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COGNITION OF ENVIRONMENT AS PART OF 
THE RELATIONSHIP "MAN - ENVIRONMENT" 

Vladimir Ira Daniel Kollar ~~ 

New Models of Man and Environment in Behavioural Research 

In human geography, t radi t ional ly emphas is was on the model of 
e conomic man. E c o n o m i c geographical tcorists posed man as a tota l ly 
ra t iona l being in f luenced in his decis ion-making as ob jec t ive ex te rna l 
f ac to r s of which he had per fec t knowledge. Man was e i ther a c o n s u m e r 
seeking to maximize his utili ty or e n t r e p r e n e u r seeking to maximize his 
p rof i t . 

La t t e r , the behav ioura l approach in human geography deve loped the 
mode l of man as sat isf icier . Geographe r s searched for model tha t would 
be a v iable a l t e rna t i ve to the economica l ly or spatially ra t ional being 
inco rpora t ed in to many exp lana to ry models dur ing quan t i t a t i ve revolu-
tion. H u m a n charac te r i s t i cs as sat isficing, bounding rat ional i ty , risky and 
unce r t a in behav iour , etc. were included in new explana tory schemes (V. 
Ira, 1989). 

Paral lc l ly with the search for new model of man appeared an idea tha t 

t he r e existed e n v i r o n m e n t s o the r than the obse rvab le ex terna l physical 
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envi ronment . "The increased interdisciplinary interaction clearly indi-
cated to geographic researchers that there were other envi ronments that 
were equally as real as the physical constraints imposed by the object ive 
envi ronment . Thus there developed in the perceptual, cognitive, ideolo-
gical, philosophical, sociological and other envi ronments that were all 
part of the dialectical relation between humani ty and realities in which 
they lived"(R. G. Golledge, R. J. Stomson, 1990:4). 

A f t e r A. Prcd (1967), the main f ramework for research in behavioural 
geography is focused on environmental cognition. One conceptual f rame-
work that describes environmental cognition has been provided by J. R. 
Gold (1980). This f ramework proposes that the informat ion f rom the 
envi ronment is f i l tered as a result of cultural factors, personality 
characterist ics and cognitive variables to sorts of cognitive representa-
tions: images and spatial schemata. 

All experience with e lements of envi ronments external to the individual 
take place within a f r amework of space and lime. Thus cognitive process 
(perceiving, learning, format ion of attitudes,etc.) operate to produce in 
people an individual spatio-temporal awarness or knowing about the 
envi ronments (D. Amadco , R. G. Golledge, 1975). 

Place of the cognition of environment as one of the dimensions of the 
relation man-envi ronment in the scheme of (he development of spatial 
behaviour of the man is then irreplaceable (R. E. Lloyd, 1976), as it 
represents f rom the point of view of the internal processes taking place 
in man an in termedia te step of perception and imaginations on one side 
and evaluations, deciding, and the resulting behaviour on the other . It is 
possible to understand it in this context in two relations: 

1. cognition as a result of cognitive spatial relation, where the space is 
understood as a mental eventually cognitive image of the spatial 
cognition and perception 

2. cognition as an impulse for spatial behaviour of the man where the 
space is understood as an "activity area of the man". 



From the point of view of understanding the relation man-envi ronment 
both meanings a re just if ied in relation to the research of env i ronment of 
d i f f e ren t quality as only in the mutual comparison of the states and mani-
fes ta t ions of the man in d i f fe ren t envi ronment ii is possible to enl ighten 
such a complicated phenomenon as the question of envi ronmenta l cogni-
tion and consciousness is. 

Cognit ion of envi ronmenl as a result of cognitive spatial relation is not 
based only on percept ion i.e. visual creation and coding. As R.E. Lloyd 
(1982) points out, also verbal imaginations formed from hidden abstract 
imagination on the basis of evoking the experience, perceived reality or 
on the basis of the proper observation play their role here. Percept ion of 
env i ronment and creat ion of imaginations of the envi ronment fo rm an 
integral part of the process of environmenta l cognition, and consequent ly 
and finally form and create the man's knowledge of env i ronment (D. 
Kolldr, 1992). 

Cognition of environment on the example of rural population of 
the surroundings of Bratislava 

From among several a l ternat ives of the choice of the place of the basic 

l ife func t ion of the man (Af t e r J. Maier et al., 1977) we chose in our 

example the place of living as one of the start ing points for the compre-

hension of the quest ions of of cognition of envi ronment . Place of living 

is a centre of l ife of the man and he forms a special relation to it. Rela-

tion of man to the places of his everyday life is varied . We can talk of 

topophilia event , topophobia (Y. F. Tuan, 1987). In the context of rela-

tion man-envi ronment we are interested in the relation of rural popula-

tion in the surroundings of Bratislava to their own commune as their 

place of living and first of all what knowledge event reason is significant 

fo r this relation. In relation of the man to his own commune as his place 

of living also question of the relation to o ther towns and communes 

where he satisfies his needs is in the foreground. Especially in the 



question of the last mentioned relation, cognition of env i ronment and 
analysis of imagination that character ize it, gains importance (D. Kolldr, 
1992). 

The first terr i tory where we try to ver ify some hypotheses of cognit ive 
spatial relation is formed by rural communes in the surroundings of 
Bratislava city. From the point of view of envi ronment though, we can 
s tate that the surrounding of Bratislava and above all the rural 
communes in its setting represent relatively undisturbed space. Nei ther 
si tuation in smaller towns of the surrounding of Bratislava in relat ion to 
the polluted env i ronment is negative, though Bratislava as one of the 
centres of chemical industry is highly polluted. Simultaneously, as the 
principal economical centre of the Slovak republic it possesses all 
negat ive envi ronmenta l characterist ics of a large city multiplied by its 
favourab le transport position and the related high transit f requence . 
From this point of view it is interesting to observe whether the cognit ion 
of man ref lects the cited object ive reality eventually, what is the 
subject ive in terpre ta t ion of the object ive reality by man. Research 
or iented to spatial behaviour of man in relation to subjective indices was 
carried out in the springtime of 1992 by means of quest ionnaires and 
answers of 578 respondents. 

Rela t ion of rural man to his own commune can be evaluated as a stri-
kingly positive one (52,6% of respondents consider their own commune 
as the most ideal place for their living) and that is documented also by a 
very low percentage of the population (4,1% of r e sponden t s ) with phobic 
relat ion to the own commune as a place of living. On the contrary, rela-
tion to Bratislava city is negative (39,1% of respondents would not like to 
live in Bratislava in any case) and out of that number even 82,9% of 
them negatively perceive and evaluate Bratislava city first of all f rom 
the envi ronmenta l point of view (50,0% of respondents cite as a principal 
reason of their aversion to Bratislava the polluted envi ronment , 32,9% 
respondents cite aesthet ic reasons and noise). Category of the environ-
ment represents in topophobia a modal category and the knowledge of 
the impaired env i ronment is typical above all for Bratislava. W e can 



state that the perception and cognition of the envi ronment by man in 
this case ref lects the state of object ive reality. 

In this relation it is interesting that the category of healthy env i ronment 
appears together with the category of aesthetic reasons and tranquil i ty 
only in a f i f th part of the respondents as a main reason of their positive 
relat ion to the place of living (reason healthy envi ronment is cited even 
only by 5,2% of respondents). The quoted fact is probably related to the 
emotional state of man that in some cases accentuates the phobic 
imaginations of certain problems, while in positive relation to the chosen 
place man does not quite realize the opposite pole of his feelings, reasons 
which he takes for granted. 

All this indicates that in relatively undisturbed envi ronment in the 
surroundings of Bratislava man does not realize suff ic ient ly the value of 
heal thy envi ronment and prefers other reasons of his choice of an ideal 
place for living (nat ive place, famil iar reasons, in f ras t ruc ture) Respon-
dents who cite envi ronmenta l reason as the principal one for the choice 
of the living place prefer ra ther aesthetic viewpoint and tranquil i ty in 
comparison to the polluted environment . In this context comparisons of 
env i ronmenta l cognition and preferences in undisturbed, eventual ly 
impaired envi ronment and measurings of the significant d i f fe rences in 
the cited types of the envi ronment gain more importance. 

Reasoning pre fe rence of the category of the envi ronment in relat ion to 
topophobia is based above all in cognition of the envi ronment and value 
or ienta t ion of the man, i.e. subjective indices. In chosen object ive indices 
like distance, f requency of the movement , place of work in relat ion to 
the perception of envi ronment as a main reason of phobic relation to the 
place of living, statistically significant dependencies were not conf i rmed. 

On the o ther side though, the cited object ive indices form part of cogni-
tive spatial process and to a certain extent they also inf luence it. Espe-
cially distance and f requency of movement of the man to certain places 
causes a d i f f e ren t level of cognition and d i f fe ren t ia tes the relat ion to the 



given places. For instance phobia of Bratislava as a potential place of 
living loses intensity with growing distance from Bratislava, higher 
movement of populat ion of some commune connected with bet ter cogni-
tion of the env i ronment is ref lected also in a more positive relat ion to 
that commune as a place of one's potential living or working place. 

Environmental cognition in the region with arfccted environment 
(The Horna Nitra Basin) 

T h e pilot survey was done in the critical envi ronmenta l zone of the 
Hornil Nitra Basin, in a region with such a degradation of the environ-
ment as a result of human activities that the negative factors jeopardize 
populat ion's health and the economy (V. Ira, 1992). 

Horna Nitra is a typical Carpathian basin region in central Slovakia. 
Since the 19th century brown coal was extracted here and industry was 
developed. In 1930s the first large chemical factory was founded. A f t e r 
the Second World War the regional development of the Horn Nitra 
Basin accelerated. Small-scale production merged in to a large-scale one. 
T h e whole industrial economy was oriented to the chemical and energy 
product ion (Novdky, Zemiansk6 Kostolany), mining and some middle-
-scale plants. The envi ronmenta l pollution is considerable. In the core of 
the a f fec ted area the air, water and soil pollution is enormous. Three 
large deposits of toxic ashes jeopardize the environment . Consequences 
of this s i tuat ion is ref lected by the population's health and an increasing 
mortal i ty rate. 

Cognit ion of env i ronment is condit ioned by the degree of acknowledge-
ment. Pilot study in the region of the Horn Nitra showed that not even 
one respondent evaluated his acknowledgement of the state of environ-
ment in the region as very good. Good acknowledgement was recognized 
by a tenth part of the respondents , the average acknowledgement was 
admit ted by almost half of the respondents. Deficient acknowledgement 
was declared by more than 30% of them. It is interesting that high propor-



lion of "insufficiently informed" was found among the respondents living 
in the proximity of risk localities (42%) Almost 13% of respondents 
quoted that they have no informat ion on the stale of envi ronment . 

Cognit ion of the envi ronment includes numerous at t i tudes that do not 
result f rom a immediate response to certain stimuli, but they were 
formed during a longer period. Topical problems in envi ronment of the 
Hornd Nitra regions are estimated prevailing as pronounced (36%) to 
very striking (31%). At t i tudes of respondents living near risk localities 
( industrial plants, mines, waste dumps) ref lect more prominent ly their 
negat ive experience. Problems of envi ronment are evaluated as very 
striking by 38% of respondents. Very low proportion of respondents 
considers the envi ronmenta l problems mild to insignificant (total 6%). 

Mixture of cognit ive and naturally also a f fec t ive a t t i tude is ref lected 
also in de terminat ion of the most serious envi ronmenta l problems. In 
relat ion to the deter iora ted state of envi ronment , the most respondents 
classified the air pollution (91%), bad state of heath of populat ion (58%) 
and water pollution (50%) as the most serious questions. As less serious 
the quest ions related to the communal and industrial waste (26%), 
damage of forest growths (25%), degradat ion of soil, excessive noise and 
the occupat ion of agricultural soil by the mining were considered. 

Cognit ion of env i ronment represent certain way of processing of 
in format ion that is stored and organized in the brain in order to be 
absorbed into the existing accumulated cognition of the given person and 
thus included into the value system of that person. T h e r e f o r e in relat ion 
with the problems of envi ronmenta l consciousness also the analysis of 
value or ienta t ion was interesting for us. Respondents were asked to 
a r range several groups of problems as they appear to them now, eventu-
ally as they appeared to them 5 year ago, in an order of importance. T h e 
fol lowing groups of problems were presented: wages, health, work, envi-
ronment , property si tuation , family, politics. In evaluat ion of the con-
temporary si tuat ion the group of problems connected with env i ronment 
appeared most f requent ly in the second place (25% of respondents) , in 



risk localities even 30%. Seriousness of the problems 5 year ago was 
evaluated by the studied population sample in a d i f fe ren t way. T h e most 
respondents (19%) placed the environmenta l problems at the 4th position. 

Conclusion 

In relation to the comprehension of the cognition of envi ronment as an 
impulse for the spatial behaviour of man various questions an hypotheses 
emerge . Is there a statistically significant relation between the percep-
tion and subsequent cognition of the envi ronment as related to the 
choice of the living place, eventually working place? What impor tance is 
ascribed by the man to his cognition of the envi ronment in real l ife? A r e 
envi ronmenta l imaginations and knowledge to certain extent also a 
motive of his spatial behaviour? The cited questions are only a part of a 
broad spectrum of problems that origin in the relation of subject ive an 
object ive indices of the spatial behaviour of man and in the enl ightment 
of the utilization of envi ronmenta l knowledge in life of man. For 
instance in the surroundings of Bratislava with regard to the choice of 
new living place only 6,8% of respondents are thinking in the next few 
years of this possibility. Positive relation to the proper commune as well 
as the spectrum of reasons and knowledge characterizing this relat ion is 
ref lected also in potential spatial behaviour in the question of the choice 
of the living place. 

Analysis of the research results in the region of the Horn Nitra region 
also points at the mutual relation of cognition and potential spatial 
behaviour of man. Majori ty of respondents (92%) believe that they live 
in unheal thy envi ronment (in the proximity of risk localities it is even 
96%) but they stay in this envi ronment especially for the reasons of the 
relatives and famil iar bounds (59%), for favourable flat c ircumstances 
(29%), fo r the sake of the job (20%) and emotional bounds to the region 
(14%). Potential mobility expressed by the willingness to move to other, 
f r o m the point of view of the envi ronment , heal thier regions was 
expressed by 45% of respondents. We can state that the s tate of object ive 



real i ty r ep resen ted by de te r io ra ted e n v i r o n m e n t is in great ex ten t 
r e f l ec t ed also in a po ten t ia l mobil i ty of the man. 

G r e a t a m o u n t of ques t ions origin also in re la t ion of t h e choice of 

work ing place that also plays an impor tan t role in the l i fe of man. But 

he re cogni t ion of the dis turbed e n v i r o n m e n t is more in te res t ing in 

re la t ion to real or po ten t ia l working place of the man. 

Analys i s of percep t ion and cognit ion of the e n v i r o n m e n t and the choice 
of the place of the two basic l i fe f u n c t i o n s of the man (dwel l ing and 
work ing) is especial ly at the c o n t e m p o r a r y m o m e n t highly jus t i f ied as it 
f ac i l i t a tes be t t e r comprehens ion of the problem of the a f f e c t e d region 
f r o m the poin t of view of e n v i r o n m e n t and it enables the e m p a t h y and 
comprehens ion of the sense of the living and working place in the l i fe of 
m a n (sense of place, a f t e r E. Relph , 1989). 
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P O M E N O K O L J A V O D N O S U "ČLOVEK - OKOLJE" 

POVZETEK 

Novi modeli součinkovanja človeka in okolja v socialnogcografskcm raziskovanju 

V družbeni geografiji je v preteklosti prevladovala predstava človeka - delavca 

(homo economicus). Pred kratkim se je, predvsem pod vplivom bihejviarističnega 

pristopa, uveljavil model človeka kot porabnika. Geografi so v iskanju modela, ki 

bi uspel razložiti ekonomsko in porabniško sfero človekovega delovanja, izdelali 

n e k a j prostorskih modelov, ki jih je moč podpreti s kvantitativnimi metodami. 

Vzporedno z željo opredeliti človeka v prostoru na novo, so se porajala spoznanja 

o tem, da obstaja poleg vidnega, realnega okolja s konkretnimi učinki tudi očem 

nevidno okolje percepcije, ideologije, mišljenja, filozofskega prepričanja, sociološ-



kega položaja i.t.d. ... Spoznanje, pereepcija o prostoru je ena pomembnih dimenzij 
na relaciji človek - okolje, saj neposredno vpliva na obnašanje človeka v okolju 
(R.E. Lloyd,1976), ko le-ta na osnovi individualnega spoznanja stori konkretne 
korake, ki so se poprej, korak za korakom, od začetne oblike zaznave in dojeman-
ja, preko vrednotenja in sprejemanja odločitve udejanile v odnosu do konkretnega 
prostora. Ta odnos lahko razumemo v okviru dveh temeljnih razmerij: 

1. razsojanje na osnovi vedenja o prostorskih odnosih, v okviru katerega je pro-
stor razumljen kot mentalna podoba prostorskih razmerij, 

2. razsojanje na osnovi impulzivne subjektivne reakcije, ko je prostor razumljen 
kot "aktivnostno polje človeka". 

Znanstveniku morata bili oba pristopa znana. Oba pristopa sta realanost in upravi-
čeno ju lahko raziskujemo kot različni kvalitetni vsebini razmerja človek - okolje. 
V interakulturnih raziskavah oziroma komparacijah aktivnosti človeka v različnih 
okoljih spoznavamo širino tega kompliciranega fenomena, katerega bistvo pred-
stavlja subjektivno zaznavanje okolja in zavedanje človeka - zanstvenika, da tako 
pač je. 

Spoznanja o okolju na primeru ruralncga prebivalstva v okolici Bratislave 

Za prvo območje, na katerem smo skušali preveriti našo hipotezo o kognitivnih 
prostorskih odnosih, smo izbrali ruralne občine, ki obkrožajo slovaško glavno 
mesto Bratislavo. Razmere v mestu in okolici so si diametralno nasprotne. Rural-
ne komune so načeloma neokrnjen kmetijski prostor, Bratislava pa je center 
naftno-predelovalne industrije in kemijskih obratov, zaradi česar je okolje tod 
dokaj onesnaženo. Obenem je Bratislava glavno mesto Slovaške republike in kot 
mesto poseduje vse negativne ekološke karakteristike večjega mesta. 

Odnos prebivalstva do občine, v kateri živijo, je bil nadpovprečno pozitiven 
(52,6% respondentov je menilo, da je domača občina idealno mesto bivanja). 
Nasprotno pa je prebivalstvo ocenilo sosednje mesto Bratislavo dokaj negativno ( 
39.1% respondetov je menila, da za nobeno ceno niso pripravljeni živeti v Brati-



slavi), pri č e m e r je ka r 82 ,9% ljudi meni lo , da je Bra t i s lava z vidika z d r a v e g a okol -

ja m e d n a j b o l j o n e s n a ž e n i m i mes t i ( 50% r e s p o n d e n t o v je naved lo , da je glavni 

raz log n e g a t i v n e g a o d n o s a d o b ivan j a v mes tu p r a v o n e s n a ž e n o oko l j e , 32 ,9% 

p o v p r a š a n i h n a v a j a e s t e t s k e raz loge in h r u p kot g lavna raz loga za o d k l o n i l n o sta-

lišče). 

O d n o s p r eb iva l cev d o o k o l j a se kaže v t em, da žel i jo uskladit i b iva lno in z d r a v o 

o k o l j e , t emel j i pa na pe rcepc i j i oko l j a in s u b j e k t i v n e m v r e d n o t e n j u . 

T u d i o b j e k t i v n i d e j a v n i k i v p l i v a j o na p r o s t o r s k e od loč i tve in n e n a z a d n j e v veliki 

me r i o b l i k u j e j o d o k o n č n o od loč i tev . P o s e b n o o d d a l j e n o s t in pogos tos t m i g r a c i j 

i zbo l j šu j a t a ali s l abša ta vt ise o d o l o č e n e m k r a j u in s p r e m i n j a t a v r e d n o s t n o pe r -

c e p c i j o o n j e m . 

Dojemanje okolja v regiji, kjer jc okolje zaradi delovanja človeka prizadelo 

D r u g o r a z i s k a v o s m o opravi l i v oko l ju , k j e r je s t a n j e že d o k a j k r i t i čno . G r e za 

ko t l i no H o r n a - Ni t ra , k j e r je d e g r a d a c i j a n a r a v n e g a oko l j a rezu l ta t i n t e n z i v n e g a 

č l o v e k o v e g a d e l o v a n j a ( k e m i č n a indus t r i ja , p r o i z v o d n j a energ i j e , r u d a r s t v o ) , t o pa 

o b e n e m že o g r o ž a z d r a v j e p reb iva l s tva in n a d a l j n j i gospoda r sk i r a z v o j . 

S o d b a o o k o l j u je p o g o j e n a s s t o p n j o p o z n a v a n j a r a z m e r . T e s t n a š tud i j a v regij i 

H o r n a - Ni t ra je p o k a z a l a , da se v s a j po lovica r e s p o n d e n t o v z a v e d a n e v a r n o s t i . 

N e z a d o s t n o r a z u m e v a n j e p r o b l e m a je n a k a z a l o o k r o g 30% r e s p o n d e n t o v . 

M e š a n i c o r e a l n e s o d b e in n a r a v n e g a r e a g i r a n j a na o b s t o j e č e r a z m e r e s m o zasledili 

pri o b r a v n a v a n j u s k o r a j vseh resne jš ih p r o b l e m o v v oko l ju . G l e d e na s p l o š n o ka ta -

s t r o f a l n o s t a n j e o k o l j a v t e j regiji več ina l judi (91%) s p o z n a v a p r o b l e m e , ki bi jih 

l a h k o uvrsti l i v o b m o č j e z o n e s n a ž e n i m z r a k o m . N e k a t e r i s tan je v o k o l j u p o v e z u -

j e j o tudi s s labim z d r a v s t v e n i m s t a n j e m preb iva l s tva (58%) in o n e s n a ž e n i m i v o d a -

mi (50%). V n a v e z a n o s t i na p r o b l e m e v oko l ju se je zdela r a z i s k o v a l c e m z a n i m i v a 

tud i anal iza v r e d n o t e n j a n e k a t e r i h v z p o r e d n i h p r o b l e m o v , ki jih o b č u t i j o in jih 

t eže . A n k e t i r a n c e s m o zaprosi l i , da o v r e d n o t i j o s k u p i n e p r o b l e m o v , ki se j im zd i jo 

t r e n u t n o n a j b o l j a k t u a l n e (p lače , z d r a v j e , delo , o k o l j e , lastnina, socialni po loža j , 

d r u ž i n a , pol i t ika) . Pr i t e m v r e d n o t e n j u se je izkazalo , da se je v p r a š a n j e o k o l j a 

n a j b o l j p o g o s t o znaš lo na d r u g e m mes tu ( 2 5 % r e s p o n d e n t o v ) . 



Zaključki 

Poz i t i vne re lac i j e m e d o k o l j e m b ivan j a in p o t r j e v a n j e m od loč i tve o b i v a n j u na 

i z b r a n e m m e s t u se p o g o s t o n a v e z u j e j o na s t a n j e oko l j a . O b j e k t i v n a rea lnos t , ki se 

iz raža v d e g r a d i r a n e m o k o l j u je p o g o s t o p o v e z a n a s p o t e n c i a l n o m o b i l n o s t j o p reb i -

va l s tva (odsc l i tve ) . 

A n a l i z e p e r c e p c i j e in s p o z n a n j a - s o d b e o o k o l j u v n a v e z a n o s t i na o b e bazični 

p rv in i č l o v e k o v e g a f u n k c i o n i r a n j a - b i v a n j e in delo, so pokaza l e , da je t r e b a raz-

m e r e v oko l ju j e m a t i r e sno , s a j z d r a v o ali o n e s n a ž e n o o k o l j e ne p r i z a d e v a le o ž j e 

o b m o č j e in t a m k a j š n j e p reb iva l s tvo , t e m v e č vpliva na od loč i t ve o migrac i j sk i de-

j avnos t i v širši regij i o z i r o m a presel i tvi b iva lnega ali d e l o v n e g a o k o l j a iz ali v n e k o 

o b m o č j e . O b e n e m s p o z n a n j a o s l abem s t a n j u v o k o l j u s p r o ž a j o apa t i j e , ki se kaže-

jo v razl ičnih reakc i jah č loveka . 


