrial landscapes by their inhabitants as mentioned above. Speaking to relatives and other members of the community about the Swadlincote of old has shaped how I perceive society. Hearing stories of community spirit and togetherness, particularly during the strikes of the 1970s and 80s, has shaped how I view political and social landscapes. These are the forces that I feel have formed my attachment to my local landscape. These memories, ancestral routes, and connections with the landscape and community have shaped my understanding of how I exist and how I perceive the world.
This has led me on a journey of ‘seeking out’ places where these values of strong community and a sense of togetherness are still imbedded, such as the Highlands and Islands of Scotland, and remote communities in Northern England. I have found these societal characteristics are more present in wild and isolated physical landscapes with small rural communities than in urbanised areas. This feels paradoxical, as from my experience it is these unforgiving, isolated physical landscapes that appear to have best-fended-off the isolated and disconnected nature of modern life, where technology and ‘online’ socialisation appear to have replaced the physical embodiment of this core human need. The people living in these areas are still accustomed to ‘old’ ways of living, and the modern world does not appear to have disrupted these communities quite as much as in urbanised areas. This has fostered a personal connection with wild landscapes, as these are the areas where self-reliance is required as there is a lack of modern conveniences, again as discussed above. 
Physical landscape to me is therefore a simply a backdrop and provides the affordances that I attach feelings to. Whilst my local landscape facilitates feelings of nostalgia, there are landscapes away from home where this idealistic view of society still exists. It could therefore be said that physical landscape, and the affordances within it, determine the way in which a society or community operates.

To conclude, this essay has offered two contrasting views of landscape. It has shown how a resource-based approach to landscape has been adopted throughout history for economic prosperity and gain, but also how humans tend to form meaningful connections with physical landscape and that it provides a backdrop and affordances which allow humans to create connections with their environment and form memories. Nostalgia within landscapes has also been explored, and this has been presented both within academic and personal, anecdotal evidence, showing how my own feelings towards landscape can be backed by researched evidence. The ‘hierarchy of needs’ has also been used to rationalise some of the points presented, and this essay has shown it to be a key theory in understanding the forces and concepts that shape perceptions of landscape.

Appendices

Appendix 1

[image: ]Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, conceptualised here by Foley (2021).
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