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The issue of landscape is of current interest, not only in science, but also in politics, eco-
nomics, and civil society. As a result of rapidly occurring social transformation processes 
and the resulting changes in the demands placed on spaces (whether materially conceived 
or as social or individual constructions), traditional landscape interpretations are also chal-
lenged. Relavent examples being changes as outcomes of the expansion of regenerative 
energies, infrastructure projects, the extraction of raw materials, the expansion of set-
tlements, the restructuring of settlements, etc. (see among many: Antrop 2000; Berleant 
1997; Bourassa 1990; Cosgrove 2006; Daniels 1989; Jones 1991; Jorgensen 2011; Kühne 
2018b, d; Paasi 2008; Schönwald et al. 2016; Kühne and Weber 2018 [online first 2017]; 
Lothian 1999; Pasqualetti 2001; Pasqualetti et al. 2002; Schein 1997; Selman 2010; Stiles 
1994; Stobbelaar and Pedroli 2011; Terkenli 2001). To put it briefly, as does Schein (1997, 
p. 662)―“Landscapes are always in the process of ‘becoming’”.

‘Landscape’ describes a comparatively open semantical phenomenon for which there 
is a multitude of understandings as well as differing research approaches, from which 
it follows: “The landscape concept embodies several unresolved conflicts: between 
collective belonging and individual control, between the subjective and the objective, 
and between the mental and the material” (Jones 1991, p. 234). The conflicts among 
researchers that arise from dealing with landscape range from the ‘right’ theoreti-
cal approaches to the question of the constitutive level (material, individual, social or 
something in between) and adequate research designs, to the question of arrangements 
as well as the rights pertaining to the use of physical spaces (see for example: Gailing 
and Leibenath 2012, 2015; Kühne 2008c, 2018c, 2019; Olwig 2008; Olwig and Mitchell 
2009; Walker and Fortmann 2003). At the same time, over the past decades, scientific 
research on the social significance of landscape in psychology, sociology, geography, 
medicine, planning, philosophy, archaeology, and environmental research has intensified 
(see also Berleant 1997) causing clear differentiation in the formation of landscape-the-
oretical approaches (among many: Bourassa 1991; Corner and Balfour 1999; Cosgrove 
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2 1 Introductory Remarks

1985, 1997; Cosgrove 1998; DeLue and Elkins 2008[2001]; Franzen and Krebs 2005; 
Gailing and Leibenath 2015; Kaplan et al. 1998; Kühne 2018c; Manzo and Devine-
Wright 2014; Weber 2016b). The developed theoretical references to landscape range 
from the inductive abstraction of empirical results to the deduction of general (social) 
scientific theory. In this book, ‘landscape theories’ is to be understood in the social scien-
tifical tradition as the elaboration of statements that are as general as possible regarding 
conditions and developments of the relationship between ‘landscape’ and ‘society’ and 
the development of a practicable set of terms. Although landscape theories are funda-
mentally oriented, they are also bound to social and certain historical contexts, specifi-
cally scientific-historical. The temporal limitations of landscape-related theory formation 
also mean that a distinction can be made between theories which are more classical and 
those which are more contemporary. ‘Classical’ theory is a consolidated, partly canon-
ized approach, while current theories are further developed by their representatives, on 
the one hand, even though their potentials and limits for landscape research are not yet 
fully determined on the other hand (cf. Treibel, Korte and Schäfers 1997). The boundary 
between ‘classical’ and ‘current’ theories may be fluid, e.g. ‘classical’ approaches may be 
further developed (such as currently engaged phenomenological landscape research; see 
Sect. 2.5.1), while ‘current’ approaches may mature into ‘classics’ (such as the possibil-
ity with social constructivist landscape research; see Sect. 2.4.1).

This book is not the first to deal with landscape theories. The overview works pre-
sented so far on the subject of ‘landscape theory’ refer either to the relationship between 
landscape and art or design (DeLue and Elkins 2008[2001]; Herrington 2016), land-
scape architecture (Corner 1999; Swaffield 2002), more generally landscape and (spe-
cifically psychological) aesthetics (Bourassa 1991), show a scientific perspective (e. g. 
Turner et al. 2001) or that of a discipline, such as geography (such as Wylie 2007). The 
work on ‘environmental aesthetics’ by Porteous (2013) clearly refers to the theme of 
landscape, but the object of his work is to develop an environmental aesthetic that goes 
beyond landscape aesthetics. Recently published in its second edition, “The Routledge 
Companion to Landscape Studies” summarizes the current state of (specifically Anglo-
Saxon) landscape research and, ascribable to its detail and scope, is more suitable for 
people who have already gained an overview of the different theoretical approaches to 
landscape (Howard et al. 2018).1

The aim of this book is to present the diversity of currently discussed landscape- 
related theories and to place them in a scientific theoretical context. As already indicated, 
the focus is on the societal, as well as on the individual level; the natural scientific ref-
erence to the landscape is rather marginal. The representation of the different theoretical 

1A synthesizing theoretical approach to landscape does not only take place in the Anglosaxion con-
text but can also be found in French (Roger 1995), Polish (Myga-Piatek 2012), Italian (Raffestin 
2005), and German (Franzen and Krebs 2005; Kühne 2018e).
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positions is not (primarily) understood based on temporal sequences, as is often the case 
with disciplinary overviews (such as for geography in Wylie 2007 or Winchester, Kong 
and Dunn 2003). Rather, the structure of the presented theories is fundamentally organ-
ized in such a way that, starting from general scientifically theoretical basic positions 
(essentialism, positivism, and constructivism), more specific positions of landscape 
research are presented and related to each other from an interdisciplinary perspective 
(specifically sociology, psychology, geography, and philosophy). In the later sections 
of the book, the theoretical position treated in each case is again classified each time 
according to the basic positions of scientific theory. More generally: The chapters of 
the book build on each other, they do not simply juxtapose theoretical positions (which 
is why the newcomer to the subject should read them consecutively). In this form, it 
becomes possible to order the different approaches, to compare them within the created 
framework and to clarify how they relate to each other. At appropriate points throughout, 
where they facilitate the understanding of the theoretical approaches presented in each 
case, results from empirical research are also touched upon.

In addition to the English language state of the art of landscape theory formation, 
this book also aims to pay special attention to developments that have taken place in 
German-speaking countries.2 In comparison to the English language-based literature, it 
has some specific characteristics. After many years of widespread abstinence (since the 
end of the 1960s; more details are given in Sect. 4.4) of the German-speaking spatial 
social sciences (specifically human geography, but also sociology, planning sciences) 
with regard to a reflective debate on the topic of ‘landscape’, a growing number of publi-
cations have been dealing with questions of landscape theory over the past two decades. 
These are―in international comparison―characterized by

1. a stronger focus on sociological and political scientific basics,
2. a more intensive study of the interpretation and meaning of terms,
3. a stronger focus on constructivist approaches.

These constructivist approaches are very strongly differentiated (e. g. into social con-
structivist, radical constructivist, and discourse-theoretical approaches) and termi-
nologically sharpened by resorting to sociological (social constructivism and radical 
constructivism) and political scientific theory formation (discourse theory in the tradition 
of Laclau and Mouffe).

This book is generally aimed at people who are interested in questions that go beyond 
pure experience, immediate enjoyment, spontaneous rejection, simple description, etc. 
of landscape. This book is intended to be especially for people who have a professional 

2Whereby this regional focus is also quite common in English-language survey works, such as 
Wylie (2007) with the focus on England or Winchester, Kong and Dunn (2003) on Australia.
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interest in landscape, such as landscape planners, geographers, and landscape architects, 
but also philosophers, anthropologists, archaeologists, medics, sociologists, and psy-
chologists who deal with spatial issues. In higher education, it is aimed more at students 
who are in their master’s degree or about to complete a bachelor’s degree. Here it is pos-
sible to build on the knowledge of subject-specific interpretations and methods in order 
to abstract them theoretically.

The book contains numerous text boxes, illustrations, and tables with the aim of pre-
senting the different theoretical approaches to the reader as clearly as possible. There are 
two types of boxes:

At the end of each chapter, there is a box in which the main results of each chapter 
are briefly summarised. These boxes have a grey surface colour.

Boxes, on the other hand, in which special theories or terms are explained, are 
coloured blue.

The first box of the book deviates a little from this scheme, since it deals with a superor-
dinate question, which always resonates in this introduction, but is only explicitly asked 
here (Box 1). The illustrations are either graphic abstractions of what is depicted in the 
text, graphically processed results from empirical research, photographs, or paintings. If 
they are better suited to provide an insight into the diversity of ‘landscape’ or structures 
and processes, a photo series will be used. The tables are used for the presentation of 
empirical results or for a compressed comparison of what is presented in the text.

The present book on landscape theory is divided―including this introduction―into 
seven chapters. Chap. 2 discusses current landscape theoretical positions according to 
the scientific paradigms of essentialism and positivism as well as different constructiv-
ist approaches, but also touches upon current approaches that have only had a minor 
impact on landscape research. Subsequently, Chap. 3 deals with different positions on 
the topics of landscape and aesthetics, whereby the scientific theoretical paradigms pre-
sented in the previous chapters serve as an analytical framework. Chap. 4 is devoted to 
the question of how landscape patterns of interpretation and evaluation are passed on 
to society and which different approaches to landscape are socialized. In particular, the 
systematic socialization (here on landscape) in the educational system, but also the man-
ifestation of power in physical space (which in turn can be interpreted affirmatively in 
the educational system) is subject to diverse criticism, which is addressed in Chap. 5, 
but not without first having addressed the complex concept of power and the evalua-
tion framework of critical landscape interpretations bound up in political worldviews. In 
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Fig. 1.1  Just as I wrote these lines sitting on the 
balcony of our house in Saarbrücken (Germany) at 
noon on August 9, 2018, after months of drought, a 
violent thunderstorm descended as a result of a highly 
unstable atmosphere (scientifically speaking), the 
course of which can be seen in the photo collage. If 
the depicted ‘landscape’ is generally given the pred-
icates ‘picturesque’ or ‘beautiful’, although some 
people are disturbed by the pointed skyscrapers, the 
power line, and the wind turbines in the background 
which are not visible due to the weather, these lead 
us already to the question of different interpreta-
tions and evaluations of landscape. The thunderstorm 
caused the atmosphere (in the sense of mood) to drift 
towards ‘sublimity’, combined on the one hand with 
the relief of having survived the drought. On the other 
hand arises the personal concern of whether the fabric 
roof of the balcony would withstand the gusts of wind 
and whether the thunderstorm could develop in such 
a way as had the last thunderstorms in May, which 
flooded cellars in the surrounding area, destroyed a 
bridge, made roads impassable, etc. With the current 
thunderstorm the oppressive sultriness of the morn-
ing gave way to an afternoon of fresh coolness. These 
photographs can thus be used to create numerous cog-
nitive, aesthetic, but also emotional and functional 
references to landscape theory. Nevertheless, they 
also show something that drives many who are con-
cerned with the subject of landscape (and the theories 
associated with it): the fascination of landscape.

Chap. 6, the theoretical and aesthetic approaches to landscape that were previously used 
are related to empirical questions, such as the socialization of landscape concepts, the 
moral loading of landscape, and landscape conflicts. The conclusion (Chap. 7) under-
takes the task of elaborating essential aspects and potentials, as well as research needs in 
relation to landscape theory.3

3This English textbook is an updated and extended synthesis of my research activities, which has 
been published mainly in German so far (with the exception: Kühne 2018c). In the first place, it 
concerns my textbook “Landschaftstheorie und Landschaftspraxis. Eine Einführung aus sozialkon-
struktivistischer Perspektive” (Kühne 2018b; second edition), but also my contributions to the 
“Handbuch Landschaft” (Kühne et al. 2019) as well as numerous statements to questions of the 
landscape theory (e. g. Kühne 2005a, 2006a, b, 2008b, 2009a, 2014a, 2015a, 2018a).
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Box 1: Why Landscape Theory?
For many people, landscape is the object of aesthetic enrichment or of daily work. 
Something self-evident, something everyday. So why take the trouble to deal with 
it theoretically? The answer to this question has several dimensions:

1. It is interesting (especially for social scientists) to deal with the question of how 
‘the normal’, the ‘self-evident’, the ‘everyday’ emerges at all.

2. Theoretically dealing with an object (here landscape) facilitates abstraction 
from the multitude of individual cases, thus facilitating orientation.

3. Theoretical landscape reflections also make it possible to classify and compare 
a wide variety of research on the subject of the landscape, which often does not 
link itself directly, often only implicitly, to (scientific) theoretical justifications.

4. Dealing with the theoretical examination of landscape makes it easier to con-
nect to different scientific disciplines (such as the social sciences, psychology, 
or philosophy).

5. The examination of landscape theories clarifies the multitude of possibilities 
for dealing with landscape and thus offers the possibility to contextualize one’s 
own ideas (along with the theoretical ones) of landscape.

6. Conflicts over landscape developments often arise from different landscape-re-
lated (aesthetic or moral) norms, reflection on these norms facilitates under-
standing of these conflicts accordingly.

7. In research practice, theories are suitable for framing empirical research, while 
empirical research can test the degree to which theories can be generalized.

8. A very personal reason why it is worthwhile to study landscape theory: it adds 
another dimension to one’s fascination with landscape (Fig. 1.1).
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The theoretical approach to landscape unfolds in the triangle between individual refer-
ences, social conventions, and material objects. To which of these dimensions is assigned 
outstanding importance depends not least on the theoretical approach to science. These 
relationships will be discussed in this chapter, starting with the development of analyt-
ical terminology (Sect. 2.1) before introducing essentialist, positivist, and constructivist 
approaches (Sects. 2.2–2.4), followed by ‘more-than-representional approaches’, which 
are currently increasingly discussed in landscape research (Sect. 2.5). The chapter con-
cludes with an examination of ‘neopragmatism’, which is less a theory of its own than an 
innovative form of dealing with theories.

2.1  Landscape Between Objectivity, Individual and Social 
Construction

The scientific discussion of what is meant by ‘landscape’ is largely stretched around the 
dimensions of society (1), the individual (2), and the dimension of physical objects (3), 
as well as their relationships, including superorders and subordinations (for the struc-
turing of different approaches describing this relationship, see among others Bourassa 
1991; Nassauer 1995; Zube et al. 1982). A fourth dimension—in the sense of an ana-
lytical abstraction—can be identified (specifically from the perspective of constructiv-
ist research; see more in Sect. 2.4). This refers to those physical objects that are viewed 
together as landscape according to the individual construction as based on social patterns 
of interpretation and evaluation (4). In reference to Bourdieu’s theory of space (1991), 
Löw’s reflections on the relational order of social goods and living beings (2001), and 
in an extension of the three-space approach (social space, appropriated physical space, 
physical space) to the individual world according to Popper’s three-world hypothesis 
(1973) and the hybridization of the natural and the cultural (Latour 1996), these four 
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levels of landscape are named as follows: (1) social landscape, (2) individually actual-
ized social landscape, (3) physical space, and (4) appropriated physical landscape.1 In 
the following, the four levels of the understanding of landscape outlined here are pre-
sented in more detail:

1. The social landscape (German: ‘gesellschaftliche Landschaft’) comprises the inter-
pretations and evaluation schemes of and about landscapes existing in societies. These 
are subject to both historical variability, i.e.—especially in the context of accelerated 
social development (see Rosa 2005) with its physical manifestations (Kühne 2007)—
they are subject to a clear intergenerational change, are clearly differentiated with 
regard to cultural contexts (more on this in Sect. 4.3), and can be differentiated into 
socially differentiated special knowledge stocks (more on this in Sect. 4.2). The social 
landscape can be described as the socially available and retrievable stock of knowl-
edge and ‘emotional conventions’. It regulates the communicable and non-commu-
nicable aspects of landscape, as well as the conventions on who may communicate 
about landscape and how, and who may deviate from socially defined interpretation 
and evaluation schemes and in what form, without losing social recognition (in par-
ticular the relevant reference groups in the sense of Dahrendorf (1971[1958]) or at 
least having to fear this loss of recognition (a question which is dealt with in particu-
lar by discourse theory and critical landscape research; Sects. 2.4.3 and 5.3–5.5). Here 
the interface to the individually actualized social landscape becomes clear.

2. The individually actualized social landscape (German: ‘individuell aktualisierte 
gesellschaftliche Landschaft’) comprises individual knowledge, patterns of interpreta-
tion, and evaluation as well as personal emotional references to the landscape. These 
have a close feedback relationship to the social landscape: on the one hand, the indi-
vidual picks out knowledge, patterns of interpretation and evaluation, and updates indi-
vidual ‘conventions of feeling’ (Hasse 2000). On the other hand, the individual is also 
able to change social patterns by adding new interpretations, evaluations, and emotional 
references or by questioning traditional ones. Whether he or she can do this by gaining 
social recognition (especially from the reference group), i.e. the social landscape can be 
changed, depends on whether society grants him the right to deviate from the conven-
tion. As a rule, this is only the case for holders of special knowledge stocks, in this case 
landscape experts (whether in art or science; a subject to be dealt with in Sect. 5.4).

3. Physical space (German: ‘physischer Raum’) is the material basis for landscape. 
Material objects are observed under the mode of landscape observation (this is not 
only optical, but also contains elements which are acoustic, olfactory, haptic, etc.) and 

1First considerations can be found in Kühne (2006a), further details later in Kühne (2008b, 
2013c, 2018c, d). Hokema (2013) provides a comparison with other current landscape concepts. 
Operationalisations can be found, for example, for planning at Stemmer (2016), for tourism at 
Aschenbrand (2017), in the context of landscape simulations at Fontaine (2017a, b).
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synthetisized to landscape (Sect. 3.7 elaborates this further). This means from a con-
structivist perspective (Sect. 2.4): Physical space is not landscape; it is rather a car-
rier of landscape attributions, because not every material object is part of landscape. 
This is where the interface to the appropriated physical landscape is defined. If virtual 
objects are added to the physical space, it can be described as ‘external space’.

4. The appropriated physical landscape (German: ‘angeeignete physische Landschaft’) 
encompasses those material objects that are synthetized into landscape. Thus, as 
a rule, not every stone individually becomes part of the appropriated physical land-
scape, but rather a hill. The acquired physical landscape is highly individual, socially 
and culturally differentiated. The individually actualized physical landscape usually 
comprises a subset of the social landscape patterns; the same applies to partial social 
landscapes. These, in turn, can deviate greatly from each other: The landscape that an 
agronomist synthetizes in physical space according to a partial social pattern differs 
greatly from that of a conservationist (Kühne 2008b, 2013c). The acquired physical 
landscapes can differ greatly in diverse social contexts, depending on different cul-
tural contexts. This also means that it is possible to design a ‘global social landscape’ 
that contains all landscape interpretation, evaluation, knowledge schemes, and emo-
tional contributions as an analytical category, but which, due to its complexity, has 
only limited scientific and even less practical (e.g. planning) operationalizability.

The classifications of these four dimensions of landscape in relation to the social, the indi-
vidual, and the material world can be found in Fig. 2.1. The above-mentioned appropriated 

Fig. 2.1  The references of the social, the individual, and the material in relation to landscape. This 
figure forms the basis for the classification of the terms and theories presented in the following 
chapters in Fig. 7.2 and 7.3 in Chap. 7 (Conclusion; own presentation)

2.1 Landscape Between Objectivity, Individual and Social Construction



10 2 Currently Discussed Theoretical Perspectives on Landscape

physical landscape occupies a special position, since the social (or partially social), the 
individual (as individually actualized physical landscape), or the material (if the landscape 
is thematized as material objects, but not the construction frame) is addressed.

All these levels are subject to a temporal change: the social landscape changes as new 
interpretations and evaluations take effect; the physical space is adapted to social and 
individual needs, the individually actualized social landscape changes through the appro-
priation of new patterns of interpretation and evaluation, developing emotional contri-
butions, but also possibilities of influencing the physical space (Table 2.1). According to 
these changes the acquired physical landscape also changes. To put it briefly, as does 
Barbara Bender (2002, p. 103), in relation to the physical foundations of landscape: 
“Landscape is time materializing: landscapes, like time, never stand still”.

2.2  Essentialism

The fundamental attitude of an essentialist (from Latin ‘essentia’) assumes that things 
have necessary qualities that constitute their essence (Chilla et al. 2015). Accordingly, 
‘landscape’ becomes a ‘thing in itself’. This is equipped with specific properties and val-
ues. The outer appearance is not ‘landscape’, but merely an expression of its ‘essence’ 
(e.g. Kühne 2013c). In this way, different landscapes can be distinguished from such 
a perspective in a reciprocal imprint of nature and culture. The aim of an essentialist 
approach to landscape is to distinguish ‘essential’ and thus significant characteristics of 
a ‘landscape’ from those which are only ‘accidentally’ present (Albert 2005; see also 
Chilla et al. 2015). It is thus assumed that there is a definable core of landscape, with 
which landscape is attributed an independent reality, whose aesthetics are an inherent 
characteristic of it, which lends it value (thus connecting it to a pre-modern understand-
ing of science; Kühne 2018e). For example, ‘traditional’ pre-modern farmhouse styles 
are understood as characteristics of the essential, whereas single-family bungalows in 
globally similar designed settlement extensions are not. They are declared accidental 
(Chilla et al. 2015; Kühne 2018e; Weber 2018).

This understanding of landscape was followed by ‘traditional’ geography of the 19th 
and early 20th centuries (and today continues to exist in landscape research in parts). For 
this geography, the world consisted of a well-ordered ‘chambering’ of natural and cul-
tural entities (Blotevogel 1996; Egner 2010; Glasze 2015; Weber 2018). This geographical 
worldview becomes clear in Alexander Humboldt’s (1769–1859) understanding of land-
scape. In the quotation attributed (since it is not found in his writings; Hard 1970a) to him 
of the ‘total character of an earth region’ (German: ‘Totalcharakter einer Erdgegend’), three 
constitutive elements for the essentialist understanding of the landscape become clear:

1. Landscape is a whole (‘totality’).
2. This landscape is equipped with its own being (‘character’).
3. It is a distinct part of the earth’s surface compared to other ‘earth regions’.
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This is associated with ‘container’ thinking (Thiem and Weber 2011; Wardenga 2002). 
Paffen (1973b, p. XXVI) considers landscapes decidedly as a “totality of physiognomi-
cally detectable ‘geographical forms’ (phenomena) in the ‘geographical substance’”—
explicitly in contrast to the ‘experienced landscape’ in the individual (Paffen 1973b, 
p. XXIV). Accordingly he defines landscape in an essentialistic way as as an expression 
of “mental inherent laws” and assumes an “integration of inorganic, biotic and, where 
appropriate, cultural-social complexes as causal networks and spatial structures” (Paffen 
1973a, p. 76). Accordingly, the task of a geographer is to record the “essence of each 
landscape area” (Lautensach 1973, p. 31).

The term ‘cultural landscape’ is of outstanding importance for essentialist landscape 
geography. This term, which became popular in German geography in the second half 
of the 19th century (for more on the development of German-language geography see 
Sect. 4.4; a more detailed examination of the concept of ‘cultural landscape’ is given 
later in Box 5), was (and is) used to suggest an ‘inextricable’ connection between ‘peo-
ple and landscape’ (Eisel 1982; Kühne 2013c). The relationship between man and 
landscape is not only interpreted as a research task for geographers, it also acquires a 
normative meaning: “If the transformation takes place quickly, it initially appears dis-
harmonic, since the balance is disturbed for a long time” (Lautensach 1973, pp. 26–27). 
The physical manifestations of modernization (e.g. regenerative energies, the expansion 
of technical infrastructure or the extraction of raw materials) have challenged essential-
ist ideas of ‘cultural landscapes’ (see also Quasten 1997; Wöbse 1999). Accordingly, the 
essentialist understanding of landscape is often used today (implicitly or explicitly) as a 
justification for resistance to change in the physical space interpreted as landscape (e.g. 
Kühne and Weber 2018; Walter et al. 2013; Weber 2018; more on this in Sects. 6.1 and 
6.2). Essentially oriented landscape research thus assumes that ‘landscape’ exists as a 
‘quasi-organismic entity with special characteristics’, which has “an unalterable intrinsic 
value and its own identity” (Gailing and Leibenath 2012, p. 97). This in turn produces 
“a specific characteristic of ‘land and people’” (Körner 2006, p. 6; see also Hard 2002) 
which must be preserved from an essentialist perspective.

The conservatism of essentialist landscape interpretation has far-reaching conse-
quences beyond that: Immigrant populations are also considered accidental (not just bun-
galows), which adds a touch of ‘blood and soil ideology’ to this view. Another point of 
criticism concerns the normativity inherent in essentialist landscape theory. Assuming 
that there is a synthesis of landscape and people, it is not possible to derive normatively 
from this that there should be such a synthesis. This is a classical naturalistic fallacy, as 
Hume (2003[1738]) already criticized in the 18th century. Accordingly, this type of land-
scape geography was criticized at the end of the 1960s as “an apolitical, but ultimately 
conservative to reactionary, restorative geography was perceived as a discipline that par-
ticularly blatantly violated the standards of conceptual debate achieved in neighbouring 
disciplines of the humanities and social sciences” (Gebhardt 2016, p. 45). An essentialist 
understanding can be found not only in traditional landscape geography, but also where 
the ‘essence’ of man is to be derived from ‘landscape characteristics’. Essentialist theory 
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accordingly assumes that landscape preferences are historically created by environmen-
tal conditions (the so-called habitat theories, see Box 2). Compared to the other theo-
ries, it is able to provide norms for dealing with physical spaces, since the ‘essence of 
landscape’ is to be preserved, which makes it (often implicitly) attractive for planning. 
Planning is strongly norm-based, for example, the ‘conservation of historical cultural 
landscapes’ (e.g. in Germany) becomes a legal task of spatial and landscape planning.

Box 2: Habitat Theories
The habitat theories, which are still popular today (especially in psychological land-
scape research), postulate “that we still instinctively prefer landscapes with ele-
ments and structures that enabled early humans to survive and develop” (Hunziker 
2010, p. 35). Constitutive for the family theory of phylogeny is the fear of prehis-
toric man of being surprised and injured/killed, as well of striving for physical secu-
rity (Gold and Revill 2003). The following theories find a broader discussion:

1. According to the savannah theory (Orians 1980, 1986) human beings prefer half-
open landscapes (understood as material objects), because the origin of mankind 
would be in savannahs (with grasslands, embedded shrubs, and water areas as 
well as higher vantage points). A confirmation of this theory is seen in the pref-
erence for semi-open landscapes in the settlement of North America, in higher 
prices for real estate with a distant or water view, and in the effort of humans to 
create savanna-like landscapes in the form of gardens and parks themselves or to 
paint them in a preferred manner (Orians 1980, 1986; Wilson 1984).

2. The Prospect Refuge Theory (Appleton 1975, 1984) assumes that the prefer-
ence for semi-open landscapes arises from the need to ‘be seen and not seen’ 
(Appleton 1975). Open view is offered by the savannah through its wide grass-
lands, the trees standing alone or in groups provide privacy or could also serve 
as a hiding place (see also Hunziker 2010).

3. The Information Processing Theory (Kaplan and Kaplan 1989; cf. also Kaplan 
and Kaplan 1982; Kaplan et al. 1998) is probably the most developed, and most 
empirically tested and used approach in biological theories contemplating prime-
val influences (Hunziker 2010). Accordingly, people prefer rooms that facilitate 
the gathering of information and whose information is intellectually connectable. 
They differentiate four different criteria for classifying the quality of information 
(Kaplan and Kaplan 1989): complexity (as a multitude of different objects and 
interdependencies), mystery (not all information is immediately understandable, 
but offers the possibility of becoming understandable), coherence (simple struc-
tures and contexts) and legibility (the possibility of finding one’s way back to the 
starting point; for more details, see a. o. Gimblett 1985; Hunziker and Kienast 
1999; Kaymaz 2012; van der Jagt et al. 2014; Wohlwill 1968).

2.2 Essentialism
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Eventually, these theories assume that a stimulus (a certain environment) would 
provoke a certain reaction (preference of a ‘landscape’; Tuan 1976) that deter-
mined the actions of today’s humans. The ‘Gestalt-Theorie’ (Köhler 1969; see also 
Antrop and Van Eetvelde 2000) goes so far as to produce a finally isomorphism 
(= alignment) between certain formal aspects of environmental objects and neuro-
logical processes. In order to prove the validity of the respective theories, empirical 
(usually quantitative) studies are used, which in turn can be assigned to a positivist 
understanding of the world (see Sect. 2.3). Irrespective of whether such preference 
patterns can also be found today, the inference of conditions from the early days of 
mankind on today’s preferences represents an analogy.

2.3  Positivism

To this day, the positivist understanding of landscape dominates large parts of science, 
but also of public discussion and of those administratively concerned with landscape 
(planners). In the following, the main features of a positivist understanding of the land-
scape will be presented. Subsequently, its integration into the planning will be discussed, 
especially with regard to the challenges that arise.

2.3.1  Positivism and Landscape

According to the mathematician and philosopher Auguste Comte (1798–1857), who 
wanted to establish a ‘positive science’, the focus of scientific research is on those 
objects “which exist in the world outside human consciousness and which can be expe-
rienced and discovered through measurement and perception” (Egner 2010, p. 30). The 
aim of this focus is to generate verifiable certainties with the help of empiricism. ‘Space’ 
in general, and ‘landscape’ in particular, becomes here an observable, measurable, and 
countable quantity—and thus analysable (Egner 2010, p. 98). In contrast to essentialist 
landscape research in pursuit of essentialities, positivist research measures individual 
phenomena and divides them into ‘layers’, such as distribution of enterprises, popula-
tion, land use, soils, climate, visual landscape, and technical infrastructure which are fed 
into Geographic Information Systems (GIS) nowadays. The information collected in this 
way and divided into levels is subjected to abstraction (Chilla et al. 2015). ‘Spaces’ are 
differentiated, juxtaposed, inductively generalized, while at the same time the notion of 
‘spatial entities’ does not disappear, even though the essential link between culture and 
nature is rejected (Eisel 2009). Like ‘space’, ‘landscape’ can also be defined as a con-
tainer—as “genuine reality” (Schultze 1973, p. 203)—‘filled’ with various elements that 
can be located and related (Gailing and Leibenath 2012). This access—in conjunction 
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with technical innovations—had a considerable influence on the scientific work “quanti-
fication, mathematization and computer modelling seemingly offered unlimited potential 
for unravelling the spatial fix of human affairs” (Tilley 1997, p. 9).

A positivist understanding of the world also dominates in sciences with spatial and 
landscape references, beyond the ‘classical spatial sciences’, such as geography, land-
scape architecture or planning sciences: in large parts of psychological landscape 
research, landscape is understood as a given material object that can be perceived and 
cognitively processed by humans. These cognitive patterns, in turn, are the subject of 
experimental research, so attempts are made to examine the theories presented in Box 2 
(for more details, see e.g. Thompson 2018). This also shows the difference between 
social and natural science theory formation (which includes large parts of psychology): 
Social science theories are linked with the goal of developing a framework of general 
statements on the conditions and developments of society (as in this case, also society 
and landscape) on the one hand, and to develop a practicable set of terms on the other 
hand. The goal of natural science theory formation is to generate (empirically) verifiable 
and thus falsifiable statements (see more precisely: Chalmers 2013; Treiben et al. 1997).2

2.3.2  Positivism and Landscape-Related Planning

The positivist landscape research does not only deal with the analysis of the object land-
scape, which it understands in this way. In co-evolution with new computer technologies 
models of landscape are generated, forecasts are made (e.g. Gebhardt 2016). If ‘land-
scape’ is not only analysed, modelled and predicted for future developments, but is also 
to be intervened in this development, the analyses, modelling and predictions must also 
be evaluated. This challenge is taken up by landscape-related planning. Consequentely, 
in spatial planning, ‘landscape assessment procedures’ are still centrally anchored 
today (e.g. Roth 2012; Roth and Bruns 2016; Stemmer 2016; Weber et al. 1999; cf. also 
Kearney and Bradley 2011). Such procedures pursue the aim of decomplexing ‘land-
scape’ into an objectified and thus politically operationalisable numeric value or pic-
togram (Kühne 2013c). This is based on an analytic frame by measuring and counting 
‘landscape elements’ and their spatial arrangement such as biotope types (Kühne and 
Weber 2017 are examples of this). Also landscape preferences (if possible in the form 
of mean values) of people are measured and/or modeled, for example as “landscape 
viewing qualities” (Loidl 1981, p. 14–17) are clarifying the “impairments of the land-
scape” (Weber et al. 1999, p. 352; of positivist approaches to the positivist evaluation 

2In scientific practice, this relationship is not in the form of a strictly separated dichotomy, but 
rather in the form of a polarity. This means that empirical studies are also based on social sci-
ence theories, and natural science theories are used to form concepts. A juxtaposition nevertheless 
seems to make sense, in order to become clear about specific scientific logics.

2.3 Positivism
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of landscape among many: Frank et al. 2013; Howley 2011; Schirpke et al. 2013). 
Subsequently, they are spatially identified distinctly using a Geographical Information 
System (GIS; such as Sahraoui, Clauzel and Foltête 2016; in this context e.g. Konermann 
2001; see also Antrop 1997). The criticism that these evaluation methods are the repro-
duction of aesthetic preferences of experts (Burckhardt 2004) is countered by the survey 
of landscape preferences of landscape users (Stemmer and Bruns 2017; see Sects. 4.2 
and 5.5). The result of this approach is that the positivist fundamental position is 
extended by constructivist interpretations (Stemmer 2016).

Positivist landscape research (also in relation to aesthetic attributions)—due to its 
scientific tradition of thought—is particularly effective in planning processes, whereby 
ultimately the empiricism of ‘landscape’ is very important (preferably processed in GIS 
layers; see Kitchin 2015). It is often used for framing and an ‘essentialistic’ attribution 
of an ‘intrinsic value’ of ‘cultural landscape’ is made as a justification context for meas-
ures. The procedure of spatial planning with positivist basic understanding to integrate 
not only essentialist but also constructivist plantings poses challenges. One concerns the 
naturalistic fallacy: With regard to essentialist greening, this is conservative (see above), 
because just because something was, it does not mean that it should be so in the future 
(in this case landscape). With regard to the collection of opinions from users, there is a 
majorisation problem: Just because the majority is of one opinion does not mean that this 
should be binding for all. Planning ultimately means deciding in favour of one alterna-
tive and rejecting all other alternatives after weighing up the arguments. However, due to 
the naturalistic misconceptions, there is no weighing up, since in the end they only lead 
to an alternative that cannot be weighed up. Another concerns the problem of argumen-
tative inconsistency, since arguments are made at different levels of scientific theory. The 
fact that this is forced by the fact that data and models are value-neutral, whereas plan-
ning is normative, makes the dilemma understandable, but no less virulent. This problem 
of different logics will be discussed in more detail in the context of autopoietic systems 
theory in Sect. 2.4.2 (the topic of landscape concepts is discussed in more detail in the 
planning in Sects. 5.4 and 5.5; a more detailed discussion of the topic of participation 
can be found in Sect. 6.2).

2.4  Constructivist Approaches

If in positivist approaches the constitutive dimension of landscape lies either on the level 
of the material objects, i.e. landscape is understood as a physical object, or in essentialist 
approaches as ‘essence’ ‘behind the objects’, in constructivist approaches the constitu-
tive level of landscape is found in the individual or social construction. If individual or 
social ideas of landscape are examined, it is not (as it is often the case in psychologi-
cal landscape research, for example) the perception (level of the individual or general-
ized of a social structure) of landscape as a real object that is spoken of, but rather the 
construction of a landscape (basing on social conventions). This construction takes place 
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through an individual, socially predetermined synthesis of certain material and immate-
rial objects and aspects.

With this strong focus on construction processes, constructivist approaches (more in 
the social sciences and humanities tradition) clearly distinguish themselves from clas-
sical (positivist and essentialist) approaches, to which an ‘object fetishism’ (Duncan 
1990, p. 11) is attributed. Three constructivist theories relating to landscape are dis-
cussed below: social constructivism, autopoietic systems theory, and discourse theory. 
The scope of the explanations on social constructivism and autopoietic systems theory 
is somewhat more comprehensive than on discourse theory, since in the section on social 
constructivism fundamental aspects of constructivist world view are explained and the 
theoretical foundations of autopoietic systems theory can neither be assumed to be trivial 
nor generally known.

2.4.1  Social Constructivism

According to social constructivist landscape research, the construct ‘landscape’ is the 
result of socially formed patterns of interpretation and evaluation, on the basis of which 
an internal synthesis of observed material objects and their connection with symbolic 
meanings takes place (for example, a stop sign is not merely a collection of metal and 
paint but communicates a general social expectation of action). The social constructiv-
ist landscape theory is (in its current interpretation) strongly based on the roots of the 
phenomenological sociology of Alfred Schütz (1960[1932], 1971[1962], 1971) and its 
further development from Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann to social constructiv-
ism (Berger and Luckmann 1966). In English landscape research, precursors of social 
constructivist landscape theory date back to the middle of the 20th century (Hoskins 
2005[1955]), on which Denis Cosgrove (1984, 1993) based his studies on ‘symbolic 
landscapes’. Social constructivist landscape research received a significant impulse from 
the 1994 essay ‘Landscapes: The Social Construction of Nature and the Environment’ 
by Thomas Greider and Lorraine Garkovich (1994), in which they refer decisively to the 
social constructivist sociology of knowledge by Berger and Luckmann. Since the begin-
ning of the 2000s, the number of works based on social constructivist landscape theory 
has increased significantly (among many: Aschenbrand 2016, 2017; Fontaine 2017b; 
Kühne 2008a; Trudeau 2006).

The process of ‘construction’, which is central to social constructivism, is described as 
“not an intentional action, but a culturally mediated pre-conscious process” (Kloock and 
Spahr 2007[1986], p. 56), which is based on the fact that abstractions in the form of prior 
knowledge of the world flow into every perception (Schütz 1971), whereby “nowhere is 
there anything like pure and simple facts” (Schütz 1971[1962], p. 5). Consequently, per-
ception is not an isolated incidence, but rather the result of “a very complicated process 
of interpretation in which contemporary perceptions are related to earlier perceptions” 
(Schütz 1971[1962], pp. 123–124). But there is not only a reference to one’s previously 
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possessed perceptions, after all we are born into a world whose conceptual frameworks 
and categories used by humans already exist in our culture (Burr 2005). Substancial 
patterns of interpretation and evaluation with which we confront the world (includ-
ing ourselves) are thus socially defined and conveyed to the individual in the process of 
socialization (see Sect. 4.1). In addition to this internalization, externalization has a cen-
tral significance for symbolic communication: here, material objects are assigned certain 
symbolic meanings by means of which they communicate with others (this becomes par-
ticularly clear in the context of traffic signs; Berger and Luckmann 1966). Language is 
particularly of importance with regard to the social standardization of interpretations and 
evaluations: Language produces realities, structures perceptions, and thus does not repre-
sent an ‘objective instrument of the representation of reality’, but rather a social “system 
of signs and rules” (Werlen and Weingarten 2005, p. 192).

From a social constructivist perspective, social science studies can be understood 
as “constructions of the second degree: constructions of those constructions which 
are formed in the social field by the actors whose behavior the scientist observes and 
attempts to explain in accordance with the procedural rules of his science” (Schütz 
1971[1962], p. 7). Social constructivism pursues a research program that—also empir-
ically—“investigates the question of which interpretations of reality become socially 
binding” (Kneer 2009b, p. 5). Questions dealt with by social constructivist research are 
not ‘what-is’ questions, but questions of who constructs the world and how, how world 
interpretations and world evaluations differ, and how they acquire social commitment, in 
this case in relation to the social construct landscape.

Even if everyday space in general and everyday landscape in particular are experi-
enced as self-evident and objectively given and understood as a “property of physical 
nature” (Läpple 1992, p. 201), it is nevertheless a historically developed and abstracted 
achievement that arose from an intersubjective synchronization of egocentric spatial 
understandings related to one’s own body and the co-presence of objects.

According to the central aspects of social constructivism, externalization and inter-
nalization, social constructivist landscape research deals, on the one hand, with the ques-
tions of how physical objects possessing symbolic meaning are charged. Accordingly, 
they are “interpreted as concrete, material ‘embodiments’ of the social, e.g. of ideas, 
social relationships, habits, lifestyles, etc. The social is thus made accessible through 
interpretation from its physical embodiments” (Hard 1995, p. 52; Fig. 2.2). On the 
other hand, social constructivist landscape research is oriented towards the relationships 
between socially shared notions of landscape and individual constructs of landscape, 
because like all other systems communicating via symbols, social patterns of interpreta-
tion and attribution of landscape must be learned by the socializing individual: “There is 
no naive relationship to the landscape before all society. The naive cannot see the land-
scape because he has not learned its language” (Burckhardt 2006, p. 20). According to 
the high importance of the written rendering of the world in particular, and landscape in 
general, it can also be understood as text (see Box 3).
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Box 3: Landscape as Text
What we know about landscape is based on different texts (in the content-wise sense 
of a coherent sequence of visual and linguistic signs, such as books, maps, Internet 
videos, documentaries, newspaper articles, the stories of acquaintances, etc.), which 
also form the basis for the individual construction of landscape (see e.g. Duncan and 
Duncan 1988; Winchester et al. 2003; Duncan 1990; Lindström et al. 2018). Texts 
in turn also form the basis for the inscription of (scenic) ideas in physical spaces, 

Fig. 2.2  The Watts Towers in Los Angeles, California, are an example of the difference and tempo-
ral variability of the symbolic connotation attached to a material object. They were built by the Italian 
roofer Simon Rodia between 1921 and 1954 from arm-thick steel pipes which were covered with 
cement and provided with all kinds of ornaments (predominately shards and shells; Olessak 1981). 
They were called—in connection with the origin of Rodia—‘Italian Garden’ (Ipsen 2006). The Watts 
Towers are a result of the Californian social norm ‘to do something big’, to which Rodia explicitly 
referred. According to Banham (2009[1971], p. 111), they can be understood as a physical manifesto 
of “an innocent fantasy”, which originated independently of historical models in “self-absorption”. 
Morris (2002[1976]) associates with them a protest against the future tyrannies of the electronic 
age with its short-term regime, its constant reversibility and its virtuality. At the time of its creation, 
Rodia and his towers were exposed to various hostilities, from the neighborhood, but also from the 
city administration, which considered the towers not earthquake-proof (Rolle 1997[1968]). Today the 
assessment of the towers has changed. Ipsen (2006: p. 101) focuses his work on the Watts Towers on 
their social and cultural connotation in their environment: “Although Watts is still associated with 
crime and social unrest, it is also a work of art and a symbol of a transcultural place that connects Los 
Angeles with the regions from which one or one’s parents immigrated”. In addition, the Watts Towers 
will be marketed as a tourist attraction. (For more details see Kühne 2012b). (Photo: Kühne)

2.4 Constructivist Approaches
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for example in the form of plans (Dunn 1997). In the course of the linguistic turn, 
the meaning of language increases: “Society is a text. Nature and its representa-
tions are discourses. Even the unconscious is structured like a language” (Mitchell 
1992, p. 89). Accordingly, the physical foundations of the synthesis ‘landscape’ 
can also be read according to their symbolic contents and translated into a linguis-
tic terminology (such as metaphor, synecdoche, metonymy, etc.; as specifically in 
Duncan 1990). As a result of the cultural, social, and individual approaches and 
interpretations of the landscape texts, it becomes difficult to speak of a ‘landscape’. 
‘Landscape’ therefore takes place primarily in the plural. Nevertheless, this social 
and individual interpretation is only one side of the metaphor: the physical founda-
tions of landscape, which ultimately represent the ‘written text’, are the other side. 
This page in turn is characterized by a different authorship, which can be deciphered 
by knowledge of historical contexts, especially in relation to everyday and working 
worlds (Muir 2000; Franke 2008). However, this also involves deciphering the dis-
courses of different social powers inscribed in physical spaces (Duncan 1988; see 
also Chap. 5 on the subject of power and landscape).

One element of the supersubjective connection of landscape are narratives 
“Narrative is a means of understanding and describing the world in relation to 
agency” (Tilley 1997, p. 32). Narratives represent sense-giving established sto-
rylines, which on the one hand offer orientation and on the other hand are cul-
turally and temporally variable. The relationship between people and the objects 
synthesized as landscapes (such as forests, mountains, cathedrals, etc.) generate 
narrative connections, “creating aesthetic and moral guidance for activity” (Tilley 
1997, p. 33). Narratives form instructions, such as how which physical spaces are 
to be interpreted and evaluated (‘no go areas’ are regarded as dangerous and unin-
viting, regardless of whether individual experiences with them exist or not), but 
also how behaviour is to be organised in certain places (at a vantage point another 
behaviour is regarded as adequate than in a football stadium).

Critics such as Richard Peet (1996) accuse the concept of landscape as text of 
ignoring the world of material objects. Rather, landscape is also text, but not only text.

Different modes of landscape construction are designed for various aspects of society 
(e.g. regarding education, place of residence, etc.; see Chap. 4 for details). These are also 
reflected in the individually actualized social landscape: the cognitive mode refers to 
knowledge about landscape, the aesthetic mode to the patterns of evaluation of an exter-
nal space as a beautiful, ugly, sublime or picturesque landscape, the emotional mode is 
particularly effective in referring to it as home, the economic mode refers to the question 
of whether an external space designated as landscape can be used to generate income, 
the functional mode refers to the extent to which a physical space is suitable for personal 
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appropriation, e.g. for personal appropriation, the fitness of a physical space for the pur-
pose of personal use, the symbolic mode refers to the possibility of charging physical 
objects with meanings, as well as the normative mode, which refers to the definition of 
target states based on general social assessment patterns (see Ipsen 2006; Kühne 2018e; 
Schein 1997; Stotten 2015). Appleyard (1979) sees landscape as an element of this sym-
bolic communication; it thus serves as an instrument for defining normality (and thus 
also non-normality) and as a spatially pronounced symbol of belonging and strangeness. 
Another evaluation scheme is that of the ‘typical’ as presented by Purcell (1992; Box 4; 
on the relationship between the ‘typical’ or ‘stereotype’ and the familiar or ‘homeland’, 
see Sect. 4.2).

Box 4: The ‘Typically’ Approach
Purcell’s ‘typically approach’ (1992) is based on the human being’s ability to 
combine complex information into ‘types’, thereby reducing their complexity and 
maintaining his own ability to act. If a physical space is constructed as a landscape, 
it is compared with already formed—socially mediated—landscape types, whereby 
the deviation from the ‘typical’ is rejected. According to Purcell (1992), four cen-
tral evaluation criteria of landscape can be found:

1. The expansion of the section of space constructed as a landscape;
2. the degree of (attributed) naturalness or anthropogenic transformation;
3. the relief;
4. the occurrence of water (for a more detailed discussion of this approach see 

Hunziker 2000).

Here the synthetic meaning of landscape becomes clear: Different elements are 
related to each other, to which a meaning is then ascribed.

A crucial potential of social constructivist landscape theory lies in the ‘con-
struction of the second degree’ of landscape. It allows the investigation of different 
understandings of landscapes, their comparison, and also the mechanisms of their 
evolution. The social constructivist perspective, however, is also associated with 
the renunciation of the attempt to determine the ‘true’ landscape, which represents 
an observer-independent ‘reality’, whereby the intersubjectively binding determi-
nation of a ‘value’ of landscape also becomes an impossible undertaking. Finally, 
values are the result of discursive negotiations between different social and indi-
vidual interests and not a characteristic of an object or constellation of objects (the 
issue of the moralization of landscape is explored in more detail in Sect. 6.1). From 
a constructivist perspective, there is no ‘thing in itself’ (in this case ‘landscape in 
itself’), but only individual interpretations of one ‘thing’ (or more) in the context of 
socially produced and mediated interpretations (Blumer 1969; Kühne 2015d).

2.4 Constructivist Approaches
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In comparison to the other constructivist landscape theories, which refer more 
strongly to communication processes, the social constructivist landscape the-
ory assigns great importance to material objects (here specifically in the form of 
externalization). Although this has led it to be accused of insufficient ‘theoretical 
purity’ (Leibenath 2014a), it also makes it suitable of being connected to physical 
spaces understood as landscapes for planning approaches (Bruns and Kühne 2013; 
Kühne 2009a; Stemmer 2016). In the context of spatial planning, the potential of 
social constructivist landscape theory lies not in concrete statements with regard 
to material objects (what is to be built or preserved, where, and how), but rather—
due to its sensitivity to power—with regard to questions of procedural justice or 
the generating of life opportunities (in the sense of Dahrendorf 1979; see Kühne 
2014b, 2017b with regard to spatial developments; see Box 13 for understandings 
of justice). Concisely summarized, social constructivist landscape theory does not 
answer ‘what’ questions (‘what is landscape?’, ‘what is to be built?’), but ‘how’ 
questions: ‘how is landscape socially constructed?’, ‘how do social and individu-
ally actualized social landscapes relate to each other?’, ‘how is process-oriented 
planning to be designed?’ and much more.

2.4.2  Autopoietic Systems Theory

Although Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory has so far been used sporadically for the 
investigation of specific communication logics in relation to landscape, no extensively 
elaborated autopoietic systems of theoretical landscape theory has yet been developed. 
The radical constructivist approach to landscape-related topics has so far been limited 
primarily to some facets of the complex of topics, such as planning (van Assche and 
Verschraegen 2008), cultural and ecological adaptation (Van Assche 2010), energy sys-
tem transformation (Kölsche 2015), nature conservation (Heiland 1999) or ecosystem 
services (Kühne 2014a), which, however, show the potential of Luhmann’s systems the-
ory for landscape research. In comparison to landscape research, the systems theoreti-
cal approach of the Luhmann type to space has a greater tradition (among many: Egner 
2006; Goeke and Lippuner 2011; Lippuner 2007, 2008; Redepenning 2006, 2009).

Based on the autopoietic systems theory of Niklas Luhmann (1984, 1986, 1989, 1993, 
1996, 2001[1997]), the following will deal with the communicative construction of land-
scape. For Luhmann, communication is the only genuine social action. Communication 
takes place in the threefold selection of information, communication, and understand-
ing. Ex-post can be determined: Communication has then taken place if an understand-
ing of Y follows the formation of a difference between information and communication 
from X (e.g. Luhmann 2017). In order to make the relationships between communication 
and landscape more comprehensible, some basic features of Luhmann’s systems theory 
are first presented, followed by the communicative construction of landscape, before an 
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interim summarizing conclusion is drawn in which the potentials of autopoietic systems 
theory for landscape research are presented.

In his formulation of autopoietic systems theory, Luhmann essentially draws on two 
strands of theory: firstly, radical constructivism, and secondly, structural functionalism. 
The neurological basis of radical constructivism is represented by the investigations of 
Maturana and Varela (1987): The nervous system is a self-contained, closed system3 
that has no direct access to its environment. Accordingly, consciousness is described as 
autopoietic (= self-producing): The consciousness is closed as regards its organization 
and thus autonomous, although it does not act self-sufficiently. In terms of its compo-
nents, it has neither an input nor an output, although in terms of its biotic prerequisites 
it is both material and energetic (Maturana and Varela 1987). As a result of the impos-
sibility of a direct reference of consciousness to its environment (Glasersfeld 1995; 
Maturana and Varela 1987; Steffe and Thompson 2000), the production of knowledge is 
described—according to radical constructivism—as a circular and closed, i.e. ‘autopoi-
etic’ process. This ultimately means that knowledge is only produced from knowledge, 
communication from communication. The prerequisite for the construction of its envi-
ronment by consciousness is the observation of this environment. Due to the autopoietic 
unity of consciousness, however, this observation does not take place directly, but on a 
biotic level (via sensory impressions that are transformed into nerve impulses). By obser-
vation Luhmann (1984), following the request of Spencer Brown (1971, p. 3), under-
stands “draw a distinction” as a designation-on-the-use-of-a-distinction (for more details 
see: Kneer and Nassehi 1997). A prerequisite for observation is a perceptible difference. 
First, at the level of the observed environment, i.e. in relation to landscape, the objects 
observed as landscapes must differ from each other. Secondly, the sensory equipment of 
the observing organism must be able to detect the differences in the objects (which is not 
possible for humans pertaining to different infrared wavelengths). Third, the conscious-
ness must be able to grasp the sensory perceived differences and place them in the context 
of the knowledge produced to this point, which in relation to landscape means: without 
the knowledge of which sensory distinctions can be identified in which spatial and social 
contexts, such as landscape, ‘landscape’ cannot be formed within consciousness (in this 
context among others: Burckhardt 2006; Kühne 2008d; Watzlawick 1995). Alongside rad-
ical constructivism, Luhmann’s autopoietic systems theory is based on Talcott Parson’s 
structural functionalism (1991[1951]). He describes modern society as a functionally 
differentiated society. Society thus differentiates itself into subsystems that take on spe-
cific tasks for the entire society, although these tasks cannot be taken on by other sub-
systems of society (Parsons 1991[1951]): The system of economy is responsible for the 

3A system is understood to be a structure of effects whose elements are more closely connected 
to one another through direct mutual influences than with elements of their environment (Sachsse 
1971).

2.4 Constructivist Approaches
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production and distribution of scarce goods, the system of politics for the basic orienta-
tion of society, the system of social community for the transmission and maintenance of 
social roles, norms and values, the system of cultural trust for the preservation of social 
values (for details see e.g. Treibel, Korte and Schäfers 1997). The formation of systems 
and subsystems is associated with a reduction of complexity: Some of the many possible 
references are selected, but the vast majority of relations are excluded, which is why there 
is always a complexity gap between the system and the environment (Luhmann 1984).

Luhmann connects the two strands of theory by understanding society as subdivided 
into self-referential, i.e. autopoietically operating subsystems. Societal subsystems oper-
ate based on specific binary codes (the economy, for example, with the code have/do 
not have, politics: have power/do not have power), but are not in a position to grasp 
their environment ‘as it is’ (Luhmann 1984, 1986, 2001[1997]). In systems theory, the 
term environment is used to describe everything that is not the observing (sub)system, 
i.e. this also applies to other social subsystems, which is why, for example, the subsys-
tem economy is environment to the subsystem politics. The observation of the environ-
ment according to the specific system codes means that the subsystem of the economy is 
observed with regard to the question of whether money can be earned with it or not, only 
those aspects of the environment which are connected with the profit or loss of money 
are observed, others lie outside the observation horizon (e.g. the extinction of species 
becomes relevant for the subsystem economy if economic losses, e.g. because econom-
ically exploitable species are affected or there exists a risk of loss of reputation/good-
will). The subsystem of politics, on the other hand, observes its environment based on 
the concept of power/non-power, i.e. in a democracy, whether voters can be won by deal-
ing with a topic or not. The legal system is thereby resonated if there is a violation of 
existing law. For the subsystem of science, those parts of the environment that promise 
the production of new knowledge become relevant. From the perspective of autopoie-
tic systems theory, the social construction of the world is always carried out selectively 
and according to the respective subsystemic logics, which means that it is not possible 
to grasp the world ‘as it is’ because a construction is always carried out on the basis of 
specific logics. This also means that processes can take place in the world that do not 
receive any attention in social communication because they do not resonate with any of 
the social subsystems, i.e. they do not exist in society. The ability of society to observe 
by de-complexing and de-differentiating the system reduces its stability and adaptabil-
ity (e.g. when political or scientific questions are dealt with according to economic con-
siderations, or when economic questions are dealt with politically; see Luhmann 1988, 
particularly, on the dangers of de-differentiation). As a result, the system of society is 
destabilized because society’s ability to deal with challenges in a differentiated way is 
reduced (for more detailed introductions to Niklas Luhmann’s sociology, see Kneer and 
Nassehi 1997; Reese-Schäfer 1992 and Fuchs 2004).

In the sense of systems theory, the construction of landscape can be understood as 
a systemic construction (Kühne 2006b): the construction of landscape within the 
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consciousness means a reduction of complexity, because certain elements are selected 
from a multitude of spatially arranged elements and placed in relation to one another, 
while other elements are not considered in the construction of the landscape. With this 
complexity-reducing system formation, because not all elements are added to the system 
formation ‘landscape’, a segregation of meaning is connected, because the selected ele-
ments—in summary—are attributed the meaning ‘landscape’ on the basis and in relation 
to social ideas of ‘landscape’. This interpretation is often made using adjectival additions 
such as ‘beautiful’, ‘old industrial’, ‘sublime’, ‘historically grown’, and ‘typical’.

The construction of landscape takes place in the social subsystems according to 
the codes described above, provided that the social subsystems are set in resonance 
(Fig. 2.3). The social subsystems are particularly resonant when changes in the status 
quo are observed, either in relation to the material level (here often mediated by the sci-
ence subsystem), or in relation to the communication of other social subsystems (such 
as evaluation by the mass media). The economic construction of landscape takes place 
according to the difference scheme of have/do not have, i.e. the question of whether 
and to what extent money is earned or lost with what is understood by landscape (e.g. 
in the form of agriculture, tourism, locations for industrial, or service enterprises). The 
relevance of landscape references for the economy increases when new possibilities 
for generating money emerge or when the loss of these very possibilities threatens; for 
the former, the energy system transformation is an example, for the latter, the second 
condition in land use. Here the interferences with the political system are already evi-
dent, which is then put into resonance when, for example, the promotion of the use of 
renewable energy sources promises an increase in power, whereby communication 
with the ‘social soundboard’ (Weber 2008) is primarily carried out through the media-
tion of (mass) media, which in turn are put into resonance when current changes can be 
observed (such as citizen protests or new scientific findings).

But not only the social construction of landscape follows (in large parts) the specific 
logics of the respective logic of the social subsystems; its inscription in the ‘physical and 
biotic systems’ also follows these patterns according to the codes of the individual social 
subsystems (Kühne 2006b, 2008b; Läpple 1992): The subsystem of the economy (par-
ticularly present in terms of area in the form of agriculture and forestry) is, according to 
the system’s own code Have/Not-Have, interested in arranging material objects in a form 
that promises a particularly high yield (for example in the form of large farmland or age-
group management; see also Ipsen 2006). The social subsystem of politics (especially 
environmental politics) intervenes in the design and arrangement of material objects 
on the basis of the power/non-power code (using laws, ordinances, guidelines and stat-
utes; cf. also Warnke 1992), for example by modifying the unrestricted implementation 
of the logic of the economic system by legal requirements (for example, by linking the 
payment of subsidies to certain ecological standards). The subsystem also makes use of 
spatial planning, which—although bound by instructions—strives for the physical man-
ifestation of its own disciplinary logics, for example in the sense of the model of the 
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‘compact city’, on the basis of which an ‘urban sprawl’ is then to be prevented, whereby 
these planning specifications in turn are translated into the specific logics of the other 
subsystems, for example in the form of additional costs (van Assche and Verschraegen 
2008). From this, it becomes clear how the different subsystemic logics of society 
inscribe themselves in the material world. These in turn (especially when changes occur) 
are observed and (re)constructed by the individual social subsystems according to their 
own codes (Kühne 2005a, 2014a). The expansion of a partial social code to the detriment 
of other codes is associated with the loss of a differentiated construction of the world—
in this case landscape. Against this background, the attempt to understand the world in 
the form of ‘ecosystem services’ (among many: Grunewald and Bastian 2013; Schröter-
Schlaack 2012; TEEB 2009) can also be understood: biotic and abiotic, cultural, social, 
etc., as well as the role of the world in the development of ecosystem services. Structures 
and functions are subordinated here to an expanding economic logic, independent of 
other possible sub-systemic observation and evaluation patterns.

Autopoietic system theory has the potential to comprehend subsystemic logics and 
their interferences. With regard to planning, Luhmann’s theory of systems can be used to 
derive the objective from within Luhmann’s theory of systems which is not to strive for 
central control of the design and placement of material objects, but to enable spaces for 
the self-control of the various social subsystems (also as the object and result of subsys-
temic interference) or to strive for control by stimulating the self-control of other social 
subsystems (van Assche and Verschraegen 2008). Here the limits of autopoietic system 
theory also become clear: Concrete statements about the design and arrangement of the 
material foundations of landscape cannot be derived from it—as with other constructivist 
theories. Through the macrosociological approach of autopoietic theory, i.e. it is oriented 
towards society as a whole and its subsystems, individual constructions of landscape fall 
out of its focus, i.e. if the relationship between the individual (who is not familiar with 
autopoietic systems theory) and society in relation to landscape is to be investigated, a 
theoretical framing with social constructivist landscape theory is more advisable.

2.4.3  Discourse Theory

Discourse-theoretical landscape research can be carried out to a large extent in the tra-
dition of Jürgen Habermas, Michel Foucault, and that of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 
Mouffe. Jürgen Habermas (1981) represents the normative concept of discourse, he sees 
discourse as the process of a nondominated discussion that is intended to make ‘true’ 
consensus possible. This understanding of discourse is specifically present in the dis-
cussion on participatory planning (see for example Heales 1997; Tewdwr-Jones 2002). 
Michel Foucault’s discourse-theoretical approach, on the other hand, is analytical, i.e. 
it merely attempts to describe and fathom what exists. Central to Foucault (1977) is the 
deconstruction of discourses by means of historical genealogy. In the style of archaeo-
logical excavations, Foucault wants to uncover buried discourses that were considered 
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‘natural’ at the time. He thus shows how perfectly legitimized social ‘truths’ were created 
by temporally bound interpretations of the world. In relation to landscape, this means 
that social constructions, especially the norms for their interpretation and evaluation, are 
expressions of historical social conditions (see e.g. Wylie 2015). The following expla-
nations follow the discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe (Laclau and Mouffe 1985; 
Mouffe 2000, 2005). This discourse theory is based, among others, on Foucault (as well 
as on Saussure, Barthes and a non-economic Marxism), but it differs from the discourse 
theory of Foucault in two causal points: for Laclau and Mouffe there is no area of the 
non-discursive or pre-discursive, which means: all social relations are the temporary 
results of discursive confrontations. In comparison to Foucault, they focus on the lim-
itations of discourses (Glasze 2008). In terms of landscape, this means: The discursive 
negotiation about landscape is not characterized by a temporal sequence of interpretation 
and evaluation patterns, but by the temporally variable competition of discourses.

The introductory remarks on the discourse theory according to Laclau and Mouffe 
make clear the temporary anchoring of meanings (see Kühne et al. 2016; Leibenath and 
Otto 2013, 2014; Weber 2015a, b, 2017b, 2018; Weber et al. 2017). The fundamental 
focus of the theoretical approach is the emphasis on the constructional character of our 
social negotiations and thus the rejection of an ultimately founded basis—an anti-essen-
tialist approach (Laclau and Mouffe 1985). This means that there is no basis on which a 
specific interpretation of landscape would be based. What is understood as ‘landscape’ is 
reversible and the result of social negotiation processes (Weber 2015b, 2016b). A final fix-
ation of landscape understandings is accordingly impossible. From such an impossibility 
“of a final fixation of meaning it follows that identities, social relations and ‘spaces’ are 
ultimately always contingent. Decisions that are made could therefore also turn out dif-
ferently” (Weber 2015a, p. 101). However, the changeability of meanings is not reflected 
in everyday life, meanings and evaluations are usually understood as given and ‘normal’.

This results in a temporary fixing of difference relationships. Differential relation-
ships are understood to be linguistic signs “which are all fundamentally different from 
one another, but which are put into relation by being arranged in a row” (Weber 2015a, 
p. 104). Laclau and Mouffe (1985) describe this temporary fixation of differential rela-
tions as discourse. This excludes or suppresses alternative discourses and meanings. If 
‘landscape’ is discursively closed as mesoscale space, interior spaces, for example, form 
the ‘outside’ of the discourse. If a discourse is organized around a central point—a node 
point—external borders are set at the same time: there is a demarcation from what the 
‘inside of the discourse’ is not. The more ‘self-evident’ the connections of the inner dis-
course appear, the more powerful the discourse becomes—a ‘hegemonic discourse’. 
If landscape is defined hegemonially as a ‘beautiful, natural, and valuable area’, trees 
are included in this area, while an antagonistic boundary is drawn to wind turbines 
for example (Leibenath and Otto 2012, 2013, 2014). In recent years, independent dis-
course-theoretical landscape research has developed with regard to the analysis of power 
processes, with which application-related issues such as the expansion of wind power 
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and electricity grids are also taken into account. While in moderate social constructivism 
the level of physical objects has its own meaning, from a discourse-theoretical perspec-
tive, elements of ‘external space’ only become socially relevant through linguistic medi-
ation. As a result, discourses on landscape are analysed, but fewer statements are made 
concerning the ‘compelling’ development of, physical foundations—such as the preser-
vation of ‘historically grown cultural landscapes’ (for discussion on the construction of 
‘natural landscape’ and ‘cultural landscape’ see Box 5). In an application-oriented way, 
discourse-theoretical alternative patterns of interpretation can be brought to the fore and 
thus show that other views than currently established meanings appear possible. When 
standards such as procedural fairness are formulated, they concern the rules of discursive 
processes that must be negotiated ‘openly’.

Box 5: The Concepts of ‘cultural landscape’ and ‘natural landscape’
In the professional dealing with landscape, the term ‘cultural landscape’, which 
appeared in German geography in the 1830s (Potthoff 2013), is updated, accentu-
ated and discussed (among many: Antrop 1997; Bloemers et al. 2010; Czepczyński 
2008; Henderson 2003; Jones and Daugstad 1997; Vervloet et al. 2010). The dis-
cussion about the definition of cultural and natural landscape is dominated by 
essentialist and positivist positions, while constructivist approaches dominate 
in the reflection of this discussion. Carol (1973, p. 147) understands the cultural 
landscape as “organised in contrast to the natural landscape”. For Siekmann (2004, 
p. 32), this view means to distinguish “human […] action […] from non-human, 
natural events”. In his classical definition Carl O. Sauer (1969[1925]), p. 46) 
writes: “The cultural landscape is fashioned from a natural landscape by a cultural 
group. Culture is the agent, the natural area is the medium, the cultural landscape 
is the result”. Schmithüsen (1973, p. 167) focuses on the historicity of ‘cultural 
landscape’ in a positivist tradition of thought by defining cultural landscapes as 
“historically shaped entities in which the way of life and ideas of earlier societies 
are still effective reality in a variety of ways, even in the present”.

The (dichotomous) separation of cultural and natural landscape, however, is 
also subject to intense criticism, whereby the critique makes use of the construc-
tivist and sometimes the positivist perspective: Haber (2000) criticizes (relying 
on constructivist interpretation) that landscape is an expression of culture and is 
only expressed in cultural perception (similar to Winchester et al. 2003). Termeer 
(2007) argues in his etymologically justified rejection of the concept of ‘cultural 
landscape’: “The syllable ‘-schaft’ [in German; in English: -scape;] already refers 
to human activity, in this respect a preposition of ‘culture’ before ‘landscape’ cre-
ates a pleonasm”. Konold’s criticism (1996, p. 5) is positivistically justified when 
he states, “in Central Europe almost all landscapes are cultural landscapes, shaped 
by man according to his needs and his respective possibilities”. Tress and Tress 
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(2001, p. 55) also argue positivistically by emphasizing the hybrid character of 
landscape: “Since humans have existed, they have influenced and changed land-
scapes. The landscapes are the visible product of this influence. Landscape is nei-
ther created solely from nature nor from culture”.

In consideration of the arguments, Heiland (2006)—constructivistically 
informed—pleads for the further use of the terms, after all, in landscape research 
it is by no means exclusively a question of describing current states, but rather of 
depicting “past and future states and phenomena, or even states and phenomena 
that can only be imagined or desired (otherwise there would hardly be the concepts 
of good, truth, freedom, God, etc.)”. (Heiland 2006, p. 49). Schenk (2011, p. 14), 
on the other hand, sees the use of the phrase ‘cultural landscape’ as a ‘strategic ple-
onasm’ “in order to mark the spatial effectiveness of man in a historical perspective 
at the centre of [the] interest” (Schenk 2011).

2.5  ‘More-Than-Representational’ Approaches

With the development of constructivist approaches, there has been a strong shift of focus 
towards the dimension of the social and partly individual construction of landscape. 
Since the turn of the last century, this focus has increasingly led to a counter-movement 
that is striving to bring the material back into the focus of scientific investigation (e.g. 
Duineveld et al. 2017; Waterton et al. 2013; Wylie 2003).

In comparison to the other presented theoretical approaches to landscape, which 
assume a strong subject-object-separation, the following will deal with approaches 
that take an ‘intermediate’ position in this respect, i.e. that want to abolish this sepa-
ration. In contrast to representational (positivist or constructivist) theories, the focus 
of “more-than-representational” theories (Lorimer 2005, p. 85; cf. also Ingold 1993; 
McCormack 2003; Thrift 2008; Waterton 2013) lies specifically in focusing on the 
mutual influence of man and non-humans, which also removes the dichotomous separa-
tion between man/society and environment (Krauss 2018). To this end, the phenomeno-
logical landscape research will first be focused on somewhat more extensively, since on 
the one hand these essential features of the more-than-representational-approaches’ will 
be made clear, and on the other hand, since a comprehensive state of research has been 
achieved here. In one sense, the approaches discussed here show a close connection to 
social constructivism, on the foundations of which these ‘more-than-representational-ap-
proaches’ are ultimately based by extending them (Waterton 2013), and in another sense 
they take essentialist borrowings. Subsequently, the actor network theory and the assem-
blage theory will be presented, which enable an integration of the material into (social 
science) landscape research (in the spatial sciences: Färber 2014; Mattissek and Wiertz 
2014; Murdoch 1998; van Wezemael and Loepfe 2009).



31

2.5.1  Phenomenology

Social constructivist and phenomenological landscape research—as already men-
tioned—are closely related to each other, since they have the same phenomenological 
roots. Nevertheless, the approaches have clearly diverged so that a separate presenta-
tion seems to make sense. Phenomenology is associated with thinkers such as Edmund 
Husserl (1913), Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962), Martin Heidegger (2005[1927]), but also 
with Alfred Schütz (1971), already mentioned in the context of social constructivism. 
Phenomenology can be understood as the study and description of phenomena. All units, 
things, and events that present themselves to the world (Moran 2002; Tilley 1997, 2005) 
and present themselves to the subject are understood as phenomena: “Phenomenology 
involves the understanding and descripton of things as they are exprienced by a subject” 
(Tilley 1997, p. 12). The starting point of the phenomenological conception of the world 
are sensual experiences, behind whose phenomena its ‘essence’ is sought (Sokolowski 
2000), through which it essentially pursues an essentialist world view and can certainly 
be seen in the tradition of romantic science (Wylie 2018), which sought to form a unity 
of cognitive, moral, and intuitively aesthetic ideas (Eisel 2009). Phemomenology chooses 
a third path between an empirical-inductive (as is characteristic of positivism) and a 
theoretical-deductive approach (such as autopoietic systems theory). Phenomenology 
takes thought, speech, and action as its object, in which starting from a concrete case 
(whether imaginary or real), something essential and fundamental is intuitively deduced. 
This basic principle refers to the experience of the world (not its analysis), which must be 
described. The phenomenologically oriented landscape researcher thus becomes a “story-
teller” (Tuan 1989, p. 240): “His or her description is inexpungibly mixed with exegesis 
and intepretation, for ordinary language not only contains interpretative conjunctions that 
invite use (since, for, because, therefore, etc.), but is also very rich in words that rever-
berate—that hint at relationships—beyond their literal meanings”. In contrast to artistic 
description, this description is based on explicit terms whose understanding she formu-
lates (cf. Moran 2002; Sokolowski 2000). Accordingly, the goal of a phenomenological 
turn to the world does not lie in the collection of objective data or in the definitive and 
irrevocable recognition of the ‘essence’ of the subject of the concern (e.g. landscape). 
Rather, this goal is to achieve a subjective gain in knowledge in which perception and 
affect take on an outstanding significance, which Wylie (2005, p. 236) characterizes as 
follows: “A percept is a style of visibility, of being-visible, a configuration of light and 
matter that exceeds, enters into, and ranges over the perceptions of a subject who sees. 
An affect is an intensity, a field perhaps of awe, irritation or serenity, which exceeds, 
enters into, and ranges over the sensations and emotions of a subject who feels”.

From a phenomenological perspective, landscape can be understood as a space that 
is lived through in both individual and collective everyday action. People accordingly 
live in, with, and from the landscape, they become “existential insiders” (Bourassa 1991, 
p. 3) of this landscape. Landscape is experienced by living in it, by using it, by moving 
in it (Grömer et al. 2012). On the other hand, this means, as Berleant (1997, p. 11) makes 
clear: “Landscapes, too, bear the mark of their inhabitants”. The familiar environment is 
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not made up solely of material objects, but includes the relationships, community activ-
ities, traditions, spatial norms of action, world views, etc., experienced there (Forbes 
2007). A “landscape understood in this way is the space of human life appropriated by 
human work and human action” (Piepmeier 1980, p. 38). A landscape understood in 
this way emerges from the meanings given to spatial arrangements, for without these 
meanings landscape would be a mere environment (Forbes 2007). Tilley (1997) states 
that meaning in turn arises from human confrontation with the material world, whose 
medium is the human body. Using one’s own body as a medium, being in the world can 
be understood by other people both in the present and in the past (see also Berleant 1997, 
Barrett and Ko 2009; Rebay-Salisbury 2013). Accordingly, phenomenology accepts dif-
ferent interpretations of landscape (Johnson 2012), which are different and interrelated 
in conflict. Thus, the experience of landscape is not only dependent on its character, but 
also on the personal knowledge and moods of the person experiencing it, as well as their 
changes. For Berleant (1997), this is the difference between environment and landscape: 
environment is thus understood—as a more general expression—as objectively given 
space; landscape, on the other hand, is a special space with which individual experience 
is associated. “The key concern in this approach is the manner by which places consti-
tute space as centres of human meaning, their singularity being manifested in the day-to-
day experiences and consciousness of people within particular lifeworlds” (Tilley 1997, 
pp. 14–15; emphasis in original). ‘Place’ is inseparably linked to the experiences and 
meanings of a location, while ‘Space’ is a more abstract construct, based on the expe-
rience of ‘place’, which brings it together and separates it from its immediate meanings 
(see for example Relph 1976 and Tilley 1997).

From a phenomenological perspective, the relations between subject and object are 
to be understood relationally (Gibson 1979; Chemero 2003). The resolution of the (con-
struct) of the subject-object dichotomy takes place on both sides: On the one hand, a con-
stant change of the ‘subject’ takes place by dealing with ‘objects’, whereby artefacts are 
to be understood as part of the human cognitive system (DeMarrais et al. 2004; Renfrew 
and Zubrow 1994; Rebay-Salisbury 2013). On the other hand, knowledge inscribes itself 
so intensively into the human body, becoming so firmly anchored in it, that it can hardly 
be articulated on a cognitive basis (Sørensen and Rebay-Salisbury 2012). In the land-
scape context, this can mean on the one hand that buildings, corridors, infrastructures, 
etc. can be understood as externalised cognitive artefacts, and on the other hand that 
landscape (as a material object) is shaped by habitualised and no longer reflected knowl-
edge, such as certain (traditional) tree pruning, irrigation and drainage methods, etc. In 
the context of the landscape, this can mean that buildings, corridors, infrastructures, etc., 
can be understood as externalised cognitive artefacts. Lorimer (2005, p. 85) summarises 
the mutual interpenetration of landscape and man as “embodied acts of landscaping” 
and Berleant (1997, p. 109) summarises: “A landscape, an environment, even more, is 
embodied experience”. Phenomenological landscape research by no means focuses solely 
on a rational approach: “Emotions are […] closely connected with material culture, 
places in the landscape as well as human actions, practices and rituals” (Rebay-Salisbury 
2013, p. 63). This emotional attention to landscape as well as its multisensory experience 
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focuses phenomenological landscape attention on atmospheres (Kazig 2007, 2013; 
detailed in: Nogué i Font 1993 Sect. 2.5.1), replacing distanced observation of what is 
called landscape (as in constructivist approaches) with an in-the-landscape observation 
(Wylie 2007). It is thus not a social or individual construction, instead becoming the start-
ing point for a mental and physical integration (Ingold 2002).

The current phenomenological research focus is not free of predecessors within land-
scape science, for example Passarge (1929) or Hellpach (1950[1911]) pursued a phe-
nomenological research program, but without the decided theoretical foundation that 
current phenomenological research exhibits. Historical precursors in the first decades of 
the 20th century and humanist geography in the 1970s, put human action, human con-
sciousness, and human creativity into the focus of their reflections, such as Tuan (1976), 
Buttimer (1980) or Relph (1976). As a result, Wylie (2007, p. 140) calls the reapplication 
of phenomenological approaches a “re-emergence” (see also Wylie 2018). Hard (1995, 
p. 133), for example, expresses criticism of the phenomenological approach: “The limi-
tations of the phenomenological approach are clear: as an intersubjective empirical test, 
there is nothing available to it but the reader’s consenting understanding on the basis of 
related life experience in this area of life”.

As a result of the close ‘relationship’ between social constructivist and phenom-
enological landscape research, the differences are briefly outlined below: While social 
constructivism has established itself as a social science theory, phenomenology is pri-
marily a philosophical approach to the world, which has an effect on landscape research: 
Whereas social constructivist landscape research focuses on social processes of land-
scape construction, phenomenological landscape research is more concerned with the 
effects and meanings of ‘landscape’ for the individual human being. In this context, 
another substancial difference between social constructivist and phenomenological 
landscape research also becomes clear: While social constructivist research focuses on 
the construction processes of landscape concepts, phenomenological research is more 
strongly oriented towards questions of practices, appropriations, meanings, and changes 
of ‘landscape’, whereby its understanding of landscape is strongly materialized and 
not—as in social constructivist landscape research—taking place on the level of social 
(and thus connected: individual) processes.

2.5.2  Actor Network Theory

The ‘actor network theory’ (abbreviated ANT), which is already widespread in geogra-
phy (Bosco 2015), is based on the work of the French sociologists Michel Callon and 
Bruno Latour as well as the British scientist John Law (Kneer 2009a; Law and Hassard 
1999). Its aim is to break down the common distinctions in science (but also beyond that 
in politics and administration or in everyday use) especially those between society and 
nature as well as between society and technology with the help of the network concept 
(Bosco 2015; Castree 2002; Haraway 1991; Murdoch 1998; Schulz-Schaeffer 2000). The 
ANT transcends the classical understanding of social theory; after all, it is characterized 
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precisely by a dissolution of the boundaries between the understanding of the social and 
the dimensions of the world previously defined by it. ‘Natural’ and man-made, animate 
and inanimate objects are regarded as part of the social world, and no longer the societies 
and communities of man alone. Social, technical and natural units, and factors are treated 
“as explananda rather than explanans by the actor network theory” (Schulz-Schaeffer 
2000, p. 188). Thus the “explanation of nature with the help of social factors or con-
versely of society with the help of natural-technical factors […] is explicitly excluded” 
(Kneer 2009a, p. 19). In the understanding of ANT, the world is made up of a network 
of references that can be material or immaterial. Acting human and non-human objects 
are called ‘actants’ in the ANT. The references of different actants in the network are 
quite variable, as Latour (2002[1999], p. 218) vividly illustrates: “With the weapon in 
your hand until you hold someone else, and even the weapon in your hand is no longer 
the same. You are another subject because you hold the weapon; the weapon is another 
object because it maintains a relationship with you. No longer is it the weapon in the 
arsenal or the weapon in the drawer or the weapon in the bag, no, now it is the weapon 
in your hand, aimed at someone who cries out for his life”. Instead of the separate con-
ceptualization of distinct subjects and objects, of societies and things, of people, animals, 
and plants, the investigation of networks takes place: Each ‘thing’ is understood as the 
result of networked relationships, landscape correspondingly as a network of ‘things’ 
(e.g. trees, houses, people) that stand in different relation to other ‘things’ (streams, other 
people, other houses), whereby these relationships are always subject to a certain contin-
gency (i.e. can be changed in certain frames, e.g. by other people).

The equal, but always contextualized, treatment of human and non-human actants can be 
regarded as connectable and fruitful for landscape research, since here the reciprocal influ-
ence cannot be examined and theoretically framed in an abstract form as ‘nature’ or ‘culture’, 
but in relation to individual ‘actants’, i.e. something that acts without which it would be sub-
ject to the specific logic of an acting human being (in more detail in Bosco 2015). The ANT 
can be understood as a radicalization of social constructivism: It integrates the ‘outside’ of 
social constructivism, namely ‘nature’, into the contemplation. Social constructivism, on the 
other hand, focuses on the understanding of social contexts (Schulz-Schaeffer 2000); non-hu-
man objects are not excluded theoretically, but they only become relevant if they experience a 
symbolic, emotional, aesthetic connotation. In this respect, there are possibilities for extend-
ing and shifting the focus in relation to social constructivist landscape research. Accordingly, 
non-human actors are ascribed the possibility to determine landscape independently.

Through the integration of science into the network of actants, a self-observation prob-
lem arises that is already inherent in the constructivist approaches (in the form of the 
observation of society in which scientists are integrated). ANT makes this problem even 
more virulent: That scientists no longer look at their objects from an elevated perspective 
but are themselves entangled in the networks of the actants (and not only, as in social con-
structivism, in those of the human!). Another criticism made of the ANT is the creation 
and use of its own terminology, which makes ‘spontaneous connectivity’ more difficult 
(autopoietic systems theory was also confronted with such a criticism). This terminology 
follows from the formulation of an own research program and facilitates interdisciplinary 
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work; after all, none of the participating disciplines can make use of the ancestral termi-
nology; rather, the participating researchers must acquire the theory, including their own 
terminology, from the participants (cf. Bosco 2015; Färber 2014; Schulz-Schaeffer 2000).

In addition to being able to connect specifically to social constructivist approaches 
(this does not apply to radical constructivist approaches that strongly emphasize the 
level of communication), the ANT proves to be able to connect to critical research, so 
the asymmetrical distribution of power can be reconstructed when dealing with networks 
(Färber 2014). The wide thematic range that can be worked on with the ANT as a theo-
retical framework (without classical pre-categorization such as city and country, nature 
and culture) makes it attractive for interdisciplinary landscape research (Färber 2014).

2.5.3  Assemblage Theory

The spread of constructivist approaches in spatial social sciences was associated with a 
departure from the consideration of the material (Kazig and Weichhart 2009). Assemblage 
theory attempts to give greater consideration to materialities in this scientific context 
(Landa 2006). The aim is to integrate materiality into a principally constructivist thought 
structure using the French authors Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. The aim is to avoid 
falling into essentialist or geodeterminist interpretations (Mattissek and Wiertz 2014). 
Assemblage theory can be understood as an approach “that addresses social ensembles 
on the basis of the processes they generate. It conceptualizes processes of creation and 
transformation of social ensembles called assemblages and proposes an approach to the 
analysis of generative processes” (van Wezemael and Loepfe 2009, p. 108).

Assemblage theory focuses on the types of relationship between social constructs and 
the material substrates of the world. Material things become socially relevant when they 
are negotiated discursively (Mattissek and Wiertz 2014). It is not the essentialist question 
of what is material ‘in the core’ or ‘in essence’ that is negotiated, but how material (social) 
can work (van Wezemael and Loepfe 2009). The material is thus also understood as a con-
sequence of discursive negotiations (Mattissek and Wiertz 2014), for example by deciding 
in spatial planning which claims may materialise and which may not (e.g. nature reserve or 
industrial estate). In addition to the connection to the discourse theory, the assemblage the-
ory can also be made fruitful for critical spatial and landscape research (Färber 2014). In this 
context, the theme of ‘inverse landscapes’ could also be taken up, even if these were formu-
lated out of social constructivist tradition, i.e. those contingent offers of materialization that 
did not materialize because alternative interests had greater assertiveness (Kühne 2013a, b).

2.6  Neopragmatism

Neopragmatism is already spreading in urban and regional development research (e.g. 
Chilla, Kühne et al. 2015; Chilla et al. 2016; Eckardt 2014) and offers less a new theoretical 
basis for landscape research than a more object-oriented approach to theoretical principles.

2.6 Neopragmatism
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The first approaches to philosophical pragmatism date back to the 16th century, to 
Francis Bacon, but philosophers such as William James, Charles S. Peirce, and John 
Dewey formulated them in the last third of the 19th century. The central statement of 
philosophical pragmatism lies in the superiority of practical criteria over theory. Thus, 
pragmatism assumes that the practical consequences and effects of action, meanings, 
and truths should determine action, not moral principles or great theoretical build-
ings. Truth is thus constituted by usefulness and usability. This means, for example, 
that from a pragmatic perspective it is sufficient to assume the ‘existence’ of the city 
of Bielefeld if—even if the person dealing with the subject has visited a place with this 
name—acquaintances have visited a place called ‘Bielefeld’, media reports exist about 
‘Bielefeld’, publishers indicate the place of publication ‘Bielefeld’, and this place is 
listed on street maps and atlases (even if the ‘Bielefeld conspiracy’ that has been circulat-
ing for some time claims the opposite).

Philosophical pragmatism has had a major influence on research at the Chicago School 
(Joas 1988; Schubert et al. 2010), which has had a strong impact on the social sciences. 
The ‘Chicago School’ is characterized by a strongly empirical research program, dealing 
with urban processes of change, later (especially after the Second World War) with sym-
bolic communication. Research in a pragmatic tradition is characterised by a ‘medium’ 
research horizon. In the social science context, they are neither limited to the micro-level 
(such as the family) of society, nor are they aimed at macro-sociologically exploring the 
development of ‘society as a whole’, for example in order to develop comprehensive theo-
ries on the development of society (such as systems theory). The focus—in the tradition of 
the Chicago School’s ‘community studies’—is on neighborhoods to entire cities (Eckardt 
2014), in the context of regional studies rather than (partially) regional units.

Neopragmatic space research (whether with reference to city or region, landscape or 
general space) differs from pragmatic approaches by its meta-perspective and—associ-
ated with it—by a stronger inclusion of theoretical elements. Insofar as a gain in under-
standing of social developments and contexts can be expected, different constructivist 
and empirical (or positivist) approaches (and research methods) are combined (Eckardt 
2014; Fine 2000). Neopragmatic research is primarily concerned with looking at an 
object of research from different perspectives in order to obtain a differentiated picture 
of it by means of ‘theoretical’ and empirical ‘triangulation’. Accordingly, neopragmatic 
research also accepts (partial) contradictions between theoretical approaches and the rela-
tionship between theory and empirical method. Thus, a constructivist theoretical perspec-
tive can also be combined with methods of quantitative social research, which are usually 
assigned to a positivist basic understanding; if it is reflected that quantitative results also 
ultimately represent an element of social construction of the world (Kühne 2018d).

Compared to ‘classical’ theoretical approaches, there is another difference in neo-
pragmatic approaches: If the former focus primarily on ‘world explanation’ (as in par-
ticular in the context of positivism or essentialism), neopragmatic approaches can also 
be related to generating action guidelines for political or administrative practice (Chilla 
et al. 2015, 2016; Weber et al. 2016). Neopragmatic landscape research is therefore 
suitable not only for combining different interdisciplinary research disciplines, but also 
for combining science and practice in a transdisciplinary way. Neopragmatic landscape 



37

research thus has great potential in questions that are characterized by a reference to 
application and by a certain explorativity (in terms of both empiricism and theory). This 
theoretical as well as empirical openness in the search for ‘useful’ knowledge contradicts 
teleological thinking (for a focused comparison of the different approaches: Box 6).

Box 6: Current theoretical accesses to landscape-a brief summary
The theoretical approaches to landscape research presented here have different 
potentials and restrictions, which means that they are suitable for different ques-
tions in a differentiated way.

Essentialist landscape research, in its search for the ‘essence of landscape’ 
expressed through material phenomena, is difficult to operationalize empirically 
or to connect with constructivist approaches. However, with its strong normativity 
(the ‘essential’ of a landscape must be preserved!) it is able to give planning pro-
cesses a goal. Positivistic approaches, which understand landscape as a material 
object, are aimed at analyzing this object or its ‘perception’ in a dissecting way. 
Normative statements are not in the foreground.

In constructivist approaches, the social dimension is the constitutive one for 
landscape. Depending on the theoretical orientation, questions of the emergence 
and dissemination of patterns of interpretation and evaluation in relation to land-
scape (social constructivism), the question of specific system logics in the con-
struction of landscape (autopoietic systems theory) or the question of the striving 
for discourse sovereignty (discourse theory) are in the focus of consideration. 
Phenomenological approaches, assemblage theory, and ANT fill a gap in scientific 
theory that gapes between constructivist and positivist approaches to the world 
by addressing the question of how material, social, and ultimately individual are 
interwoven. Neopragmatism does not offer such a new approach; it places a theo-
retical triangulation alongside the classical methodological triangulation in social 
research by aligning theoretical focuses primarily with the (initially assumed) use-
fulness of results. The difference between a neopragmatic approach and a simple 
combination, e.g. a positivist and essentialist perspective, to support essentialist 
landscape theories with empirical research (such as savannah theory, see Box 2) 
lies in the conceptual reflectiveness of the combination, in which opportunities, 
contradictions, and problems are weighed against each other in a documented way.

With regard to scientific disciplinary orientations, different theoretical prefer-
ences can be identified: An essentialist approach can be found specifically in classi-
cal geography, but also in landscape architecture and planning; positivist approaches 
are present specifically in scientific landscape research as well as in the majority of 
environmental psychological spatial research; constructivist approaches dominate 
in social science and new cultural geography research, while more-than-representa-
tional approaches can be located specifically in more recent cultural science-oriented 
landscape research (more on this in Sect. 4.4 and also in Jorgensen 2011).

A brief comparison of the presented theories can be found in Table 2.2.

2.6 Neopragmatism
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The question of aesthetic qualities (in essentialist and positivist thought traditions) and 
aesthetic ascriptions (in constructivist approaches) of landscapes (as social constructions, 
in constructivist perspectives) belong to central aspects of landscape research (among 
many: Augenstein 2002; Berleant 1997; Berr 2008; Brady 2003; Brook 2018; Bourassa 
1990, 1991; Burckhardt 2006; Dettmar 2004; Duncan and Duncan 2004; Fontaine 
2017a; Gobster et al. 2007; Hartz and Kühne 2009; Hauck and Hennecke 2017; Hauser 
and Kamleithner 2006; Hoisl et al. 1987; Jedicke 2013; Jongen 2008; Jorgensen 2011; 
Kaymaz 2012; Kazig 2016; Krauss 1974; Kühne 2012b; Kühne et al. 2017; Linke 2017a; 
Nohl 2001a, 2001b, 2015; Parsons and Daniel 2002; Porteus 2013; Sahraoui et al. 2016; 
Schirpke et al. 2013, 2013; Schönwald 2017; Tuan 1989; Wöbse 2002). Different inter-
pretations and meanings of the relationship between aesthetic judgements and landscapes 
have developed, from which very different normative consequences can be derived. 
However, before these developments are discussed, a brief introduction to aesthetics is 
given, with a focus on philosophical aspects, supplemented by social science approaches 
(more detailed introductions to different scientific approaches to aesthetics can be found, 
for example, in Dickie 1973, 1997; Graham 2005; Liessmann 2009; Majetschak 2016; 
Reicher 2015; Scheer 2015[1997]; Schneider 2005; Schweppenhäuser 2007).

3.1  Aesthetics: Between Philosophy and Experiment

The term ‘aesthetics’, derived from ancient Greek, refers to the doctrine of sensory 
perception (Aisthetical Episteme) and is thus complementary to the doctrine of think-
ing (Logical Episteme) and morality (Ethical Episteme). Here, also, the old European—
and to this day still influential—(often normatively understood) idea of the unity of 
truth, beauty, and good becomes clear that only that which is also true and good can 
be beautiful or the thought vice versa: What is true and beautiful must also be good or 
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the beautiful and good must also be true (e.g. in Augustinus 1962[390] and Psyeudo-
Dionysius Areopagita 1988[around 500]). Nevertheless, it was not until Alexander 
Gottlieb Baumgarten’s ‘Aesthetica’ (2009[1750–1758]) developed into an independent 
philosophical sub-discipline (Gilbert and Kuhn 1953; Reicher 2015), which “increas-
ingly displaces the paradigm of an ontologically founded theory of beauty that has 
survived from antiquity and the Middle Ages” (Schneider 2005, p. 7). Baumgarten con-
ceives a complementary relationship between aesthetic art and logical science, which 
Ritter (1996, p. 43) outlines as follows: “Where all of nature, which belongs to our exist-
ence as heaven and earth, can no longer be expressed as a concept of science, the sen-
tient sense aesthetically and poetically produces the image and the word in which it can 
present itself in its belonging to our existence and assert its truth”. The complementarity 
of (analytical) science and aesthetic observation results from the different but comple-
mentary directions of investigation: while (analytical) science divides structures, func-
tions and processes into individual parts in order to then subject them to investigation, 
the philosophical-aesthetic approach brings together different phenomena—starting from 
a sensory perception—to form its synthesis (e.g. Hahn 2017; Peres 2013). Since the sec-
ond half of the 19th century, however, an analytically oriented empirical or experimen-
tal aesthetic has developed (Gustav Theodor Fechner 1871). Empirical aesthetics draws 
analytically on the experience of individual subjects, using different methods of empir-
ical social research (quantitative as well as qualitative). Experimental aesthetics, on the 
other hand, can be defined as that part of empirical aesthetics that “investigates causal 
hypotheses with the help of experiments, guided by theory” (Kebeck and Schroll 2011, 
p. 15). As regards landscape, the empirical approaches discussed in Sect. 2.3, which 
depict the ‘aesthetic quality’ of landscapes understood as objects in numerical values, 
can be found. As a result of the changeability of both social interpretations and sensual 
impressions from physical arrangements, aesthetics (as well as the social sciences) “do 
not completely and permanently succeed in the theoretical recording of their objects” 
(Pfütze 2016, p. 87).

According to Majetschak (2016, p. 87), Baumgarten, Kant and Hegel are of central 
importance for the fundamentals of (specifically philosophical) aesthetics, as they have 
since served to form theories on aesthetic questions “either as motivic quarries or as a 
foil for critical debate”. In this respect, these authors will be given more intensive atten-
tion subsequently. Following (and extending) Kühne (2018e), six central threads of dis-
cussion on aesthetics (and landscape) are outlined below.

3.2  Aesthetic Judgements Between Beauty, Picturesqueness, 
Sublimity and Ugliness

Beauty, often conceived as a “unity in diversity” (Schweppenhäuser 2007, p. 63), forms 
the central concept of aesthetic reflections; accordingly, the development of aesthet-
ics can also be understood as a history of “a constant reinterpretation of the concept of 
beauty” (Borgeest 1977, p. 100). Thus Kant (1959[1790]) understands the beautiful as 
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something that is generally pleasing without a term, i.e. there would be no direct (e.g. 
economic) individual or social interest in an object described as ‘beautiful’. A classic 
example from landscape research: Only persons with sufficient distance (in terms of eco-
nomic interests, but also—and this will have to be discussed in Sect. 3.6—education) are 
in a position to perceive a physical space called landscape as ‘beautiful’, not the farmer 
who earns his living with the physical foundations of landscape. John Dewey (1958, 
1988[1934]) contradicts the Kantian separation between the aesthetic and the practical 
world by describing ‘beauty’ as thoroughly consuming (e.g. in the practice of tourist 
attention to ‘landscapes’), whereby a reference to objects guided by individual interests 
takes place. In other words, he contradicts a conceptual separation of aesthetic experi-
ence and ordinary life processes by stating a continuum between everyday experience 
and aesthetic experience. In a formulation that focuses more strongly on the hybrid, the 
aesthetic attention can then always be understood as a hybrid of life-worldly and aes-
thetic experience. In relation to landscape, this means that its production falls back on 
aesthetic as well as life-worldly (e.g. individual-functional, emotional, and cognitive) 
patterns of interpretation and evaluation, so that the individual (but also the social) con-
struct landscape is always the result of a hybrid approach (the subject of hybridization is 
dealt with in more detail in Sect. 6.3). According to Seel (1985), the patterns of aesthetic 
access to the world that have been shaped are again dependent on experience, whereby 
aesthetic experience has become a “self-reflexive experience of the world in which we 
live, in other words an ‘experience of experience’” (Lehmann 2016, p. 31). Aesthetic 
experiences, on the other hand, “are connected with direct generation of meaning, since 
they convey the supposedly simple feeling of existing and of affirming this existence” 
(Bosch 2018, p. 25). With the expansion of the aesthetic, at the latest since the designed 
formation of everyday objects, that which is useful can also be regarded as aesthetic (see 
e.g. Dorschel 2002). This also opens up new patterns of interpretation and evaluation 
for the aesthetic attention paid to landscape: not only is the ‘romantic landscape’ aes-
thetically charged, but everyday or industrially transformed physical spaces are also sub-
jected to an appreciative aesthetic charge (see Box 7).

Box 7: Post-industrialization and landscape
In the context of phases of social upheaval and their physical manifestations, there 
is an intensification of the focus on the theme of landscape. With the transition from 
an agricultural to an industrial society, the wild respective of the agrarian land-
scape was constructed as aesthetically pleasing and worth preserving by an ever- 
increasing proportion of the population. Today, in the countries of Western Europe 
and North America, as well as in Japan, post-industrialization processes have been 
taking place since the 1960s (Bell 1999[1973]), i.e. the importance of the second-
ary economic sector (industry) is declining compared to that of the tertiary sector 
(services). From a spatial point of view, we can speak of a change from “industrial 
space” to “post-industrial space” (Lash and Urry 1994, p. 193; Harrison 1994). This 
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is particularly evident in the old industrial regions of Western Europe and North 
America (such as the Central English industrial region, the Ruhr area, the so-called 
‘Rust Belt’ of the United States). As the spatial representations of the pre-industrial 
era (such as castles, but also agricultural land) experienced a symbolic and aesthetic 
charge with increasing industrialization, such a new connotation takes place in the 
phase of post-industrialization with the objects of the industrial era (among many: 
Hall 1995; Hauser 2001, 2004; Herrington 2006; Hoppmann 2000; Liessmann 
1999; Pregill and Volkman 1999; Schwarzer 2014). Traditional patterns of inter-
pretation and aestheticization from the phase of industrialization are taken up and 
transferred. Old industrial cityscapes “associate baroque ruin aesthetics with decay-
ing blast furnaces and memories of the picturesque garden of the eighteenth cen-
tury” (Hauser 2004, p. 154; see also Herrington 2006; Howard 2011). In a romantic 
tradition, ruins symbolize doubts about the success of progress (Trigg 2009) and—
here using the example of the Duisburg Nord Landscape Park (Fig. 3.1)—are con-
nected with elements of classical park design (Chilla 2005, p. 184): “Park elements 
and the diverse use of plants alienate the old industrial heritage, at the same time 
enhancing it visually and making it usable for local recreation”. With the abandon-
ment of the industrial uses of objects, these—provided they are not torn down—
are subjected to connotative recoding, although the former functions remain latent 
(Dettmar 2003, 2004; Hasse 1993; Ipsen 2006). Old industrial objects become 
symbols of the “simple, hard working life” (Vicenzotti 2005, p. 231). On the one 
hand, this symbolic charge follows the evaluation scheme of the ‘simple, hard, and 
rural community life’ of the time of transition from the agricultural to the indus-
trial social order; on the other hand, it represents a reaction to the de-standardiza-
tion and fragmentation of post-industrial society (cf. Eisel 2009; Höfer 2001). In 
addition, old industrial properties offer an opportunity to experience new land-
scapes (Herrington 2006; Schönwald 2015). This process can be influenced by the 
idealization of industry, the experience of the specific nature of old industrial sites 
and the offer of the interpretation pattern of old industrial ensembles as wild nature 
(Höfer and Vicenzotti 2013; Schwarzer 2014).

The concept of beauty is supplemented by the concept of sublimity: while beauty—
according to Edward Burke (1989[1757])—inspires love, sublimity inspires admira-
tion. Accordingly, the experience of sublimity is associated with large, impressive or 
horrible objects, such as volcanoes, forests that are difficult to penetrate, mostly with 
objects from the realm of the ‘natural’, to which Berleant (1997, p. 28) refers. The 
experience of beauty, on the other hand, follows the perception of small and pleasant 
objects. Kant moves away from Burke’s strong fixation on objects in his understanding 
of beauty and sublimity by founding the ‘beautiful’ “in the harmonic interplay of mind 
and sensual imagination (‘imagination’)” (Peres 2013, p. 38; see also Graham 2005; 
Lothian 1999), while “he attributes the ‘sublime’ to a disharmonic interplay of reason 
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and sensual imagination” (Peres 2013, p. 38). The understanding access to the sublime 
is quite difficult (in comparison to the beautiful), so “the feeling of the sublime includes 
the powerlessness and questioning of the subject in view of the overpowering nature, the 
storming ‘too much’” (Pries 1989, p. 10), which resists the effort of intellectual control 
(Pries 1989, following Kant). The sublime resists the effort for control, since it resists a 
different and mutually excluding disjointed thinking: “In the feeling of the sublime not 
only listlessness and lust coincide, but it contains […] almost all manifestations of the 
occidental dichotomy: Irrationality and rationality, passivity and activity, empiricity and 
transcendentiality, negation and affirmation, detachment and connection, nature and cul-
ture, physical and techne, crisis and megalomania, critique and metaphysics, abyss and 
transition, chaos and order, revolution and restoration—this series, too, could be contin-
ued at will” (Pries 1989, p. 11; see also Castree 2002; Scherle 2016). This ambiguity 
and contradictoriness caused the concept of sublimity to lose its meaning in the context 
of modernity striving for dichotomous classifications of the world (Pries 1989). It was 
not until the emergence of the postmodern discussion in the 1970s that it experienced 
a renaissance (Lyotard 1987; see also Welsch 1987; the topic of postmodernism is dealt 

Fig. 3.1  The Duisburg Nord Landscape Park (Germany), built on the site of the Duisburg-
Meiderich iron and steelworks, which closed down in 1985, combines the old industrial heritage 
with classic garden design, thus combining the sublime of industrial culture with the beautiful of 
the garden to create a picturesque setting. (Photos: Kühne)
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with in detail in Sect. 6.3). In the context of the landscape, ‘sublimity’ experienced a spe-
cial updating in the context of reference to (modern) technology, such as the combination 
of size, heat, and danger, e.g. in a steelwork (cf. Bartels 1989). Berleant (1997, p. 78) 
characterizing this transition of the experience of sublimity as follows: “No longer is it 
nature, then, that exemplifies the sublime, as it did from the mountaintops and stormy 
coasts in the eighteenth century; it is the human environment”. On the other hand, in 
the second half of the 20th century, beauty fell into a crisis, after all, the “aesthetics of 
beauty […] had uncritically degenerated into mere ‘design’ and in consumer society had 
been reduced to a commodity” (Friesen 2013, p. 90). The near omnipresence of designed 
objects and object constellations “the threat of oversaturation, anaesthetization and social 
desensitization” (Recki 2013, p. 229) becomes the subject of both conservative and (neo)
marxist contemporary criticism (see Sects. 5.2 and 5.3). The anaesthetic “eludes percep-
tion and for this reason does not evoke an aesthetic experience” (Linke 2017a, p. 28; for 
more details see Welsch 1993).

Another category of aesthetic judgement is formed by the ugly. In comparison to 
the sublime, the ugly, similar to the beautiful, does not evoke “too strong emotions—
one pleases, the other does not, one creates pleasure, the other aversion, which is 
probably stronger than its positive counterpart, may give rise to immediate reactions, 
but is seldom perceived as dramatic” (Liessmann 2009, p. 72). In Karl Rosenkranz’s 
(1996[1853]) ‘Aesthetics of the Ugly’, the ugly is conceived as the ‘negative beauty’. 
Thus, Rosenkranz assigns the ugly a “secondary existence” (Rosenkranz 1996[1853], 
pp. 14–15), in which it appears in three manifestations: First, in the form of amorphia, 
which denotes a shapelessness or an indeterminacy of form. This amorphism lacks a 
‘nature-corresponding’ limitation or unity in the necessary difference, whereby it cannot 
be ‘beautiful’ (see also: Pöltner 2008). Second, in the form of asymmetry, which denotes 
the inequality of opposites, i.e. the unformity. Thirdly, the disharmony, which describes 
the mismatch between the part and the whole, at the point of agreement, gives rise to a 
mismatch which creates false contrasts (Fig. 3.2).

The ‘aesthetic three-pole’ formed from beauty, ugliness, and sublimity (Seel 1996) 
can be extended to include the ugly, the picturesque, and the kitschy (this is described in 
more detail in Sect. 3.6): According to Rosenkranz (1996[1853]), the ugly can experi-
ence an aesthetic revaluation through transformation into the comic, whereby the comic 
unites “the beautiful and the ugly by liberating both from their respective (pseudo-ideal) 
one-sideness” (Hauskeller 2005, p. 61), whereby the caricature characterized by exag-
geration and disproportion is regarded as the highest form of this transformation of the 
ugly into the comic. If the comical refers to an abolition of the ugly and the beautiful, 
the picturesque forms an intermediary between the beautiful and the sublime: Through 
this mediation, the picturesque has a comparatively high complexity, irregularity, and 
differentiation (Carlson 2009; see Fig. 3.3). In the context of landscape experience, the 
picturesque is created by the combination (widely used in landscape painting) of ‘beau-
tifully’ connoted objects and object constellations in the foreground (classical: flow-
ers) with objects in the background (mountains or thunderclouds) that are regarded as 
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‘sublime’ (e.g. Büttner 2006). Thus Carlson (2009, p. 3) describes the picturesque as fol-
lows: “Picturesque items are typically in the middle ground between those that are beau-
tiful and those that are sublime, being complex and eccentric, varied and irregular, rich 

Fig. 3.2  If Karl Rosenkranz’s criteria are applied to landscape, ‘ugly’ aspects can also be seen in 
more or less nature-influenced spaces, the yellow colour created by sulphur deposits contrasts with 
what is usually expected under ‘beautiful’ natural landscape (Lassen Volcanic National Park, CA). 
However, what is shown could also be interpreted under the aesthetic mode of sublimity, provided 
that a subject-oriented aesthetic is represented (see Sect. 3.4). (Photos: Kühne)

Fig. 3.3  A Californian cliff 
in fog. A more ‘sublime’ 
scenery receives the 
impulse through lighting 
by the setting sun to be 
interpreted as ‘picturesque’ 
or—if sunsets are 
understood as popularised 
aesthetic attention—also 
‘kitschy’. (Photo: Kühne)

3.2 Aesthetic Judgements Between Beauty …
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and forceful, and vibrant with energy”. By (unconscious) exaggeration (which in turn 
depends on the observer), the beautiful, the picturesque, and the sublime can be trans-
formed into the kitschy (see Sect. 3.6 and Gelfert 2000; Illing 2006; Liessmann 2002; on 
the connection between the different dimensions of aesthetic judgement, see Fig. 3.4).

3.3  All Dichotomies? First: Art Aesthetics Versus Natural 
Aesthetics

The references to the art aesthetic and the natural aesthetic were for a very long time 
characterised on the one hand by a dichotomous separation, and on the other by an effort 
towards hierarchization. Kant (1959[1790]), for example, assigns a higher value to nat-
ural beauty than to artistic beauty, which he justifies with the fact that the aesthetic of 
nature arises unintentionally. Thus, this corresponds more to his understanding of beauty, 
which—as shown in the previous section—constitutively contains an uninterested pleas-
ure (and at least the artist may be assumed to have an interest; cf. Mayechak 2016). In 
contrast to Kant, Hegel (1970[1835–1838]) assigns a greater value to artistic beauty than 
to natural beauty, which is ultimately a “beauty born and reborn out of the spirit, and 
the more the spirit and its productions stand above nature and its phenomena” (Hegel 
1970[1835–1838], p. 14). In keeping with this focus, Hegel’s aesthetics can therefore be 
understood exclusively as a philosophy of art (Peres 2013). Croce (1930, p. 32) sharpens 
this argument by taking beauty as an expression. Expression is again bound to mental 
activity, but since nature is passive and spiritless, it is also excluded from beauty. Arnold 
Gehlen (1960) is less concerned with the contextualization of modern art in relation to 
the comparison with nature, to which he attributes a “need for comment” (Gehlen 1960, 
p. 162) by drawing attention to the fact that “in many cases works of modern art cannot 
be received at all or at least not adequately without comment” (Majetschak 2016, p. 105).

With an intensified discussion about nature (and more generally about environmental) 
burdens as well as the challenge of protecting nature and the environment, the conceptual 

Fig. 3.4  The mutual references of aesthetic judgement (in extension of: Kühne 2018e)
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version and the way in which nature and cultural aesthetics are referred to each other 
is becoming more topical (cf. Lundmark 1997; Tiezzi 2005). In the current re-focusing 
of natural beauty, a strong reference to human beings with their nature-related needs 
can still be noted, but nature is no longer understood as a pure resource for the aesthetic 
edification of man alone (cf. Haber 2006; van Noy 2003). There is also a successive 
deconstruction of the modern dichotomy of natural aesthetics and art aesthetics: art and 
nature are increasingly being attributed “to the fact that they are both ‘unity phenom-
ena’ of the aesthetic” (Seel 1996, p. 269). These ‘phenomena of unity’ generate ‘moods’ 
that arise between the human and the object, but which are mostly ascribed to the 
object (Hartmann 1953). These two developments are particularly relevant in landscape 
research: The deconstruction of the antithesis (connected with superiority and subordi-
nation) of nature and art aesthetics can be understood in feedback with the dissolution of 
the dichotomy of the construction of nature and cultural landscape, the engagement with 
the mediation between subject and object with the increasing engagement with ‘atmos-
pheres’ to be addressed in the following section.

3.4  All Dichotomies? Second: Object Orientation Versus 
Subject Orientation

A discussion that continues having an effect to this day (cf. the explanations on essen-
tialist/positivist and constructivist landscape theories in Sects. 2.2–2.4) deals with the 
question of whether the aesthetic is a property of an object, or whether it is a subjective 
(or social) attribution (in more detail on landscape in Lothian 1999). Shusterman (2001) 
describes the first understanding as ‘naturalism’, the second as ‘historicism’. The natu-
ralistic position of an ‘objective aesthetics’ can already be found in Plato’s work (2005[in 
the 4th century B.C.]), in which he ascribes to each object an underlying idea, whereby 
this object is all the more beautiful as the more clearly an idea can materially develop, 
i.e. the form underlies the ‘essence’ of the object. Francis Hutcheson (1694–1747; 
1986[1725]) promoted the subjectivist concept of aesthetics: although the emergence of 
beauty—as an idea—is based on the combination of uniformity and diversity of mate-
rial objects, the ability to perceive beauty is a position that also dominates Baumgarten, 
in which “beauty essentially refers to knowledge as such” (Majetschak 2016, p. 30). In 
this tradition, Friedrich Theodor Vischer (1807–1887; 1922, p. 438) focuses on the pro-
cessuality of turning to objects described as ‘beautiful’: “Beauty is not a thing, but an 
act”. From this subjectivist point of view beauty becomes the “product of the subject 
and his mental faculties and abilities” (Hartmann 1924, p. 3). However, these ‘mental 
faculties and abilities’ are not determined solely by the subject (as was already made 
clear in the introductory remarks in 2.1 on landscape) but are subject to social founda-
tions. Immanuel Kant (1959[1781], 1959[1790]) already referred to such a conditionality 
of aesthetic judgements in the social, that aesthetic interpretation was finally based on 
“socio-cultural values, learned norms, personal experiences, character traits, and desires” 

3.4 All Dichotomies? Second: Object Orientation Versus Subject Orientation
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(Frohmann 1997, p. 175). This social conditionality also becomes clear in the nature of 
the judgment: According to Kant (1959[1790]), the aesthetic judgment is not a judg-
ment of cognition (i.e. not a logical judgment), rather it is a judgment of taste to which 
he denies any cognition function; at this point he bases taste judgments on “a judgment 
power that reflects exclusively subjectivity” (Peres 2013, p. 35; cf. also Liessmann 2009; 
Lothian 1999). Taste can be understood as the ability to make aesthetic judgements 
(Kant 1983[1793]; from a sociological perspective: Bourdieu 1987[1979]; Illing 2006; 
Kühne 2006c, 2008b), the basis of which is an individual engagement with social aes-
thetic conventions; accordingly, a new aesthetic interpretation of an object means the 
‘constitution of a new work’ (Danto 1981). Whereby this constitution is indeed contin-
gent, but not arbitrary, because taste is subject to discursive social negotiation processes 
(see also e.g. Eickelmann 2016; Majetschak 2016), as Borgeest (1977, p. 100) clarifies 
with the example of the ‘point of orientation of aesthetics’, the ‘beautiful’: “There is 
no point of orientation for the determination of the beautiful, which may hope for all-
round and all-time acceptance and of which the opposite could not be claimed with the 
same right”. Thus, if an essentialist basic position is adopted in landscape research, land-
scape ‘beauty’ is understood as part of its essence (naturalism), which is to be fathomed, 
whereas in a constructivist position in the sense of subjectivism questions come to the 
centre of consideration as to who, in which social contexts, can provide physical arrange-
ments described as landscapes with a taste judgment according to which social conven-
tions, without losing their recognition in certain social contexts (and last but not least: 
what significance taste judgements have for the social and individual construction of 
landscape). If, in this context, the objects of aesthetic reference (following Reicher 2015) 
are assigned to the different levels of landscape reference (Sect. 2.1; Fig. 3.5), material 
objects and virtual objects can be assigned to external space, physical objects of the indi-
vidually actualized social landscape and abstract objects whose origin is to be found in 
social conventions, both the social landscape and its individual updating, if these abstrac-
tions are in turn individually reflected or related to one’s own living environment.

Fig. 3.5  Objects related to the allocation to the different levels of landscape. (Own visualization 
according to Reicher 2015)
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Atmospheres can be conceived as a fleeting transitional phenomenon between the per-
ceiving subject and the world of material objects (Kazig 2007, 2013, 2016). Atmospheres 
are created by sensually perceived constellations of the material environment and influ-
ence the subjective perception of humans (among other things: Forkel and Grimm 2014; 
Gebhard 2013; Kazig 2007, 2008; Weber 2017a). Atmospheres can be understood as 
a medium of sensual relations between the sentient human being and his environment 
(Thibaud 2003). Gernot Böhme (1995) goes even further by assigning an independent 
reality to atmospheres, which is based specifically on the fact that atmospheres cannot 
be limited to the symbolic. The temporality of atmospheres is not only influenced by 
weather conditions, times of day and seasons, structural arrangements, density of vegeta-
tion, etc., but also by other people and the artefacts moved by them, as can be seen from 
the example of a ‘slightly dangerous atmosphere’: “A slightly dangerous atmosphere 
occurs when other road users than pedestrians are on the road in the pedestrian area of a 
square” (Kazig 2008, p. 154; on the interaction of the social, the individual and the mate-
rial, including the atmospheric, see Fig. 3.6).

With the medium of the atmosphere, the dichotomy of subject and materiality in parts 
can be eliminated. The inclusion of man’s emotional access to his environment through 
atmosphere leads to the question of the relationship between rationality, sensuality, and 
emotionality, which will be discussed in the following section.

3.5  Approaches to Rationality, Sensuality, Emotionality, 
and Atmospheres

The aesthetic access to the world by means of ‘taste’ takes place between two poles. On 
one there are emotions in the form of an individual ‘sense of taste’, on the other cogni-
tive judgements of taste. In one aspect, it requires the ability to let oneself be touched by 
atmospheres (or to perceive certain arrangements of material objects in connection with 

Fig. 3.6  The references of 
society, individual, material 
objects, and the medium 
of the atmosphere in a 
hybridity-sensitive aesthetic

3.5 Approaches to Rationality, Sensuality, Emotionality, and Atmospheres
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social relationships as ‘Heimat’ which means in English a synthesis of home, homeland, 
native land, home town, strong social bonds, cultural belonging and others; cf. Kühne 
2009c; Kühne and Spellerberg 2010; Rose 1995; Sopher 1979). From a different aspect, 
it requires the ability to deal cognitively with the question of aesthetic effect (for exam-
ple in connection with painting, music, literature, geography, etc.). Especially in the 
modernist tradition of thinking, the cognitive approach is ascribed a higher value than the 
emotional one (as Satter 2000 explains using the example of music). In the context of the 
development of postmodern interpretations, the modern dichotomous view has changed 
into a perspective of the above-mentioned polarity that takes hybridities into account; 
on the other hand, the superiority of the cognitive over the emotional has been abolished 
(for more on this, see also Sect. 3.6 and Kubsch 2007; Kühne 2006a; Vester 1993).

The emotional attention to material objects and object constellations, e.g. in the form 
of atmosphere and emotional occupation, as well as the cognitive approach to aesthetic 
effects are based on sensual perceptions. Thus, an aesthetic judgment (as a cognitive 
act) becomes possible only through the mental engagement with sensual perceptions. 
Aesthetics is more than just ‘sensual perception’ or a taste judgement, but becomes 
the ‘science of sensual perception’ or the ‘science of sensual knowledge’ (according to 
Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten; Satter 2000), i.e. it is the instance of reflection on taste 
judgement, just as ethics is the instance of reflection on morals, thereby also opening 
the sensual relation to the world to the judgement of knowledge (according to Kant). 
The word aesthetics thus denotes “the theory or philosophical discipline that reflects on 
a meta-level on beautiful, ugly, impressive phenomena and their corresponding record-
ing and evaluation and on artistic works as their subject” (Peres 2013, p. 16). In this 
sense, we use aesthetics when this reflective level is to be addressed. The adjectival or 
adverbial use of ‘aesthetic’ in turn refers to the object level of taste judgment (cf. Peres 
2013). Georges Bataille (1985) understands an aesthetic approach to the world as a sen-
sual-affective appropriation that eludes cognitive attention and thus ultimately means a 
refuge for an individual, sovereign approach to the world. Nelson Goodman (1992), in 
contrast, calls into question an aesthetic reference to the world in the form of a purely 
emotional implementation of sensory perception: Any idea of the aesthetic experience 
as a kind of emotional bath or orgy is idiotic. Compared to the fear, sorrow, depression, 
or enthusiasm that triggered a real battle or loss, withdrawal or victory, the emotions that 
played a role are usually suppressed and indirect. Moreover, they are generally no more 
pronounced than the excitement, despair or joy of scientific research and discovery. The 
reciprocal penetration of emotional and cognitive—i.e. hybrid—approaches to the world 
is not limited to aesthetic reference; Goodman (1990) extends it to art and science by 
not understanding these two approaches to the world as clearly separable. Rather, both 
were mutually conditioned, which means that aesthetics can be interpreted as a special 
form of epistemology. The aesthetic attitude (here understood as a synthesis of art and 
science) is interpreted as restless, inquisitive, as well as examining (Goodman 1973). 
Knowledge, which is produced from such a synthesis of art and science, is not directed 
towards unambiguous truths (like modern science), but rather has the goal of “producing 
different world designs (in science as in art)” (Gethmann-Siefert 1995, p. 110).
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Whereas in Sect. 3.4 the construction of the modern dichotomy of subject and object 
was annulled by viewing atmospheres as mediums, in this section the modern dichotomy 
and hierarchization of cognition (high-quality) and emotion (inferior) was deconstructed 
and presented in a postmodern approach of the hybridization of cognition and emotion as 
well as science and art—with principle equivalence of the poles. This postmodern decon-
struction of modern dichotomies is concluded in the following section with an examina-
tion of the constructs of high and trivial culture.

3.6  Social Operationalizations: High Culture (Art)—Trivial 
Culture (Kitsch)

The dissolution of the dichotomy of high and trivial culture takes place in the context of 
a postmodern self-understanding as a ‘constitution of radical tolerance’ (Welsch 1988; 
a more intensive relationship between landscape and postmodernism is established in 
Sect. 6.3). The dichotomy of high and trivial culture in modern thought is linked to the 
existence of “universally binding authorities” (Kastner 2002, p. 232), while in postmod-
ernism “authoritative hierarchies” are leveled (Kastner 2002, p. 232). Instead of the stig-
matizing aesthetic judgement ‘Kitsch’, the bearer of ‘bad taste’ by the representatives 
of high culture, which means a distinctive attribution of a lack of knowledge or appli-
cability as generally valid defined aesthetic standards (Illing 2006; cf. in the context 
of architecture: Stevens 2002), a culture of ‘interpretative polyvalence’ takes its place 
(Kastner 2002, p. 232). As a result of increasing social differentiation, aesthetic (and 
moral) standards are also pluralized, making a uniform basis for assessing what is ‘high 
culture’ and what is then ‘trivial culture’ absurd. Thus ‘kitsch’ no longer functions “as a 
false expression of false needs, nor as an expression of right needs, but kitsch, at least the 
tolerance aesthetics of our days want it, is regarded as a right expression of right needs” 
(Liessmann 2002, pp. 26–27). With the associated levelling of the (generally bind-
ing) artistic and philosophical avant-garde, these have “either become classics or rear-
guards” (Liessmann 2009, p. 11). The prevailing postmodern aesthetic is an expression 
of the increasing realization that thinking “has increasingly moved towards the insight 
that the basis of what we call reality is of a fictional nature since Kant” (Welsch 2006, 
p. 8). The hybridization of science and art described in the previous section results in 
‘reality’ being constructed ‘aesthetically’ rather than ‘realistically’” (Welsch 2006, p. 7; 
cf. also Liessmann 2009; Trigg 2006). The delimitation of the aestheticizing also con-
cerns the merging with the economic to form an “aesthetic economy” (Reckwitz 2012, 
p. 133). The dissolution of the dichotomy between art and audience (Reckwitz 2012, 
also Liessmann 2009) also expresses the dissolution of aesthetic boundaries: visitors are 
involved in art projects, in Disneyland visitors dress up as Disney figures, among others 
(see Eickelmann 2016; Fontaine 2017b; Henning 2016; Kebeck and Schroll 2011). This 
dedifferentiation of art and other social subsystems is flanked by an expansion of social 
‘aesthetic competences’, i.e. the consequence of the ‘expansion of education’ since the 

3.6 Social Operationalizations: High Culture (Art)—Trivial Culture (Kitsch)
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late 1960s (cf. Müller 1998). Because of such an aestheticization of life, the aestheti-
cized view of physical space as landscape also gains in social significance (cf. Fontaine 
2017b). However, this gain in significance is often not accompanied by an application 
of the ‘constitution of radical tolerance’, but rather by a modernist-residual hierarchi-
cal appreciation of one’s own taste judgement in relation to alternative ones (Kühne and 
Weber 2018[online first 2017]; Weber et al. 2016; a more differentiated collection of aes-
thetic attributions in relation to Fig. 3.4 due to the further explanations can be found in 
Fig. 3.7). These taste judgments often refer not only to visual sensory stimuli, but also to 
those that were not at the centre of scientific and planning attention in modernity, as will 
be discussed in more detail below.

3.7  Back to the Beginning: Meaning of the Senses

While in space research before the 20th century non-visual phenomena received a great 
deal of attention (Faure 1993), modern science was strongly oriented towards optical 
phenomena in its attention to physical spaces. This is not least shown to advantage by the 
use of optical metaphors, for example when it is formulated that “scientists see the world 

Fig. 3.7  Examples of (landscape) aesthetic attributions. Primary aesthetic attributions refer to the 
classical (presented in Sect. 3.2) aesthetic references, secondary aesthetic attributions form con-
nections to other categories, supra-aesthetic attributions denote judgements that often include aes-
thetic ones (following: Reicher 2015)
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‘through certain glasses’, that they have prejudices that ‘distort’ their ‘view’ of an object, 
that with their ‘worldviews’, ‘paradigms’, ‘ideas’ or ‘categories’ they ‘interpret’ the pro-
curement of the world” (Latour 2002[1999], p. 165).

Raab (1998) justifies the disregard of the other senses with the ‘quality criteria’ of 
Western science, which is characterized by scientific thinking (freedom of value, general 
validity, and comprehensibility): For example, visual perception could be assigned both 
optical qualities (colors) of a physically measurable dimension (wavelength of light) 
and a manageable subjective category system for classifying these qualities (e.g. basic 
colors). On the other hand, “in the olfactory domain, there are neither consistent relation-
ships between the chemical-physical characteristics of fragrances and their discernable 
sensations, nor systematic classification aspects according to which subjective fragrance 
qualities can be classified, discernible” (Raab 1998, p. 16). Even acoustic components of 
sensory perception cannot be reduced to volume in decibels, and even the decomplexing 
transformation from sound to noise is “more than a physical effect on our hearing organ; 
it is a source of information; and the sum of sounds forms our acoustic environment” 
(Burckhardt 2004, p. 205). Sounds and smells are particularly fleeting and “removed 
from descriptive and formative access” (Winkler 2005, p. 85; see thus: Botteldooren, De 
Coensel and De Muer 2006). Both require that “the place of man as perceiver and creator 
always remains recognizable” (Winkler 2005, p. 86). Nevertheless, both have a specific 
spatial connection, so that one can speak of ‘soundscapes’ and ‘smellscapes’, which—
in analogy to ‘landmarks’—are characterized by certain ‘soundmarks’ and ‘smellmarks’ 
(for more details see: Porteous 1985; Schafer 1993; Thompson 2004). The tactile dimen-
sion of the appropriation of the physical foundations of landscape exhibits a high degree 
of sensory intensity: it is not limited to the recording of distances, geometries (exten-
sion), and surfaces (which become particularly concise through the visual dimension), 
but also conveys information about materiality, the energetic state (e.g. temperature, 
electric charge), and dynamics (such as vibration or current; Rodaway 2011).

In comparison to the scientific and planning access to landscape, persons without 
expert knowledge combine visual aspects “with an acoustic, olfactory, tactile and gus-
tatory dimension” (Bischoff 2005, p. 9; cf. also Porteous 1982; on the empiricism of 
the meaning of non-visual components of such constructs see Kaymaz 2012; Kerney 
and Bradley 2011; Kühne 2006a, 2018d; Rodaway 2011; Vining 1992). In this respect, 
phenomenological landscape research focuses intently on the interrelationships of non-
visual landscape experience (Berleant 1997; Kazig 2013, 2019; Revill 2018). In the 
course of the postmodern hybridization of art and science, the multiplication of social 
foundations for aesthetic judgements, the recognition of the hybridity of cognitive and 
emotional scientific approaches to the world, and more generally the expansion of aes-
theticization (and thus multisenosoric attention to the world; see detailed Sect. 6.3) 
of different social functional systems, the increased inclusion of non-visual stimuli in 
the space-related sciences appears to be necessary (as in the recent past, for example, 
in Edler and Lammert-Siepmann 2017). Particularly regarding the representation of 
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landscape heritage, there are great challenges in making historical non-visual stimuli 
accessible to experience (Fig. 3.8).

The ability to make (landscape) aesthetic judgements (summarizing this chapter, see 
Box 8) does not grow out of the individual, but is a process of socializing social conven-
tions and of dealing with them individually, which is the subject of the following chapter.

Box 8: Aesthetic approaches to landscape—a brief summary
Aesthetics can be described briefly as the instance of reflection of aesthetic judge-
ments. In this respect, landscape aesthetics means the instance of reflection of 
landscape-related judgements. Theoretically and methodically, this topic area is 
approached from different perspectives. Philosophical aesthetics focuses on the 
examination of the conceptual connections between aesthetic judgements and land-
scape, social science on the emergence and function of social aesthetic conven-
tions, psychology on landscape preferences (the intensity of the references or the 
potentials of these are summarized in the Table 3.1). As with landscape research, 
different preferences are also given to the individual, the social and the material 
in aesthetics, whether for example the ‘beautiful’ quality of an object, or a social 

Fig. 3.8  Excerpt from an audiovisual map of the Duisburg Nord Landscape Park (Germany) 
based on the didactic method ‘living map’. The acoustic signatures (audiorealistic sound sequences 
from freesound) served to appropriate the acoustic dimension of landscape (from: Edler et al. 
2015, p. 262; with permission to be reproduced by the authors)
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or individual attribution. In relation to landscape, the aesthetic assessment is not 
limited to the ‘aesthetic tripole’ (Seel 1996) of the beautiful, the ugly, and the pic-
turesque, but is extended to other contexts—up to a connection to moral and onto-
logical references. A further peculiarity of a landscape-aesthetic turn to the world 
lies in its multisensory nature, although optical stimuli dominate in the perception/
construction (depending on the chosen theoretical access) of landscape, acoustic 
and olfactory stimuli in particular have a special significance—which has so far 
received comparatively little attention in landscape research—with the exception 
of phenomenological landscape research (Sect. 2.5.1).

Table 3.1  The references of philosophical, psychological, and social-scientific landscape aes-
thetics to the landscape theories presented in Chap. 2, structured from ++ (very large references or 
potentials) to – (very small references or potentials)

Philosophical land-
scape aesthetics

Psychological land-
scape aesthetics

Social scientific land-
scape aesthetics

Essentialist approaches ++ – –

Positivistic approaches ± ++ +

Social constructivist 
approaches

+ – ++

Autopoietic systems 
theory

– – ++

Discourse theory – – ++

Phenomenological 
landscape research

++ – ±

ANT and assemblage 
theory

++ – +

Neopragmatism ++ ++ ++
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The relationship between society and the individual—in the landscape context of the 
social landscape to individually actualized social landscape—is characterized by a con-
siderable dynamic; after all, the aim is to synchronise individual ideas of landscape with 
social (or partially social) ones. An essential process here is that of (landscape) sociali-
zation. In landscape socialization, patterns of interpretation and evaluation are developed 
based on “one’s own experiences, others through the mediation of parents and friends, 
through books and films, i.e. through commandments and prohibitions or simply through 
certain labels as beautiful or edible, as ugly or inedible” (Kruse-Graumann 1996, p. 172). 
The question of the socialization of landscape patterns of interpretation and evaluation 
focuses on the direction from society to the individual, a question that has been inten-
sively addressed over the past decades (e.g. Herzog et al. 2000; Kook 2008; Kost 2017; 
Kühne 2008a; Lindström 2008; Lyons 1983; Miller 1984; Stern et al. 1993; Stotten 
2013; Wattchow and Prins 2018). Socialization theory in general and landscape theory in 
particular follows strongly the constructivist (especially social constructivist) theoretical 
approaches (see Sect. 2.4 for the basics).

This chapter first provides an insight into the main features of the process of social-
ization, and then looks at the question of the landscape references in this process. This 
was followed by an examination of the cultural differentiation of landscape concepts as 
a result of different socialization. The chapter concludes with a comparison of Anglo-
Saxon and German-language geographical landscape research.

4.1  Main Features of the Process of Socialization

The necessity of socialization is based on the poverty of the human being in instincts and 
a low degree of innate behavioural patterns. This in turn resulted in his great ‘cosmopoli-
tanism’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966; Gehlen 1956; Plessner 1924). Accordingly, people 
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are dependent on learning patterns of interpretation, action, and evaluation from other 
people in order to make them members of the society of other people. The introduction 
of the individual into society (socialization) is correspondingly associated with the inter-
nalization of social values, norms, and roles (internalization) (Dahrendorf 1971[1958]). 
The function of the socialization process is a double one (Fend 1981):

1. In the process of socialization, people acquire the skills that make them accepted 
members of society.

2. Through this process, society is reproduced through the transmission of values, 
norms, patterns of action, etc.

For the socializing individual, society is (also) restriction, because it is “so omnipresent 
and at the same time so resistant that we constantly bump into and rub against it; society 
is an annoying fact” (Dahrendorf 1968b, p. 50). Society does not seem to us all to be an 
‘annoying fact’ because its norms and role patterns, its interpretations and evaluations of 
the world are uncomfortable, “society is an annoyance because, although it relieves us of 
our burden through its reality and perhaps even gives us the expressive possibilities of life 
in the first place, it surrounds us always and everywhere with impassable ramparts in which 
we can establish ourselves, which we can paint colourfully and think away with our eyes 
closed, but which remain immovable” (Dahrendorf 1968b, p. 50). However, the socializing 
human being is not solely a “victim of the circumstances” (Nissen 1998, p. 151), which 
dictate interpretations, values, norms and roles to him; after all, there is an area “in which 
the individual is free to shape his roles himself and to behave in this or that other way” 
(Dahrendorf 1968b, p. 151). Such an understanding of socialization clarifies the possibil-
ities of the individual to also develop deviant understandings of the world. These can then 
(of course under certain conditions, such as sufficient power in certain social contexts) rep-
resent a starting point for changes in socially shared patterns of interpretation, evaluation, 
and role expectation. In this sense, socialization can also be understood as “the process of 
the emergence and development of the personality in mutual dependence on the socially 
mediated social and material environment” (Geulen and Hurrelmann 1980, p. 51).

In the previous section, reference was made several times to the processuality of 
socialization. Thus, Berger and Luckmann (1966, p. 130) divide this process into a pri-
mary and a secondary socialization: “Primary socialization is the first socialization an 
individual undergoes in childhood, through which he becomes a member of society. 
Secondary socialization is any subsequent process that inducts an already socialized indi-
vidual into new sectors of the objective world of his society.” In primary socialization an 
everyday and thus ‘normal’ access to the world (but also to oneself) is established, while 
in secondary socialization new, specialized, institutionalized “subworlds” are introduced 
(Berger and Luckmann 1966, p. 138). As a result of social differentiation, flexibilization 
and individualization of biographies, socialization has developed into a lifelong process.

Socialization includes—as briefly discussed—not only the introduction to immaterial 
worlds of meaning and the socially accepted way of dealing with them (e.g. with the 
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content of social norms of action, role expectations, and shared patterns of interpretation 
and evaluation), but also the reference to physical objects, especially when these have a 
guiding and symbolic function (Blumer 1973; Geulen 2005). This reference of man to 
his material as well as immaterial environment is usually actively shaped by him (Hahn 
2017, p. 24): “Man does not only live his life, he must also lead his life. Moreover, he 
leads this life—he can’t help it—in the direction of an environment, an environment, an 
environment that he has to accept”.

4.2  The Differentiated Socialization of Landscape

In the context of the socialization of ‘landscape’—following what has been said in the 
previous section—the person becomes introduced into social landscape-related patterns 
of interpretation and evaluation, into norms for dealing with what is called ‘landscape’, 
and thereby can communicate in appropriate role and via ‘landscape’ without loss of 
social recognition taking place. In doing so, a reference is made not only to the social 
environment, but also to the material environment and its handling (Wattchow and Prins 
2018). From this perspective, the constitutive level of landscape—following a construc-
tivist understanding—is not a section of a physical space, but individual attributions and 
views based on social conventions (and possibly a critical examination of them). These 
social conventions for the interpretation and evaluation of landscape are conveyed in the 
process of socialization. This means: As a result of the socialization of ‘landscape’, ego 
learns what alter means when alter refers to a certain constellation of objects and sym-
bols as ‘landscape’.

In the process of socialization, cognitive, emotional, functional, and aesthetic action 
competences relating to landscape are developed (with varying intensity; Ipsen 2006; 
Kühne 2018c, e; see Fig. 4.1). For example, certain knowledge about geology, vegeta-
tion, cultural-historical objects, etc. is imparted, how a space described as a landscape can 
experience an emotional affection as ‘home’, how such a space can be used for the fulfil-
ment of one’s own needs (for sport, contemplation, etc.), and which object constellations 
can be described as ‘beautiful’, ‘uglier’, ‘sublime’ or ‘picturesque’. With socialization, 

Fig. 4.1  Cognitive, 
emotional, functional, and 
aesthetic competences in 
relation to landscape and 
its interpenetration. (Own 
presentation in further 
development of Ipsen 2006; 
Kühne 2018e)

4.2 The Differentiated Socialization of Landscape
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socially desired/permitted/unwanted actions are also conveyed in certain spatial constel-
lations and their social commitment tested (Proshansky et al. 1983; Somerville, Power 
and Carteret 2009; Visscher and Bouverne-De Bie 2008). The social construction of 
landscape is—as shown—subject to considerable temporal (see Table 1), social (e.g. 
according to age and gender; Fig. 4.2), place of residence (urban, suburban, rural), and 
cultural differentiations (Bruns 2016; among many: Bruns and Kühne 2015; Bruns and 
Münderlein 2017; Bruns and Paech 2015; Dietz and Kalof 1993; Herzog et al. 2000; 
Kearney and Bradley 2011; Kühne 2006a, 2015a, 2018d; Miller 1984; Stern et al. 1999). 
This means that, on the one hand, certain contents of social landscapes are selectively 
conveyed on a partial social level and, on the other hand, that social concepts of land-
scapes differ culturally.
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Fig. 4.2  The evaluation of an ‘open landscape with wind turbines’ differentiated by gender, evalu-
ation of a photo. Female respondents characterized them significantly more frequently as ‘modern’ 
and significantly less frequently as ‘ugly’ than male respondents. In contrast to the other refer-
ences, the women surveyed also show a much less critical attitude than the men surveyed (sur-
vey year 2016, Saarland survey area, Germany, postal household survey, data in percent, several 
possible answers; according to: Kühne 2018d: p. 60). (Although quantitative social research, as 
the results presented here are based on, is generally associated with a positivist understanding 
of science, while qualitative social research is regarded as an empirical approach to constructiv-
ist understanding of science, quantitative methodology can also be reconciled with constructivist 
approaches if the results are not understood as an ‘image of social reality’, but as ‘expressions of 
social construction processes’. In a neopragmatic framing of research, the integration of different 
approaches takes place via the question of the expected progress in knowledge and not from the 
principle of the chosen [exclusively chosen] perspective.)
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The socialization of landscape cannot be understood as a continuous process of medi-
ation and internalization of a generally valid pool of social interpretations and valuations 
of landscape as well as norms, values, and roles in dealing with what is called ‘land-
scape’. The process of landscape socialization can rather be divided into phases in which 
specific appropriations and internalizations are carried out. Landscape socialization takes 
place in two phases, sometimes supplemented by an optional third: In the first phase the 
‘native regular landscape’ (German: ‘heimatliche Normallandschaft’) is created, in the 
second phase the ‘stereotypical landscape’ is formed. In the third (optional) phase, land-
scape-related (professional) training involves the internalization of certain landscape-re-
lated special knowledge stocks (cf. Kühne 2008a; Stotten 2013; see also Sect. 4.4). 
The term ‘phases’ is not to be understood in the sense of a strictly opposed temporal 
sequence. Rather, it suggests a dominant pattern of appropriation of scenic interpreta-
tions and valuations. This means that even in the phase in which the internalization of 
stereotypical knowledge and interpretations dominates, it is still possible to establish 
home-normal references to the landscape (Kühne 2006a).

The ‘native regular landscape’ arises in childhood, especially through the personal 
appropriation of one’s own living environment, mediated by parents, if available by 
(especially older) siblings, grandparents, later also in the peer group, etc. The native 
regular landscape is “filled with first memories of regional language, sounds, smells, 
colours, gestures, moods and speaking things and deeply anchored in the memory” 
(Hüppauf 2007, p. 112; see also: Hunt 2016; Tuan 1974). The native regular landscape 
is particularly characterized by emotional occupations, from which specific norma-
tive demands are derived: A physical space interpreted as a landscape does not have to 
meet (stereotypical) beauty norms, it does have to be familiar. The norm of the stability 
of physical structures is derived from this, i.e. changes in the physical foundations of 
a normal home landscape are interpreted as ‘loss of homeland’ (Kühne 2009c, 2011b; 
cf. also Hammitt 1981). The patterns of interpretation and evaluation internalized in the 
context of the emergence of ‘stereotypical landscape’, on the other hand, are based less 
on familiarity than on socially divided norms, especially aesthetic (Kühne 2008a, b, d). 
The creation is also not primarily carried out by one’s own view, but on the basis of 
secondary information through school lessons (especially school books), films, Internet, 
picture books, with the increasing importance of the Internet etc. Thus, the general stand-
ards are conveyed and internalized, how (normatively) a space interpreted as a ‘beauti-
ful’ landscape has to look like (and how not), which spatial differentiations apply to a 
‘desirable landscape’ (a metropolis should not present itself like a village, a desert not 
like a semi-open landscape). In addition to these aesthetic norms, ideas of individual use-
fulness (as a functional dimension, e.g. for walks or as a backdrop for sporting activities) 
are also formed in this phase of adolescence. Already in children—according to Tapsell 
(1997) and Tunstall et al. (2004)—a functionally motivated differentiation of preferences 
according to interest in use can be determined. They prefer object constellations that 
invite to play, while aesthetic and ecological aspects are of secondary importance.

4.2 The Differentiated Socialization of Landscape
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In the interpretation and in particular (re-)evaluation of a physical space under the 
mode of the stereotyped landscape, those elements that do not correspond to these ste-
reotyped ideas are labelled negatively. A possible revision of these negatively labelled 
objects is accordingly advocated, while under the mode of the ‘native regular landscape’ 
these objects can also be subject to a positive-emotional reference (Kühne 2018d). In 
comparison to the ‘native regular landscape’, stereotypical landscape concepts exhibit a 
comparatively high degree of stability: The ‘native regular landscape’ is formed individ-
ually to locally for a specific—narrowly defined—period of time, i.e. a subsequent gen-
eration can—after revision of physical structures—develop a ‘native regular landscape’ 
with a different content on the basis of these changed structures. Stereotypical notions of 
landscape, on the other hand, are based on the updating of historically developed social 
patterns of interpretation and evaluation (Kühne 2015b, 2018e; Schenk 2006, 2017) (in 
German-speaking countries since the Middle Ages), which accordingly show a stronger 
supraindividual commitment and persistence.

These native-regular landscape and stereotype landscape conceptions are selectively 
supplemented by expert special knowledge stocks, which are acquired in vocational 
training and in particular scientific study. On the one hand, these are strongly cognitively 
influenced, on the other hand they are subject to a subject-specific deficit orientation: 
the interpretations and valuations consensualised in subject-specific discourses are used 
for the analysis and evaluation of spaces described as landscapes—combined with a spe-
cific terminology in each case. As a rule, deficits are named in the sense of a compari-
son of being and target, with the result that indications for the approximation of ‘being’ 
to the ‘target state’ are expressed. Even these subject-specific, expert special knowledge 
stocks are not stable, but are subject to competing paradigmatic basic orientations (such 
as successionism in distinction to the preservation of ‘historical cultural landscapes’; cf. 
Hokema 2015; Kühne 2008b; Leibenath 2014b; Wojtkiewicz 2015).

4.3  The Cultural Diversity of Landscape Constructs

The question of the extent to which different cultural contexts affect the construction of 
‘landscape’ can be examined in terms of the result in the form of preference analyses (as 
in Herzog et al. 2000; Zube and Pitt 1981), for example by presenting photos for evalu-
ation of people from different cultural backgrounds, or it can be examined genetically 
with regard to the emergence of cultural differences in access to the material and imma-
terial environment. This does not involve quantitative psychological tests to identify dif-
ferences and similarities (positivistic understanding of science), but linguistic research 
or qualitative interviews. The latter research strand, being social science and humanities, 
will be dealt with more intensively in the following. After all, the culture-specific con-
struction processes investigated in this way form the basis for the numerically recorded 
valuation differences of quantitative research.

The construct, which is looked into on the basis of social conventions into the 
material (increasingly also virtual) world—called ‘Landschaft’ in German-speaking 
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countries—deviates markedly in other cultural contexts, whereby ‘culture’ is under-
stood to mean the sum of the various classification systems and discursive formations 
from which social practices are derived, which in turn update the classification sys-
tems (Berleant 1997; Hall 1994). In a landscape context, this means that if we ascribe 
the attribute ‘landscape’ to certain object constellations on the basis of certain socially 
divided, culturally anchored patterns of interpretation and evaluation, and then apply the 
adjective ‘beautiful’ to this attribute, we update the underlying classification system and 
perpetuate it (cf. e.g. Cosgrove 2006; Kook 2008; Kühne 2008b; Weber 2017a). Since 
these classification systems are always formulated differently in terms of language, there 
are clear differences in what is subsumed under ‘landscape’ or there is no linguistic 
equivalent to what is understood in the German language under ‘landscape’, in which 
the term first appeared and then (among numerous transformations) made a global career 
(see Box 9).

Box 9: The meaning of the word ‘Landschaft’ in German
In the Germanic languages, the word ‘landscape’ is a verbal abstract derived from 
numerous other -skapjan (‘shafts’) (similar to: *skapi-, *skapja- and *skafti-), 
which were characterized by a uniform spectrum of meanings: It included the 
meanings of shape, form, texture, nature, condition and manner. The roots of the 
conceptual history of the word ‘Landschaft’ in German go back to the early 9th 
century (Gruenter 1975[1953]). In Old High German it meant something “which 
in the vast majority of cases has the quality of a larger settlement area” (Müller 
1977, p. 6). As a derivation of person or group names, it had a basic meaning of 
the behaviour and social norms of residents living in an area, but without a direct 
reference to the physical space. In the course of the 12th century, this meaning 
was supplemented by a double political component: landscape was understood 
as a politically and legally defined space, which in turn was a constitutive part of 
a larger political unit (Müller 1977). In addition, the politically capable (i.e. not 
the farmers) of a region were summarised as “representatives of the ‘whole land-
scape’” (Hard 1977, p. 14). In the High Middle Ages, the term was extended by a 
figurative component of the cultivated space dominated by a city (Müller 1977), a 
meaning that anticipates the later dichotomous separation of cultural and natural 
landscape. Based on the style of Dutch painting, the element intending to convey a 
meaning of ‘scenery’ was added to the German ‘Landschaft’ (Antrop 2018; Büttner 
2006). This created the ‘double character’ of the concept of landscape, which was 
intended to make a career across the German-speaking world (see Sect. 4.4): ‘land-
scape’ denotes both a physical space and the act of aesthetic construction. This 
tradition also includes the interpretation of the ‘total character of an earth region’ 
attributed to Alexander von Humboldt: in addition to visual (aesthetic) aspects, 
the (educated) observer recognises the ‘character’ of a space (in the sense of an 
essentialist ‘being’). The construction of landscapes in Romanticism and in the 
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Biedermeier epochs, that were particularly intense and persistent in Germany, 
took a special path compared to other European languages (Safranski 2007). In 
Romanticism, landscape experienced “its highest revaluation in that mythological 
and historical contents merge into an expanded concept of ‘Landschaft’” (Hohl 
1977, p. 45; see also Piepmeier 1980). For Romantic painters—Caspar David 
Friedrich (1774–1840) should be highlighted—painting was no longer merely a 
question of artistic practice, but “one of the inner and moral and religious consti-
tution of the artist” (Büttner 2006, p. 262; Fig. 4.3). In the Biedermeier era, land-
scape became a symbol of humanity, which was seen as threatened in particular by 
the development of civilization and tendencies towards technical usability and gen-
eral utility thinking, which in physical space became symbolized by the expansion 
of cities and industrial facilities (Kortländer 1977). Landscape thus became the 
medium of social criticism, a tradition that is updated today in current discussions 

Fig. 4.3  The picture ‘The Wanderer above the Sea of Fog’ (German original: ‘Der Wanderer über 
dem Nebelmeer’) by Caspar David Friedrich (painted around 1817). Today (at least in Germany), 
the painting, with its innovative large-scale back view of a human being, is regarded as the epitome 
of Romanticism. The picture is interpreted as an expression of man’s desire for unity with nature, 
but also as a presentiment of death on the part of the (middle-aged wanderer) as well as a political 
commitment to the German nation (the wanderer wears the ‘Altdeutsche Tracht’ (old German cos-
tume) which was forbidden at the time; Grote 1950; Hoch 1996; Hofmann 2013; Lankheit 1978; 
reprint with permission of the Hamburger Kunsthalle)
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about ‘landscape and justice’. At that time, ‘pre-modern rural landscape’ was ide-
alised as a homeland that had to be protected by the ‘Heimatschutzbewegung’ 
(homeland protection movement; Eisel 1982; Lekan and Zeller 2005). This specific 
connection, “i.e.—according to the idea—always individual and organic harmony 
of culture and nature can then be read in the ‘Landschaft’” (Körner 2006, p. 6). 
This diversity of interpretation and evaluation of the word ‘Landschaft’ shaped 
(more or less unreflected) its use in German geography, especially in the form of 
‘Landschaftskunde’ (landscape studies) for the change of the 19th to the 20th cen-
tury and its conceptual export to international science (see Sect. 4.4).

A more detailed description of the concept of landscape in German can be 
found in Hard (1977), Müller (1977), Kühne (2015b), Schenk (2013).

Such differentiations can already be found in different European languages. Common 
to the English landscape, the French paysage, the Hungarian taj and the Polish krajo-
braz, for example, is the aesthetic component with the German Landschaft; however, the 
material dimension contained in Hungarian and German (i.e. landscape as an object) is 
separated from this in English and French. This dimension is covered in French by the 
words ‘pays’, ‘campagne’ and ‘terroir’, whereby the word terroir also contains the gus-
tatory charms that are only marginally linked to the German concept of landscape, and in 
English the material dimension is defined by the terms land and country, which in turn 
form further ‘semantic courts’ (Hard 1969, 1970b), such as ‘country’ as a political term. 
The German ‘Landschaft’ and the Hungarian taj show a special emotional charge in the 
context of ‘Heimat’, while the Polish ‘krajobraz’ is literally translated: View-in-the-
country, has a stronger subjective component (Cosgrove 2006; Drexler 2009a, b, 2013; 
Hernik and Dixon-Gough 2013; Olwig 2002). Arabic, on the other hand, has no equiv-
alent to the German ‘Landschaft’, here the Arabic word for ‘garden’ is used as a make-
shift (Makhzoumi 2002, 2015), while in Turkish the word payzaj as a fiefdom word from 
French follows the French content (Türer-Baskaya 2013). Pursued further, the references 
in Japan and China to material and symbolic spaces are on the one hand clearly more 
differentiated (among other things, social ideas and material design are conceptually sep-
arated); on the other hand, the juxtaposition of nature and culture, as it characterizes the 
Western concept of landscape, is not found; people are regarded as part of nature (Taylor 
and Xu 2018). The concept of ‘landscape’ as a comprehensive aesthetic synopsis and of 
the underlying objects and object constellations was only introduced as a scientific term 
through contact with Western science (especially German geography; see the following 
section; Gehring and Kohsaka 2007; Taylor and Xu 2018; Ueda 2009, 2013; Zhang et al. 
2013). From this short synopsis the diversity, the different intersections, as well as the 
reference contexts of ‘landscape’ become clear (for more details see: Bruns 2013; Bruns 
and Kühne 2015; on the implications of landscape and colonialism see Box 10).

4.3 The Cultural Diversity of Landscape Constructs
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Box 10: Landscape and colonialism
With the colonization of large parts of the world, landscape consequences were 
also implied in the various dimensions of landscape. On the one hand, the inter-
ests of economic use (e.g. in the form of plantations) and political and administra-
tive power (e.g. in the form of forts or entire settlements and parts of settlements 
according to European ideas) were inscribed in physical space; on the other hand, 
an aesthetic appropriation of physical spaces took place, including those that were 
transformed by colonial influence and are still present today as representatives of 
the sometimes brutal foreign rule. At the same time, literature, paintings, and pho-
tographs from the colonial era have shaped the image of the global South to this 
day (for more details, see Barnett 2015).

The colonization was also associated with a cartographic survey of the colo-
nized world. As Harley (1992, p. 528) shows, cartography in the 16th and 17th 
centuries was “simultaneously a practical instrument for colonial policy, a visual 
rhetoric for fashioning European attitudes towards the Americas and its peo-
ple, and an analogue for the acquisition, management and reinforcement of colo-
nial power.” In addition to cartographically mapping the areas, scientists from 
the colonizing countries also researched them, seeing in the colonized objects of 
research or aids for simple work (such as carriers) and denying them the ability 
to (aesthetically) capture physical spaces interpreted as landscapes (Gräbel 2015). 
Accordingly, the geographical descriptions of the spaces interpreted as landscapes 
were not the result of precise observation, let alone systematic recording, but rather 
of personal preferences filtered by colonial values (Mitchell 1994). The relation-
ship between landscape visions and colonialism can therefore also be understood 
as “the dreamwork of imperialism” (Mitchell 1994, p. 10). Connected with the 
colonialist view of the world is the dichotomous (i.e. modernist) construction of 
‘us and them’ as well as ‘here and there’, connected with the revaluation of one’s 
own against the foreign (Said 1978). The worldwide spread of a western concept 
of landscape (strongly influenced by classical German geography) in the land-
scape-related sciences can also be interpreted as an element of the colonization of 
the world (and its consequences that continue to this day).

From a critical perspective (see Sect. 5.3), the principles of colonization, such 
as unequal exchange or aesthetic standardization, can be found not only in the con-
text of processes on a global level, but also within a state or a region—for example, 
when the rural hinterland produces raw products that are then centrally processed 
and marketed, or when the rural environment is gentrified and the demands on a 
picturesque environment stand in the way of rational land management by the pop-
ulation that has already settled there (see, for example, Ipsen 1991, 1997; Walker 
and Fortmann 2003).
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4.4  Historical Developments: Landscape as a Topic 
of Comparison Between Anglo-Saxon and German 
Geographical Research

The development of the ‘expert special knowledge stocks’ on the topic of landscape is 
not globally uniform, rather there are both culture-specific influences (through certain 
landscape concepts), national research traditions, differentiated influences of certain per-
sonalities, but also specific discursive developments and (scientific) political framework 
conditions (such as the priority given to certain disciplines). In this section, the devel-
opments in Anglo-Saxon and German geographical landscape research over the past 
100 years are presented in their main features. This comparison appears to be of interest 
as far as, at the beginning of the scientific examination of landscape, research by German-
speaking researchers was of great importance, whereas today Anglo-Saxon landscape 
research (also as applies to the number of researchers in this field) is of outstanding impor-
tance. The sub-division of Anglo-Saxon geography into a British and a North American 
tradition is less emphasized in the following, since the intention of the comparison is dif-
ferent. The main stages and developments of the respective developmental traditions will 
be discussed (more detailed descriptions of the respective traditions can be found in Hard 
1970b, 1977; Kong and Dunn 2003; Schenk 2013; Wardenga 2006; Winchester, Wylie 
2007; in a summary in Antrop 2018; Duncan and Duncan 2009; Cosgrove 2004 provides a 
comparison of Anglo-Saxon and German understandings of the landscape).

Common roots of Anglo-Saxon (especially North American) and German landscape 
research can be found in the understanding of landscape which is represented by Carl 
O. Sauer (1889–1975). He was a German geographer who built the Berkeley School 
of Geography into one of the leading Institutes of the United States in the 1920s and 
1950s, internationalizing the concept of landscape of the ‘classical’ German geography 
during the turn of the 19th to the 20th century (Price and Lewis 1993; for his defini-
tion of landscape, see Box 5). In this essentialist tradition, he understood landscape as a 
‘superorganism’, in which culture had a strong influence on physical space, thus setting 
himself apart from the previously dominant geodeterminism (which assumed that natural 
factors determined culture). Like the ‘classical’ German cultural geography, the Berkeley 
School was strongly fixed on the investigation of cultural inscriptions into physical space 
understood as landscape (Mathewson 2009; Wagner and Mikesell 1962). A specific focus 
of ‘traditional’ geography was the investigation of traditional material elements, such 
as the mapping of house, roof, and corridor forms (e.g. Born 1977; Kniffen 1965). The 
access to the physical spaces interpreted as ‘landscape’ was a more expert one, typical 
for essentialists. According to Wylie (2007, p. 41), the expert understanding of Sauer and 
his successors could be described as follows: An “expert, someone one who stands apart 
from the phenomena in question, the better to objectively scrutinise it”.

The classical geographical concept of landscape arose from two traditions of thought 
(Hard 1977, p. 15): “(1.) the ‘physiognomic’ tradition of the versatilely interested trav-
eller combined from a ‘naïve’ world view and ‘scenic eye’ and (2.) the ‘regionalist’ 
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tradition of ‘thinking in earth spaces’ and earth space divisions”. The criticism of this 
paradigm was similar in the Anglo-Saxon region and in Germany, although the con-
sequences were completely different. Criticized were, firstly, the holistic-organistic 
understanding of landscape and culture, which, for example, left no room for individ-
ual developments (e.g. Duncan 1980); secondly, the already thematized ‘object fetish-
ism’ (Duncan 1990, p. 11), i.e. the focus on material aspects of culture; thirdly, the focus 
on the exploration of ‘traditional’ and ‘exotic’ landscapes (Winchester et al. 2003) with 
extensive suppression of urban developments (Mathewson 2009). The result of the 
worldview of ‘traditional geography’ is a “well-ordered mosaic of spatially segmented 
natural and social units” (Blotevogel 1996, p. 13), which “structurally excludes both 
the increasingly important spatial interdependencies and the conflictual nature of spa-
tial formations” (Blotevogel 1996, p. 13). In North American landscape research, J. B. 
Jackson, with his focus on vernacular landscapes since the 1950s, has formed an alter-
native discourse to traditional cultural landscape research (which, however, was only 
received more intensively in German-language landscape research in the first decade of 
the 21st century; for example, in Franzen and Krebs 2005; Prominski 2004). Jackson 
(1997, p. 343) focuses his considerations on the vernacular landscape, landscape is not a 
work of art for him: “It is a temporary product of much sweat and hardship and earnest 
thought”. In this way he not only differentiates himself from an aesthetically fixed per-
spective on landscape, but also from ideas of a harmonious and ultimately stable ‘organ-
ism’ by referring to the changeability of the materially understood landscape.

In English speaking scientific communities, criticism of the Berkely School reached 
a (provisional) climax in the development of the ‘new cultural geography’ (Cosgrove 
1989; Cosgrove and Jackson 1987; Duncan 1990). Although new cultural geography also 
dealt with historical contexts (although contextualized and theoretically framed), it con-
sidered not only spatial but also of social aspects as well as urban and rural spaces and 
is “interested in the contingent nature of culture, in dominant ideologies and in forms 
of resistance to them” (Cosgrove and Jackson 1987, p. 95). Here a transition is made 
from an essentialist basic attitude (and approaches of empirical approaches) to a view 
dominated by social constructivism. So, for Cosgrove (1984), ‘landscape not simply the 
world we see; it is a way of seeing the world’. In the ‘new cultural geography’, ‘land-
scape’ always remained present, conceptualized as ‘text’ or as an everyday construction. 
In Germany, on the other hand, criticism of the largely essentialist ‘landscape paradigm’ 
of German geography culminated at the Kiel Geographer’s Day in 1969. Geographical 
landscape research was replaced by a positivist-empiristic paradigm with almost no 
resistance to empirical evidence, methodological justification, and ideology, and with 
consideration to an “all too simple realism” (Kaufmann 2005, p. 102). This had differ-
entiated consequences for the sub-areas of geography, such that in the “mainstream in 
anthropogeography it was hardly career-promoting to speak of landscape” (Schenk 2006, 
p. 17). While ‘landscape’, conceived as a material object in physical geography oriented 
towards the natural sciences, was conceptually preserved and perpetuated there in con-
nection with ecosystem approaches (in ecology also referred to as ‘ecosystematic’) as 
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geoecology or landscape ecology (e.g. Eisel 2009; Kirchhoff and Trepl 2009). With the 
‘quantitative revolution’ and thus quantitative approaches (Arnreiter and Weichhart 1998; 
Gebhardt 2016; Glasze 2015), positivist approaches were established, with a focus on the 
category ‘space’. On a medium scale, the concept of ‘region’ made a career, especially in 
German-speaking geography, which was deemed more positivistic than the ‘essentialisti-
cally burdened concept of landscape’ (Chilla et al.  2016).

After 1969, Historical Geography in Germany remained the refuge for dealing 
with landscape in human geography, which specifically dealt with the material (partly 
immaterial) heritage of landscape, understood as a ‘historically grown cultural land-
scape’ (Fehn 1976; Schenk et al. 1997; Schenk 2001, 2006, 2011), a focus that has 
been increasingly developed in Anglo-Saxon geography since the 1970s (Harvey 
and Wiljinson 2018). In terms of discourse theory, German human geography can be 
described as the replacement of one hegemonic discourse by another (Weber 2018; cf. 
Sect. 2.4.3 of the Discourse Theory). In Anglo-Saxon (specifically North American) 
geography a strong Marxist geography developed, which in part connected with the ‘new 
cultural geography’ (e.g. Cosgrove and Daniels 1988; Harvey 1996). In this understand-
ing of landscape, unequal possibilities of manifesting one’s own interests in the physical 
space described as landscape is ciritized as well as the development of existing relations 
of perpetuating landscape-aesthetic conceptions (using the example of Disneyfication; 
Warren 1994), which contribute to eradicating economic inequalities (such as the une-
qual distribution of property in space) from consciousness by means of aesthetiza-
tion (Bermingham 1989; Cosgrove 1998). The resonance of Marxist ideas remained 
restrained in West German geography, only in the 1990s—after the German Democratic 
Republic had been annexed to the Federal Republic of Germany (the designation ‘reuni-
fication’ appearing somewhat euphemistic, since the political, administrative, economic, 
etc., system of the FRG was simply extended to the former GDR)—did the ‘critical 
geography’ strengthen, but without making use of the term ‘landscape’.

Presently in English-speaking geography, in addition to the perpetuation of (neo)
Marxism (more so in the United States than in England; see Wylie 2007), there is also 
an increased focus on phenomenological approaches (see Sect. 2.5.1), as well as a dis-
course-theoretical perspective based on the approaches of Michel Foucault (1977) and 
the making available of actor network theory (see Sect. 2.5.2), while at the same time 
continuing to devote socio-constructivist attention to geographical landscape research 
(cf. Wylie 2007; here we can also speak of discourse pluralization), German geography 
has been increasingly concerned with constructivist approaches since the first decade of 
the 21st century (see also Sect. 2.4). However, this approach is based more on sociolog-
ical theory formation (social constructivism and radical constructivism) than on Anglo-
Saxon geography or political science discussion (in discourse theory, in which Laclau 
and Mouffe are more likely to be followed than Foucault as in Anglosaxion world; Wylie 
2015; see Sect. 2.4.3). Approaches to ‘critical landscape research’ are influenced more by 
Bourdieu’s sociology (Sect. 5.4) than by a Marxist orientation (more detailed: Gebhardt 
2016; Kühne 2018e). Constructivist landscape research has established itself in German 
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geography to such an extent that it presents itself as a ‘New Landscape Geography’ 
(Kühne et al. 2018), quite self-confidently, in a human geography environment that is still 
rather sceptical of the concept of landscape today. The strong discursive demarcation of 
humangeographic landscape research on the part of ‘mainstream geography’ has in turn 
led to a lesser inner struggle for discourse sovereignty, so that within German-language 
humangeographic landscape research both constructivist, phenomenological, and positiv-
ist approaches coexist. In view of the renewed focus of parts of German human geog-
raphy on the subject of landscape with a theoretical framing beyond essentialist and 
positivist approaches, it is today again internationally connectable and certainly also able 
to enrich these as a result of the development of specific perspectives (cf. detailed Kühne 
2015b; a résumé on the subject of landscape socialization can be found in Box 11).

Box 11: The socialization of landscape—a brief summary
In order to understand the question of how social and partial social notions of land-
scape are perpetuated, it makes sense to examine the different forms of sociali-
zation of landscape. Landscape socialization research is able to contribute to the 
understanding of why and in what way certain interpretations of landscape are 
similar (especially with regard to stereotypical patterns of interpretation and eval-
uation) or different (especially with regard to native regular landscapes, but also 
with regard to the differentiation of expert, technically bound special knowledge). 
It becomes clear how closely this interconnects with other thematic fields of land-
scape research, such as the question of social power structures, landscape aesthet-
ics, and also the examination of landscape paradigms as well as the investigation 
of the historical development of landscape concepts (specifically in cultural dif-
ferentiation). Theoretically, landscape socialization research can be connected in a 
special way to the constructivist family of theories (especially to social construc-
tivism and discourse theory). From this perspective, research questions arise as to 
how, for example, technical paradigms from the expert special knowledge stocks 
affect systematic components of the emergence of stereotypical landscapes (‘land-
scape education’), how individual contradictions between native-normal landscape 
ideas and stereotypical and special knowledge stock ideas are interpreted. If the 
cultural ties and also the social differentiation of landscape interpretations and 
valuations are taken serious scientifically, the focus of research is increasingly on 
the specific and special. This can also be applied to the investigation of scientific 
research traditions, as it is here in the comparison of Anglo-Saxon and German-
language geographical landscape research. It becomes clear that Anglo-Saxon geo-
graphic landscape research was carried out much more continuously, whereas in 
the German-speaking world it was restricted for a long time to physical geography 
due to the Kiel Geographer’s Day and came to a virtual standstill in human geogra-
phy for more than three decades.
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If landscape is not simply understood as ‘given’, but as socially produced (on the level 
of the social, the individual as well as the material), then the question of the possibili-
ties and limits of influencing these different levels becomes virulent. If the social power 
relations, on which the different possibilities and limits of influencing the landscape are 
based, are not unquestionably accepted, a critical attitude is created towards them. In 
contrast to philosophy, in which ‘critique’ is generally understood as a reflection on an 
“achievement or function” (Schweppenhäuser 2007, p. 27), the central element of crit-
ical landscape research lies in the (normatively) critical attitude towards social (power) 
relationships and their spatial (physical-spatial as well as social-spatial) manifestations. 
Since the basis of critique lies in different (political) worldviews, these—including their 
consequences in terms of interpretation and evaluation of landscape—are dealt with. 
Critical landscape research is ‘transverse’ to the theoretical approaches presented, i.e. it 
makes use of them to substantiate its criticism or to justify it normatively. The focus of 
the critique is an unequal distribution of power in society that is understood as unlegit-
imized, including consequences for the landscape and side effects as well as their safe-
guarding by educational institutions, which represent a part of systematic socialization 
(as education). In this respect, a brief outline of the connections between power and 
landscape is given first. This is followed by a presentation of the connection between 
(political) worldviews and landscape, before three critical approaches are presented: 
those of Critical Theory (for an overview, see: Dubiel 1992; Horkheimer 1977[1937]; 
Horkheimer and Adorno 1969; Agger 2006; Calhoun 1995; Horkheimer 1982; Morrow 
and Brown 1994), in Bourdieu tradition (Bourdieu 1989, 2000, 2016; Bourdieu, Calhoun 
et al. 1993; Harker et al. 1990). A central element of both critical approaches is the social 
conditionality and the social function of aesthetic judgements and finally the criticism 
of the lack of democratic legitimation of landscape policy through bureaucratization 
(Dahrendorf 1972, 1987) as the third critical approach.

Power and Landscape: From Political 
Worldviews and Critical Landscape 
Research

5
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5.1  Power and Landscape

The question of the connection between power (for this term, see Box 12) and land-
scape has been increasingly addressed in spatial social sciences since the late 1990s. 
In general, the focus is on how social power processes inscribe themselves on physical 
space more than on how social landscape interpretations are dependent on power rela-
tions. As a result of the omnipresence of power in social relations (Foucault 1977; Paris 
2005; Popitz 1992) and the attachment of landscape to society, “landscapes are part of 
a process in which hierachies are reproduced and challenged” (Winchester, Kong and 
Dunn 2003, p. 5; some examples of power-related landscape research are: Gailing and 
Leibenath 2017; Kost and Schönwald 2015; Kühne 2008b; Leibenath 2015; Mitchell 
2003, 2007; Mitchell 2002a, b; Olwig 2003; Schein 1997; Trudeau 2006; Wescoat 2009; 
Weber et al. 2017).

Box 12: Power
Power is an everyday and often unquestioned phenomenon. Power is also ambiv-
alent: power can be associated on the one hand with freedom, the emancipation 
from nature, but on the other hand also with oppression. Heinrich Popitz (1992, 
p. 12) refers to the anthropogenic character of power relations; after all, they are 
“not God-given, they are not bound by myths, not necessary for nature, not sanc-
tified by inviolable traditions. They are human work”. Their reversibility results 
from this social bond of power (Popitz 1992), which in turn intensifies the strug-
gle for power, whereby power struggles are a part of “the always-present negotia-
tion of normality” (Paris 2005, p. 7). From a systems-theoretical perspective, more 
or less stable power relations can be described as an essential element of the sta-
bility of society; after all, they meet the need for reliability and security (Parsons 
1991[1951]; see also Anter 2012)—a view that Dahrendorf (1972) vehemently 
contradicts by referring to the social productivity of conflicts (arising from differ-
ent distributions of power).

In his classical definition, Max Weber (1976[1922], p. 28) describes power as 
“any opportunity [German: ‘Chance’] within a social relationship to assert one’s 
own will against opposition, regardless of what this opportunity is based on”. This 
definition formulates four criteria (Anter 2012):

1. The category of ‘opportunity’ that refers to the potentiality of power,
2. ‘social relationship’ referring to the personal character of power,
3. to the voluntaristic (the dominance of the will over the mind) element to which 

the ‘own will’ refers,
4. a potential resistance that opposes ‘one’s own will’, to which the word ‘resist’ 

refers.
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In contrast to power, domination is more specific: it does not contain absolute con-
trol over others, but is “always limited to certain contents and persons” (Dahrendorf 
1972, p. 33; following Max Weber). Dahrendorf (1983) sees this stronger organi-
zation of (undifferentiated) power into domination as a central aspect of peaceful 
social development (as can be found, for example, in the representative democracy 
he favored). According to Max Weber (1976[1922]), the development from power 
to domination begins with the emergence of the modern state.

In addition to the genesis of different concepts (some of which are associated with the 
interpretation sovereignty), social development also brought with it an increasing possi-
bility for humans to modify the physical foundations of appropriated physical landscapes 
according to their requirements. Both the genesis and discursive enforcement as well as 
the modification of physical spaces are connected with power. The modification of phys-
ical spaces are affected in numerous ways, in co-evolution with an increasing technical 
manageability as well as a systematization of economic appropriation (e.g. in the accu-
mulation of sufficient economic capital for the construction of larger factory facilities) 
and legal regimentation, e.g. the enforcement of the construction of large infrastructures 
against the will of the local population, which formed a central element of the domesti-
cation of space (Engels 2010). The economic compulsion for efficient land management 
(especially in the wealthy countries of the world) forces a mechanization of agriculture 
(in the form of large fields and large stables), with the consequence that the physical 
foundations of appropriated physical landscapes corresponded less and less with the 
social landscape widespread (romantically shaped) ideas of appropriated physical land-
scape. Appropriated physical landscapes thus ultimately document an outdated state of 
power distribution. The enforceability of politically formulated landscape conditions also 
requires a systematic accumulation of power and transformation into domination.

The previous remarks illustrate the close interdependence of power and landscape. 
Thus, the physical foundations of appropriated physical landscape (in essential parts) can 
be described as the physical-spatially manifested consequences and side effects of social, 
power-mediated action. Yet with Max Weber (1976[1922]), action can be described as 
external or internal action, omission or tolerance with which the actor, or the actors, 
associates a sense. A neglected cultivation thus represents an act, as it were; after all, act-
ing persons associate with the neglect the sense that a cultivation does not seem oppor-
tune because of certain considerations (see Kühne 2008b, 2018c). If the constitutive 
dimension of social landscape is included in the considerations of power and landscape, 
the emergence of an appropriated physical landscape can be described as being the 
result of the dictate of what is defined as economically necessary, modified by socially 
enforced (often aesthetic) norms and values, within the limits of political-administrative 
enforcement power, manifested in that which is legally permitted and forbidden under 
the aestheticizing construction of consciousness on the basis of social norm systems 
(Kühne 2012b, 2015c). The physical foundations of appropriated physical landscapes 
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thus also become indicators for power distributions on a local, regional, national, conti-
nental to global scale under the influence of political, economic, social community, and 
cultural systemic logics (see Sect. 2.4.2 on autopoietic systems theory).

5.2  Political Worldviews and Their Landscape Implications

Physical spaces are also an expression of the political will of the world. Different ideas 
of how a society should be structured also give rise to ideas of how it should be organ-
ized spatially. Political worldviews do not become virulent in politics alone, they are also 
found in normative and moral ideas and implications of science in which socio-political 
preferences of authors mix (a striking example is the conflict between ‘marxist’ and 
‘bourgeois’ social science). These often remain implicit and are sometimes expressed 
openly. As recent research has shown, this applies not only to social science studies, 
but also to those that see themselves as scientific, such as ecology (see e.g. Eisel 2009; 
Körner und Eisel 2006; Piechocki 2010).

The different political worldviews are very disparate “in their interpretations of histor-
ical change” (Berlin 1995[1969], p. 80). In connection with this, they have very different 
views regarding the question of “which are the elementary needs, interests and ideals of 
the people and who most likely represented these ideals, how comprehensively and over 
which periods of time” (Berlin 1995[1969], p. 80). Accordingly, the concepts of justice 
of the different political worldviews also differ considerably (Box 13) and (often implic-
itly) underlie the current discussions in the context of ‘landscape and justice’ (Ernstson 
2013; Mason and Milbourne 2014; Mitchell 2003, 2008). In scientific terms, binary dis-
tinctions are more common (e.g., enlightenment/counter-enlightenment positions as in 
Piechocki 2010, individualistic/communitarian positions as in Kühne 2015e), or three 
(as in Voigt 2009a, b) or four (as in Vicenzotti 2011a; cf. also Schwarzer 2014) political 
ideologies are distinguished. In the following, three political worldviews are to be char-
acterized, which—to put it another way—can be understood as corners of a triangle into 
which other political worldviews can be classified: classical liberalism, conservatism, 
and socialism.

Box 13: The (in)equality of people: understandings of justice
The demand for ‘justice’ is pervading many political as well as scientific debates. 
In general, justice regulates interactions between people. What is meant by ‘jus-
tice’ is very different:

1. Egalitarianism (also known as the principle of equality or the pejorative ‘water-
ing can principle’) assumes that everyone is entitled to the same quantity of a 
(scarce) good; regardless of the performance (however, it is defined) he performs. 
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Inequality is regarded as a situation that is contrary to the norm and must be 
eliminated (particularly through state intervention).

2. In accordance with the justice of performance, those who do much are also enti-
tled to more goods. Inequality thus becomes an incentive to do more.

3. According to the communist principle, justice is achieved when everyone con-
tributes according to his abilities and receives according to his needs. Here ine-
quality is considered to be productive within limits, since people have different 
abilities.

4. Need-based justice is considered to have been established when everyone has 
met their basic needs (such as food, protection from disease, education that is 
sufficient to deal with the consequences of their own actions, etc.). Inequality is 
tolerated—beyond the basic needs that have been secured.

5. The sighthound principle (also known as ‘first comes first serves’) attributes 
scarce goods to them in the order in which they have registered their need. Here 
inequality is part of the incentive system to vigilantly pursue one’s own interests.

6. With the random principle, everyone is given the same chance to receive a 
scarce good (e.g. distribution of a scarce good by lot). Inequality is accepted 
accordingly, since in the next raffle everyone again has the same chances of 
receiving a good.

7. The authoritarian principle grants the ruler the right to assign scarce goods to his 
subjects. Inequality is desirable because loyalty to the ruling system is rewarded.

8. The principle of procedural justice decouples the question of justice from the 
allocation of scarce goods. Justice is given when procedures for the distribution 
of scarce goods are carried out according to previously defined procedures, all 
participants in the process are subject to the same rules, and each participant 
has the right to participate in the distribution process. Inequality is considered 
unproblematic when the rules of procedure have been followed.

9. The principle of equal opportunities—independent of spatial, social, cultural, 
etc.—wants to be a principle of justice for all. Origin of the participants— 
giving everyone the same opportunities in life. Whether he makes use of these 
opportunities or not is then up to his personal responsibility. Inequality is 
regarded as unproblematic if it is due to individual and self-responsible deci-
sions and is not due to unequal opportunities (e.g. due to family backgrounds).

Bohmeyer (2005), Kersting (2005) and Sen (2009, 2017) discuss in more detail the 
understandings of justice.

5.2 Political Worldviews and Their Landscape Implications
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5.2.1  Liberalism, Conservatism and Socialism—Some Main 
Features

Liberal ideas are closely linked to the Enlightenment; they were essentially influenced 
by Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Adam Smith, but also by Immanuel Kant. In the 20th 
and 21st century, it was associated with names such as Max Weber, Karl Popper, Ralf 
Dahrendorf, John Rawls, Armatya Sen and Martha Nussbaum. The central concept of 
liberalism (hence its name) is freedom. Ralf Dahrendorf (2007b, p. 26) understands free-
dom to mean first the “absence of coercion”, more concretely people are “free to the 
extent that they can make their own decisions. In the state of freedom, we find conditions 
that reduce constraints to a minimum. The goal of liberalism or the policy of freedom is 
that there is a maximum of freedom under given restrictions” (Dahrendorf 2007b, p. 26). 
Amartya Sen (2009) sees freedom as a more precious value for two reasons: First, free-
dom gives us more opportunities to pursue our goals, the things we value collectively or 
individually. For example, freedom supports us in our decision to live the way we want. 
It supports us in the pursuit of the goals we seek to achieve. Secondly, however, we can 
attach importance to the actual decision-making process. Therefore, we do not want to 
be forced into a situation where others put pressure on us. Thus, liberalism’s political 
context is linked to “the defence of certain individual rights and freedoms such as free-
dom of expression, non-discrimination on grounds of race, sex or nationality, procedural 
rights (e.g. the right to defence) and political rights to democratic participation and par-
ticipation in elections” (López 1995, p. 17).

Liberalism is based on the axioms of a human being born free, endowed with 
equal rights, good by nature and gifted with reason as an individual (Leonhard 2001; 
Pennington 2002; Schaal and Heidenreich 2006; Bauer and Wall-Strasser 2016). At the 
centre of liberal ideas is the individual, who should be able to unfold as unhindered as 
possible from social constraints in personal responsibility (which also means the duty 
to earn one’s own living). One should be able to freely choose an alternative accord-
ing to one’s own convictions, based on the largest possible number of options (political, 
economic, cultural, etc.). For liberalism, education is the basis for freedom, self-respon-
sibility, and the maximization of life chances (see Box 14). According to liberalism an 
optimistic attitude towards the future is inherent, i.e. a ‘better’ future could be shaped 
by progress (Leonhard 2001), “Liberalism is necessarily a philosophy of change” 
(Dahrendorf 1979, p. 61). Accordingly, society is not subject to any superordinate order, 
nor does it develop teleologically towards a goal (Popper 2012[1945]). Rather, society’s 
task is to offer individuals security in their quest for happiness and to open up oppor-
tunities in life for them. Karl Popper (2012[1945]) underlines the (liberal) demand for 
a society that is as open as possible: “In order to do this, we must maintain the con-
ditions of rational, critical debate under which it remains possible to be of different 
views” (Dahrendorf 1980, p. 13). This means that not only in science but also in society 
in general there should be competition for the most suitable solutions to challenges and 
development opportunities. In scientific terms, this means that new perspectives (such as 
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constructivism) are compatible with a liberal attitude if they do not pursue social or sci-
entific teleologies (such as Marxism).

Box 14: Life chances
The concept of life chances represents (besides his contributions to role and con-
flict theory) a core of the sociology of Ralf Dahrendorf. Under life chances he 
understands “election chances, options. They demand two things, rights to par-
ticipate and an offer of activities and goods to choose from” (Dahrendorf 2007a, 
p. 44). The election chances must be associated with a sense. Ralf Dahrendorf sees 
an opportunity in relation to Max Weber (1976[1922]) on the one hand a “structur-
ally founded […] probability of behaviour”, and on the other hand he understands 
it “as something that the individual can have, something as an opportunity to sat-
isfy interests” (Dahrendorf, 1979, p. 98). Figuratively speaking, Dahrendorf (1979, 
p. 50) understands life chances as “the baking forms of human life in society; they 
determine how far people can develop”. Life chances in turn depend on social con-
texts, as Ralf Dahrendorf makes clear: “Life chances are possibilities of individual 
growth, the realization of abilities, desires and hopes, and these possibilities are 
provided by social conditions” (Dahrendorf 1979, p. 50). Life chances are deter-
mined by options and ligatures. While options represent “choices given in social 
structures, alternatives of action” (Dahrendorf 1979, p. 50), Dahrendorf defines lig-
atures as values, i.e. “deep bonds whose existence [gives] meaning to the chances 
of choice” (Dahrendorf 2007a, p. 45), they accordingly form the “foundations of 
action” (Dahrendorf 1979, p. 51). The reciprocal relationship between ligatures 
and options for the development of life chances can be succinctly formulated: 
“Ligatures without options mean oppression, while options without ties are mean-
ingless” (Dahrendorf 1979, pp. 51–52). The relationship of the liberal Dahrendorf 
to ligatures is quite ambivalent, because on the one hand ligatures turn mere 
opportunities into “opportunities with meaning and meaning, i.e. life chances” 
(Dahrendorf 2004, p. 51), on the other hand they always have the tendency to pro-
duce obligations towards society that reduce the options of the individual.

Liberals have a split relationship with the state. On the one hand, the free person 
becomes a ‘citizen’ through the state, i.e. a person “who has sacrificed his freedom to 
the state, thus one who adapts” (Hank 2007, p. 150); on the other hand, the state ena-
bles man to overcome the “dull-animalist struggle for self-preservation” (Kersting 2009, 
p. 54) of the state of nature. Mises (1927, p. 33) briefly defines the tasks of a liberal 
state: “Protection of property, freedom and peace”. This classical position of liberalism 
is peculiar to a critical attitude against further state activity (especially the state’s social 
policy of redistributing wealth and income): “The salvation of the state lies not in happi-
ness, but in law” (Krebs 2014, p. 66). The justice model represented here (see Box 13) is 
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that of performance justice in the context of economic activity (cf. Opielka 2004), while 
in the context of fundamental rights egalitarianism and practical politics procedural jus-
tice is pursued.

In contrast to classical liberalism, a liberal basic position developed in the 20th cen-
tury which can be described as ‘liberalism of equal opportunities’ (with different empha-
ses here Ralf Dahrendorf, John Rawls, Amartya Sen, and Martha Nussbaum). The latter 
assumes that equal opportunities in life do not only arise formally through the guaran-
tee of fundamental rights, but also substantially include “citizenship rights to be fulfilled 
[…] social rights, such as the right to protection from need through no fault of one’s own 
or the right to an adequate pension or education” (Dahrendorf 1983, p. 104). Whereby—
here the core of the theory becomes clear as a liberal one—a primacy of freedom exists, 
because neither the increase of wealth or income nor a better distribution of economic 
resources can be regarded as reasons for the violation of freedoms to which all are enti-
tled, as Sen (2009) emphasizes. This focus on equal opportunities means an expan-
sion of the fundamental rights of egalitarianism in classical liberalism, and at the same 
time a restriction of its own (in the economic sense) principle of equal performance, 
because the fulfilment of ‘social rights’ is accompanied by a redistribution by the state, 
a process that is viewed critically—also by the representatives of ‘Equal Opportunities 
Liberalism’—because redistribution produces ‘bureaucracy’ that on the one hand pro-
duces administrative costs, on the other hand generalizes individual emergencies and 
thus contributes to the humiliation of those affected (Dahrendorf 1987; Paris 2005). 
According to Dahrendorf (2007a, p. 86), the (economic) inequalities resulting from this 
approach are tolerable “if and as long as they do not enable the winners to prevent others 
from fully participating in society or, in the case of poverty, to prevent people from exer-
cising their civil rights”.

Early conservatism developed through critical examination of the French Revolution 
and its ideas (associated with the names Edmund Burke, Joseph de Maistre, and Karl 
Ludwig von Haller, among others). For conservatism (derived from the Latin ‘con-
servare’) tradition has a central function in the order of society. It forms the frame of 
orientation, order, and reference. As with liberalism, conservatism is also related to the 
ideas of rationality and enlightenment, not affirmative but negative (cf. Greiffenhagen 
1971; Schoeps 1981; Lenk 1989). This creates a dilemma for conservatism; it is con-
stitutively bound to that which it rejects (Greiffenhagen 1971; Trepl 2012). After all, 
it was only with the emergence of progressive, enlightened thought that the previously 
self-evident institutions such as religion, family, and people were subject to a pressure 
to justify and thus devise values of conservative thinking. Another dilemma for conserv-
atism is to follow the logic of the Enlightenment in order to defend what it takes for 
granted: Conservatism saw itself forced to resort to reflective reason (Schoeps 1981; 
Lenk 1989). In contrast to liberalism, conservatism pursues a different normative under-
standing of human coexistence. It is not the ‘society of independent individuals’ that 
conservatism strives for, but a community in the sense of an organismic connection of 
people (Greiffenhagen 1971; Lenk 1989; Voigt 2009b; Trepl 2012). This connection 
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means “that the individuals, like organs in the organism, serve the whole, and that in 
their respective places” (Trepl 2012, p. 141). This means an understanding of the rela-
tionship of the individual to society diametrically opposed to liberalism: the individual 
is not an individual endowed with equal rights vis-à-vis other people, but is part of a 
historically grown multiplicity, his position in society and even more in the commu-
nity is determined by his function in the ‘organism’. From the liberal position derives 
the right of the individual to be able to freely express his own opinion so that the most 
suitable argument may convince, while the conservative “does not argue with everyone 
about the right thing to convince him” (Trepl 2012, p. 145), rather he adopts “a paternal-
istic attitude against those who ‘would not understand it after all’ (Trepl 2012a, p. 145). 
The powerful man, because of his own position in the ‘organism of community’, takes 
a decisive position over the interests of the minority. The understanding of justice that 
dominates conservatism is correspondingly that of justice in need (Opielka 2004; cf. 
Schildberg 2010). The concept of freedom in conservatism is also different from that 
in liberalism: “Freedom in this conception means adaptation to the higher order of the 
whole” (Kötzle 1999, p. 23), not the maximization of individual life chances. If liber-
alism strives to regulate the influence of authorities, conservatism regards them as a 
guarantor for the structuring and preservation of the community. Authority relies (albeit 
in decreasing measure) on religion or tradition. The community normatively integrates 
itself ‘harmoniously’ into its social and natural environment (Eisel 2004; Lenk 1989; 
Voigt 2009b). Deviations from traditional social norms are rejected accordingly or are at 
least considered to require justification. With the core of conservative world interpreta-
tion of the idea of peculiarity or personality, the epistemological orientation of conserv-
atism reveals a great affinity to essentialism; the search for the ‘essence’ of larger units 
(e.g. ‘peoples’ or ‘landscapes’) is one of the central objects of conservative research pro-
grams. Traditionality and historicity are then often used to derive a conservation norm, 
such as ‘historically grown cultural landscapes’ or ‘traditional urban structures’ in the 
spatial context (Eisel 1997; Piechocki 2010; Vicenzotti 2011a; Trepl 2012; Hauser 2012).

Eppler (1975) differentiated conservative positions by distinguishing between struc-
tural conservatism and value conservatism. While structural conservatism advocates the 
preservation of traditional privileges and power relations serving ultimately to repre-
sent a justification pattern for inequality of opportunity, value conservatism is directed 
towards the preservation of an environment worth living in, a society based on solidarity 
as well as the dignity of the individual. Such an interpretation of conservatism makes it 
connectable with the environmental movement, which has been growing since the 1970s, 
as well as with social democratic and trade union positions (Euchner, Stegmann et al. 
2005). With such a shift in focus, he opened conservative thinking also to understand jus-
tice beyond needs-based justice, especially opportunity and procedural justice.

Socialism (from Latin ‘socialis’) originated in the continuation of the ideas of the 
French Revolution, and also in the rejection of liberal and conservative ideas in the 19th 
century (Bärsch 1981). The term ‘socialism’ is a summary of different theories and ideas, 
which are defined by the “primacy of ‘society’ respective of the ‘societal’” (Bärsch 1981, 
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p. 170) over the individual (to whom, as shown, liberalism gives priority) as well as by 
the ‘grown community’ prioritized by conservatism. As a result of the prioritization of 
the ‘social community’, socialist currents reject the privileged status of individuals who 
have grown out of their pursuit of economic gain (Bärsch 1981). In this context, a dis-
tinction can be made between classical socialism, which prefers a collectivization of 
means of production, and communism, which “wants to transfer means of production as 
well as consumer goods into common property (distribution of goods)” (Bärsch 1981, 
p. 172; see also Fainstein 2010). The principles of justice of the socialist idea structure 
are the egalitarian or the communist. These are not realized in capitalism because of the 
self-interested actions of the people, so the fulfillment of the preferred standards of jus-
tice is shifted into the future. Regarding future orientation, there is a structural parallel to 
the idea of liberalism: both have an optimistic attitude towards the future, which distin-
guishes them from conservatism.

A structural parallel with conservatism is found in socialist world views in relation to 
the respective ‘elites’ (which, of course, are formed completely differently). Especially 
in revolutionary socialism, the masses are to be led to a ‘just society’ by a ‘revolution-
ary elite’: “What led them [the revolutionary elite] was the conviction that it was their 
task to free the exploited and oppressed” (Becker 2013, p. o.S.). Here, too, a paternalis-
tic attitude becomes clear, which of course runs counter to the egalitarian basic idea of 
socialism. The ‘outer leadership’ by ‘revolutionary elites’ is to be replaced in egalitarian 
socialist societies by the ‘inner leadership’ of individuals in the sense of socialism, i.e. 
the individuals are to act out of their own conviction in the sense of the socialist com-
munity. Education is central to this process: Through educational processes the ‘wrong’ 
(self-interested) is to be replaced by a ‘right’ (solidary) consciousness (Bärsch 1981). 
Here, again, a structural parallel (with again a substantive contradiction) to the liberal 
educational approach becomes apparent: “The liberals want to stylise the citizen from 
the worker, to integrate him into the linguistic, political and spiritual traditions of the 
bourgeoisie, while the socialists seek to establish class solidarity and class conscious-
ness, also politically, with the means of education” (Knoll 1981, p. 92).

Central for the socialist worldview is an objective to which state society should 
develop (teleology). Teleology becomes particularly clear in Marxism: As a result of 
the contradiction between production conditions and the productive forces, a sequence 
of social systems inevitably develops whose transitions are characterized by revolutions 
(Fig. 5.1). The sequence of social orders interpreted by Marxism as the law of devel-
opment is called ‘historical materialism’. Following the revolutionary paradigm, the 
‘self-destruction’ of capitalism is assumed to be the term used to describe the control of 
society by market forces, according to which “the market economy always carries within 
itself the causes of its own downfall” (Herzog 2013, p. 109), since the industrial society 
of private property is immanent in the impoverishment of the working masses, which 
can only be lifted by a revolution borne by this (Bärsch 1981). Following this logic, 
even reformist socialist efforts (which, on the way to socialism, pursue reforms within 
the market economy system, e.g. for more participation in the workplace for workers, 
higher wages, etc.) will be understood as ‘management and manipulation of the capitalist 
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crisis’ (see e.g. Harvey 2005, 2008). The liberal democracy Marxist is also regarded as a 
‘hostage of capitalist interests’, state institutions in liberal democracy are understood as 
instruments of economic elites (e.g. Agnoli 1968) and the liberal core idea of free will is 
interpreted as “an ideological ‘fog formation’ in the human brain” (Recki 2009, p. 29). 
The institutions of the liberal-democratic state, but also of the ‘social market economy’, 
are interpreted as instruments for pacifying the exploited masses with the aim of ‘pro-
longing the death struggle of capitalism’. For Marxism, the driving force behind social 
development is the distribution of and control over economic goods, especially produc-
tion technologies (see e.g. Daniels 1989; Harvey 2005; Henderson and Sheppard 2006). 
This reduction of social development, as well as the assumption of the predictability of 
social development similar to natural law, has led Marxism to be accused of arguing 
essentialistically at its core, since an ‘essence’ of social development is assumed here 
(e.g. Dahrendorf 1971; Kühne 2017c; Laclau and Mouffe 1985). For the liberal thinker 
Ralf Dahrendorf, on the other hand, real-socialism, alongside capitalist early modern 
society, is a path to liberal civil society, the more decisive difference being that the social 
future is open to him (and other liberal thinkers such as Karl Popper) and not predeter-
mined (see Fig. 5.1; Dahrendorf 1972, 2007a; Popper 2012[1945]).

In the course of time, approaches developed in the context of socialism, liberalism, 
and conservatism, which led to (partial) new reflections and formulations. These are 
marked with the prefix ‘Neo’, whereby the individual designations can be understood in 
different ways (Box 15).

Box 15: The ‘New Ismen’: Neomarxism, neoconservatism and neoliberalism
Neomarxism
Neo-Marxism has developed increasingly since the Second World War. On the 
one hand, it sets itself apart (as ‘Western Marxism’) from the developments of 
real socialism in Eastern Central Europe and Eastern Europe; on the other hand, 

Fig. 5.1  The different stages of social development according to Marx and Dahrendorf. In Marx’s 
case, history teleologically boils down to communist society; in Dahrendorf’s case, on the other 
hand, the future of society is open (after Kühne 2017c)
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it does not follow the idea of ‘classical Marxism’ that society develops through 
revolutions into the state of socialism/communism. The ‘Frankfurt School’ with its 
‘Critical Theory’ had a special influence on neo-Marxism. Here the ‘instrumental 
reason’, i.e. the purpose-rational approach to the world that leads to the exploita-
tion of man and nature, of capitalism but also of real socialism, is at the centre of 
critique (see Sect. 5.3). Neo-Marxism has had a considerable influence on socio-
logical spatial research since the 1980s, especially through the writings of Henri 
Lefebreve (for further information see: Arato 2016; Gorman 1984).

Neoconservatism
Neoconservatism has been increasingly developed in the United States since the 
late 1960s. It shares in principle the values of ‘classical conservatism’, such as 
family, homeland, tradition, etc., but has a positive relationship to economic liber-
alism. Thus, the combination of democracy and market economy is regarded as the 
highest stage of social development, which must be defended against enemies from 
inside and outside by force of arms. Samuel Huntington’s thesis of the ‘Clash of 
Civilizations’ (Huntington 2011), in which it is assumed that large-scale conflicts 
in the 21st century no longer arise between nations but between cultures, identities, 
and religions, provides an essential scientific basis for this. While political geogra-
phy is intensively concerned with neoconservative ideas, their influence on land-
scape research remained rather subdued (see more detailed: Kristol 1995; Vaïsse 
2010).

Neoliberalism
The word ‘neoliberalism’ has two completely different meanings (which, when 
used, should ultimately lead to the determination of the underlying understanding 
of use). First of all, the word ‘neoliberalism’ (1) describes a liberal movement that 
emerged in the 1930s (the so-called ‘Freiburg School’) whose core concern was the 
modernization of classical liberalism. They demanded a strong state, not subject to 
instrumentalization, combined with the goal of a clear competitive order to protect 
citizens and the market from its self-destructive effects (so-called Ordoliberalism). 
This reading of liberalism formed the ‘social market economy’ after the founda-
tion of the Federal Republic of Germany. The word ‘neoliberalism’, however, (2) 
also describes a diagnosis (especially from a socialist world view) of contemporary 
society, which is characterized by deregulation of state tasks, economization of all 
areas of life, pressure to perform, globalization of all areas of life, and increasing 
polarization of society. It is precisely this significance of ‘neoliberalism’ that has 
gained considerable influence in social science spatial research in recent years (see, 
among others: Harvey 2005; Larner 2003; Meijer 1987).
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5.2.2  Landscape and Political Worldviews: Understandings of City, 
Country, and Suburbia

If the spatial types ‘wilderness’, ‘rural space’, ‘suburbium’ and ‘city’ are judged from 
the perspective of the political systems of ideas of socialism, conservatism, and (classi-
cal) liberalism presented in the previous section, very different interpretations and eval-
uations result (for more details see Eisel 1982, 2009; Kirchhoff and Trepl 2009; Kühne 
2015e; Vicenzotti 2006, 2011a; Voigt 2009a, b).

Liberal connotations of wilderness are quite contradictory, in one perspective as a 
symbol of the dangerous, pre-societal state of nature of struggle, in the other as a place 
of freedom in which the individual must prove himself (see also Pregill and Volkman 
1999), through which it can “be valued as a means of overcoming itself” (Vicenzotti 
2011a, p. 110). If it is viewed from an economic-liberal perspective, it can be regarded 
as a symbol for the unregulated self-control of the market, while wilderness as physical 
space is understood as an unproductive place (and thus ultimately as superfluous space). 
Conservatism, on the other hand, considers inner as well as outer wilderness to be “the 
sphere of the drive-bound. It is the temptation to resist that which is to be restrained and 
left behind” (Vicenzotti 2011a, p. 140; cf. also Kötzle 1999). In conservatism, however, 
wilderness can also be interpreted as a symbol of a paradisiacal origin or of ‘innocent 
youth’. According to Marxist interpretation, ‘wilderness’ is symbolically connoted with 
the ‘original state’ of society, a social state that has been overcome.

From a conservative perspective, rural spaces, often interpreted as ‘cultural land-
scapes’, are “expressions, ideals and symbols of successful cultural development” 
(Vicenzotti 2011a, p. 147); here they represent the successful synthesis of ‘land and peo-
ple’ into a ‘superorganism’ (Eisel 1982, 2004; Rodewald 2001; Vicenzotti 2011a); they 
are expressions of “perfection that corresponds both to the nature of the community 
(character of the people) and that of the living space” (Trepl 2012, p. 156). ‘Historically 
grown cultural landscapes’ are always interpreted from a conservative perspective as 
“historically grown products of traditional experience” (Vicenzotti 2011a, p. 154; similar 
to Muir 1998). They are also an expression of a conservative understanding of freedom, 
for here the “unadulterated and unaffected way of life is imagined, close to its origin and 
thus natural and precisely for this reason reasonable” (Vicenzotti 2011a, p. 160). Exactly 
these spaces represent for both liberalism and socialism “an advanced stage compared 
to the wilderness” but are “still below the stage of development of the city” (Vicenzotti 
2011a, p. 116). Both associate rural life with political, social, and technical backward-
ness: Liberalism regards traditional rural communities as an expression of social control 
and a lack of education leading to inadequate life chances for the individual, as well as 
irrationally cultivated agricultural land that could only be used for tourism due to roman-
tic ideas of landscape. Karl Marx also spoke of the ‘idiocy of rural life’ (Ipsen 1992), 
saying that traditional rural areas are considered obsolete by capitalism for socialism. As 
a result of the Marxist preference for urban settlements, as a place to live and work for 
the industrial workers who supported socialism, real socialism endeavoured to relocate 
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the rural population to the cities or to urbanise rural areas, to industrialise rural land use, 
in order to implement socialist ideas in rural areas with the aim of creating solidarity 
between workers and ‘working farmers’ (Esser 1998; cf. Jaehne 1968; Domański 1997; 
Fierla 1999).

According to liberal ideas, the city is the symbolic place of the preferred social state, 
“the place where the state of nature has been overcome and the entry into civil society 
has taken place” (Vicenzotti 2011a, p. 121). The warlike natural state is not overcome by 
a feudal relationship of dependence; rather, it is a “place of the productive channelling 
of passions” (Vicenzotti 2011a, p. 122; cf. also Eisel 1982), in which the competition for 
life chances is not fought out by violence or its threat but is channeled into the economic. 
Conservatism considers the (big) city to be a place of seduction through buying pleas-
ure, and the city itself is “imagined as a surrendering, opening, devouring female figure” 
(Löw 2008a, p. 198). Here, the modern metropolis is regarded as an expression of moral 
reprehensibility, unnaturalness, and artificiality, while the medieval city, written in guilds, 
is regarded as a symbol of human order (e.g. in Riehl 1925[1853] and Spengler 1950; 
critical on this in Häußermann and Siebel 2004). In the big city, the barbarity of the pro-
letariat is opposed by the over-civilization of the bourgeoisie, both lacking roots in the 
concrete of the rural area (Vicenzotti 2011a; for the Anglo-Saxon area: Muir 1998).

The hybrid spaces between city and countryside, often referred to as ‘suburban’, are 
criticised from both conservative and socialist perspectives. The focus of socialist criti-
cism is the striving for property, the dependence of the person financing his own home 
on the financial market and the withdrawal into the private home (e.g. Bourdieu 1998). 
Especially the emergence of gated communities and shopping malls, which goes hand in 
hand with the differentiation of ‘city’ and ‘country’, regarded as a symbol for a society 
that is individualizing or ‘de-solidarizing’ itself (among many: Soja 2007; Belina 2009), 
thereby developing contrary to the communitarian-egalitarian ideal. The criticism from 
conservative worldview is similar, although the normative comparative foil is not the 
urban-communitarian but the rural community. In particular, the loss of ‘identity’ of sub-
urban settlements, their ‘uniformity’, and the influence of urban lifestyles are deplored 
(cf. Vicenzotti 2012; Hunt 2016). From a liberal worldview, on the other hand, there is 
a positive assessment, because life in the suburbium is valued for its pursuit of property 
and privacy as well as for its expression of individual spatial design.

This brief characterization of the different political and ideological basic attitudes—
which often mutually refer to each other as ‘ideological’—makes it clear that certain 
physical-spatial developments and structures are sometimes evaluated very differently, 
but sometimes also very similarly, albeit on a different normative basis. In addition, it 
becomes clear that the question of how a society should develop spatially is structured 
very differently from different political and ideological perspectives. This also serves 
to understand and assess concrete urban and spatial development policy: socialist pol-
icy will tend to promote urbanization in larger housing estates (preferably with common 
ownership), liberal policy will tend to promote urban and suburban areas, conservative 
policy will aim to strengthen rural areas.
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5.3  Critical Landscape Research in the Tradition of Critical 
Theory

Critical theory is based on a ‘philosophical-critical’ view of science based on Hegel, 
Marx, and Freud. Their representatives are also referred to as the ‘Frankfurt School’ at 
the ‘Institute for Social Research’ (German: Institut für Sozialforschung) in Frankfurt 
(Main) because of their place of origin in the early 1930s. Members of the institute 
included Theodor W. Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, Erich Fromm, and Walter Benjamin. 
This ‘old Frankfurt School’ was followed by the ‘new Frankfurt School’, with represent-
atives Jürgen Habermas and Oskar Negt. According to their view of science, the repre-
sentatives of the ‘Frankfurter Schule’ are less concerned with describing, explaining, and 
typifying the world than with interpreting and (critically) evaluating it: “The facts that 
our senses bring us are socially preformed in two ways: by the historical character of the 
perceived object and by the historical character of the perceiving organ” (Horkheimer 
1977[1937], p. 17), a thought that is also found in Daniels (1989) in relation to the 
‘duplicity of landscape’: on the one hand as a power-determined idea, on the other hand 
through an equally power-determined physical landscape (with which he combines con-
structivist with positivist approaches and places it at the service of a Marxist-oriented 
critique of capitalist spatial production; cf. also Henderson and Sheppard 2006, Schein 
1997). The subject of critical theory in a spatial context is the relationship between cul-
ture and nature or the aesthetics of nature and art (while landscape is more often dealt 
with from a Marxist perspective, e.g. Cosgrove 1984; Daniels 1989; Michaeli 2008; 
Michaelis et al. 1997; Wormbs 1996[1976]). The Marxist-oriented spatial and social 
sciences have their own claim not only to describe and analyse the world on their own, 
but also to change it (e.g. Samers, Bigger and Belcher 2015).

A central aspect of Critical Theory’s examination of the relationship between culture 
and nature is the thesis put forward by Horkheimer and Adorno (1969), “that the history 
of man’s liberation from overpowering powers has not led to a reasonable state of the 
world. By setting their emancipation in motion, an enterprise that consisted essentially 
in making themselves the masters and owners of nature, people have exposed themselves 
to a purely technical-instrumental rationality” (Lehmann 2009, p. 1). The use of rea-
son is initially due to man’s self-preservation (Horkheimer 1976): through his increas-
ingly planning action he becomes more and more independent of the unpredictability of 
nature and can thus secure his survival ever more effectively. The subjugation of outer 
nature finds a connection with the mastery of the inner nature of man, which is reflected 
in a restriction of the freedom possibilities of the individual (Horkheimer 1977[1937]). 
With the contemplative distancing of man “in order to present it to himself as it is to 
be controlled” (Horkheimer and Adorno 1969, p. 36), also a “slander of nature in man” 
(Horkheimer and Adorno 1969, p. 61) goes along. According to Horkheimer and Adorno 
(1969, p. 37), this slander culminates in the “domination of man over himself” by devel-
oping and using reason in order on the one hand to direct external nature (physical foun-
dations of appropriated physical landscape) towards his desires, and on the other hand 
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to suppress his drives. Thus, reason becomes not only the form of man’s dominion over 
his inner as well as outer nature, “but at the same time the form of man’s dominion over 
other human natures” (Lehmann 2009, p. 1). According to Horkheimer and Adorno 
(1969, p. 15), the process of the rational allocation of power to the world is associated 
with alienation: “People pay for the increase in their power by alienating themselves 
from what they have power over. The Enlightenment relates to things like the dictator 
to people. He knows them as far as he can manipulate them. […] In transformation, 
the essence of things always reveals itself as the same, as the substrate of dominion”. 
This domination usually remains unconscious because it is not questioned as normal-
ity; such an awareness of mechanisms of domination is one of the central self-imposed 
tasks of Critical Theory. The normalization and everyday occurence of power are carried 
out through socialization. Through socialization, the person to be socialized acquires an 
inseparable relationship with society, or as Horkheimer (1963, p. 8) puts it: “The individ-
ual for himself is an abstraction. It is intertwined with society; not only its fate but also 
its character depends in part on the particularities of the intertwining. Accordingly, land-
scape can be understood as the result of a threefold process of domination:

1. The development of the physical foundations of appropriated physical landscape into a 
“complex artifact” (Hugill 1995, p. 22) can be described as a physical manifestation of 
the emancipation process of man from a state of being at the mercy of nature’s superi-
ority to a civilization (apparently) dominating nature and enriching itself with it (simi-
larly Kühne 2008b, 2015c; Popitz 1995).

2. The social foundations of appropriated physical landscapes have developed into an 
authority that culturally legitimizes the control of nature: The preference for a semi-
open ‘historically grown cultural landscape’ has contributed to aesthetically exag-
gerating the inscriptions of unequal availability over land and thus to removing them 
from critical reflection. The sometimes sacralizing social constructions of ‘historically 
grown cultural landscapes’ thus form “a true cultural baggage” (Shepard 1967, p. 132; 
see also Duncan and Duncan 2001; Riley 1994; Fig. 5.2).

3. In the process of socialization, the patterns of interpretation and evaluation of (partial) 
social landscapes are transferred into individual landscape awareness (as an individ-
ually actualized social landscape). Any deviation from these standards would entail 
the loss of social recognition. Such negative sanctions complicate the development of 
alternative patterns of interpretation and evaluation, whereby “social actors are spon-
taneously prepared to do what society demands of them” (Wayand 1998, p. 226).

The ‘ideological state apparatuses’, formulates the French Marxist Louis Althusser 
(1977), such as the media and schools play a central role in the intergenerational per-
petuation of patterns of interpretation and evaluation. After all, according to Althusser 
(1977, p. 122), “no ruling class can permanently hold state power without at the same 
time exercising its hegemony over and in the ideological state apparatuses”. The 
school serves accordingly “the purposeful influencing”, it is “aligned to the acquisition 
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of socially desired knowledge, abilities and values” (Tillmann 2007, p. 114; cf. also 
Marcuse 1965[1937]). Although the power of the state has diminished, particularly as a 
result of globalization, it is still able to occupy central social power positions through its 
‘ideological state apparatuses’ and “to assert dominant interests and control social rela-
tions based on clashes of interests” (Belina 2006, p. 13).

The modernization of society is also reflected—as shown—in the different dimen-
sions of the landscape. Jürgen Habermas (1981) describes the rationalization of the 
lifeworld and the decoupling of system and lifeworld as an essential characteristic of 
modernity: For him, the lifeworld serves as a point of reference for situation definitions 
that are regarded as unproblematic by the persons involved (Habermas 1981, p. 107): 
“The lifeworld stores the preexisting interpretation work of preceding generations; it is 
the conservative counterweight against the risk of dissent that arises with every current 
process of communication”. Habermas (1981, p. 248) describes the difference between 
lifeworld and system as follows: “While the aspect of understanding is the most rele-
vant for the symbolic reproduction of the lifeworld in social action, the aspect of expe-
diency is important for material reproduction. This takes place through the medium of 

Fig. 5.2  View of Medelsheim (Saarland, Germany) and surroundings. What from a conservative 
perspective represents a ‘historically grown cultural landscape’, whose Way of the Cross expresses 
the Catholic tradition that has lasted for centuries, can be understood completely differently from 
the point of view of Critical Landscape Research: The physical space can be interpreted as the 
result of an unequal distribution of power (e.g. by the different power of disposal over the sur-
faces); the Way of the Cross accordingly becomes an expression of normative religious unification. 
The aestheticization of the landscape in turn serves to conceal the power relations. This last inter-
pretation is fundamentally shared from a liberal perspective, albeit for other reasons: from a liberal 
perspective, religion is not a public but a private matter. Also, it is not the ownership and owner-
ship conditions that are the focus of criticism, but rather the bureaucratic ‘shackles’ that farmers 
are subjected to through state intervention in the management of their land (e.g. conditions for the 
conservation of fruit orchards, agricultural policy controlling land use, etc.; Photo: Kühne)
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targeted interventions in the objective world”. With the rationalization of the lifeworld—
Habermas follows on from Max Weber’s concept of the disenchantment of the world—
areas that were previously regulated in a traditional way are now subject to systematic 
investigation and rationalization. This rationalization also affects the thematic field of 
landscape: empirical methods are used to turn the physical foundations of the acquired 
physical landscape into an object of natural and social scientific positivist investigation, 
and later also the social and individually actualized foundations. Landscape is measured, 
delimited and classified, and subjected to a more or less normative (socially defined) 
system of legal regulations. In the course of rationalizing the world in which we live, 
physical space is subjected to individual rational economic and administrative action 
(Olwig 2008; similar to Gregory 1989; Michaeli 2008; Wormbs 1996[1976]). Wormbs 
summarizes the consequences of such handling of (materially understood) landscape 
(1996[1976], p. 244) as follows: “Since the worldwide expansion of the production of 
goods has also meant that the development of the earth has burst all the landscape refer-
ence frameworks of the past and created a dense network of industrial locations around 
the globe, irrationality and disorganization have become apparent in the overall techni-
cal instrument. They become known in the spatial and ecological incompatibility of all 
the individual parts, which are organised in a purely rational manner.” Thus, the mar-
ket-economy logic, which is based on individual profit, is linked to the fact that the costs 
of its production method, such as waste of raw materials, environmental pollution and 
damage to health, are transferred to social settlement (Wormbs 1996[1976]; Tilley 1997). 
The approaches of Critical Theory to the subject of nature presented in this section show 
essentialist traits as one aspect, as in relation to the ‘nature’ of man, and constructivist 
traits as another, as in the question of socialization or the question of the cultural condi-
tionality of landscape understandings.

A major focus of Critical Theory is on how ‘unjust’ conditions are socially approved, 
how a culture of appropriateness can emerge. Herbert Marcuse (1965[1937], p. 63) 
understands such a culture as ‘affirmative culture’, which he appreciates as “those bour-
geois epochs which, in the course of their own development, have led to the replace-
ment of the spiritual-soul world as an independent realm of value and to its elevation 
through it. Their decisive move is the affirmation of a generally obliging, unconditionally 
affirmable, eternally better, more valuable world, which is substantially different from 
the actual world of the everyday struggle for existence. But which each individual ‘from 
within’ without changing any reality, can realize for himself”. ‘Affirmative culture’ thus 
becomes a disciplinary system, “because culture swears the subjects to the existing—that 
is its affirmative character—and promises happiness, because it depicts a reality that con-
tains utopian and liberal moments” (Cavalcanti 2004, p. 3). Yet culture—from the point 
of view of Critical Theory—in the form of artistic activity would be particularly suited to 
achieving a domination-free approach to reality (Adorno 1970). It is precisely the con-
frontation with nature that makes it an equal counterpart within the framework of a com-
municative action: “How clinging the beauty of nature and the beauty of art are proves 
itself in the experience that applies to them. It refers to nature only as appearance, never 
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as material of work and reproduction of life. Like the experience of art, the aesthetic 
experience of nature is one of images. Nature as an apparent beauty is not perceived as 
an object of action. In the renunciation of the purposes of self-preservation, emphatic 
in art, the experience of nature is equally accomplished” (Adorno 1970, p. 112). For 
Adorno, aesthetics can thus be given an emancipatory character: An aesthetic experi-
ence of both nature and art makes it possible to experience a relationship between man 
and nature and other people that is not characterized by alienation. Through the eman-
cipatory function of the aesthetic, Adorno also demands the representation of the ugly 
in order to denounce the world in the ugly (Adorno 1970, p. 79). With regard to the aes-
thetic experience of landscape, this should—according to the interpretation of Adorno 
(1970)—be carried out in the form of the domination-free appropriation of nature. The 
natural aesthetic fixation of the aesthetic landscape construction becomes clear in the fol-
lowing quote from Adorno (1970, p. 112): “As true as it is that anything in nature can 
be regarded as beautiful, so true is the judgment that the landscape of Tuscany is more 
beautiful than the surroundings of Gelsenkirchen” (Gelsenkirchen is an old industrial 
city in the Ruhr area, Germany). Hauser (2000) describes these remarks as antiquated; 
after all, today the surroundings of Gelsenkirchen can be addressed as a landscape, it has 
the unambiguous peculiarity of a distinct cultural landscape.

With the transition to mass production, for Adorno art has lost its emancipatory 
potential. The culture industry, with its omnipresence in the mass media, corrupts the 
sensuality of the subjects by making them believe in happiness and “what in them, how 
oppressed and neurotically atrophied, expresses itself as hope, once again subjugates it” 
(Schneider 2005, p. 195). For Adorno, the culture industry marked “a visible transition 
in which pure profit is superior to the work of art—culture is produced industrially and 
thus receives a transition from the quality of past art to the quantity of serial production” 
(Cavalcanti 2004, p. 5). Closely connected with the mass production of the art indus-
try is kitsch for Adorno. In the course of mass reproduction, Romantic works, particu-
larly Caspar David Friedrichs (Fig. 4.3), became for some critics ‘the epitome of bad 
taste, since their works are exaggerated, unlikely, sought-after and arbitrary’ (Illing 2006, 
p. 47). Besides this outer side—as Liessmann (2002) calls it—the cheap, mass produc-
tion and the equally cheap and mass distribution, an inner side of kitsch can be formu-
lated. This refers to the pretence of non-existent feelings and the pretence of art (Adorno 
1970): “Where only the strikingly beautiful can be found, by pretending to shake, where 
only a false sentiment is created, by the illusion of deep emotionality, where only cal-
culated tears flow” (Liessmann 2002, p. 9). Modern kitsch is thus also separated from 
the folk culture of the pre-modern era: Folk culture was authentic, while kitsch was fake 
(Adorno 1972; Greenberg 2007[1939]), whereby both are attributed with an essential 
essence. In this context, landscape can also be viewed under the mode of kitsch dis-
course (Gelfert 2000; Kühne 2008d): Thus, the current aestheticization of wilderness can 
be interpreted in the tradition of ‘sublime kitsch’, while the aestheticization of Arcadian 
landscape is related to “the lovely, Arcadian-paradisiacal nature [that] accompanies 
above all the kitsch of childlike innocence” (Gelfert 2000, p. 42). The ‘historically grown 
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cultural landscape’ mostly represents a physical-spatial condition that no longer corre-
sponds to current social, especially economic conditions. In the sense of Gelfert (2000) 
this state can be interpreted as ‘fake art’, contemporary appropriated physical landscape 
becomes a copy of an estimated original of a historically defined state of physical land-
scape. Thus, physical space, which was formerly marked by an ‘authentic folk culture’, 
is “transformed into kitsch in the present landscape view, because it is marketed as an 
expression of an authenticity that no longer exists” (Gelfert 2000, p. 15). When they 
are consumed, the observer becomes the epicure who enjoys himself (Gelfert 2000). 
Simplified programs and order pictures are thus appropriated with the effect of a dis-
tanceless sentimentalization as a “continuous flooding of experienced reality with one’s 
own subjective feeling” (Gelfert 2000, p. 77).

The individual and social construction of landscape, in the reading of Critical Theory, 
can on the one hand have an emancipatory character if it succeeds without domination. 
On the other hand, it can also contribute to the stabilization of conditions described 
as unfair, because it can be shaped by kitsch as an expression of ‘affirmative culture’. 
Central to the definition of landscape is the question of who is able to master dis-
courses on landscape, how and when, and with what calculation (see in this context also 
Cosgrove 1984; Duncan and Duncan 2003, 2004). The extent to which people succeed in 
gaining the sovereignty to interpret what can be called landscape in social discourses and 
how different powers of disposal are reflected in physical-spatial structures is the subject 
of the following explanations.

5.4  Landscape as a Medium of Social Distinction and Power 
Processes: A Critical Approach Based on the Sociology 
of Pierre Bourdieu

Pierre Bourdieu (1930–2002) was a French sociologist and social philosopher who bor-
rowed from Marx (e.g. in his class concept), but did not (consistently) argue Marxist, but 
rather oriented himself to Max Weber, Ernst Cassirer and Erwin Panofsky. He turned against 
‘schooling’ in social science, as it was a major obstacle to progress in knowledge by pre-
venting the overcoming of false antinomies. Instead, he pleaded for a “realpolitik of the con-
cept” (Bourdieu 1992, p. 40), by preferring an orientation towards a theoretical structure, 
which he called a ‘theoretical space’, in order not to fall into a theoretical eclecticism (Jurt 
2912), in this sense Bordieu could also be called a ‘neopragmatist’ from today’s perspective.

The concept of the symbolic power of Bourdieu (e.g. 1982 and 1987[1979]; as well 
as Bourdieu and Passeron 1973) makes the struggle for the sovereignty of discourse (see 
Sect. 2.4.3 on discourse theory on the fundamentals) in a decentralized field of power 
comprehensible. Bourdieu and Passeron (1973, p. 12) define symbolic power (or sym-
bolic violence) as “any power that succeeds in asserting meanings and asserting them 
as legitimate by obscuring the power relations underlying its power. Accordingly, power 
results from the socially differentiated access to symbolic capital, as those opportunities 
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that are suitable for gaining and maintaining social recognition and social prestige in 
society as a whole or in individual social fields (Bourdieu 1987[1979]; see Box 16). With 
the development of the landscape view, landscape became a medium of social distinc-
tion (Kühne 2008b; cf. also Schenker 1994; in relation to architecture: Stevens 2002): 
The aestheticization of physical spaces into appropriated physical landscapes required 
the mastery of the landscape code; after all, only “those who know the code […] can 
generally understand the signs and continue to act” (Kastner 2002, p. 232). So anyone 
who had no training in the question of which elements of physical space in which con-
stellation and using which vocabulary in which social context could be described as 
‘landscape’ either did not have the right vocabulary or used it in an inappropriate way 
and thus unmasked an insufficiently developed taste (cf. Daniels and Cosgrove 1988; 
Ipsen 1992, 2006; Mitchell 2006; for the spatialization of codes see Lippuner 2008). The 
aesthetic attention of the world was accordingly highly exclusive: “aesthetic issues have 
been important only to a tiny minority of the population, whether artists, intellectuals, or 
the very rich whose contribution often seems restricted to the turning of works of art into 
mere commodities” (Porteous 2013, p. xvii).

Nevertheless, as if other cultural assets defined by the ruling class (see Box 16), the 
aestheticized access to landscape is taken over by the middle class. Thus, the roman-
tic access to landscape was also imitated by the middle taste, whereby this populariza-
tion of the romantic-landscape code took place without the metaphorical depth of the 
Romanticists’ landscape construction. In comparison to the poets, painters, and land-
scape writers of Romanticism (interpretable in the sense of a ruling class of intellectu-
als), the writings and images of the ‘Homeland Security Movement’ (as representatives 
of middle taste) seemed little inspired or original, even when they drew on romantic 
motifs. Another essential element of the trivialization of landscape was the emergence of 
low-cost modes of mass transport, first the railways, later the motor vehicle (cf. Clarke 
1993; Green 2003; Vöckler 1998): “Landscape is no longer conceived in contemplation, 
but primarily as distraction” (Krysmanski 1996[1971], p. 224).

Box 16: Symbolic capital and social distinction according to Pierre Bourdieu
Symbolic capital occurs in the form of economic, social. and cultural capital, 
which share scarcity and desire (Bourdieu 1972, 1987[1979]). Economic capital 
is understood as material property that can be exchanged for money. Social capi-
tal “is described as a relational good inherent in social relations and presented as 
a resource of different social structures with different social reach for individuals 
and corporate actors or communities” (Maischatz 2010, p. 31). Cultural capital is 
divided into three subcapitals (Bourdieu 1983):

1. The objectified form comprises physical manifestations of human activity 
(books, technical equipment, works of art).

5.4 Landscape as a Medium of Social Distinction and Power Processes …
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2. The incorporated form is directly linked to the physical existence of the acting 
person (education, cultural skills).

3. The institutionalised form represents the social representation of part of the 
incorporated cultural capital in educational titles (e.g. diplomas).

The different availability of symbolic capital is the basis for a vertical differentia-
tion of society (and its parts). Bourdieu (1987[1979]) distinguishes between three 
basic classes:

1. The ruling class is composed of entrepreneurs (with much economic but little cul-
tural capital) and intellectuals (with much cultural but little economic capital). It 
is the bearer of the legitimate taste, which is characterized by ‘the sense of dis-
tinction’, i.e. to imprint a taste that is (initially) not accessible to the other classes.

2. The middle class (also petty bourgeoisie) is the bearer of middle taste, which is 
characterized by ‘educational zeal’ and the constant attempt to imitate the taste 
of the ruling class.

3. The controlled class is the bearer of popular taste, which is oriented towards 
‘the decision for what is necessary’. It forms the rest of society.

This structure of society transcends “subjective intentions and individual or collec-
tive designs” (Bourdieu 1976, p. 179). The ruling class, but also the middle class, 
is striving to secure its symbolic capital against popularization. In the context of 
social capital, this stock protection takes place preferably through social closure 
(Maischatz 2010), i.e. unwanted persons are denied access to social networks.

The educated traveller of the Renaissance and still in Romanticism, for example, 
abstracted on his Grand Tour1 a sequence of pictures based on different patterns of 
interpretation into a landscape impression and endured “extreme inconveniences of 
travelling with inner composure” (Lippard 2005[1999], p. 122). The tourist of the rail-
way age expected a focused panorama, when possible in a pre-defined form through 
illustrated books and postcards, with the greatest possible travel and stay comfort 
(Burckhardt 2006; Lippard 2005[1999]; Vogel 1993). With the automobile, landscape 
becomes almost generally and everywhere publicly accessible (Lippard 2005[1999]) and 

1The Grand Tour describes a journey of the sons of the European (at first especially English) nobil-
ity, later also of the bourgeoisie, to the sites of European culture in a special way ancient as well as 
through landscapes classified as worth seeing. The Grand Tour served to refine the skills acquired 
in education (e.g. in foreign languages or fencing) and at the same time to deepen knowledge of 
different regions of Europe (Dirlinger 2000; Brilli 2001; Löfgren 2002).
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is experienced as a preselected “atmospheric picture, as a ‘good view’ consumed with 
the help of the Triple-A map” (Vöckler 1998, p. 278). In the second third of the 20th 
century, for Bourdieu (1987[1979], p. 108) “‘kitschy’ favourite motifs such as mountain 
landscapes, sunsets by the sea and forests” become an expression of the ‘aesthetics’ of the 
controlled class (cf. also Kühne 2008b; see also Box 17). Both the sublime, near-natural 
landscape, and the Arcadian landscape have thus been deprived of their ability to distin-
guish themselves for the legitimate taste (Kühne 2008b). With the transition from indus-
trial to post-industrial society, however, the past three decades have once again seen the 
possibility of using landscape as a medium for distinctive aestheticization: Similar to the 
aestheticization of pre-industrial landscapes in the course of industrialization, physical 
manifestos of industrial society are now subjected to aestheticization that has a distinc-
tive effect (see details; Kühne 2008b; cf. also Pütz 2007; see Box 7). People repeatedly 
oppose this distinctive aestheticization of the ruling class and the middle class by demon-
stratively developing and materializing their own aesthetic ideas, whether in the form of 
punk culture, carnival, or graffiti/murals (Bakhtin 1984; Cockcroft and Barnet-Sánchez 
1993; Graham 1994, Fig. 5.3).

Fig. 5.3  Murals in Chicano Park in San Diego, California, as documents of an aesthetic resist-
ance, on the one hand as a result of its design based on Aztec and Mexican symbolism, on the 
other hand as a result of the saying “Varrio SI, Yonkes NO” on the front mural. With this, the 
Hispanic inhabitants of the ‘Barrio Logan’ protested against the increased settlement of scrap 
yards at the end of the 1960s. The word ‘Varrio’ stands for Barrio, the ‘V’ was used as a sign for 
Victory, the word ‘Yonkes’ stands for Junkyards. In ignorance of this derivation, ‘Yonkes’ is often 
interpreted as ‘Yankees’, whereby the Mural is interpreted as a racist statement against Americans 
(Berestein 2007; Herzog 2004; Photo: Kühne)
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Box 17: The exoticization of landscape: tourism
An essential expression of this “event society” (Schulze 1993) is the increasing 
importance of tourism, which—as Pott (2007, p. 49) notes—“is to be interpreted as 
a phenomenon of highly developed capitalist societies in which the time off from 
work and the high economic level make it possible to capitalise on the change of 
location in the form of goods as a holiday trip”. The change of location brought 
about by the holiday trip is also accompanied by a change of role (Kreisel 2004, 
p. 75): “Change of location makes the spatial distance to everyday life possible, 
change of role permitted, at least temporarily distancing oneself from everyday and 
household duties”. In addition, an substantial motive for travel lies in the need for 
prestige and distinction, which refer both to the personal social network at home 
(e.g. through reports on the journey in order to demonstrate the appropriation of 
cultural capital and the level of economic capital) and to the role played at the holi-
day resort by the person to be served (Böhm 1962; Hartmann 1967).

As regards the landscape reference of tourism, the concept of the ‘tourist gaze’ 
(Urry 2002[1990]) can be seen to have a special significance: “Places are chosen 
to be gazed upon because there is an anticipation. […] Such anticipation is con-
structed and sustained through a variety of non-tourist practices, such as film, news-
papers, TV, magazines, records and videos which construct that gaze. […] what is 
then seen is interpreted in terms of these pre-given categories” (Urry 2002[1990], 
p. 3). The tourist’s enjoyment of the landscape “is the feeling of the fulfilment 
of those images, those idioms that are built up in us in the course of our cultural 
history, through poetry and painting, but also through the sunken cultural assets, 
cover images of Threepenny novels, cinema, television and tourism advertising” 
(Burckhardt 2006, p. 70; cf. also Enzensberger 1962). According to Enzensberger 
(1962), tourism develops a dialectical relationship to the spaces and societies it vis-
its: The tourist destroys by his presence the loneliness, but also the ‘untouched’ and 
‘undestroyed’ nature (and culture) that he strives for. The journey is made in the 
expectation that such landscape stereotypes will be confirmed. Deviations from this 
are experienced as contrary to standards (cf. Bauman 1999). The stereotypical ideal 
state is again ascribed to the past, so that the taste judgement “Provence is no longer 
what it once was” is made (cf. detailed Aschenbrand 2016, 2017).

Richard Peet clarifies the connection between the social definition of (aesthetic) norma-
tive claims and power-specific inscriptions into physical space in such a pregnant way 
that this also justifies a longer literal quotation.: “In the social struggle to remake nature, 
the ideologies of male elites have prevailed as the hegemonic elements of landscapes, 
although we would find women, peasants, and workers remarkably successful in leav-
ing signs of their counter-discourses were we truly to ‘read’ through a cladgender optic. 
Further, the discursive formations guiding the physical reconstruction of landscapes are 
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aspects of the regulative powers of geo-historical formations; landscapes are the spatial 
surfaces of discursive/regulatory regimes, icons points of privileged access to regulative 
discourses” (Peet 1996, p. 97).

The explanations on landscape and power processes clearly show how significantly 
not only the physical foundations of landscape are subject to change, but also the social 
interpretation and evaluation of landscape. In this respect one can speak of a ‘double 
landscape change’ (Kühne 2018b), whereby the social and material dimensions are in 
close feedback with each other.

5.5  Criticism of the Loss of Participation in Landscape 
Processes

Criticism of the lack of democratic participation in landscape processes is expressed 
from different scientific and ideological directions. It is found in the tradition of ‘critical 
theory’, as already discussed in Sect. 5.3; it is uttered by Bourdieu and those who place 
themselves in his tradition, but it is led in particular by those who place themselves in the 
tradition of liberal thinkers (such as Dahrendorf, Popitz and Sofsky). These will be given 
special attention in the following, as the other approaches mentioned have already been 
assessed in the previous two sections.

Part of the modernization of society is its differentiation into different units (systems 
theory speaks here of systems, see Sect. 2.4.2, Bourdieu of fields), which are entrusted 
with the solution of specific problems. These units develop their own specific logics and 
discourses. The development of landscape-related expert systems (e.g. landscape archi-
tects and landscape planners, but also geographers, sociologists, cultural scientists, biol-
ogists, etc., with a reference to the landscape) can also be understood as an aspect of this 
development (cf. Alexander 1999; Burckhardt 2004; Craik 1972; Daniel 2001; Entrikin 
1991; Howard 2011; Hülz and Kühne 2015; Hunziker et al. 2008; Kühne 2008b; 
Mitchell 2003; Morgan 1999; Stevens 2002; Dancer 2007; Trudeau 2006; Tewdwr-Jones 
2002). This goes hand in hand with the “separation of people into those who are com-
petent and those who are incompetent” (Bourdieu 2005[1977], p. 13). Scientifically 
legitimated experts have become representatives of a social system of problem-solving 
action that has become monopolized as a result of the social differentiation of soci-
ety with independent functional logics in the sense of a radical constructivist access to 
landscape (cf. e.g. (Hilbig 2014; Kühne 2014a; Luhmann 1990; Matheis 2016; Tänzler 
2007; Weingart 2003)). Zygmunt Bauman (2009a[1993], p. 294) critically paraphrases 
the result of this fragmentation: “In the course of expert guided empowerment, citizens 
of modernity internalize such a world completely with the fragmentation power of the 
experts, who are common and at the same time builders, administrators, and speakers 
of this world. According to Gerhard Hard (1973, p. 14), the development of a specific 
‘déformation professionelle’ is based on the apparent certainty of having achieved “the 
coronation of a centuries, even millennia-long effort to create the same objects”. Central 
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to the expert transformation of power is the possibility of asserting one’s own technical 
language as legitimate against the everyday language of the laity and the understand-
ing of the landscape (Nassauer 1995): “The designer acquires definitory power if he suc-
ceeds in occupying the language. This turns into real power over living conditions when 
the measures that deprive people of their self-determined everyday life, free space, are 
enforced” (Lorberg 2006, p. 101). The discourses present in the professional world that 
struggle for hegemony (see Sect. 2.4.3) are certainly differentiated (see Box 18).

Box 18: Current expert discourses on landscape
However, the several generations of researchers who have been dealing with an 
object, in this case landscape, do not lead to a unification of views in the sense 
of convergence, but rather to different discourses with their own discourse sover-
eignty and logic (see Sect. 2.4.3 on the formation of landscape discourses in gen-
eral). According to Kühne (2006a, 2008b; cf. also Groth and Wilson 2005[2003]; 
Hupke 2015; Jones and Daugstad 1997; Wojtkiewicz 2015; Wojtkiewicz and 
Heiland 2012), four discourses with specific logic of their own and landscape-re-
lated ideas can currently be traced in relation to landscape:

1. The discourse on the preservation and restoration of the physical foundations of 
appropriated physical landscapes pursues the goal of (re)establishing or maintain-
ing a normatively defined ideal state, that of the classical paradigm of the ‘histori-
cally grown cultural landscape’ (see Sects. 2.2 and 2.5.1; cf. also Muir 1998).

2. The discourse of the successionist development of physical landscape is norma-
tively characterized by a passive understanding of the structuring of the physical 
foundations of appropriated physical landscape as a side effect of ecological or 
social developments. In terms of science theory, a positivist approach is gener-
ally advocated (see Sect. 2.3).

3. The discourse of the reflexive design of the physical foundations of appropri-
ated physical landscapes is shaped by the view that alternative evaluations of 
the construction of social landscapes can be produced through targeted changes 
in the elements of physical space. This discourse is usually based on a social 
constructivist understanding of the world (see Sect. 2.4.1; Fig. 5.4).

4. The discourse of the reinterpretation of the social landscape is normatively 
shaped by the fact that the construction (especially as regards its evaluative ele-
ments) of appropriated physical landscapes is to be carried out as far as possi-
ble without interfering with the physical foundations, but by reinterpreting the 
social and individually actualized social landscape. This discourse is based on 
constructivist approaches (see Sect. 2.4).
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Particularly in conflict situations, however, the discursive claims to interpretive sov-
ereignty over alternative discourses are appropriated (cf. also Schultheiss 2007). The 
own discourse is socially secured against alternative discourses by generating especially 
social, often also cultural, capital among other things in the form of the mutual grant-
ing of recognition and respect—through reciprocal quotations, reciprocal invitations to 
lecture events or positive mentions to third parties (cf. Bourdieu 2005[1983]; Kühne 
2008b). However, these third parties are not chosen arbitrarily, they are the ‘reference 
group’. The term reference group “denotes the fact that an individual orients his behav-
iour towards the consent or rejection of groups” (Dahrendorf 1971[1958], p. 45), i.e. 
such groups “to which his positions necessarily relate him” (Dahrendorf 1971[1958], 
p. 45). The relationship of authority between experts (especially within a discourse) is 
based on a double recognition process (Popitz 1992, p. 29): “On the recognition of the 
superiority of others than the authoritative, the authoritative and on the aspiration to be 
recognised by these authoritative, to receive signs of probation”, whereby the authori-
tative then form the reference group. Here the relations of recognition are mostly asym-
metrical and reciprocal at the same time: “We want to be especially recognized by those 
whom we especially recognize” (Popitz 1992, p. 115). What the landscape experts have 
in common is the distinctive demarcation from the laity that manifests itself through the 
availability of institutionalized cultural capital, namely the possession of legitimizing 
diplomas (cf. also Bourdieu 2004). In the pursuit of recognition by colleagues (Schneider 
1989), landscape experts often find themselves in strict contradiction “to the propagated 
emotional neutrality of the scientist, which he calls objectivity, and to that of the artist, 
who has given his desire the name ‘divine inspiration’, and to that of the protector, who 
speaks of the object of protection ‘per se’” (Schneider 1989, p. 128).

This striving for recognition takes place in a social context of classical representative 
democratic institutions, in one sense through greater participation (ultimately by parts) 

Fig. 5.4  The landmark ‘Tiger and Turtle’ on the Heinrich-Hildebrand-Höhe in the Angerpark in 
Duisburg-Angerhausen (Ruhr Region, Germany), based on a pattern of a roller coaster, can be 
interpreted as an expression of the ‘discourse of the reflexive design of the physical foundations 
of landscape’; after all, it is an element of the effort of the old industrial region Ruhrgebiet (Ruhr 
Region) to create a new image of itself. (Photo: Kühne)
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of the population, and in another through the general gain in importance of expertise, 
as noted by Beyme (2013, p. 13; similar to Michelsen and Walter 2013)—both within 
and outside the state bureaucracy: “The decline of the classes and the rise of the experts 
seem to decisively weaken the democratic parties. Factual competence has often replaced 
the enthusiasm of amateurs”. The result is a “scientification of politics” (Jörke 2010, 
p. 275), which has led to “experts and planners […] having pushed the classical intellec-
tual off the stage as it were” (Michelsen and Walter 2013, p. 365). This process is asso-
ciated with the consequence of an ever-stronger focus on social challenges, i.e. the loss 
of placing administrative and especially political action in context, and the assessment 
of implications and side effects. This abstract statement can be substantiated using the 
example of nature conservation (Hupke 2015, p. 150): “Nature conservation makes […], 
one follows its self-understanding, rare species more frequently, but also frequent species 
should not become rarer. Nature conservation basically needs a ‘growing planet’”.

A central element of Weber’s understanding of the relationship between politics and 
administration is its strict separation (Weber 1976[1922]): while the politician is con-
cerned with generating majorities for his politics, the civil servant must carry out what is 
decided in the political process. If, however, the civil servant assumes political responsi-
bility (e.g. by refusing to make political decisions), he transfers the logic of administra-
tion to politics, whereby politics is carried out in the form of an administrative practice 
that breaks down processes (cf. Hahn 2014; Michelsen and Walter 2013; Van Assche and 
Verschraegen 2008; see also Fig. 4). The result is a shift of power from parliaments to 
administrations: Thus, bills usually come from the ministerial bureaucracy and not from 
the parliaments (which would be responsible for this according to the principle of the 
separation of powers), but rather from administrations, which in turn later monitor com-
pliance (Anter 2012; Kühne 2008b; with regard to nature conservation and bureaucracy 
see also Hampicke 2013). It is in the interest of the administrations to suggest to out-
siders that power is concentrated at the top of the administration, since this corresponds 
to social expectations (including democratic legitimacy; Luhmann 2000) and—as dis-
cussed earlier—power can develop its potential especially when it is not obvious. The 
relationship between the ‘quality’ of the government and the degree of autonomy of the 
administration is sharpened by Fukuyama (2013) in a u-shaped graph: If the administra-
tion is bound by strict political guidelines, it is deprived of its discretion, factual issues 
become political issues, and it becomes inefficient, since every decision is taken from 
the top of the hierarchy. In the other extreme, complete autonomy, the actions of the 
bureaucracy are only insufficiently politically legitimized; it follows its own logic (as 
described above; see Sect. 2.4.2 for specific system logics). If the political guidelines are 
lacking, this calls “non-political administrative action onto the agenda, which is rising 
in the favor of the output-oriented citizenry in view of the decreasing problem-solving 
ability of political institutions” (Michelsen and Walter 2013, p. 109; cf. also: Pennington 
2002). To put it exaggeratedly: government action does not have to be democratically 
legitimized, it should above all be efficient (= inexpensive). But in this context Sofsky 
comes to a very sobering balance of state action: The state “does not save from material 
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hardship, is unable to create work or economic growth, lets traffic routes and education 
rot in many places” (Sofsky 2007, p. 104), while the “growth of state administration and 
parastatal control centers” (Sofsky 2007, p. 104) continues. The approach presented to 
examine the power orientation of landscape discourses is based on a constructivist under-
standing of reality: power discourses are socially generated and make use of the refer-
ence to physical objects (Fig. 5.5).

The criticism expressed by the approaches discussed in this chapter (Box 19 summa-
rizes essential aspects once again), especially the criticism of the deficit of democratic 
participation, had the effect that efforts were made to involve the population more inten-
sively in questions of landscape development, which are discussed in more detail in 
Sect. 6.2.

Box 19: Power and landscape: from political worldviews, critical landscape 
research and a differentiated history of discipleship—a brief summary
According to Max Weber, power offers the possibility to enforce one’s own will 
against resistance. Power, which is particularly present in the political system, is 
used in different political worldviews to achieve different social goals, whereby 
spatial arrangements are also interpreted differently (conservatism prefers rural 
spaces, socialism urban ones, which unites it with liberalism, which, however, also 
values suburban spaces positively). The approaches to critical landscape research 
presented in this chapter are united by the rejection of current social power rela-
tions. What they have in common is a critical attitude towards the state, albeit from 
different backgrounds. Critical theory sees in it the vicarious agents of economic 
interests, by means of state organs (especially schools) social structures (i.e. the 
dependence of the human being on the economy) are to be perpetuated. Bourdieu 
expands the basis of critique by not only evaluating economic interests as drivers 
of an educational system that maintains power relations, but also including other 

Fig. 5.5  The relationship 
between the scope 
and autonomy of the 
administration and the 
quality of government 
(after: Fukuyama 2013)

5.5 Criticism of the Loss of Participation in Landscape Processes
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components of ‘symbolic capital’. Liberal approaches, on the other hand, criticize 
the educational system’s function of suppressing alternative interpretations of the 
world by forming discourse sovereignties and thus restricting individual freedoms. 
Accordingly, the discursive hegemonialization of ‘expert special knowledge’ (see 
Chap. 4) is criticized here, as are the bureaucratic inscriptions into physical space 
(such as subsidies), which in turn are conveyed as ‘beautiful landscapes’ in edu-
cation. From Bourdieu’s perspective, the question of how landscape becomes a 
medium of social distinction in order to secure the symbolic power of the ‘ruling 
class’ is in the foreground. From the point of view of ‘critical theory’, the question 
of how to prepare physical space for economic interests and its social landscape’s 
aesthetic charge is specifically focused.
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This chapter is dedicated to current topics of landscape research and its theoreti-
cal framing. These current developments challenge traditional views of landscape and 
have therefore contributed to the updating of the theme of ‘landscape’ in science, pol-
itics, and public discussion. In this respect they can also be interpreted as phenomena 
of a ‘landscape crisis’ (Berleant 1997), in the spirit of raising awareness of a previous 
‘natural attitude’ sense of unconscious interpretation of the world (Nassauer 1995). The 
theories presented in the previous chapters are related to questions of the moralization 
of landscape, conflicts over changes in the physical foundations of landscape (in par-
ticular the expansion of facilities for the production of renewable energies), but also to 
the question of hybridization tendencies, formerly dichotomously conceived spatial cat-
egories (such as city and country). First, the theoretical approaches already mentioned 
will be used: The discussion of the ‘moralization of landscape’ is primarily carried out 
from the perspective of Niklas Luhmann’s autopoietic systems theory (see Sect. 2.4.2), 
whereby results from research on social constructivism and discourse theory are also 
used (Sects. 2.4.1 and 2.4.3). The treatment of conflicts over changes in landscape is spe-
cifically based on the sociology of Ralf Dahrendorf already mentioned in Sect. 5.5. The 
discussion of postmodernization processes of landscape, which are addressed in various 
ways (particularly in Sect. 3.6), in turn draws on different positivist and constructivist, 
but also critical perspectives. It can therefore also be understood as a ‘neopragmatic’ (see 
Sect. 2.6) combination of different theoretical approaches.

6.1  The Moralization of Landscape

The scientific examination of the connection between morality and landscape has been 
taking place increasingly since the 1970s. A central aspect of the thematicization of this 
connection was ‘the normative relationship between space and behaviour’ (Cresswell 
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2003, p. 279), connected with the question of how a ‘good’ life could be designed in an 
aesthetically pleasant environment, but also how moral ideas inscribe themselves upon 
physical spaces (cf. Tuan 1989). In the following, we will focus more on the question 
(from a constructivist perspective) of the social consequences of the moralization of 
spaces interpreted as landscapes.

The moralization of landscape has a long tradition. At the latest, the (romantic) critical 
examination of the physical-spatial manifestations of enlightenment, rationalization, and 
industrialization has brought with it not only an aesthetic but also a moral assessment 
of the spaces interpreted as landscapes (Kirchhoff and Trepl 2009; Kühne 2013c; Trepl 
2012). Landscape, interpreted as a physical object, thus became a medium of critique of 
modernization, a pattern of interpretation that is still updated today when the physical 
foundations of landscape are subjected to changes (Aschenbrand et al. 2017a; Kühne 
et al. 2016, 2017). By ‘morality’ can be understood a system of normative rules (roles, 
norms) and values that determine the actions of people as a result of social conventional-
ization processes. As Berleant (1997) points out, it also resembles the aesthetic approach 
to landscape, both arise in cultural contexts, both have individual parts, and both refer 
to social conventions. Conventions in general, on the other hand, arise through commu-
nication (with communication also obeying conventions), which in turn means that they 
do show a certain degree of variability (Berr 2014, 2017). With Niklas Luhmann (2017), 
communication can be understood as the only original social action on which society is 
ultimately based. Communication manifests itself in a threefold selection: information, 
notification, and understanding (Luhmann 2017). The following discussion of the morali-
zation of landscape is based on Luhmann’s systems theory presented in Sect. 2.4.2.

In early modernity, moral concepts were mostly based on religion and, with their 
determination of normality and anormality, produced “a scheme of generalization trans-
verse to the type of situation and behavior” (Luhmann 2017, p. 126). The functional 
differentiation of society into different social subsystems with exclusive tasks for soci-
ety (e.g. the economy for the supply of goods and services, science for the production 
of socially binding knowledge, etc.; see Kühne 2019) was not only associated with an 
increase in society’s “conflict potential and conflict ability” (Luhmann 2017, p. 220). 
Rather, there was also a differentiation of moral ideas that competed with religiously 
defined morality and replaced it in large parts of society. At the same time, the impor-
tance of moral communication through the mass media grew (Luhmann 1996). With the 
increasing differentiation of society, the complexity of the relations between different 
parts of society, as well as the references of society to its non-social environment, also 
increased. The differentiation of the logics of the individual social subsystems in dealing 
with one another and with the social environment was decomplexed by the expansion of 
the mode of moral communication, which means that economic questions are not judged 
economically (for example, with regard to the efficiency of resource use), political ques-
tions are not judged politically (i.e., with regard to the question of generating or secur-
ing power), but morally (for example, with regard to lump-sumization, money/politics 
spoil character; Luhmann 1993). This also means, “if there are already starting points 
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for conflicts”, moralization tends to “generalize the substance of the conflict” (Luhmann 
2017, p. 128). Individual cases are understood as generally valid and then stigmatized 
as ‘typical’. Grau (2017, p. 12) goes so far as to understand moral communication as 
a constitutive feature of modern democratic societies; they “can hardly communi-
cate factual issues in any other way than in the mode of excitement and indignation”. 
Morality is hierarchically placed above the specific logics of the social subsystems and 
in social communication to the effect that “disputes are created, arise from disputes and 
then intensify the dispute” (Luhmann 1989, p. 370). Far-reaching moral communication 
proves to be socially quite dysfunctional; after all, moralizations are difficult to take back 
(cf. Bogner 2005) and they aim at generating social disregard. This is oriented towards 
a disciplining effect (with regard to adherence to social norms; Haus 2003; Luhmann 
1993), whereby—as mentioned above—social norms become more diverse as a result of 
social differentiation and their binding nature diminishes, which is often associated with 
the consequence that the disciplining effect fails to materialise because the focused per-
son follows different moral concepts (a more detailed introduction to Luhmann’s sociol-
ogy is provided by Kneer and Nassehi 1997).

The theme of landscape seems to be particularly suitable for moral communication: 
First, its everyday significance is high (whether during walks, in feature films and docu-
mentaries, in paintings, etc.; cf. e.g. Kühne 2018d). Secondly, what is called ‘landscape’ 
is occupied emotionally, for instance in the form of ‘Heimat’ (Hüppauf 2007; Kühne 
et al. 2016; Kühne and Spellerberg 2010; Schlink 2000). Thirdly, aestheticization takes 
place along social stereotypes, which in turn experience normative-moral validation 
(Burckhardt 2006; Kühne 2012c, 2013b; Linke 2017b). Fourthly, the processes of what 
can be understood as ‘landscape’ are very complex (which applies to both individual and 
social construction processes; among many): Bourassa 1991; Bruns 2016; Bruns and 
Kühne 2013; Kühne 2015d). And fifthly, the processes of the emergence of the physi-
cal structures known as ‘landscape’ are also complex (e.g. Küster 2013[1995]; Poschlod 
2017; Schenk 2011).

In both non-expert and expert communication, an essentialist or positivist under-
standing of landscape dominates. Accordingly, changes (aimed for) in the material world 
become in a special way the subject of conflicts in which the conflict parties make use 
of the mode of moral communication. The (planned) construction of wind power plants, 
for example, is moralised accordingly as ‘destruction of the historical cultural landscape 
that has grown up’ or ‘destruction of the home’, while the other conflict party brands 
‘destruction of the climate’ or ‘irresponsibility towards future generations’ (among many: 
Kühne and Schönwald 2013; Weber et al. 2017). Here, the above-mentioned pattern of 
moral generalization becomes clear: it is no longer the individual wind turbine in the con-
text of a specific section of space and its inhabitants that is the subject of discussion, 
but rather nothing less than ‘the salvation of the world’, not only for the people living 
today, but also for future generations (see Spaniards 2006; Fig. 6.1). The result of mor-
alization is a radical decomplexation of landscape-related communication: instead of a 
comprehension of the complexity of economic, scientific, planning or political system 

6.1 The Moralization of Landscape
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logics or of the complex relationship between society and its environment, here also of 
different aesthetic approaches to the social environment, a moral discrediting of alterna-
tive worldviews, not an acceptance of ‘alternative, but quite legitimate interpretations of 
the world’ (Dahrendorf 1969c). Instead of the objective discussion about the individual 
case (wind power plant/wind farm/bypass road/railway station/gravel pit …) with regard 
to economic efficiency, ‘spatial compatibility’, political feasibility etc., there is a mor-
ally, aesthetically, and even ontologically complete reduction of the ‘other side’, up to the 
point of denying the right to act as an equal partner in discourse, because “the ideological 
opponent becomes a pathological case. And one does not discuss with patients, one must 
heal patients” (Grau 2017, p. 47). In such a way a paternalistic attitude develops: Since 
the other side is ‘sick’, it has lost its decision-making authority over landscape issues.

This type of morally based landscape communication in turn becomes particularly 
explosive with the increasing differentiation of social morals (this also applies to aes-
thetics) and thus also the differentiation of social ideas, which are regarded as a ‘good’ 
(and also a ‘beautiful’) landscape: as a result of different regional, social, cultural, etc., 
the social and social morals of the landscape become more and more differentiated. This 
also applies to persons with academic landscape expertise (here, for example, the atti-
tudes of ‘cultural landscape holders’ and ‘successionists’ differ considerably; e.g. Kühne 

Fig. 6.1  The use of wind power has a centuries-old tradition in Europe (see windmill in the prov-
ince of Limburg in the Netherlands, left). While windmills have a nostalgic-positive connotation, 
modern wind turbines (here in Saarland, Germany, specifically by conservatives, suburbanites, older 
people, and men; see Kühne 2018d) are characterized as ‘ugly’. In addition to the aesthetic attribu-
tion, they become the subject of moral communication, which stretches between ‘future-oriented’ 
and ‘sustainable’ on the one hand, and ‘homeland-destroying’ on the other. (Photos: Kühne)
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2008b). The diversity of socially produced landscape morals is increasing, which means 
that more and more alternatives must be dominated in the quest for hegemony of one’s 
own landscape morals.

According to the previous remarks, a moralization of communication (in general, here 
in relation to landscape) means not least a sclerotization of society. Alternative inter-
pretations are no longer sayable and are made conceivable at last. However, they also 
mean the loss of the advantages of a functionally differentiated society: the construc-
tion of landscape is no longer differentiated, economic, political, or scientific, but pre-
dominantly (or even exclusively) against the background of a special morality, with the 
result that landscape contingencies are less and less accepted. This loss of contingency 
refers on the one hand to the diversity of accepted landscape concepts and on the other 
hand to the physical foundations of landscape. The moral claim of a comprehensive res-
toration of a ‘historically grown cultural landscape’ does not represent, for example, the 
diversity of current social demands on physical spaces; for example, economic and social 
demands on physical spaces (such as food security or the desire to live in modern build-
ings) are suppressed.

A rising moral level—often based on different political worldviews (see Sect. 5.2)—
may lead to the desired success in the short term (e.g. however, social dysfunctional-
ities dominate when regarding the consequences of moral communication (here of 
landscape). It leads—in Luhmann’s sense—to sclerotization by de-differentiating social 
communication. This is associated with a reduced adaptability of society to changing 
environmental conditions, since it leads to a restriction of what can be said and, ulti-
mately, of what is conceivable, to a reduction in alternative interpretations. The variety 
of alternative interpretations, in turn, is a prerequisite for competition for suitable ideas 
of landscape development. Luhmann (1989, p. 370) succinctly formulates the danger  
of the moral closure of patterns of interpretation: “Morality is a risky undertaking. Those 
who moralise take a risk and, if they resist, will easily find themselves in a position to 
have to look for stronger means or lose self-respect”. The specific logic of value, which 
favors a ‘radicalization of morality’ in the form of moralizations, can be illuminated in 
ethical reflection and differentiated and criticized according to possible manifestations. 
This concerns concealed or hidden normative premises in (incomplete) moral arguments, 
the question of the meaning of ‘good’, the need to distinguish between questions of 
‘good life’ and ‘justice’, and the examination of the generalizability of moral maxims 
and ‘hypermorals’. Here, ethics can contribute to the clarification of ‘moralizing’ ways of 
thinking and argumentation mechanisms.

6.2  Conflicts Over Changes in the Physical Foundations 
of Landscape

The conflicts over landscape are increasing in number and scope, whether with regard 
to the energy turnaround with the increasing presence of wind power and photovoltaic 
plants (see e.g. Kühne 2011a; Leibenath and Otto 2013; Selman 2010; Stremke 2010; 
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Weber et al. 2017), the associated expansion of electricity grids (Kühne and Weber 
2015; Weber et al. 2016), increasing the attractiveness of urban living close to cities (e.g. 
Gebhardt and Wiegandt 2014; Kühne 2016a; Redfern 2003), deindustrialization (Hauser 
2001, 2004; Kühne 2007; Vicenzotti 2006), the expansion of transport infrastructures 
(e.g. Brettschneider 2015; Reuter 2001), also the transition to near-natural forestry 
(Kühne 2015b), and much more. The question to whom landscape (usually understood 
as a physical object or appropriated physical landscape) belongs is frequently appropri-
ated, as Berleant (1997, p. 21) explains: “Conflict between aesthetic and economic val-
ues often results in the separation of individual property interests from the broader social 
context and public interests”. An approach to understanding the complexity of the con-
flict field of changes in the physical foundations of landscape lies in differentiated claims 
as general and private goods. Landscape is generally regarded as a public good, in con-
trast (at least in market economies) to most individual areas, buildings, trees, etc., which 
represent the physical foundations of their construction. This difference establishes a ten-
sion relationship in principle, which, however, is not subject to reflection, since the indi-
vidual availability of the compartments is not interpreted critically in principle, nor is the 
reference to the common good of the synopsis (cf. Apolinarski et al. 2006; Gailing et al. 
2006; Schneider 2016; Walker and Fortmann 2003). According to Olwig (2002), the val-
uation of landscape as a common good refers once again to the medieval origins of the 
concept of landscape in the Germanic linguistic area in the sense of a territory in which 
certain norms of a community apply, beyond domination. If landscape is regarded as a 
common good, the significant modification of its physical foundations for the purpose of 
making individual profits is valued as an illegitimate encroachment on the rights of the 
general public.

This section now addresses the question of whether and under what conditions land-
scape conflicts can be regarded as productive. Conversely, it is also concerned with the 
question of the conditions under which they can be considered socially dysfunctional. 
The following explanations are based on the conflict theory of Ralf Dahrendorf (see 
also Sect. 5.5), which, among other things, proceeds from the normality of social con-
flicts on the one hand, and from a function (under certain conditions) of conflicts which 
serves productivity, i.e. social progress, on the other (Dahrendorf 1957, 1969b, 1969b, 
1972, 1992; see also: Gratzel 1990; Kühne 2017c, 2018a; Matys and Brüsemeister 2012; 
Niedenzu 2001). In terms of landscape theory, the following explanations are based on 
social constructivist landscape theory (Sect. 2.4.1).

Ralf Dahrendorf develops his conflict theory in distinction to both the structural func-
tionalism of Talcott Parsons (who, as shown in Sect. 2.4.2, was a major source of ideas 
for Niklas Luhmann) and to Marx’s interpretation of conflicts (see also Sect. 5.3 on 
Critical Theory). Structural functionalism is based on the division of society into subsys-
tems which fulfil specific tasks for the whole of society, i.e. “a relatively stable system of 
parts whose function is determined in relation to the system” (Dahrendorf 1968b, p. 239; 
see also Staubmann and Wenzel 2000). Dahrendorf (1968b, p. 238) sees the dilemma of 
this theory in “how the element of movement, conflict and change can be reintroduced 
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into its models at the level of analytical abstraction, i.e. how theoretical analysis can do 
justice to the essentially processual character of social reality”. He follows Karl Marx 
in his view that conflicts are in principle to be understood as socially productive, but 
he fundamentally criticizes the idea of society and the form of the conflicts understood 
by Marx as productive (Dahrendorf 1952, 1961, 1968b, 1969c, 1972): The path to com-
munism takes place as a “work of natural forces or of divine foresight” (Dahrendorf 
1952, p. 13) in the form of (bloody) revolutions (see Fig. 5.1). As a liberal he rejects 
both, communism, because it (as a classless society) lacks the conflict to further develop 
society (and the individuals), and the view that fundamental social conflicts must be 
resolved by revolutions claims too many lives. Accordingly, he considers conflicts to be 
productive only when they run without bloodshed.

Dahrendorf’s conflict theory does not refer to individual conflicts, but to social con-
flicts, namely those that can be traced back to differences in social rank. Dahrendorf sees 
the main cause of social conflicts in the antagonism between the forces of persistence 
and those of progression (Bonacker 2009; Dahrendorf 1957; Kühne 2017c). According 
to Dahrendorf (e.g. 1957, 1972), social conflicts always involve both the striving for and 
the obstruction of life chances, which Dahrendorf (2007a, p. 44) “initially [as] election 
chances, options. They demand two things, rights to participate and an offer of activities 
and goods to choose from”.

Social conflicts vary according to ‘intensity’ and ‘violence’ (Dahrendorf 1972), 
whereby ‘intensity’ refers to social relevance: “It is high if much depends on it for 
the participants, i.e. if the costs of defeat are high” (Dahrendorf 1972, p. 38; sim-
ilar Dahrendorf 1965). The ‘violence’ of social conflicts ranges from non-binding dis-
cussions to revolutions and World Wars. Dahrendorf (1972) describes particularly 
intensively and violently those conflicts that are developed in several dimensions, for 
example, when economic, political, cultural/religious, education-specific, etc., are 
involved. Aspects culminate (such as relative poverty with political disadvantage, a dif-
ferent religion from that of the majority society, barriers to participation in the (higher) 
education system; the classic example of Dahrendorf was the conflict in Northern 
Ireland; even today many other similar conflicts can be found in the context of the rela-
tionships between majority and minority societies).

Social conflicts have a history, they do not arise suddenly, as Dahrendorf (1972) states. 
He divides their genesis into three phases:

1. Dahrendorf uses the term ‘structural starting position’ to describe the emergence of 
‘quasi-groups’ of societal subsets. These are characterised by the fact that they each 
have—in certain contexts—the same interests.

2. In the phase of ‘becoming aware of latent interests’, the conflict parties emerge by the 
‘quasi-groups’ becoming aware of their interests.

3. In the ‘phase of trained interests’, the degree of organization of the conflict parties 
‘with their own visible identity’ increases (Dahrendorf 1972, p. 36). In this phase of 
dichotomizing the conflict, different interests are transformed into internal conflicts 
within the individual conflict parties (Dahrendorf 1972).

6.2 Conflicts Over Changes in the Physical Foundations of Landscape
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With regard to dealing with conflicts, Dahrendorf (1972) sees three principal possibil-
ities, of which he considers only one to be productive. He rejects the suppression of 
conflicts, since neither the object of the conflict nor the cause of the conflict is elimi-
nated here. Rather, obstructing the formation and manifestation of conflict groups means 
an increased virulence of the conflict, which in turn increases the danger of a violent 
eruption. At the same time, he rejects a resolution of conflicts, which is connected with 
the removal of the social contradictions underlying the conflict. However, this was 
neither feasible, since there was no society without superior and subordinate relation-
ships, nor was it desirable, since—as mentioned above—society thus lost its dynamism. 
Dahrendorf favours the third form of dealing with conflicts: their regulation, which is 
characterised by four aspects:

1. Like social conflicts in general, the conflict must be recognised as normal, and not as 
a situation that is contrary to norms.

2. The regulation refers to the forms of the conflict, not to its causes.
3. A high degree of organization of the conflict parties has a positive effect on the effi-

ciency of the regulation.
4. The success of conflict regulation depends on compliance with certain rules. The rec-

ognition of the equivalence of the conflict parties is just as central as the recognition 
of the principled justification of the worldview of the other conflict party.

Dahrendorf considers conflict regulation “the rational taming of social conflicts” to be 
“one of the central tasks of politics” (Dahrendorf 1972, p. 44). This ‘taming’ can take 
place on two levels, one is on the political level itself, when political conflicts in the 
democratic constitutional state do not lead to revolutions, but are regulated by peaceful 
changes of government through elections, and the other being on the societal level, when 
politics creates the framework for the non-political regulation of conflicts (Dahrendorf 
1972, 1990, 1992; for more on Ralf Dahrendorf’s conflict theory see e.g. Bonacker 1996; 
Kühne 2017c; Lamla 2008; Niedenzu 2001).

This possibility of contributing to conflict regulation by defining framework condi-
tions is based on domination. The specificity of domination over more general power 
(Dahrendorf follows Weber’s concept of power, power as an opportunity to assert one’s 
will even against resistance; see Sect. 5.1) lies in “an institutionalized permanent rela-
tionship of the exercise of power by a superordinate person or group of persons over 
subordinate groups understood, which would not be possible without a minimum of rec-
ognition and obedience […]” (Imbusch 2002, p. 172; Dahrendorf 1972). In addition, the 
superiors are expected to control the behaviour of the subordinate part of society. This 
control also includes the negative sanction of norm deviations, because “a legal system 
(or a system of quasi-legal norms) watches over the effectiveness of rule” (Dahrendorf 
1972, p. 33). In the transformation from power to rule, Dahrendorf recognizes an advan-
tage of liberal democracy, in which the exercise of power is regulated by the control of 
powers and legitimized by free, equal, and secret elections (Dahrendorf 1980, 1987, 
2003): “Power is never good […]. But it is all the more bearable the clearer it is where 
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the sources of the initiative and where the sources of control lie” (Kreuzer et al. 1983, 
p. 69). In the following, these fundamental considerations on conflict, including also 
power and domination, are related to the conflicts over landscape.

Social differentiation increases the number of potential conflicts, as the number of 
specific logics, interpretations, and evaluation patterns multiplies (Luhmann 2017). 
With this development, not only the demands on the use of physical spaces are multi-
plying, but also the socially existing patterns of landscape interpretation and evaluation. 
An increasing global cultural exchange also means a (at least potential) multiplication of 
patterns of interpretation and evaluation applied to specific physical spaces (Bruns 2013, 
2016; Bruns and Kühne 2015).

The internalized social landscape assessment and interpretation patterns are applied in 
the process of socialization (see Sect. 4.2; for more details see e.g. Kühne 2008a, 2017a; 
Lyons 1983; Nissen 1998; Proshansky et al. 1983; Stotten 2013). The normative content 
of ‘native regular landscape’ is directed towards familiarity, that of ‘stereotypical land-
scape’ towards adherence to social aesthetic norms. If an object constellation is evalu-
ated in the mode of the ‘native regular landscape’, any change in this constellation that is 
interpreted as essential is described as contrary to the norm, whereas in the construction 
mode of the ‘stereotyped landscape’, on the other hand, this change is only described 
as contrary to stereotypical social expectations (i.e. is generally interpreted as ‘ugly’; 
Fig. 6.2). To illustrate this with an example: If the construction of a wind farm is inter-
preted on the basis of the ‘native regular landscape’, a negative attitude is adopted, since 
the physical foundations of landscape are subject to a change that is generally consid-
ered to be a clear one. The assessment on the basis of ‘stereotypical landscape’ is carried 
out in large parts of the Central European population as ‘ugly’, but can also refer to the 
aesthetic assessment pattern of ‘sublimity’ or cognitively to ‘modern’ (Kühne 2018d; for 
the aesthetic interpretation patterns in this context see in particular Sects. 3.2, 3.3 and 
3.4). As essentially interpreted changes in the physical foundations of landscape, which 
also contradict the social notions of ‘attractiveness’, they form an essential basis for 
landscape conflicts between companies, spatial planning, politics as well as population 
groups interpreted as affected (in different conflict constellations). Here, too, we can see 
that landscape conflicts also have their basis in the contrast between the forces of perse-
verance and those of change. The changes, both on the levels of the social landscape and 
the physical space, can show a varying degree of intensity and brutality. Depending on 
how large the part of a population that is considered to be affected is, what possibilities 
exist for influencing decision-making processes, how actors are networked, etc., the fol-
lowing factors should be taken into consideration. This means that the conflict can range 
from a technical dispute over landscape understanding (see e.g. Hokema 2013; Vicenzotti 
2011b) to a trigger for bloody disputes. The positions taken by the conflict parties can 
vary considerably (according to: Hofinger 2001; Kühne 2018f; Weber et al. 2016, 2018):

 1. Active hostility (combat, even beyond what is legally permissible),
 2. active opposition (participation or organization of the resistance),

6.2 Conflicts Over Changes in the Physical Foundations of Landscape
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 3. rejection (expression of verbal or non-verbal criticism),
 4. conflict (there is a dispute, but without a clear fixation of one’s own opinion),
 5. indifference (there is no active discussion),
 6. tolerance (acceptance takes place in submission to social power relations),
 7. conditional acceptance (based on rational considerations, a project is accepted under 

certain conditions, such as monetary compensation),
 8. consent (positive evaluation from own conviction),
 9. active involvement (participation or organization of support),
 10. active promotion (support, even beyond what is legally permissible).

In the course of conflicts, here landscape conflicts, there is usually a shift in the posi-
tions taken by those involved (Fig. 6.3). While in the initial situation the largest number 
of people involved occupy a neutral position and only a small number of supporters are 
involved in the project, and the number of opponents is small, depending on the course 
of the conflict, there is sometimes extreme polarization (until the legal framework is 
exceeded) or a party to the conflict succeeds in binding the ‘neutral’ people involved 
(other distributions than those described can also be found in practice).

Fig. 6.2  “Energy is renewable, ‘Heimat’ is not”, whereby the picture of the firewood does not 
lack a certain irony. The poster shown here illustrates the importance of a ‘native home landscape’ 
in the conflict over the construction of wind turbines. This emotional occupation of ‘landscape’ is 
difficult to model and can be reduced in the planning process. A conflict develops that is largely 
disordered and characterised by mutual distrust between those affected and the operators/planning/
politics. Because of the strong political push for energy system transformation in Germany, the 
political system has no longer become an independent body for the weighing of interests, but a 
party to the conflict. In addition to the high degree of moralization of the conflict, this contributes 
to an increase in ‘disenchantment with the state’. (Eichenauer et al. 2018; Photo: Kühne)
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In democratic states, it seems difficult to suppress (permanently) landscape conflicts, 
since the participation of different actors is legally prescribed (in Germany only by the 
counter-current principle of spatial planning). An attempt to solve landscape conflicts, 
i.e. to eliminate their social causes, would be to maintain a social status quo, since 
changes in landscape and its physical foundations are based on changes in society. This 
also meant limiting a maximization of life chances. Another strategy is to avoid land-
scape conflicts by changing the physical foundations of landscapes below the ‘percep-
tional threshold’ or by removing them from perception through ‘camouflage’ (an extreme 
example of this is the County Jail in downtown Los Angeles, whose design is adapted to 
its surroundings in such a way that it could also be an office complex, a shopping mall, 
or a multi-storey car park; for more details see Kühne 2012b, 2013b; Weber 2017a). The 
regulation, which cannot, however, do without certain foundations, is regarded as the 
ultimately appropriate way for democratic societies to deal with landlocked conflicts: 1) 
the organization of the parties to the conflict, 2) the mutual recognition of each other’s 
position as a legitimate expression of (landscape) needs, 3) compliance with certain pro-
cedural rules, and 4) the existence of an independent authority capable of enforcing the 
regulations found, as well as 5) the imputability of responsibility for decisions. In liberal 

Fig. 6.3  Idealized examples of the distribution of positions taken by those involved in landscape 
conflicts. (Own design)
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democracy, the latter specifically includes the regular review of the satisfaction of the 
electorate with the balance of power of the elected representatives (Dahrendorf 1969a). 
According to Dahrendorf (1994, p. 69), “the autonomy of the many organizations and 
institutions” is essential for a successful regulation of landscape conflicts, whereby 
autonomy is understood to mean independence “from a centre of power” (Dahrendorf 
1994, p. 69). For example, that citizens’ initiatives do not serve as a mouthpiece for polit-
ical parties. Dealing with each other, but also within the conflict parties, requires polite-
ness, tolerance, and non-violence (Dahrendorf 1994).

Dealing with current landscape conflicts shows (at least in Germany, but also in other 
parts of the world) a more or less great distance to these necessities: 1) The organiza-
tion of the conflict parties in spatial conflicts is often rather diffuse in the process of 
negotiation, actors step in, others withdraw. 2) It is precisely the representatives of cit-
izens’ interests (e.g. organised in citizens’ initiatives) who see themselves challenged to 
be recognised as an organised conflict party. In the struggle for this recognition, they 
often resort to means of strongly polarized and moralizing argumentation, which 3) is 
not necessarily in accordance with the rules of fair communication. 4) According to 
Dahrendorf, the existence of an independent authority to monitor compliance with rules 
is the responsibility of the state. However, in numerous current landscape conflicts (such 
as the expansion of plants for the production and management of renewable energies), 
the latter has itself become a party to the conflict. Furthermore, the legal framework for 
dealing with landscape conflicts is ambiguous and can be interpreted in contradictory 
ways. What can hardly be operationalised in a generally binding manner as a result of a 
social differentiation under landscape ‘beauty’ (whose preservation is demanded in the 
Federal Nature Conservation Act (Bundesnaturschutzgesetz); which is also documented 
by the large number of ‘landscape assessment procedures’; e.g. Roth and Bruns 2016). 
5) As a result of the diffuse conflict situation, both on the part of the original conflict 
parties, e.g. entrepreneurs vs. citizens’ initiatives in the extraction of raw materials, then 
with the expansion of nature conservation associations, sports clubs etc., and political 
and administrative influence, it is more difficult to attribute decisions or to external-
ise them to the courts. Thus the question of a changed use of space is transformed not 
only into an administrative, but also into an aesthetic, moral, and political question, and 
then ultimately into a binding jurisprudence (cf. among many Aschenbrand et al. 2017a, 
2017b; Brettschneider and Schuster 2013; Federal Government 2014; Gailing 2015b; 
Hoeft et al. 2017; Hook 2018; Kühne and Weber 2018[online first 2017]; Walter et al. 
2013; Weber and Kühne 2016).

Although the high degree of organizational capacity of the conflict parties as a result 
of the expansion of education since the late 1960s (Dahrendorf 1968a) potentially con-
tributes to an orderly settlement of conflicts, the increasing differentiation of the individ-
ual interests (from species protection to geotope protection, landscape aesthetic issues, 
use interests for dog owners, hang-gliders, geocachers, people interested in bathing, etc.) 
counteracts the formation and organization of conflict interests.
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The attempts to solve or suppress landscape conflicts appear to be only slightly in 
keeping with a democratic-plural society. The solution of landscape conflicts intended to 
eliminate their social causes, but these lie in the plural and differentiated society, whose 
parts on the one hand have different demands on landscape and its physical founda-
tions, yet on the other hand are becoming more and more diverse in terms of landscape 
interpretations and evaluations. Thus, the solution of landscape conflicts would mean a 
unification of society. The suppression of landscape conflicts meant a disregard of land-
scape needs, interpretations and evaluations of citizens, which would be enforced by 
mechanisms of domination and could ultimately be broken up by eruptive social events 
alone. In this respect, in a democratically constituted society the way of regulating land-
scape conflicts seems the appropriate one (see also Antrop 2000; Hülz and Kühne 2015; 
Kamlage et al. 2014).

However, the main obstacles in the regulation of landscape conflicts are often the 
low degree of organization of the conflict parties combined with high moralization (see 
Sect. 6.1): instead of recognizing the positions of the ‘other side’ as legitimate, the actors 
of the ‘other side’ are morally discredited (Berr 2018; Kühne 2008d; Spanier 2006). 
Thus, ‘destroyers of homeland and landscape’ meet ‘destroyers of the future of man-
kind’ (cf. Kühne and Weber 2015; Renn 2012). The low specificity of the conflict object 
also does not facilitate the settlement of landscape conflicts, to which the current legal 
situation in Germany also contributes: There is no legal regulation as to what is to be 
understood by landscape or even its ‘beauty’. Thus, ‘masked’ arguments (often related 
to species protection, as it is regarded as a ‘sharp sword’) come to the fore against the 
motives of preserving the physical foundations of ‘native regular landscape’ or ‘stere-
otypical landscape’. The fact that in current landscape conflicts the state also assumes 
the dual function of conflict party and ‘neutral authority’ makes conflict regulation even 
more difficult.

The hoped-for increase in legitimacy through the inclusion of additional actors in par-
ticipation processes, which Harris (2002) calls the ‘new paradigm’ of planning, results 
from the increase in perspectives (here on landscape) in an increasingly differentiated 
society (Healey 1997), as it is ultimately produced by the ‘expansion of education’ 
(Dahrendorf 1968a; Hadjar and Becker 2009; Hoffmann-Lange 2000). A participation 
of the population that increases the legitimacy of planning in comparison with alternative 
procedures, such as that provided for by the European Landscape Convention (Council 
of Europe 2000; cf. also Olwig 2007; see Box 20), is thus dependent on certain condi-
tions that can be derived from the principles of fairness of opportunity and procedure 
(see Box 13): All sections of the population must be empowered to participate in the pro-
cedures. This concerns cultural, economic, and social capital as well (i.e. care must be 
taken to ensure that certain sections of the population that would otherwise not partici-
pate can contribute to the planning process). The planning process and the possibilities 
for influencing it must be clearly explained, agreements on procedures must be adhered 
to, and transparency created (Roe 2018; for more detailed information on landscape and 
justice, see Setten, Brown and Rørtveit 2018). If such criteria are not met, the massive 
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loss of legitimacy threatens not only the concrete planning, but also the loss of trust in 
the democratic organization of the state (cf. Kühne 2018b).

Box 20: The European Landscape Convention
The European Landscape Convention (ELC) can be described as a framework for 
action that takes into account the physical foundations on the one hand and the 
social foundations of appropriated physical landscapes on the other. The European 
Landscape Convention is intended to promote protection, development, and inter-
governmental cooperation on these issues. The Convention, which was initiated by 
the Council of Europe in 2000 and entered into force in 2004, has so far been rati-
fied by 29 states and signed by two states without ratification (Iceland and Malta). 
It was neither ratified nor signed by nine states (including Germany and Austria), 
which—according to Hunziker (2010, p. 33) “currently the most relevant definition 
of landscape, that of the European Landscape Convention” defines landscape as 
follows: “‘Landscape’ means an area, as perceived by people, whose character is 
the result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors” (Council of 
Europe 2000, Article 1, paragraph 1). The scientific-theoretical classification of the 
definition is not clear, because landscape is interpreted both constructivist (‘per-
ceived by people’) and, in the second part of the definition, representational. The 
‘character’ points to a rather essentialist reference, while the word ‘factors’ refers 
to a more positivist approach to the obligations to capture landscape, as set out 
later in the Convention, whereby the classic conceptual separation between cultural 
and natural landscape is dispensed with (Antrop 2006). This theoretical attitude 
can be interpreted as ‘postmodern eclecticist’ (on postmodern spatial references, 
see Sect. 6.3) or, in view of the extensive tasks required by the Convention for the 
recording, evaluation, and development of landscapes with public participation, as 
‘neo-pragmatic’ (see Sect. 2.6).

The European Landscape Convention is associated with far-reaching demands 
for the integration of the public into landscape development: after all, “the percep-
tions and views of all members of civil society in the broadest sense are relevant, 
not only the views of a political or academic elite (and certainly not only their 
idea of the landscape)” (Bruns 2010, p. 34; see also Jones et al. 2007). The goal 
is a democratization of the evaluation and planning process that goes far beyond 
informing the public, as in classical planning processes (Mitchell 2003; Jones et al. 
2007). Landscape-related interpretations of the population are to be included in 
every phase of the development (especially the physical foundations) of appropri-
ated physical landscapes (Bruns 2010): in the inventory, in the analysis (e.g. the 
change of the physical foundations from appropriated physical landscapes), in 
the discussion and adoption of landscape quality objectives, in the assessment of 
appropriated physical landscapes, as well as in the influence on decisions relating 
to the development of landscapes.
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In the scientific context, broadening the understanding of landscape, but also 
dealing with the physical foundations of landscape, requires an increasingly inter-
disciplinary and transdisciplinary scientific perspective (Naranjo 2006; Pedroli and 
Van Mansvelt 2006; Jones et al. 2007; Selman 2010): On the one hand, different 
disciplines must be involved in landscape research (not only natural sciences, but 
also humanities and social sciences); on the other hand, the dialogue between sci-
ence and practice becomes the basis for successful landscape policy.

Landscape conflicts can in principle be recognised as productive for society under cer-
tain specified conditions. However, the basic principle for this is the acknowledgement 
that landscape conflicts are not to be understood as a condition contrary to norms, as a 
deviation from the construct of a ‘general social consensus’. Instead, landscape conflicts 
should be understood as an element of a developing and generating life chances in soci-
ety. The negotiation of landscape conflicts should be given an institutional framework 
that enables the parties to the conflict to negotiate in an organized manner with clear 
negotiating rules, e.g. on the development of concrete areas designated as landscapes. 
In view of a pluralizing society (with increasingly diverse demands, interpretations, 
and evaluations of landscape), attempts to suppress landscape conflicts with the help of 
standardized ‘landscape assessment procedures’, as is common in landscape planning, 
for example, can be described as at best inadequate, if not dysfunctional.

6.3  Landscape and Postmodernism: From Appreciation 
of Historical Hybridization and Pastiche Formations

For more than three decades, postmodern developments have been discussed in the social 
as well as spatial sciences (among many: Antrop 2000; Basten 2005; Clarke 2006; Dear 
and Flusty 1998; Ellin 1999; Harvey 1989; Klotz 1985; Scott and Soja 1996; Soja 1989; 
Wood 2003). Reflections have also found increased expression in landscape research 
(Bätzing 2000; Cosgrove 1997; Fontaine 2017b; Kühne 2006a; Weber 2016a; Zukin 
1992) and planning sciences (Allmendinger 2000; Hartz and Kühne 2007; Lanz 1996). 
In the investigation of postmodern spatial developments, it is central how the differenti-
ation, polarization, aestheticization, but also economization of society affects the design 
of physical spaces as well as social constructions of space. Especially in the early years 
of postmodern space research, urban fragmentation processes (e.g. in the form of gated 
communities, shopping malls, edge cities, etc.) were often interpreted as the dissolution 
of an ordered settlement structure, were in the foreground of interest, and were often 
referred to as ‘neoliberalization’ (Castree 2008; see Box 15). These analyses supple-
mented and reinterpreted research on suburbanization (among many academies for spa-
tial research and regional planning 1975; Brake et al. 2001; Burdack and Hesse 2006; 
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Donzelot 2004; Hayden 2004; Hesse and Siedentop 2018; Masotti and Hadden 1974). 
Almost all attempts to “characterize the new, postmodern structure of the city” ended in 
a recourse “to the image of a grid or net, whereby, however, this does not mean the fig-
ure of a spider’s web, but that of a goal net or even that of a catch fence” (Basten 2005, 
p. 57). The different compartments no longer follow a universal development scheme, as 
was characteristic of modernity, but become increasingly dependent on individual devel-
opments (cf. e.g. Degen 2008), with which they blatantly contradict the ideas in modern 
urban planning of “creating a uniform cityscape” (Löw 2010, p. 154; Cosgrove 2006; 
Sieverts 1998[1997]). This development is driven economically by the change from the 
Fordist to the post-Fordist accumulation regime (Box 21).

Box 21: Regulation theory
Regulation theory refers to fundamental social change since the beginning of 
industrialization. It assumes different accumulation regimes. Accumulation regime 
is a synthetic view of the organization of production and capital flows. The mode 
of remuneration, value added generation and distribution, the state quota and its 
flexibility are examined. Three different successive accumulation regimes can be 
distinguished: extensive accumulation, the accumulation form of Fordism and 
that of post-Fordism. This phase is reached differently in national economies, but 
also in regions (Aglietta 1976; Hirsch and Roth 1986; Ipsen 2006; Moulaert and 
Swyngedouw 1989; Swyngedouw et al. 2002).

The phase of extensive accumulation, which can also be described as the first 
phase of economic modernity, began in Central and Western Europe in the middle 
of the 19th century and ended after the First World War. The phase is characterised 
by low productivity: Production can only be increased if the input of labour, land, 
and capital is increased approximately proportionally to the increase in produc-
tion. The state intervenes only to a small extent in regulating production; it merely 
defines the political framework of economic activity.

The accumulation regime of Fordism (after: Henry Ford, who introduced large-
scale assembly line production into automobile production) laid the foundation for 
the development of the mass consumer society. In Central and Western Europe, the 
Fordist accumulation regime—gradually and clearly differentiated regionally—
prevailed from the 1920s to the 1950s. As regards work organization, Fordism was 
based on the scientific management approach of Taylorism named after Frederick 
Winslow Taylor (exact determination of the time and place of service provision, 
top-down communication within the company, extreme disassembly of the indi-
vidual work tasks, etc.; Grap 1992). The introduction of assembly lines achieved 
considerable increases in productivity, which, however, were at the expense of the 
“polarization of qualifications and responsibilities between planners and execu-
tors” (Lipietz 1991, p. 132). The result is standardized but inexpensive mass con-
sumer goods (Volkswagen, fast food, mass tourism hotels). Economies of scale 
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were achieved as a result of large batch sizes (i.e. the cost per unit was reduced 
by mass production). Fordism was also associated with the creation of mass pur-
chasing power, since a clientele was needed for the mass-produced goods: Wage 
increases anticipated productivity gains, while working hours were reduced. 
Fordist modernity is linked to the development of the welfare state: It intervenes in 
the economic, social, and cultural activities of people. Its aim is to prevent a strong 
polarization of society through social assistance and income transfers.

The post-Fordist accumulation regime (from the 1970s onwards) can be inter-
preted as a consequence of the change in social values in the affluent societies of 
North America, Europe, East Asia, and Oceania. In the context of the transition 
to postfordism, the demand for standardized, industrially manufactured products 
is declining. Rather, consumers strive to shape their individual image by selecting 
and combining individually designed goods. Compared to Fordism, production in 
small, flexible batch sizes based on computer-aided production processes is gain-
ing in importance. There is a shift in production from large enterprises to small and 
medium-sized flexible enterprises, often through outsourcing of production stages 
from large enterprises. Industrial production is shifting from heavy industrial pro-
duction to high-tech production, and industrial production is increasingly being 
shifted to third countries (especially emerging markets) (see also Krätke 1996, 
Schnur 2015).

A central element of postmodern development is the appreciation of both the historical 
and the local (see among others: Crang and Tolia-Kelly 2010; Harvey 2001; Harvey and 
Wilkinson 2018; Herring 2018; Kühne 2006a, 2007). Because of globalization, people 
are disembedded, i.e. they are lifted out of the traditional and local context (e.g. the vil-
lage community, the modern mining settlement). At the same time, a longing for re-em-
bedding in the local context develops (Giddens 1990). Robertson (1995) characterizes 
this simultaneity of the global and the local with the expression ‘glocalization’, which 
describes a “simultaneous increase of processes of generalization and specialization” 
(Ahrens 2001, p. 14). Postmodern man is anxious to compensate for the increase in 
contingencies caused by globalization: Home, familiarity, and cosiness are again filled 
with meaning, ‘cultural landscape’ is understood as a carrier of specific and positively 
evaluated regional peculiarity (Olwig 2011; also: Kühne 2009b; Kühne and Hernik 
2015). This longing for historical and local or regional localization is also expressed in 
architecture: “While modernity sought to liberate itself from all history” (Klotz 1985, 
p. 423), postmodern architecture and landscape architecture (Hoesterey 2001) endeavor 
to address regional, ethnic, and historical aspects. As a rule, however, this approach does 
not represent a simple preservation or copy; the historical is additionally related to the 
new: “History as a regained perspective no longer allows us to gain stimuli from the 
interest in pure forms, but instead to engage in the spirit of irony” (Klotz 1985, p. 423). 
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The postmodern reference to the historical always remains a staging: historical formal 
languages are oriented towards contemporary needs, they become the backdrop that 
is supposed to create a pleasant atmosphere, or as Prigge and Herterich (1988, p. 315) 
express: “The ornamental, the tendency towards historicism, the inclination towards the 
monumental and the appearance of craftsmanship simulate the edifying, rootedness and 
stability of values, while all this is in reality deeply questioned”. Urban redevelopment as 
well as village renewal endeavour to replace the fordist-modern transformation of build-
ings and settlements with a state oriented towards the pre-functionalist formal language 
in order to transform them into an (idealized) initial state. There are almost continuous 
decouplings between form and function: a historicizing form that suggests a historical 
use (e.g. as a farmhouse) contains a nonhistorical or only partially historically founded 
function (e.g. as a residential building). Even the historical formal language is sometimes 
achieved through the use of current materials and techniques (double glazing instead of 
cassette windows). Such an “aesthetic re-enchantment” of the world is constitutive for 
postmodernism, which rejects the functional concept of modernism, whereby postmod-
ernism can be interpreted as a “sign of the reconnection to Romanticism” (Pohl 1993, 
p. 29; similar to Safranski 2007). Where in modernity the (as pure as possible) model 
of enlightenment and reason was valid, postmodernism aestheticizes. In this context, it 
becomes clear that historical heritage is hybridized with contemporary uses and claims 
(cf. Harvey and Wilkinson 2018), a process that will be examined in more detail below.

The conceptual version of the two words ‘hybrid’ and ‘hybridity’ (see Hein 2006; 
Kraidy 2005) has changed considerably over the past two centuries: In the 19th century 
‘hybridity’ was understood as a biological crossing (Hein 2006). In this context, hybrid-
izations meant “the development of new combinations by grafting one plant or fruit 
onto another” (Niederveen Pieterse 2005, p. 401). In contrast, in the last decades of the 
20th century the concept of hybridity experienced the expansion of a “cultural strategy 
of mixing and negotiating differences” (Hein 2006, p. 55). The extension takes place 
in the context of the postmodern discussion: instead of the modern striving for purity, 
dichotomy, and unambiguity in which the mixed, the blended, and the impure is “some-
thing inappropriate that should remain outside for fear of endangering the basic order of 
things” (Bauman 2009[1993], p. 241), postmodernism turns more to contradictions and 
diversity, to ambiguities, which it not only accepts but values (Kühne 2012b, c). In this 
context, the connotations of ‘hybridity’ also changed: While originally primarily “infer-
tility, decomposition, dissolution, degradation and degeneration” (Zapf 2002, p. 40) was 
associated with it, in the context of postmodernization “the re-focusing from physiolog-
ical to cultural phenomena also leads to a reevaluation” (Zapf 2002, p. 40), no longer 
hybridity is connotated with unproductivity, but purity (Zapf 2002). The hybridization 
concept thus makes it possible to turn away from (conceptual) dichotomous confronta-
tions, such as “‘white’ and ‘black’, ‘master’ and slave’, ‘self’ and ‘other’ in favor of a 
third, hybrid category” (Ackermann 2004, p. 148). Other modern dichotomies are also: 
ugly—beautiful (see detailed chapter 3), good—bad, man—woman, intellect—emotion, 
city—country, culture—nature (among many: Fuller 1992; Kühne 2012c; Holzinger 
2004; Mölders et al. 2016; Riley 1994; Spirn 1988).
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Hybridizations take place especially in linguistic contexts. For Michail Bachtin (e.g. 
1985), linguistic hybridity concept is based on the assumption that language is “not only 
a linguistic system, but a historically and socially specific way of speaking and see-
ing, which was connected with a certain belief system and consciousness” (Hein 2006, 
p. 55). According to Bakhtin’s approach it is possible through language “to let two 
opposing voices speak within one and the same movement, which ironize and unmask 
each other” (Ackermann 2004, p. 148). From a systems theory perspective, Jung (2009, 
p. 129) emphasizes that hybridization is not a communication event and is not an “oscil-
lation between ‘one’s own’ and ‘foreign’ relevance and validity criteria”; rather, hybrid-
ization is understood “as a stabilized reference context of a communication structure”. 
Following Bakhtin, a distinction can be made between unintentional organic hybridiza-
tion and intentional hybridization (see Grimm 1997; Wirth 2012; Hein 2006). An organic 
hybridization accordingly refers to a latent overlapping and mixing of different ‘lan-
guages’. Thus, the existence of homogeneous cultures with fixed ‘sense boundaries’ will 
not “be regarded as the normal case of cultural development” (Reckwitz 2001, p. 189). 
‘Intended hybridization’, on the other hand, is a conscious, artistic-dialogical confron-
tation of different languages and meanings (Grimm 1997; Hein 2006). By means of 
‘intended hybridization’, the speaker can succeed in “liberating himself from the power 
of language and the direct word [editor’s note], since he recognizes and simultaneously 
destroys the separateness of a social language. Thus, he can develop a certain distance 
to the various social discourses and use a language to unmask the others” (Hein 2006, 
p. 56). Intended hybridization can accordingly be understood with Homi Bhabha as a 
“model of resistance and cultural politics in general” (Grimm 1997, p. 4).

Homi Bhaba (2012) sees the spaces created by hybridization as ‘third spaces’. These 
spaces are characterized by the fact that differences are not hierarchically ordered 
(Bhabha 2000a, b). Bhabha (2012, pp. 68–69) describes this space as one of “continu-
ous crossing […] rather than a journey whose destination one knows”. The negotiations 
conducted in this liminality phase recognize that the “levels of conflict or antagonism 
are indeed very close, not simply polarized, but much closer and much more chaotic” 
(Bhabha 2012, pp. 71–72). Bipolar power structures are replaced by net-like authority 
structures (Bhabha 2012; Foucault 1983[1976]). A ‘third space’ “belongs to all inhabit-
ants equally, regardless of their origin, culture, religion” (de Toro 2007, p. 379).1

1The word ‘Thirdspace’—compared to Homi Bhaba—is filled with a different meaning by the 
postmodernist theorist Edward Soja (1996, 2003): Soya’s (2003, p. 273) Thirdspace concept can 
be interpreted as an attempt “to understand how the fundamental triangle of historicity, sociality 
and spatiality can be brought back into balance”. It thus aims at a change of perspective that wants 
to break up the duality of perceived space (Firstspace), the “world of direct, immediate spatial 
experience of empirically measurable and cartographically comprehensible phenomena” and men-
tal space (Secondspace), which focuses on “cognitive, constructed and symbolic ‘worlds’” (Soja 
2003, pp. 274–275).
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The concept of hybridity is subject to a critique from different perspectives: First, 
the concept, as a result of the ongoing emphasis on difference, “conceals losing sight of 
what unites” (Ackermann 2004, p. 152). Secondly, the concept is assumed to promote 
hidden essentialisms; finally, hybridity implies a previous purity (Rademacher 1999). 
Third, if the starting points for the formation of hybridities are not assumed to be essen-
tialist cultures, the concept of tautology is assumed, since cultures would already be 
assumed to be hybrid in themselves, for then, according to Ackermann (2004, p. 153), 
“globalization […] would be nothing other than a hybrid formation of already hybrid 
cultures”. In this context, Hall 1996 (w.p.) “therefore speaks of a slow, gradual transi-
tion between a hybridity as a characteristic of the marginal contact zones and a much 
more general hybridity encompassing all cultures, without assuming autonomous units. 
But one cannot escape the logical trap entirely, which is why I use hybridity rather as a 
polemical metaphor, as an ‘impure’ concept, and not as an analytical concept”. Fourthly, 
Ha (2005) criticises the commercialization of hybridity, which on the one hand is suc-
cessful, because “hybridity sells well because it is considered sexy” (Ha 2006, w.p.), 
but in the end (in essentialist reading) is nothing more than a “postmodern new edition 
of an outdated multiculturalism” (Ha 2006, w.p.) and accordingly has not (completely) 
departed from the modernist idea of a society in the form of a nation state. However, this 
criticism is countered by the fact that hybrid persons are feared specifically because they 
elude the known classification possibilities and their “multiple affiliation threatens the 
principle of order” (Mecheril 2009, p. 21) and are accused of disloyalty and little trust 
(Mecheril 2009).

In comparison to related approaches such as mestizaje, creolization, or syncretism, 
‘hybridity’ does not describe a “homogenising fusion” in its understanding of mix-
ing (Zapf 2002, p. 40), but rather a “linking of disparate elements such as in collages, 
bricolages or in ‘deconstructive’ pop-cultural techniques such as scratching, sampling 
and cut‘n’mix” (Zapf 2002, pp. 40–41). This makes the concept especially suitable for 
spatial processes, since different forms of hybridization “contain the one in the other” 
(Tschernokoshewa 2005, p. 15). Bhabha (2012, p. 67) also understands hybridity as a 
“doubling” that “always opens the way to a thinking of the iterative and the contingent,” 
whereby this formation of iteratives and contingencies is always to be understood as a 
process (Bhabha 2012) that is spatially and temporally contextualized.

The emergence of spatial hybridizations takes place both on the level of material 
objects, the physical-spatial structuring of uses, and also on the level of social (aesthetic) 
landscape understandings and in particular their individual actualization. In the context 
of increasing social and spatial mobility, one’s own (home-normal landscape and espe-
cially stereotypical) landscape interpretation and evaluation patterns are confronted with 
physical-spatial contexts that only rudimentarily correspond to one’s own ideas. Rather, 
these patterns of interpretation and evaluation also experience changes through the con-
frontation with people having other patterns of interpretation and evaluation (cf. in this 
context: Hofmeister and Kühne 2016; Kühne 2017b; Whatmore 2002, 2017). Not only in 
relation to the individually actualized social landscape do hybridizations occur through 



123

confrontation with different cultural landscape interpretations and evaluations, these also 
flow into social landscape interpretations.

In the context of the delimitation of aesthetic access to the world (see Sect. 3.6), 
which is no longer limited to artistic engagement with the world, the delimitation of the 
moral as a result of the delimitation of the mass media, etc. (see Sect. 6.1), in the context 
of the increasing importance of communication in virtual social networks (Berr 2017; 
Grau 2017; Kühne 2019) and, additionally, of the competition of scientific expertise with 
alternative ontological statements (such as ‘alternative facts’; among others Nowotny 
2005; Weingart 2001, 2003; Weingart et al. 2008), postmodernism also hybridizes the 
judgments of the aesthetic, the moral, and the ontological. In such hybrid judgments 
determining morality, ontology, and aesthetics, that which is morally defined as ‘good’ 
is judged to be ‘true’, and only this can be considered ‘beautiful’. Thus ‘beautiful’ is a 
space defined as landscape if it is understood as ‘true’ (often in the sense of essential-
ist interpretation as its ‘essence’) and is used as ‘morally’ desired (for the moralization 
of landscape, see Sect. 6.1). For example—from the perspective of people involved in 
citizens’ initiatives against the extraction of mineral resources—a lake is described as 
‘beautiful’ if it is of ‘natural’ origin and not a consequence of the extraction of mineral 
resources, which is understood as ‘morally reprehensible’ (Weber et al. 2018; more gen-
erally: Kühne 2008b).

The example of the ‘dredging lake’ directs the view from the social hybridization 
processes as regards the (aesthetic) interpretation and evaluation of landscape to the 
hybridizations in physical spaces (Fig. 6.4). The ‘dredging lake’, for example, illus-
trates the emergence of cultural natural hybrids: It is neither clearly attributable to a 
sphere of the ‘cultural’ nor clearly to that of the ‘natural’. Are anthropogenically pro-
duced habitats of animal and plant species whose development is beyond the direct con-
trol of humans? This in turn leads to the question of whether and to what extent pure 

Fig. 6.4  A dredging lake on the Lower Rhine (Germany). It illustrates the dilemma of dichoto-
mous construction of nature and culture, even if its material equipment is optimised regarding the 
creation of ‘valuable’ habitats; it remains the result of economic processes. Its aesthetic evalua-
tion is certainly burdened by its economic past: Lakes are often conditionally attributed to ‘beauty’ 
when they are ‘natural’ waters, whereas the aesthetic evaluation of dredging lakes often includes 
a moral judgment that leads to an aesthetic devaluation (Weber et al. 2018). This means that a 
hybridization to an aesthetic-moral judgment also arises at the level of evaluation. (Photo: Kühne)

6.3 Landscape and Postmodernism: From Appreciation of Historical …
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naturalness or pure culturalness can exist at all on the level of the objects relevant for the 
construction of landscape. In view of the anthropogenic enrichment of the atmosphere 
with carbon dioxide on the one hand, and the ultimately natural origins of the materials 
with which humans restructure physical spaces on the other, ‘naturalness’ and ‘cultur-
alness’ can ultimately only be understood as ideally typified poles of a scale of hybridi-
ties (for more details see e.g. Haber 2001; Heiland 2006; Kühne 2012c, 2018g; Zierhofer 
2003). According to this perspective, material spaces can only be described as cultural 
nature hybrids, whereby the degree of hybridity varies (constructs such as the dichotomy 
from ‘natural landscape’ to ‘cultural landscape’ thus lose importance). In addition to the 
hybridization of natural culture, postmodern spatial development is also leading to an 
increasing ‘urban land hybridization’. However, not (necessarily) in the form of a gradi-
ent, but through diverse compartments (Kühne 2012b; continuing: Kühne 2016a; Kühne 
and Schönwald 2015; Kühne et al. 2017; Weber 2017a) of varying degrees of urbanity 
and rurality. The term ‘urbanruralhybrid’ describes an intensifying differentiation, frag-
mentation, and complexity between the poles of urban and rural. This differentiation 
becomes clear in different dimensions; see also the basis Fig. 4.1):

1. structural, e.g. in terms of development, infrastructure,
2. functional, e.g. centrally located,
3. lifeworld, so to reasonably form and develop the elements of life such as residing, 

working, looking after oneself, recovering, etc., in view of the economic, administra-
tive, and family situation,

4. emotionally, such as in relation to a local connection,
5. aesthetic, the interpretation of spaces according to the interpretation patterns beauty/

ugliness/hastiness/picturesqueness/kitsch, as well as,
6. cognitive, e.g. in the form of space description and understanding.

Processes of social urban rural hybridization mean the penetration of formerly rural, sub-
urban, and urban lifestyles (cf. Gailing 2015a; Kropp 2015; Kühne 2005b; Mölders et al. 
2016). The differentiation and hybridization of the world of life and work, for example, 
in the dissolution of boundaries between work and leisure, the spread of home office and 
e-learning, leisure activities at the workplace, serve to create new spaces or recode exist-
ing physical spaces. Co-working spaces are created, cafés and parks are used as places of 
work, offices also serve as places for communal evening arrangements, temporary living 
is gaining in importance, etc.).

Hybrid spaces are not limited to different ‘cultural’ or ‘natural’ phenomena but can also 
be identified in relation to the interplay of different ‘natural’ phenomena, such as coasts, 
lakeshores, and rivershores, transitional spaces between vegetations and climates, which 
are not subject to the ordering and dichotomizing systematics of modern order. It is pre-
cisely these spaces—due to their reduced adjustability—that also favour social spaces that 
are exempt from the rules of everyday life (e.g. Fiske 2011). These research questions 
can be classified within the framework of hybrid geographies (Whatmore 2002, p. 1), 
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which, in addition to the above-mentioned distinctive differences, also call into question 
those “between human and non-human; social and material; subjects and objects” and can 
thus be framed by the actor network theory or the assemblage theory (see Sects. 2.5.2 and 
2.5.3).

With postmodernization, two further communication elements developed along-
side irony (Hoppmann 2000): intertextuality and polysemy/polyvalence. Intertextuality 
and polysemy/polyvalence refer to changed forms of formation and reception of ‘texts’. 
‘Text’ is not limited to the written or spoken word. Images, human bodies, material 
objects, and object constellations, etc., can also be understood as ‘text’, but also land-
scapes (see Box 3), since they are or can be objects of symbolic communication, i.e. 
capable of interpretation and accordingly open to different interpretations (cf. Butler 
1993; Foucault 1977, 2001; Strüver et al. 2000).

Intertextuality refers to the reference of texts to other texts. In the material structuring 
of the world, the architecture of postmodern buildings refers to historical stylistic quota-
tions, floor plans, and the design of open spaces in settlements show reminiscences of his-
torical models. Even smaller, the ‘shabby vintage’ style of furniture simulates past design 
practices as well as patina; here, following the hybridity-sensitive terminology, one could 
also speak of ‘hybridization of the past and present’. This intertextuality is not only tem-
poral, but also spatial, when, for example, architectural styles that are considered ‘region-
ally typical’ in other parts of the world are quoted and combined with other styles that can 
also be understood as ‘hybridizations of architectural styles’. Intertextuality also arises, 
however, when buildings or open spaces are overshadowed in a form that refers to new 
residents or uses. The hybridizations that arise in this way can also be termed ‘subsequent 
use hybridizations’. Such intertextualities can also be read as hybridizations, for example 
in relation to the penetration of current technology with historical design or the mixture 
of the representation of different social or cultural contexts. Through video games and 
simulation programs, but also Internet videos, it is in principle possible to “combine time 
and place in any way” (Vester 1991, p. 55), so that intertextuality is increasingly created 
virtually (in detail in the context landscape: Fontaine 2017a, b).

Polysemy/polyvalence refers to the multiplicity of statements in texts. As substan-
cial means of expression of polysemy/polyvalence of texts the metaphor, the trans-
fer of a concrete concept to an abstract one, and the allegory as the representation of 
an abstract concept by an image can be grasped (Hoppmann 2000). Following Kühne 
(2006a), the concept of polysemy/polyvalence can be transferred to the use of physical 
spaces, whereby here, due to the greater connectivity of the term in the social and spatial 
sciences, the term ‘polyvalence’ following Vester (1993) is followed:

• ‘Polyvalent spaces’ can be used to identify physical spaces that are subject to dif-
ferent usages/assignments. The ‘simple polyvalence’ describes a physical space 
that is determined by multiple use by a social subsystem (in the field of economy, 
for example, by the combination of agriculture and energy use by wind turbines). 
‘Complex polyvalence’ can be defined as the use of land by at least two social 

6.3 Landscape and Postmodernism: From Appreciation of Historical …
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subsystems (e.g. agriculture and recreation). When a special symbolic charge is 
applied to a physical space, such as the Hollywood sign or the Rütli meadow, one can 
speak of ‘hyper-polyvalence of the first degree’. One can speak of a ‘second-degree 
hyper-polyvalence’ when physical spaces are adapted to their symbolic connotations, 
mostly stereotypical notions.

• Physical spaces can be described as ‘monovalent’, but they are exclusively subject to 
use (such as agricultural use).

• The term ‘nonvalent spaces’ refers to those physical spaces that are not subject to any 
direct use (e.g. as settlement land, agricultural land, forestry land, etc.) or to any spe-
cific symbolic requirement. These include areas that have never been used, such as 
desert areas, or areas whose use has been abandoned (such as brownfields), as well as 
‘residual areas’ between other uses, each of which has not been symbolically charged.

Whereas in Fordist Modernism the desire to create monovalent spaces dominated, in 
Postfordist Postmodernism—also in the context of spatial structures and functions—the 
‘modernist striving for purity’ (Fayet 2003), the acceptance to desirability of polyva-
lent structures, but also in relation to a mixture of surfaces of different valences and last 
but not least degrees of hybridity, gives way to the ‘modernist striving for purity’ (Fayet 
2003). Among other things, the consequence of this new structuring and functionalization 
of the valencing of spaces can be described with the ‘postmodern space pastiche’ to be 
addressed in the following (the concept of the pastiche for space research is made availa-
ble, among others, in Aitken and Zonn 1994; Gottdiener 2000; Hetheringtion 1998).

The word ‘pastiche’ is used to describe “not simply de-differentiation”, it “requires 
difference formation in order to lead to hybrid crossings, recombinations, reintegra-
tions” (Vester 1993, p. 29; for more on the concept of pastiche, see e.g. Hoesterey 2001). 
Difference means “not only a relative difference, i.e. a difference related to something in 
common” (Scherle 2016, p. 61), but also a difference “which is (no longer) held together 
by a uniform foundation and which breaks open the classical question of the relation of 
the one and the many, the general and the specific” (Scherle 2016, p. 61; see also: Bhaba 
2000). For spaces, both in their material as well as socially and individually constructed 
level, this means: The term ‘spatial pastiche’ describes the dissolution of functional sep-
arations as well as predefined spatial structures, i.e. a spatial organization as preferred 
by modern spatial planning. Pastiches are characterized by functional mixing and spatial 
structural changes, such as tasks of use, new uses, restructuring of uses, new connections 
of functions, as well as symbolic charges and stagings etc. of different degrees of valence 
(Fig. 6.5). Postmodern space pastiches are formed from compartments of varying 
degrees of hybridity. This hybridity can be very different: it spans between the polarities 
of urban and rural (‘urbanruralhybrids’), refers to different forms of design (e.g. quot-
ing past architectural styles), merges into previously separate spheres of life (e.g. leisure 
and working in cafés), mixes the previously normatively separate spheres of culture and 
nature, global and local coexist or interpenetrate each other (Bowring 2013; Fig. 6.6), 
in between there are spatial residuals of a modern structuring and functionalization of 
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spaces and their side effects aesthetics, since these ultimately represent—in the sense 
of hybridity-related thinking—an approach to a pole of hybridity (Kühne 2012a; for the 
emerging structures and functions, see for example: Hofmeister 2008; Kühne 2006a, 
2012b, 2017b; Kühne and Schönwald 2015; Schönwald 2017; Zierhofer 2003), but it 
can also be directed in the sense of a transfer of the aesthetic design of a theme park to 
the design of housing estates, the so-called ‘Disneyfication’, etc. (Sorkin 1992; Warren 
1994). The formation of space pastiches is taking place with greatest intensity in those 

Fig. 6.5  After the beginning of the systems transformation, a postmodern space pastiche emerged 
in Warsaw (Poland)—also due to the extensive renunciation of administrative requirements for the 
use of space. This is characterised by the physical co-presence of pre-socialist (bottom left), social-
ist (top left and bottom right), and post-socialist elements. The postmodern staging (here by light) 
is even given to the Palace of Culture and Science, which was unpopular in Poland at the time as a 
symbol of Soviet influence (bottom right). The gain in significance of the economic becomes par-
ticularly clear in the large-format advertising, which—ironically enough—is carried by the build-
ings of socialist functionalism due to their straight-line architecture. (Czepczyński 2008; Czesak 
et al. 2015; Koch 2010; Kühne 2016b; Photos: Kühne)

6.3 Landscape and Postmodernism: From Appreciation of Historical …
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parts of the world that are characterized by a low state administrative influence on the 
(especially flat) spatial structure (such as in the United States and Poland; cf. Gawroński 
2015; Kühne 2012b, 2016b).

The term ‘space pastiche’ is characterised by a special openness: It comprises differ-
ent intensities of hybrid formation of the different compartments of the pastiche. Besides 
the already mentioned (fordistic) modern residual stocks, he is also able to integrate 
the persistent structures of the developments of the ‘grid’ postmodernism. Despite the 
conceptual framing of modern compartments, as well as compartments attributable to 
‘grid postmodernism’, into the concept of ‘space pastiche’, the focus of the structural 
and functional developments described under ‘space pastiche’ lies constitutively on those 
emergences that are not characterized by distinct demarcation, but by connection and 
graduality, i.e. hybridity, such as the Edgeless Cities and ‘urbanizing former suburbs’ 
(URFSURBS; Kühne 2016a, 2017b; Kühne and Schönwald 2015; Kühne et al. 2016, 
2017; Weber and Kühne 2017).

An example of processes that can be understood as ‘space pastiche formation’ can 
be associated with the emergence of ‘Edgeless Cities’ (Lang 2003). The emergence of 
Edge Cities (Garreau 1992; Henderson and Mitra 1996; Teaford and Harris 1997) was 
already associated with a functional and structural differentiation process characterized 
by the concentration of service activities in convenient locations (such as major airports 
or freeway intersections). The emergence of the Edgeless Cities can be associated with 

Fig. 6.6  Document of a multiple hybridization in space pastiche: The ‘Preußische Bergwerks-
direktion’ (Prussian Mining Directorate) in Saarbrücken (Germany), transformed into the 
Shopping Mall, today ‘Europagalerie’ (Gallery of Europe; here during the reconstruction in 
August 2009). In addition to the hybridization of old and new (including architectural), there is the 
hybridization of global and local. (Branches of international chains in a building linked to local or 
regional history; Photo: Kühne)



129

a further spatial differentiation process: ‘Edgeless Cities’ emerge in different forms, 
sizes, and densities, and can also be found in a variety of arrangements (Lang et al. 2013, 
p. 727). Since they are not clearly defined, they lack an unambiguously definable ‘out-
side’, which makes their ‘inside’ difficult to grasp unambiguously. Correspondingly, only 
a small amount of their own ‘identity’ is ascribed to them, which is why “they are not 
perceived as a place” (Lang et al. 2013, p. 732). They are specially shaped along busy 
roads and can take on considerable dimensions (several hundred square kilometres) (see 
also: Bingham et al. 1997). They can be interpreted as the expression of a hybridization 
of centrality and non-centrality, as well as the transition from central-local point-like 
compression to a linear and planar expression of variable centrality intensities.

Another form of urbanruralhybridization can be defined by the term ‘urbanizing 
former suburbs’ (URFSURBS; Kühne 2016a, 2017b; Kühne and Schönwald 2015; 
Kühne et al. 2016, 2017; Fig. 6.7). This allows the extension of 1) ‘urban’ lifestyles, 2) 
inner-city functions (e.g. working in ‘upper grade’ of service occupations, facilities for 
hybrid work-leisure arrangements) and 3) structures (e.g. in the form of certain ‘typical 
inner-city buildings’ such as (high-rise) office buildings or apartment buildings) in sub-
urban spaces close to the city centre, often together in combination (cf. Kühne 2016a, 
2017b; Kühne and Schönwald 2015; Kühne et al. 2016, 2017; Weber and Kühne 2017). 
The development of URFSURBS is the result of societal changes that result in a loss 
of the attractiveness of suburban housing. They range from the increase in the impor-
tance of life beyond the classic modern two-generation family and the gain in impor-
tance of the cultural and creative industries to the rise in energy prices (Gallagher 2013; 
Hanlon 2008, 2010; Hesse 2008, 2010; see Fig. 6.8 for summary). Different intensities 
of URFSURBanization can be determined (Kühne and Schönwald 2015; Kühne et al. 
2016, 2017; Kühne and Schönwald 2018):

1. A rather low intensity of change can be found where existing physical structures per-
sist while maintaining the existing use (usually housing). However, the buildings were 
renovated and used for residential purposes by people with a higher level of ‘symbolic 
capital’ (Bourdieu 1989).

2. A higher intensity of change can be found in neighbourhoods in which a change of 
use is carried out while (largely) retaining the physical structures (empty shops are 
converted into cafés, old industrial buildings converted into apartments, etc.).

3. The change becomes much more intense and sensory impressive when physical 
structures are revised, although the type of use is largely retained (for example, the 
replacement of several single-family houses by apartment houses on their pooled 
properties).

4. The greatest intensity of change occurs where both physical structures and their use 
are subject to revision, for example in the construction of residential and office build-
ings with shops, on previously industrially used areas.

6.3 Landscape and Postmodernism: From Appreciation of Historical …



130 6 Current Issues in Social Science Landscape Research …

Both Edgeless Cities and URFSURBS map current processes of hybridization of uses 
and structures between modernity and postmodernity, as well as between ‘grid’ post-
modernism and ‘pastiche’ postmodernism. Like the conflicts over the transformation of 
energy systems and the conflicts over moralization, the topicality of theoretical reflection 
on landscape developments becomes clear, which is summarised once again in Box 22.

Fig. 6.7  The formation of URFSURBs in San Diego, California. Expression of the gain in impor-
tance of the downtown area, combined with the normative affirmation of this (top left picture). A 
restrained intensity of change is found where physical structures are preserved (upside right). The 
other photos document a higher intensity of change in physical structures towards an urban build-
ing structure. (Photos: Kühne)
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Box 22: Current issues in social science landscape research: theoretical classifica-
tions—a brief summary
The themes presented in this chapter illuminate the theme of changing the physical 
foundations of landscape in their social interpretation and evaluation (here inter-
preted from the perspective of social constructivism). It becomes clear that this 
interpretation and evaluation of the changes in the physical foundations of land-
scape is by no means carried out on a uniform social aesthetic or moral basis (even 
the ontological question of what exists is not uniformly understood in the context 
of changes in physical space). Conflicts over landscape (as well as other con-
flicts) often arise from the question of what is ‘normal’, whether aesthetic, moral, 
domestic, or whatever. A reflection upon the question of on what basis—aesthetic, 

Fig. 6.8  The development of URFSURBS in feedback with social, economic, and other spatial 
processes. (Kühne 2016a)

6.3 Landscape and Postmodernism: From Appreciation of Historical …
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moral, ‘Heimat’, etc.—the assessments are made is a first step towards conflict 
regulation, because it is an essential precondition for recognising alternative world 
interpretations. A greater tolerance towards ‘ambiguous’ and ‘hybrid’ spatial devel-
opments seems quite opportune in view of postmodern spatial developments. With 
the diversity of lifestyles, cultural mixes, the interpenetration of work and leisure, 
etc., the differentiation of spatial demands is also increasing. To pursue a restrictive 
and unambiguous spatial development strategy for administrative purposes seems 
unlikely to be successful.
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The multiperspectivity of landscape-theoretical research can be made clear by means of 
the photo series shown in the Fig. 1.1. The depicted physical space can be interpreted 
essentialistically as a landscape that has undergone intensive anthropogenic transforma-
tion with the development of specific survival strategies since Roman times, at the most 
recent. Positivistically, it can be understood as an object in which the proportions of land 
uses, geological units or preference rates can be quantified. Constructivist can be asked, 
based on which social conventions we describe the depicted with the attribute ‘pictur-
esque’ or ‘beautiful’ or also which elements are described as ‘ugly’. Objects described 
as contrary to the norm, whether regarding stereotypical, native-regular, or professional 
ideas, can trigger resistance (such as the unrecognizable wind turbines). Here, land-
scape-related conflict research can determine conflict intensities―for example, based 
on a discourse analysis―but can also provide practical information on conflict regula-
tion. With the help of autopoietic landscape theory, it can be understood which different 
logics different social subsystems apply to ‘landscape’ or the change of physical basis 
of landscape in order to be able to analyse conflicts, but possibly also to promote the 
mutual acceptance of arguments of the respective other conflict party within the frame-
work of conflict regulation without resorting to moralizations. Nevertheless, it can also 
be asked based on critical landscape research who was able to assert his interests here 
and in what way, and how this assertion could come to be regarded as ‘normal’. This, in 
turn, can be linked to ‘inverse landscapes’: What interests could not manifest themselves 
here, from whatever constellations of power, although this would be quite possible (such 
as buildings or meadows)? However, it can also be asked to what extent political world-
views influence the evaluation of spaces interpreted as landscapes, such as whether the 
suburban settlement in the back of the photographer is interpreted as an expression of 
enabling individual opportunities for life (in the liberal sense), as undermining the tradi-
tional community (conservatism), or as an expression of social de-solidarization (social-
ism). Beyond these cognitive considerations, however, the depicted ‘landscape’ can also 
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be approached atmospherically phenomenologically, for example how different olfactory 
or tactile stimuli (e. g. in the form of wind pressure, temperature) affect the experiencing 
individual. The space depicted in the photographs can also be examined with the actor 
network theory to see how animate and inanimate actants relate to each other and―even 
more―how they developed from historical networks. The added value of a theoretical 
multi-perspective approach to a research object, here landscape, is illustrated in Fig. 7.1.

Landscape theory means thinking about landscape, its development, its construction, 
its evaluation, its symbolic meaning, its connection to lifeworld practice, its aesthetic 
interpretation, etc., abstracted from the individual case. Landscape theory deals with 
the three basic dimensions of the social, the individual, and the material as well as their 
mutual references, which is why essential concepts (Fig. 7.2), theories, and world views 
(Fig. 7.3) presented in this book can be assigned to this triangle. The different references 
can be assigned differently in the ‘tripole’ of the individual, the social, and the material. 
What is striking here is the lack of a theoretically and ideologically ‘purely’ individual 
approach to landscape, while the theoretical and ideological contributions deal primarily 
with the relationship between the dimension of the material and the social (specifically 
in relation to the social landscape). This seems hardly possible due to the dependence of 

Fig. 7.1  Visualization of the necessity of theoretical pluralism (after: Hügin 1996)
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the complex concept of landscape on social concepts of landscape through the process 
of socialization. The conceptual attention, on the other hand, shows that the different 
individual, social, and material references can be grasped conceptually. In view of this 

Fig. 7.2  The references of the social, the individual, and the material in relation to depicted land-
scape-related concepts, in extension of Fig. 2.1. (Own design)

Fig. 7.3  The references of the social, the individual, and the material in relation to presented  
landscape-related theories and worldviews, in extension of Fig. 2.1. (Own design)
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discrepancy, a ‘gap’ can certainly be assumed especially in the theoretical examination of 
landscape in relation to individual processes of appropriation. The theoretical as well as 
conceptual diversity of the attention paid to landscape also means that normative judge-
ments on the subject of landscape are difficult to substantiate in general terms (see also 
Berleant 1997), so normative approaches are individual, social (e. g. with regard to age 
and gender), culturally and not least theoretically very differentiated.

But not only a general norm in relation to landscape development seems questionable: 
The explanations in this book have also shown the diversity of aesthetic and moral land-
scape constructs; even ontological references are not produced on a uniform basis within 
societies and certainly not globally. As a result of the feedback relationship between 
social interpretations, evaluations, and their research―a socialization of scientists, not 
only in relation to ‘normal native landscapes’ and ‘stereotypical landscapes’, but also in 
relation to culturally bound ‘expert special knowledge stocks’, the attempt to create glob-
ally valid theories (e. g. on landscape preferences) seems at least worthy of supplemen-
tation. Especially in landscape research it seems important to understand national and 
partly regional particularities of landscape research as a resource for the international 
concern with landscape. The same can be said for the diversity of theoretical approaches 
to landscape (Box 23): The theoretical approaches presented formulate specific perspec-
tives on the research object ‘landscape’, their explanatory capacities and demands are 
limited in each case (for example, social constructivist theory is not suitable for formu-
lating concrete design norms for material objects, and the phenomenological approach 
will contribute little to the discursive striving for hegemony of competing landscape 
interpretations). In this respect, the question of whether a theory is ‘new’ or ‘old’ should 
not be used as an indicator of its quality when dealing theoretically with landscape, but 
rather as its ability to contribute to knowledge on the subject of landscape. As well as 
aesthetic processes, processes of socialization, development of power, etc. (cf. Berleant 
1997), there is also a need to take into account the fact that the research processes also 
follow their own dynamics. This should―in the sense of Karl Popper (2005[1934]) and 
Ralf Dahrendorf (1980)―not be limited by excluding certain perspectives as ‘not oppor-
tune’ in advance.

In view of the process of differentiation up to the individualization of moral concepts, 
aesthetic approaches as well as ontological questions in relation to landscape, a stronger 
focus of landscape-theoretical (but also empirical) concern on the individual construc-
tion or individual landscape experience―in the respective variability―seems to be 
a challenge. Thus, not only the ‘double landscape change’ of social interpretation and 
evaluation on the one hand and the material foundations of landscape on the other hand 
is considered, but the third, and so far neglected component of the investigation of the 
change of landscape is delineated as ‘triple landscape change’ (Fig. 7.4).
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Fig. 7.4  The topicality of landscape is decreasing rather than increasing in the course of inten-
sive social transformation processes. Even if essential patterns of their appropriation (see Fig. 4.3) 
remain valid, their form has certainly changed. For example, the importance of technology is 
increasing, especially of smartphones (images above left, Death Valley National Park, California, 
above right, San Francisco, California, and center right, Seattle, Washington), with which impres-
sions are preserved and shared (thus reinforcing conventions of perception, but also creating new 
patterns of interpretation). Access to the experience of landscape was also subject to a techni-
cal change: the impression of landscape often no longer requires the laborious ascent up or over 
mountains and dunes but can often be gained comfortably from the car (photo below right, Ocean 
Shores, Washington). Postmodern irony allows the speculation that the untechnical enjoyment of 
wild nature is now reserved for animals (photo below right, Crater Lake, Oregon). The transfor-
mation processes and persistent patterns documented in the photographs illustrate the need for an 
abstract, theoretical approach to landscape. For landscape theory can also arouse curiosity about 
knowledge, but also about new experiences, about the interpretation of experiences, about the 
interplay of individual approaches, the socially mediated, and the materialities of physical space
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Box 23: The diversity of approaches to landscape
What landscape is cannot be answered unambiguously from the perspective of 
theoretical landscape research. Depending on which theoretical position is taken, 
landscape is…

…a being (or its expression) or a ‘superorganism’, from the synthesis of culture 
and nature (essentialism),

…an objectively given object that can be captured with empirical methods of 
measuring, weighing, and counting (positivism),

…a social construct that is the result of socialization and negotiation processes 
(social constructivism),

…a text which, when read, reveals the power structures inscribed upon physical 
space (landscape as text),

…a construct formed from the differentiated logics of economic, political, 
social community, moral, etc., communication (radical constructivism),

…an object of discourse for the purpose of attaining hegemonic interpretations 
(discourse theory),

…a lived space that is individually experienced and charged with meanings 
(phenomenology),

…an object and medium of social power processes (critical landscape research),
…a palimpsest in which historical cultural developments are inscribed 

(Berkeley School),
…a way to see the world (new cultural geography),
…a medium of social conflicts (conflict-theoretical landscape research),
…a medium of participative processes (governance perspective)
…and other things.
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