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Abstract: This paper summarizes an individual theoretical study on how the landscape could be shaped by economic 
globalization and political restructuring. Providing a socio-cultural approach to the landscape notion I am trying to 
discover through the international literature the subjective dimension on landscape definition, in order to understand its 
‘cultural dimension’. In this paper, the notion of ‘virtual landscape’ is introduced in order to investigate the incoherence 
that exists in the nowadays megacities regarding their social reality and their iconic existence through architecture and 
urban planning.  In addition, it is also explored in theory how an ideological turn is re-inforced through political 
orientation focusing on ‘virtual landscape’ images in order to obtain a favorable publicity in a contemporary context of 
‘globalised cities’ consisting in the elimination of the ‘cultural landscape’. Therefore, this contribution has as main objective 
to define, negotiate and start the debate on radical socio-cultural approaches of landscape notion in the nowadays 
‘megacities’, inside a strict capitalist context. 
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Introduction 
 

Urban iconic dimension deals with the need to define 
the abstract term ‘landscape’, in order to understand in 
which degree the economic and political context can 
influence a city’s structure and texture.  Geographers 
by theorizing the human visual perception firstly gave 
to the term ‘landscape’ a direct connection with the 
natural elements of the space. Nowadays, it is 
commonly accepted that the contemporary life is 
shaped into a continuous framework of excessive 
information that opens up diverse realities and visual 
cognitions. According to Jackson (1986) the public’s 
use of the word ‘landscape’ appears to  

 
‘encompass either scenery or the depiction of scenery or 
that which visually relays an aesthetic experience’ 
(Jackson, 1986). 

 

Various researchers and practitioners were moved 
towards a definition which includes ‘biological and 
ecological processes and conditions’ (Beza, 2010; 
Daniel, 2001), having as purpose to dissociate the 
landscape definition from the western dictionary 
meanings. For example Beza, claims that the general 
term of landscape is flexible in use, referring to 
‘constructed and natural environments, macro-scales 
and micro-scales and physical and cognitive concepts’ 
(Beza 2010). Therewith, the above mentioned 
definitions don’t underline the subjectivity of the 
human visual perception and ignore the presence of 
social structures inside the ‘landscape field of study’. In 
contrario, Tuan tries to give this subjective dimension 
by describing the ‘landscape’ as ‘a construct of mind 
and feeling’ (Tuan, 1979). Kant also had given a 
subjective definition however he underestimated the 
feeling perception by defining the landscape as a 
‘construct of one’s cognition of what is being observed’ 
(Kant, [1790] 2000). The important issue in both of 
the above perceptions is that the 

 
‘resulting perception is a reflection of culture and 
experiences and depends on whether one is a visitor or a 
native to an environment’ (Beza, 2010; Tuan, 1974). 
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However, the presence of real social and cultural 
factors inside the area of study is always absent in 
these definitions.  

In this contribution, I will try to present a brief 
review of the literature regarding the cultural 
dimension of the landscape based on the insertion of 
the subjective dimension in its definition.  
Furthermore I employ the approach that the 
economic-political organization of the human 
societies with the passing of the time converted the 
notion of ‘cultural landscape’ to ‘virtual landscape’ by 
rejecting the iconic expression that didn’t serve the 
social interests that controlled the architectural 
creation, having as result to delete the capacity of the 
‘iconic expression’ to contest in a social level the 
Foucauldian “state of disciplines” (Foucault, 1993) of 
each historical period. In addition, I articulate that 
this “state of disciplines” that characterizes each 
historical period guides the society to produce 
through architecture the necessary symbols in order 
to identify itself through time. Furthermore, 
considering Kaika’s (2011) spatial interpretation of 
‘radical imaginary’ based on Castoriadis’ definition, I 
try to reposition the ‘cultural landscape’ by 
understanding and evaluating the influence of the 
new reconceptualization patterns on the production 
of urban space and landscape, requested by the 
transnational decision centers and institutions. 

 
 

‘Cultural’ and ‘virtual’ dimensions of the 
landscape definition 
 
Following Beza’s literature, we discover that he tried to 
strip the ‘landscape’ notion of implied meaning by 
suggesting that  
 

‘the landscape consists of horizontal and vertical 
elements [where] meaning is ascribed through a 
combination of these features and one’s cognition, the 
resulting perception is the landscape’ (Beza, 2005, p.56),  

 

insisting always to neglect the original social elements 
inside his field of study. Therewith, the above 
definitions may either guide us towards a subjective 
‘landscape’ notion or towards an abstract articulate 
that the landscape is a ‘place’, where ‘place’ could be 
defined by various researchers on the one hand as ‘a 
personal connection created from experience, 
perception and value of the environment’ (Green, 1999; 
Cheng et al., 2003; Sevenant and Antrop, 2007; Beza, 
2010) or one’s ‘particular fusion of landscape and 
imagination’ on the other hand (Ryden, 1993). Even if 
these landscape definitions insist on theorizing the 
way of seeing the land, by neglecting the social 
relations upon it, they dissociated the term landscape 
from its pure environmental notion, associating it 

with the ‘place’ notion. 
Nevertheless, nowadays few will deny that in a 

social contemporary network the landscape has also 
an important cultural dimension. Dimaggio (1982), 
Zukin (1991; 1995) and Scott (1997) conjugated 
theoretically place and culture. Place is defined as a 
‘topos’ (in greek τόποσ = space, locus) where dense 
human interrelationships are reproducing 
continuously and culture is a social phenomenon that 
inherits its specific characteristics by the place where 
it is born and reproduced, while simultaneously it 
helps to differentiate places from one another 
(Dimaggio, 1982; Zukin, 1991; 1995; Scott, 1997). 
Similarly, there are many researchers that treated also 
the landscape issues considering social and cultural 
factors as main entities inside the ‘landscape’ field of 
study, by inserting the notion of ‘cultural landscape’. 
According to Sauer geographers should always have 
looked at the ‘cultural landscape’ as the ‘material 
reflection of how human culture impacts the natural 
world’ (Sauer, 1925). Cosgrove (1983) underlined the 
social dimension of the landscape by studying how 
landscape is both a pictorial representation and ‘way 
of seeing’ the land and social relations upon it.  
Furthermore, Duncan (1990) claimed that the 
‘landscape is a kind of a text, through which powerful 
discourses are inscribed by competing social forces’ 
(Duncan, 1990: cited in Prytherch, 2003). Mitchell 
(1996, 2000) investigated how the landscape could be 
both a sphere of capitalistic production and a 
representation of it that in the same time could be 
able to obscure social struggles existing within the 
landscape. Czepczyński (2008) focusing on visual 
aspects of the urban scenery and their shifting 
readings, proposed using the concept of ‘cultural 
landscape’ as an analytical tool for further 
understanding of the complex relationship between 
urban materiality and social and cultural 
transformation (Figure 1). 

As a conclusion of the above literature study, what 
else could be a ‘cultural landscape’ in a contemporary 
city if not the assimilation of the ethnic, social, 
gender, economical and local characteristics on a built 
environment manufactured by human beings?  The 
socio-cultural identity and the non-economic factors 
interact with the built environment and are 
transformed into image by architecture and urban 
planning. This is why  

 
‘cultural landscape can be interpreted as an 
announcement / revelation / exposure of information 
about local societies’ (Czepczyński 2008: pp. 2).  

 

Therefore, in a globalised context the landscape 
creation has no relation with the socio-cultural 
actuality of the contemporary societies and the existed 
‘cultural landscape’ is systematically neglected. I 
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would name ‘virtual landscape’ this landscape that 
results, by ignoring the socio-cultural aesthetic forms 
and values of the contemporary cities, in order to form 
a ‘virtual’ marketing image (Mavromatidis, 2010). 

 
 

Marketing and virtual image of 
contemporary cities 

 
Hence, in marketing-communication terms, inside a 
globalised context, images play an important 
marketing role in the creation of a ‘virtual landscape’ 
(Mavromatidis, 2010), because they affect perceptions 
and various spatial decisions made by three different 
groups according to Avraham: i) the general public, ii) 
decision makers on a national and international level 
and iii) the place’s inhabitants (Avraham 2000). 
Avraham (2000) deeply studied the media images and 
concluded that  
 

‘the media portrayal has implications for the position of 
cities in the growing international and national 
competition for various resources such as tourism, 
businesses and investments’.   

 

Having on mind the Straus’ (1961) opinion who 
claims that when talking about cities there is a 
tendency to stereotype them, numerous researchers 
remarked that this stereotype creation is the reason 
that changes are not reflected in the places’ coverage 
patterns when occur in such places, (Avraham, 2000; 

Elizur, 1994; Graber, 1989). For that reason, a place 
becomes a symbol of a certain type of activities and 
events when is labeled by the media as being one in 
which only occur such events (Avraham, 2000).   In 
every case, this fact can be remarked observing the 
media image of the city in comparison with the 
apparent social reality. The local characteristics and 
dynamics, the cultural and historical background and 
the political evolution of every city need to be further 
analyzed as they could help to further understanding 
of the above mentioned opinion. So to answer the 
question why there is a need to create 'virtual 
landscape images', suffice it to employ Molotch's 
explanation where (1996: pp. 229) 

 
‘the positive connection of product image to place yields 
a kind of monopoly rent that adheres to places their 
insignia and the brand names that may attach to them’.  

 
Molotch (1996) also claims that favorable images of 

a place can create entry barriers for products or 
services from competing places. 

For these reasons, several researchers focused on 
the notion of the cultural economy of capitalist cities 
by underlying that it targets in the commercialization 
of the historical heritage and in large-scale public 
investments promoting collective cultural 
consumption due to urban renovation (Wynne, 1992; 
Bassett, 1993; Scott, 1997). Nevertheless, once again 
the ‘cultural landscape’ notion is being modified in 
order to assimilate  

(a) (b) 

(c) (d) 

Figure 1: We can use the concept of ‘cultural landscape’ as analytical tool, in order to understand deeper the complex 
relationship between urban materiality and social and cultural transformation. (a) Lyon, (b) Neohori of Pelion, (c) Paris, 

(d) Aalborg. (© Lazaros Elias MAVROMATIDIS) 
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‘emergent forms of cultural identities which are partly 
incorporated in the logic of globalization due to its 
innovational character especially in the technological 
field’ (Ntaras, 2001). 
 

From the other side, in a kind of a contemporary 
international ‘virtual landscape’ competition of city 
images, many cities constitute the weak point with a 
much lesser level of international projection. Some 
districts were ‘very degraded’ and a new kind of 'urban 
regeneration' is promoted to correct deficiencies in 
the urban fabric in order to create new poles of 
growth. Therewith inside a ‘global’ context, in this 
new re-scaled urbanization, tourist and commercial 
activities which are derived by ‘globalizing 
consumption patterns’ (Erkip, 2000) increase social 
inequality among citizens, by attempting at the same 
time to attract foreign and corporate capital (Tokatlí 
and Boyací, 1999). So new cosmopolitan elite creates a 
‘virtual landscape’ in the new metropolitan plan of the 
city, by founding the new urban projects. And this 
‘virtual landscape’ is sometimes demanded by the 
inhabitants of the cities with no important image in 
the ‘global’ scene. For example, in post-socialist 
countries, people after 1990 were bombarded by the 
variety of images and information without being 
culturally educated to filter them and select the most 
reliable (Kulcsar and Domokos, 2005). This is why the 
local elites who have promising agendas are popular 
and there is sometimes a strong desire for almost any 
type of development, especially in a visible physical 
form through architectural expression, by ignoring in 
the same time the negative side effects of development 
(Kulcsar and Domokos, 2005). Nevertheless, in this 
case urban development is whether driven by a 
coherent coalition of elites who benefit from local 
population expectations  than by supply and demand 
of useful infrastructures (for further development see 
also Molotch (1976) and his concept of the growth 
machine). The argument that ‘elites are cosmopolitan, 
people are local’ (Castells, 1996, p. 415; Ntaras, 2001) is 
always relevant and generally concern every city inside 
a ‘global’ concept. 

Nowadays, the contemporary post-modern 
Foucauldian ‘state of disciplines’ constructed a net 
where cities are invited to affect their own ‘virtual 
landscape’ media image by public relations and 
promotional efforts, even if it is not possible to control 
the socio-cultural context, the editorial decisions or 
most of their socio-cultural identities (Avraham, 
2000). According to Gans (1979) and Ryan (1991) the 
ability of a place to affect its images in the media and 
successfully market itself necessities vast resources 
and a strong connection to economic power. Gold and 
Ward (1994) defined  

 
 
 

‘place promotion’ as ‘the conscious use of publicity and 
marketing to communicate selective images of specific 
geographical localities or areas to a target audience’.  
 

Furthermore, the ‘target audience’ in a 
contemporary globalised net is the tourists, the 
upper/new middle class (international or/and local) 
and the businesses. The political orientation intends 
to create a new metropolitan life-style of middle and 
upper income groups by completing the need for 
‘phantasmic seduction’ (Žižek , 1989: pp.1; cited in 
Kaika, 2011) through ‘iconic’ architectural production 
according to Kaika’s (2011) research. Considering the 
new consumption patterns and nowadays social 
reality, hotels, shopping malls and private universities 
always have the ability to attract the investors as the 
most profitable area by affecting, in the same time, the 
‘cultural landscape’ of the contemporary cities. 
Additionally, it is clear that a new distribution of 
power between central and local governments, in 
economies in crisis could render urban land more 
available for big construction national or 
multinational companies. 

However, Erkip (2000) claims that ‘exhaustive 
consumption of globally promoted goods and life-styles 
increases social segregation’. This segregation is 
reinforced by the fact that the articulation with the 
world economy seem to be helped by the main policy 
issue in order to render any city more attractive for 
international and local capital. Additionally, according 
to Cox (1995) the  

 
‘local economic development policies to attract business 
in a competitive environment, are likely to sustain and 
even support the inequalities in the distribution of 
benefits’.  
 

That’s why the two major socio-cultural identities 
named as ‘cosmopolitanism’ and ‘exclusionism’ by 
Ntaras (2001), become apparent in every city and 
menace its ‘cultural landscape’. The new born 
architectural and urban projects impose a new ‘virtual 
landscape’ by creating gated communities with 
security-guards. In this case, the dominant factor for 
upper income groups to create a life-style based on the 
new consumption patterns, is the income level and in 
this case the real danger is that this ‘virtual landscape’ 
could be transformed with the passing of time, into a 
new ‘cultural landscape’, destroying the socio-cultural 
identity of the ‘place’. In which degree this ‘virtual 
landscape’ could be assimilated depends on the socio-
economic future of the country. If this new 
metropolitan lifestyle dominates, the past will be 
eliminated from the cultural landscape image of a 
society. 
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Conclusion: need for a new kind of 
governance and regional development 

 
In order to preserve the cultural dimension of the 
contemporary landscape, social scientists, 
geographers and decision makers have long 
understood and expressed in a theoretical and scholar 
level that the nowadays government strategies and the 
regional development should cope with ever growing 
problems of contemporary metropolitan cities based 
also on non-economic factors (Castells, 1977; 1978; 
1996; Hadjimichalis and Vaiou, 1990; Erkip, 1997; 
Green, 1999; Ntaras, 2001; Prytherch, 2003; 
Hadjimichalis 2006; Hadjimichalis and Hudson 2006; 
Sevenant and Anthrop, 2007). Urban redistribution, 
housing problems, inequality, unemployment, and the 
problems of social justice could be stated as the most 
important problems of the nowadays ‘megacities’ 
(Erkip, 2000), that should be in coherence with the 
'cultural landscape' of a city. Architectural creation 
may influence this cultural dimension of the 
landscape, because, architecture is not a simple ‘form 
creation’ but first of all it is a spatial distribution, in a 
specific space and time. 

Hence, as a conclusion of the above theoretical 
analysis, I argue that before creating, it is important to 
think deeply on the social, cultural and aesthetic 
impact of the architectural creation, and there is 
always an impact in various dimensions 
(Mavromatidis, 2010). However, the research process 
of urban ‘territory’s’ socio-cultural value is not a 
simple social investigation; it’s a theoretical position 
that denies the autonomy of the urban planning 
datum level (Karidis, 2008, p.15).  Nowadays, it is clear 
that the urban policies of the past had never been 
welfare-oriented by excluding social and cultural 
factors from the decision making procedure and the 
landscape of a city, while it is also clear that market 
and outward orientation had never been so dominant 
by neglecting some non-economic factors such as 
‘social capital’, ‘reciprocity’ and ‘trust’ that appeared 
recently in scholar publications (Putnam 1993; Porter 
1998; Hadjimichalis, 2006). Furthermore, according to 
Erkip (2000), an apparent fragmentation of citizens 
into segments with different expectations and life-
styles is indicated after analyzing the recent political 
developments in Europe, Asia and United States 
transforming the 'cultural' into 'virtual' landscape. 
However, according to Hadjimichalis' approach of 
agglomeration economies and regional development 
the above mentioned non-economic factors could be 
analyzed in order to explain why some regions are 
more dynamic than others (Hadjimichalis, 2006), by 
leading towards new strategies of governance and 
democratic regional political environment, preserving 
the aesthetic value of socio-cultural identities. 

The necessity of a new kind of governance and 

regional development  is also proved by the fact that 
lot of empirical researchers on decision making field, 
like Green, discovered, that there are frequent 
complaints from ordinary citizens concerning the 
‘character’ of their local environment which is lost 
‘due to incompatible development and associated 
environmental changes’ (Green, 1999). In response to 
these concerns, Green (1999), Habe (1989) and 
Southworth (1989) underlined an abstract need for 
preserving a stable framework of familiar and valued 
environmental features that express the local 
character presenting very ‘romantic’ views on re-
territorialisation ‘fostering an image of altruism and 
self-sacrifice, as opposed to opportunism’ 
(Hadjimichalis, 2006). Nevertheless, this abstract 
necessity of potential 'cultural landscape' creation has 
become an increasingly important concern of urban 
and landscape planning practice (Green, 2000; Habe, 
1989; Southworth, 1989) in order to guide capitalist 
societies through a cooperation with the 
disadvantaged social structure which have no space in 
the nowadays megacities such as gender and 
immigrants etc. 

Although the above mentioned models of analysis 
enriched our agendas in the past, today these models 
have come to a dead end and their ‘treatment of non-
economic issues is highly compatible with a neoliberal 
view’ (for a detailed analysis see also Hadjimichalis, 
2006). This statement is also reinforced by the 
Hegelian ‘coincidences of the opposites’ where a 
statement turns into its opposite the moment we 
consider its space of articulation (Žižek , 1992). For 
example the reference of a neoliberal institution to a 
non-liberal context constitutes exactly the form of 
appearance of the opposite idea of the pronounced 
context and is nothing but a strategy to assume 
hegemony in the ideological struggle (Žižek , 1992). In 
this framework, architecture providing the symbols of 
this ‘hidden’ neoliberal era, act as the mean to 
constitute the visible or invisible instituted authority 
that express as real (Kaika, 2010; see also Castoriadis, 
1987: cited in Kaika 2010; Kavoulakos, 2006: cited in 
Kaika, 2010). These symbols seem to cope with 
contemporary inequalities by providing a new kind of 
sustainable and environmental friendly space, 
however these new ‘iconic architectural items’ deliver 
ephemeral images in the cityscape because they are 
conceived as territorial elements and not as space 
envelopes. This reduction of space to ‘territory’ 
converts landscape creation to a simple planning 
procedure that has to fulfill a number of assignments. 
And finally, landscape creation and architecture lose 
the notion of a social art becoming the tool of official 
or unofficial institutional intervention in the 
territorial allocation and the 'virtual landscape’ 
transformation.  
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