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ABSTRACT

In recent years, anthropologists have started paying attention to
landscape, resulting in the emergence of landscape anthropology.
Grounded in the author’s investigative experience in Guangdong
Province, China, this paper introduces a basic perspective and
methodology of landscape anthropology. The author proposes
methods to guide landscape design based on the social and
cultural conditions of local residents, and provides explorations
conducted for landscape architects from the perspective of cultural
anthropology.
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Basic Perspectives of Landscape
Anthropology

Cultural anthropology is the study of

the “other culture,” both at home and
abroad. One of its major methodologies
is to live in different domestic or overseas
ethnic areas so anthropologists can,
through long-term participation, observe
and understand the behavioral patterns,
ways of thinking, and world views of
local people. The research objective

of cultural anthropology also includes
diverse relations between each ethnic
group and their surrounding environment.
In recent years, cultural anthropologists
have started focusing on landscape,
resulting in the emergence of landscape
anthropology. In this context, landscape
is usually defined as “the environment
artificially given cultural meaning.”
Landscape anthropology investigates the
process different ethnic groups use to give
cultural meaning to their environment

in accordance with their respective
values, ways of thinking, behaviors,

and ideologies!". By itself, this research
approach is not novel since it had been
popularized by symbolic anthropology
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and cognitive anthropology during the
1960s through the 1980s. However,
influenced by post-modernist theories,
landscape anthropology has gradually
emerged since the 1990s, and has
focused its analyses on the diversity
of landscape and the conflicts of each
subject on landscape.

The emergence of landscape
anthropology is closely linked to
concepts of globalization and cultural
representation that had been heatedly
discussed by anthropologists in the late
20th century. Humans create various
landscapes within the political and
economic conditions of our Global
Age, and landscape conflicts arising
from this process are precisely the
key points landscape anthropologists
focus on. For example, in the general
homogenization process of global
space, different regions on the contrary
create distinctive landscapes with local
characteristics. Most of these are “outer
landscapes” created by “outsiders” of
local governments, developers, tourist
companies, and scholars aiming to
maintain colonial rules or promote local
economic development. However, these
outer landscapes are inconsistent with
“inner landscapes” in the memory of the
“insiders” of local residents and their
living practices, causing frequent social
issues. Social problems arising from the
conflicts and contests between outer
and inner landscapes are increasingly
prominent worldwide, attracting close
attention by landscape anthropologists.

Cultural anthropologists Pamela
Stewart and Andrew Strathern once
conducted research on the Duna people
living in the highlands of Papua New
Guinea”. Their study showed a close
connection between Duna people’s
cognition of environment and their
view on life. The Duna people believe
deceased human bodies become “oil”
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underground, and the land formed

by the life energy of ancestors can

bring prosperity to their descendants.
Because of this cognition, in 1999

when developers started installing huge
oil rigs, the Duna people immediately
became nervous, fearing these

machines would drain out the “oil”
underground"”. With this case study,
Stewart and Strathern pointed out that

a place that may appear to be nothing
special in the eye of developers might
be a sacred environment with rich
cultural meaning for local residents. As
a result, anthropologists need to not
only study the environmental cognition
of local societies, but also protect the
landscape that is indispensable to local
people.

Such a viewpoint reminds us of
Kevin Lynch’s urban study". Using the
concept of “the image of the city,” he
explains the importance of studying the
psychology and behavior of the urban
residents, profoundly influencing the
development of urban design theories.
Alternatively, landscape anthropology
pays more attention to studying
the principles of political science in
ethnic cultures, and their impacts
upon the residents. This generates an
understanding of the internal diversity
of local residents through long-time
field investigation, and explores the
dynamic process of different residents
that experience cognitive and behavioral
changes on landscapes. Since 2004, I
have been conducting field investigations
in Guangzhou and Meizhou in
southeast China’s Guangdong Province.
As a cultural anthropologist, my
investigations focus on urban landscape
development from the perspective and
methodology of landscape anthropology,
and summarize the research methods
of landscape anthropology and their
impacts upon landscape design.



Ethnic Culture and Landscape
Design

More than 98 percent of the
population in Guangdong Province,
located in southeast China, are of Han
nationality, and are divided into three

ethnic groups: the Guangfu, the Hakka,

and the Chaoshan people. Guangzhou
is the major residence of the Guangfus,
while the Hakkas reside in Meizhou.
Since the 1990s, local governments

and developers in both cities started

constructing urban landscapes based on

the respective ethnic culture in order to
promote local economic development.
I conducted my investigation by
first selecting communities (villages), to
live in order to interview and observe
local residents and understand their
cognition of the environment as well
as their behavior. At the same time, I
investigated the local kinships, social
networks, economic structures, festive
activities, dietary habits, folk religions,
fengshui (geomancy), and other socio-
cultural factors that are closely linked
to the relationship between local
residents and their environment. In
addition, local people usually fail to
directly express their relationship
with the environment, necessitating
long-term field investigations by
anthropologists to understand the
landscape and other cultural factors.
Different from architecture and other
sciences, instead of focusing on the
physical environment itself (that is
why a detailed planning map is not
necessarily required), anthropologists
emphasize the cultural values given
by humans to the environment. Apart
from this, anthropologists also need to
consider the diversity of local residents
in terms of gender, age, profession, and
experience. As a result, it usually takes
months to conduct an anthropological
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investigation. Anthropologists also
need to study how local governments,
scholars, and mass media use
“scientific” methods — in particular
the viewpoints of cultural relativism —
to summarize the characteristics of each
ethnical culture, and how landscape
architects adopt these characteristics
to their landscape and architectural
designs. With the above-mentioned
methodologies, I made the following
findings.

In the old districts of Guangzhou,
grey-green brick, Manchu windows,
and Tanglong doors (Fig. 1) are defined
as architectural elements that are
widely applied to the design of local
architectures and decorations and are
characteristics of Guangfu culture.
While in Meizhou, the tulou (circular
earthen buildings) are representative
of Hakka culture, and its form is often
used in designing public facilities
such as museums. However, designers
of these landscapes are rarely local
people with a deep understanding of
local life. As a result, these designs
might be contrary to the internal
landscapes familiar to local residents.
Undoubtedly, local residents consist
of groups with different backgrounds.
For example, in the old districts of
Guangzhou, the Guangzhou natives
are distinguished from outsiders. The
former might be from different local
villages and communities, while the
latter consists of factory workers,
businessmen, and office workers who
had migrated there before and after
China’s introduction of the open-door
policy since the late 1970s. Because
of these various backgrounds, their
cognition and practice of landscape are
also differentiated. What needs special
attention is that, on one hand, some
non-natives actively accept the image
of outer landscape and decorate their
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Exterior of the Hakka
Museum of China
Entrance of the "upper
hall" inside the Hakka
Museum of China
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houses and shops with grey-green brick,
Manchu windows, Tanglong doors, and
other architectural elements'*, while
some Guangzhou natives consider these
buildings of outer landscape as “vanity
projects.” They often told me that grey-
green brick, Manchu windows, and
Tanglong doors belong to the local high-
level culture of the past, and cannot
represent the daily life of ordinary

Guangzhou residents. When carrying out
field investigations in Guangzhou, I often

heard local people say these landscapes
are “fake.” For example, traditional
Tanglong doors have an odd number
of horizontal wooden bars because
odd numbers exorcise evil spirits.
However, in recent years many designs
of such doors have an even number of
horizontal bars. In addition, since the
beginning of the 21st century, guided by
local governments, many villages in the
city have erected memorial archways.
However, some of these archways have
caused strong discontent amongst
villagers because they are not situated
at the border of the village. Their grey
color, similar to the grey-green brick, is

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / VIEWS & CRITICISMS

also considered ominous. The villagers
expect their archways to be yellow, the
same color with those in neighboring
villages, in order to enhance a friendly
relationship with each other” (Fig. 2).
From the above-mentioned cases,
we can see that the relation between
local residents and their environment
is closely linked with local social
networks, folk religions, fengshui, and
other factors. If landscape architects
do not understand the local “other
culture,” their designs might arouse
discontent among local residents.
Yasuaki Katagiri, a Japanese
cultural anthropologist and designer,
believes that designers are the “core
of computing,” meaning they are the
agency to create new designed forms
by consulting with various existing
forms, scientific backgrounds, and local
cultures'®. If designers can investigate
and understand the social network and
cultural background of local residents
according to such concepts, the conflicts
between the memorial archways they
design and the expectation of villagers
would be mitigated. Along these line,
I believe the Hakka Museum of China
in Meizhou is one successful case.
In terms of “scientific” background,
the shape of this museum resembles
the circular tulou building. However,
circular tulou has never appeared in
the history of Meizhou. Instead of
roundness, the traditional house is a
tongue-shaped “weilongwu” (literally,
houses which enclose the dragon) with
a straight front face. On the surface,
the design of this museum still deviates
from local life, but in fact the spatial
structure of this museum is similar to
the weilongwu, and the design of the
museum’s “upper hall” follows the

pattern of a weilongwu entrance'”

(Fig. 3).
Similar “gadgets” in design can
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sometimes mitigate problems in cultural
landscapes. From the perspective

of cultural anthropology, scientific
background of designs should conform
to and be inclusive of local cultural
elements when being appropriate is also
an important strategy. In this sense,
landscape architects can serve as the
“mediator” between science and culture.
Here we need to pay special attention
to the fact that it is usually difficult

for residents to be explicitly aware of
their relationships with landscapes in
their daily lives. It would be difficult

to understand the concerns of local
residents on landscapes simply through
roundtable meetings or explanation
sessions. Usually, I begin with a half
year’s field investigation in order to
understand local people’s cognition

and practice of landscape. Therefore,
landscape architects need to not only
summarize and apply “typical” cultural
characteristics, but also fully learn the
methods and practices for investigating
landscapes from the perspective of
cultural anthropology, and look into
the demands of local residents. LAF
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