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The term ‘legible landscape’ plays an important role in the Dutch debate about landscape 

conservation. It was coined by the Dutch poet, novelist and landscape activist Willem van 

Toorn. It refers to the way that old cultural landscapes – some more than others – contain 

signs that enable people to ‘read’ these landscapes as a meaningful text. The Dutch 

government and many nature conservation groups assume that people’s place attachment will 

increase when landscapes are accessible to our understanding. When people can read the land 

like a meaningful text – comprehending the structure and layout of a particular place and the 

stories it tells – people can learn to appreciate the place or even attach or engage oneself to 

such a place. By increasing the legibility of the landscape (either by ‘training the eye’ with 

environmental education or by physically highlighting legible features n the land) it should be 

possible to increase the public’s commitment to nature preservation.  

In 2004, the Dutch Association for Environmental Education (IVN) initiated ‘Project 

Legible Landscape’. It provides a framework for nature guides to organize walking tours 

through landscapes, in order to teach local inhabitants to 'read the landscape'. The method 

develops 4 different ways in which one can read a landscape. Together, these 4 perspectives 

help reveal structure and meaning in particular places, which would allegedly help people to 

develop a better understanding of and deeper relationship with a particular place.  

The idea of this legibility of the land has been adopted by Dutch policy makers. On the 

one hand, the State Forestry attempts to manage landscapes in such a way that they become 

more ‘legible’, while on the other hand, the Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food 

Quality helps to fund environmental education project on legible landscapes. However, how 



 2 

exactly knowledge of legible place features and their connections can lead to a more intimate, 

more engaged relationship with these places, is yet unclear.   

In this paper, I will distinguish different interpretations of what a legible landscape 

actually entails and explore possible relations between legibility of landscape and place 

attachment / place commitment and address the question if and how the act of reading the 

land can ground a moral commitment to a landscape, or even sustain a place-based ethics.   

I will start by analyzing the current approach towards the legible landscape, as it comes 

forward in the IVN project mentioned above. I will show that this approach to the legible 

landscape is rather heavily influenced by a semiotic view on textuality. According to 

semiotics, landscapes – just like almost anything else – can be interpreted as a text, because 

individual features in the landscape refer to each other and thus make up a network of 

interconnected meanings. I will discuss this semiotic approach to the legible landscape, and 

show its limitations.  

Next, I will briefly discuss a second and equally common approach to place-meanings that 

takes place meanings as the result of individual personal attempts to attach ‘subjective’ 

meaning to the ‘objective’ world. Such an environmental psychological approach is often 

seen as providing the complement of a purely objectifying approach to the landscape. I will 

argue that the environmental psychology perspective is also unable to adequately understand 

any normative meaning in people’s relationships to landscapes that they can read, let alone 

that it could help us understand how certain relationships with particular places could be more 

or less appropriate. 

In order to understand the connection between people and legible landscapes, both 

dominant approaches fall short, because they start with one of the two sides of the relation 

human-landscape, and leave that which ties both together out of the equation. In the last part 

of this paper, I will investigate the possibilities of a hermeneutic approach that takes the 

meaning of a landscape is a feature of the relation between people and place. This approach 

take place meanings as something that comes into being as soon as, and only to the degree 

that, people actually get involved with landscapes that somehow appeal to them. Moral 

meanings are the result of the interplay of a legible landscape that has to be understood, and 

an active reader that invests himself in the interpretation of this landscape. I will present such 

environmental hermeneutic approach to the landscape as a text, starting from the work of 

Ricoeur, who focuses on the concept of narrativity. According to Ricoeur, the meaning of a 

text can only be ‘understood’ by a reader who actively engages himself in the process of 

understanding and at the same time is open to a meaning that is evoked by the text. Similarly, 
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the meaning of a landscape will only convey itself to those who are actively engaged in the 

process of understanding such a place. Only when the land becomes intertwined with my own 

life story (narrative identity) can it provide an ethos. A telling dwelling place not merely 

defines where I am, but also helps to define who I am and what my life is about. A narrative 

interpretation of a legible landscape (more aptly: a telling landscape) could therefore help us 

better understand how certain landscapes can evoke place attachment or even a place-based 

ethics. 

Finally, I will argue that the hermeneutic and semiotic can be fruitfully combined because 

both perspectives complement each other. Whereas semiotics provides the relevant ‘objective 

data’ about specific places, hermeneutics provides a framework within which the meaning 

and significance of these data can come to the fore. I will illustrate this, by briefly discussing 

a concrete example from the context of water management.  

 

 

§ 1. Ethics of place 

 

Ethics of place can be understood as a countermovement to modernist tendencies in 

environmental ethics to seek moral guidelines for dealing with our surroundings in abstract 

notions such as ‘intrinsic value of nature’ or ‘ecocentric egalitarianism’. At the risk of 

overstating the point, it can be said that modernist environmental ethics demand that humans 

distance themselves as much as possible from their own partiality in order to transcend their 

‘speciesist rationality’ and ‘human chauvinism’; we should become ‘abstract’, so to speak, 

and adopt an ‘objective’ outlook on life. Seen from this perspective, modernist environmental 

ethics implies a type of intellectual reflection that transforms people into displaced, abstract, 

disembodied persons. 

The drawback of such an approach is obvious: it neglects the way in which morality is 

intimately linked to the way humans actually interact with their surroundings. Being moved 

by a particular place, or being subject to the moral appeal of certain ecosystems or landscapes, 

ultimately rests on bodily interactions with these surroundings and the active involvement 

with them. 

It is from this perspective, that ‘place’ has become an important topic for environmental 

philosophy. Starting point of a philosophy of place is the observation that for humans to be 

involved with nature, the world has to be culturally and materially appropriated has to become 

part of a symbolic order, a world of meaning. A place-based ethics underlines that, in order to 
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have a morally meaningful relationship with the world, mere space has to be transformed into 

a meaningful place. Moral involvement with our surroundings implies that we conceive of the 

world as ���� , a place of living and being, that is: a morally structured, significant place for 

the moral beings living in it. According to Ingrid Stephanovic, “ethical discernment is less a 

matter of intellectual construction than it is one of attunement to a particular way of being-in-

place. Rather than simply consisting of a project of internalizing an inventory of rules and 

principles, ethical awareness also unfolds prethematically and is informed by virtue of the 

ontological phenomenon of emplacement” (Stephanovic, 2000,  p.128).   

Ethics of place is a term denoting resistance against the equalizing forces of abstract 

ethical reasoning that not only loses sight of specific places by regarding each of them as 

merely a particular case of some universal feature of nature, but implicitly contributes to the 

loss of these places. In contrast, ethics of place tries to address the particular ways in which 

the world can appear as ethos for bodily world-open beings in a ‘placial’ context. Ethics of 

place is looking for a way of knowing what it means to live in this place, what the 

appropriation of this site as a dwelling place would mean. At the same time, it underlines the 

importance of places in which such an engagement with the world is possible. In this paper, I 

want to look into a concrete example of how an ‘ethics of place’ can come into play in the 

landscape conservation debate in the Netherlands. 

 

 

§ 2. The legible landscape 

 

The term ‘legible landscape’ was coined by the Dutch poet, novelist and landscape activist 

Willem van Toorn. The Dutch landscape plays an important part in his work, both in his 

novels (Van Toorn 1988 and 1999) and essays (Van Toorn 1998) in which he expresses his 

commitment and concern for the traditional Dutch river landscape.  

In the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, Van Toorn joined a landscape protest movement that 

resisted plans of the Dutch Directorate-General for Public Works and Water Management to 

reinforce embankments along the major rivers (Rhine, Waal and Meuse). Due to both climate 

change and established water management policies precipitation were expected to rise of in 

the near future, urging the Dutch government to take precautions. However, for reasons of 

cost-effectiveness, it was decided not to strengthen the old dikes – often century-old, small-

scaled, rather winding dikes – but replace them with higher, more robust and straighter ones. 

According to the protesters, the plan would be disastrous for the traditional typical Dutch 
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river landscape, made famous by the works of 17th century landscape painters such as Jacob 

and Salomon Ruysdael. Remains of former human inhabitation – which are abundantly 

present and in plain sight for those who know where to look for them (wooded banks, 

terraces, dikes and large artificial mounds) and which all testify of a long history of human 

habitation – would be under threat. 

The landscape activists warned that the implementation of the original plans would 

destroy many of these old ‘signs’ and memory traces in the landscape, and would transform 

the ‘habitable, meaningful world’ into a uniform, merely functional landscape dominated by 

straight lines; a ‘systematized’ or even ‘medicalized’ landscape (with artificial veins, bypasses 

and heart valves) devoid of meaning.  Willem van Toorn was one of their spokespersons. It 

was in this context that Van Toorn introduced the term ‘legible landscape’: landscapes that 

(some more than others) contain signs which enable people to ‘read’ these landscapes as a 

meaningful text. Such landscapes  

“remind us along complicated and sometimes unconscious lines that there is a past, 

that people who lived in that past had to deal with the world just as we have to, that 

they had to protect themselves against nature and at the same time use its resources” 

(Van Toorn 1998, p.66).  

The reason why we should value the legibility of the landscape, relates to our own sense of 

identity:  

“We have to stay in touch with this past – not because the past is better than the 

present, but simply because we owe our existence, our identity, our vision of the world 

to it, and because we can only think about the future by making use of our past 

experiences” (p. 66). 

Starting with this notion of legible landscapes, Van Toorn criticized the “sanitation” of the 

Dutch landscape through dyke reinforcements. Years later, as many of the original plans for 

dyke reinforcements were adapted, Van Toorn shifted his attention: the large-scale 

‘rewilding’ of old agricultural land and the transformation of farmland into wetlands would 

have equally disastrous effects on the legibility of the land, because legible signs that had 

been the result of a century-old history of human habitation would eventually disappear – 

whipped out by natural processes.  

Van Toorn used the concept of legible land to explain why certain residents feel deeply 

connected to certain old cultural landscapes, and not to others. It is important to notice that 

Van Toorn’s primary concern is anthropocentric: in the end, the main reason to be careful 

with legible landscapes has to do with human identity:   
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“A landscape that does not contain enough ‘signs’, or where too much of these signs 

have disappeared, cannot tell us much.” (p.66)  

“I consider it a dangerous development that, with nature construction, people aspire to 

create landscapes, in which humans are present only as tourists – and no longer as 

residents for whom the signs and narratives of the land are food for their spirit” (p.77). 

According to Van Toorn, people in an illegible landscape will eventually loose their sense of 

identity and will become merely ‘visitors’: tourists without proper identity. Here it becomes 

clear that the ‘legible landscape’ is not a purely descriptive concept, but has a normative 

significance as well, as it is connected to a particular vision of the good life. 

 

Since its introduction, the concept has made a career in the Dutch debate about landscape 

conservation and has been was adopted by many others. Some conservation groups use the 

term to appeal to the public; policy makers even believe the concept can help enhance peoples 

feeling of connectedness with the landscape. The concept has been put into practice as well: 

nature conservation organizations such as the Dutch State Forestry nowadays attempt to 

manage their areas in such a way that they become more ‘legible’ – either by highlighting the 

‘legible feature’ of a landscape, or by educating the public to recognize these legible features.     

One of the underlying reasons why the concept has become so popular is because many 

believe that the legibility of the land can explain the feeling of connectedness that people 

seem to have with particular places more than others: one needs to have access to a place, 

both in the physical sense as in terms of knowing a place – in order to feel a connecting to it. 

If a landscape is mute, because it does not have legible signs, or because people are unable to 

understand these signs, than landscapes will remain distant. It is far easier to connect with a 

legible, understandable landscape, than with a landscape that remains mute, and does not have 

anything to tell. Thus, the concept of the legible of the landscapes helps people to connect 

themselves with the land, feel committed to the protection of that landscape, and possibly 

even help ground a sense of place-based ethics.  

Increasing the legibility off the land could be vital in order to assure future support for 

landscape conservation. Therefore, the Dutch government has supported efforts to translate 

Van Toorn’s concept in such a way that they can be more easily applied in landscape 

governance and spatial policy.  
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§ 3. IVN project ‘Legible Landscape’  

 

In 2004, the Dutch Association for Environmental Education (IVN) adapted Van Toorn’s idea 

for an environmental educational project. They attempted to utilize the concept for 

environmental policy, and produced a manual for nature guides to work with (Hendriks & 

Kloen 2007). The basic idea is that nature guides can organize short 2-hour walks in 

neighborhoods in which they teach local residents and others to ‘read the landscape’. The 

purpose of these walks would be to enable people to have a better/deeper understanding of a 

particular place, to offer them a sense of orientation in space and time, to help them discover 

the ‘stories that these landscapes tell’, and thus enrich people’s relationship with these places. 

The IVN-method distinguishes 4 different ways (fig. 1) in which one can ‘read’ a landscape. 

If taken together, these 4 perspectives help to reveal more structure and meaning in particular 

places, and help people to have a fairly complete understanding of the features of a particular 

landscape. 

 

.  

 Figure 1. (Hendriks & Kloen 2007) 
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1. Vertical structure. 

The first perspective or manner of reading connects to the vertical structure of a landscape 

(fig. 2). The vertical structure refers to the relation between subsoil (soil, water, relief) and 

what grows and happens on the surface. Reading the landscape vertically, urges us to ask 

questions such as how (and to what degree) land use (grassland, agriculture, forest, water) 

reveals something about the subsoil (soil composition, groundwater, and geomorphology), 

what biotopes there are (ditches, pools, hedges, wood banks) and (how) they express soil 

composition (poor or rich in nutrients?; backland or old river bank?), or what plant species 

grow here and whether they ‘belong’ in a place like this?  

Not all landscapes are equally legible in this vertical sense. One can distinguish clearly 

between landscapes with different degrees of vertical legibility. Some places are structured 

merely on functional grounds, e.g. the square pattern of roads in the American Mid-West, 

whereas in other places, functional patterns are more complex (for instance, the road patters 

are closely related to the underlying geomorphological structure). Some landscapes are indeed 

– to use the term of van Toorn – ‘equalized’ or ‘sanitized’ into a flat surface, thus concealing 

the structures underfoot. Others, in contrast, express the geomorphological structure clearly – 

here one can witness what happened in the deep past, because soil deposits, old river beds and 

other subsoil structures are mirrored in the structure of surface features. Contrary to what Van 

Toorn suggests, it is not self evident that ecological restoration will inevitably decrease the 

legibility of the land. As I’ve shown elsewhere (Drenthen 2009) that some forms of ecological 

restoration can actually help improve the vertical legibility of a landscape. E.g. by excavating 

clay in flood plains while closely following the subterranean relief prior to nature 

development – an often-used method for restoration in the Netherlands1 –, one can uncover 

ancient, hidden texts such as old river beds and thus deepen the time horizon and add a longer 

sense of history in a certain  place.  

 

                                                 
1  The Ark Nature Foundation uses the economic yield of clay excavation to pay for nature conservation 

activities. 
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Figure 2: High vertical legibility: breach holes, willows and poplars mirror a clay soil 

and together with high groundwater level they tell us that this is a river landscape  

 

2. Horizontal structure 

The second perspective on the legible landscape focuses on the horizontal structure. 

Horizontal structure refers to those observable patterns in the horizontal plane, as they would 

be visible on a topographical map, or seen from above. These landscape patterns usually 

mirror functional relationships within the landscape: ecological, hydrological, social, 

economical, etcetera. This manner of reading the land, discloses patterns of roads and 

waterways , zoning of housing areas, agricultural activity, ecological networks, but also 

whether an area is accessible for hiking and cycling; if it plays a role in water storage or 

drainage; if its spatial organization is large-scale or rather small-scale, etcetera. Read the 

landscape horizontally, we can ask which patterns can be discerned and what can they tell us 

about functional, ecological and hydrological relations in this place, what is the spatial 

structure off this place (is it open or closed?) and how are different adjacent spaces confined 

and separated from each other, but also if there is a network of natural elements that reflects 

the underlying ecological relationships? By studying the horizontal relations, one gains a 

clearer understanding of all the functional relationships that exist in a landscape. Landscapes 

with a high horizontal legibility have complex, multifaceted functional patterns and therefore 

tell an interesting story, whereas illegible landscapes are monotonous and dull (the huge 

monocultures of the agro-industry).  
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Figure 3: High horizontal legibility: rows of poplar trees and hedges highlight patterns 

of roads, water ways and parcellation; hills with mixed forest at the background signal 

the presence of a lateral moraine 

 

3.  Seasonal composition 

The third perspective on the legible landscape tries to read the way in which a landscape 

reveals the time of year. Seasonal composition refers to relationships between time of year 

and colors, shapes and structures of the landscape. Colors and forms of plants, vegetation and 

crops can express the season. Is there much variation in color throughout the year? Are these 

changes abrupt or gradual? This perspective looks at the way and the degree in which the 

flowering plants are revealing time of year, and other elements that add to a sense of season. 

A poorly legible seasonal landscape looks the same all-year round, whereas a highly legible 

place talks about the meaning of spring and fall, and conveys what impact the seasons can 

have on the land.  

 

4. Cultural history 

Finally, the fourth perspective looks at the cultural history of a landscape (fig. 4). Historical 

composition refers to relationship between specific moments in history and observable 

patterns and elements in the landscape. How do landscape elements and patterns (buildings, 

vegetation, roads, paths etcetera) express a specific time or phase in history? What does this 

particular farm convey about the 19th Century in which it was built? What does the pattern of 
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parcels tell about the organizational structure during time of cultivation? What does its current 

land use tell about our future? Reading the landscape historically, a ‘reader’ can ask questions 

such as to the way that land use has changed over time, what the present land use (grass land, 

silt dump, clay excavation) tells us about local historical development, what age, style, type of 

build and material (e.g. river clay) of buildings tell about history of a place, and even how 

certain vegetation tells a story about the past (e.g. bushes that were originally planted for 

usage of branches as handles of hammers and axis). One finally, from a cultural historical 

perspective, one can ask what all these signs say about our future prospects. 

 

 

Fig 4:  High historic legibility: a brick stone farm house on artificial mound is typical for 

this place and reveals ho the river provided building material. It also tells us something 

about the time when the river could still move around freely and occasionally flooded 

the land, and how the agricultural system adapted.  

 

Four ways of reading the land 

According to the IVN approach, these four ways of reading the landscape together, enable us 

to gain a complex understanding of a place and the story that it has to tell. By teaching people 

to look at ‘their’ landscapes through these 4 ‘glasses’, they learn about all kinds of features 

that they would not have noticed before and see the connections between them. By presenting 

4 distinct perspectives, the Legible Landscape project is aimed at making the land more 

intelligible by teaching people how to look.  
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Implicitly, the Legible Landscape project is oriented towards a norm. It intends to teach 

people to read landscapes as texts, but it also explains why some texts are more interesting 

than others and which features are responsible for that. The assumption is that it is good to be 

able to know a place, that the quality of a human life human life increases as the land gets 

more intelligible and the legibility of the land increases, in short: that the ‘spatial quality’ of 

‘landscape quality’ increases with increased legibility. 

However, if one tries to explain why we should adhere to this norm more explicitly, it 

becomes clear that the IVN approach to the textuality of the landscape is seriously limited. 

 

 

§ 4. IVN’s semiotic bias 

  

The IVN approach to legible landscape mirrors the dominant tendency in debates on 

landscape conservation to start with an ‘objectivistic’ conception of landscape. The 

corresponding notion with regard to legibility and textuality is semiotic. According to 

semiotics, anything in the world – and therefore landscapes as well - can be read as a text, 

because all things in the world are organized in patterns, in which individual features are 

connected with others. Semiotics aims at the explication of al these cross references between 

individual elements; by making these connections explicit, semiotics produces an 

understanding of a text. According to semiotics, understanding the meaning of such a network 

of objective signs ‘out there’ or ‘text’ merely means that one can represent these relations 

between signs ‘out there’ in a relationship-network of symbolic signs. 

With regard to the landscape as a text, this means that semiotic view focuses on the 

way in which individual elements in the landscape (a hedge, a farm, a ditch) refer to each 

other and from a network of interconnected signs. The meanings that come to the fore in the 4 

perspectives of the IVN method, all refer to objective things ‘out there’. Understanding a 

legible landscape in the semiotic sense merely means that one knows about actually existing 

relationships of elements in the objective world. In our understanding of the place, we know 

about the relationships between objective features of the world and mirror these relations in 

the symbolic order.  

But this type of meaning remains fundamentally ‘out there’, the kind of relationships 

and connections that a semiotic perspective disclose, refer to a sphere that remains outside, 

that does not involve us; these semiotic signs do not talk about our connection to this place, 

they do not seem to be able to touch us. The problem with the IVN approach to the legible 
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landscape is that its semiotic notion of textuality is fundamentally unable to explain why 

people (should) feel connected and committed to landscapes – its conceptualization of 

meaning starts with a clear disconnection between the objective text and the subjective reader. 

The semiotic approach does not tell us why people (should) care about the legibility of the 

land, why they (should) want to get to know these places, why is there more ‘quality’ in a 

legible landscape? However, this connection between a legible landscape and a good life 

seemed to be at the heart of what Willem van Toorn tried to express. 

In the best case, the IVN method helps a well/informed observer to become better 

informed still. The semiotic approach of he IVN reflects the perspective of a well-informed 

tourist who is interested, but has no particularly connection to this place. This is also 

confirmed by the examples in the project’s ‘Manual for guides’, in which participants of a 

landscape walk reported how interesting the guided tour was to them, how nice it was to do 

such a tour in the weekend and that next weekend, they would visit another place in the 

Netherlands for which they were curious. Isn’t this the type of ‘tourist’ attitude that Willem 

van Toorn dreaded so much: ‘detached’, merely a ‘visitor to his own landscape’? 

One of the limitations of IVN approach is its limited understanding of place identity. 

Personal experiences of place fall outside the scope of the IVN perspective; they seem to be 

irrelevant for real knowledge a place and therefore remain absent in the method. Also, 

collective place narratives are mostly absent in the IVN perspectives, because they, too, do 

not primarily refer to the objective elements in the landscape itself. Experiences and 

narratives are seen as part of personal interpretation, which is considered to be secondary. 

However, by excluding al these aspects, the IVN approach seems to ignore those elements of 

a committed relation to the landscape that could enable a person to leave behind a purely 

detached observer perspective. How, then, a semiotic approach could help us understand how 

people can feel deeply connected to certain places, or how their notion of personal identity 

can get intertwined with the land, remains utterly unclear.  

It should be admitted, though, that the IVN method explicitly recognises that the 4 

perspectives are only a first step in a process and can be the start of a conversation among 

those who made the guided tour to talk about what the landscape means to them. “Of course,” 

the IVN report says, “landscapes also have subjective and personal significance for people. 

People take the objective features of a landscape, and connect them to their own personal 

experience. In the end, everyone has his own landscape, his own favourite spots, his own little 

stories to tell about the place.” We have to conclude, however, that – based on its theoretical 

approach – the IVN method is fundamentally unsuited to understand people’s personal 



 14 

experiences of and stories about the meaning of specific places and take them seriously as 

sources for a moral commitment with that a place, let alone as a possible ground for an ethic 

of place. 

  

The problem with a semiotic approach to landscape as text is that it considers reading a 

landscape merely as the acquiring of information about the world (place knowledge as 

representation). Accordingly, the act of reading is seen as merely passively receiving 

knowledge of what is ‘out there’. Consequently, the semiotic idea of meaning implies (or 

creates) a dualist gap between the understanding subject and the objective signs. 

 

 

§ 5. Environmental psychology 

 

While land semiotics focuses on the purely objective aspects of a landscape, environmental 

psychology takes personal experiences of landscapes and places as a starting point. 

Environmental psychology addresses the way people actually experience and value certain 

landscapes. Some environmental psychologists even try to determine what landscape features 

determine if people value particular places or not. However, in doing so, environmental 

psychology conceives of the meanings of these landscapes as mere ‘personal’ or ‘subjective’ 

value-attributes to a value-neutral landscape. Meaning does not reside in the landscape 

features themselves, but in the subjective personal experience of these objective features. The 

landscape itself is merely an empty white screen on which individuals can project their 

personal tastes and preferences. 

The psychological approach is often found in combination with the first and considered 

to be the complement that completes the picture. Because the objectivist approach is blind for 

the way that individuals experience values and meanings in particular landscapes, many 

organizations and agencies revert to environmental psychology to address the way that 

landscapes mean something to people.  

As already mentioned, the IVN method has elements of this second approach as well, 

for instance, when it is stressed that the guided tours about the legible landscape is merely a 

starting point for an engaged conversation about that landscape: the landscape will be 

interpreted differently by different persons, people will add personal experiences and 

memories to he more general image of the landscape, thus adding meaning to the story about 

the landscape. 
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In a way, of course, this psychological perspective truly complements the objectivist 

semiotic approach. However, on a theoretical level, merely adding subjective interpretations 

to the objective land signs does not do the job of making intelligible how personal identities 

can get intertwined with those of particular places, let alone how ethics can come into play in 

these relationships with place. The psychological approach seems to presuppose that moral 

meanings must be considered as mere projections of personal preferences on the objectively 

mute world. Moral place meanings are considered to be merely subjective personal attributes 

to an otherwise ‘mute’ objective landscape?  

In short, although it is in a real sense a complement to the objectivist approach, 

environmental psychology seems equally unsuited to understand how certain places can give 

us a sense of moral measure. When the subjective experience is treated as a subjective 

addition to the objective world, that it does not put into question the separation between 

subject and object that is at root of the problem. The IVN report mentions that each person 

will interpret the legible signs differently and add meaning to the legible features. But merely 

adding subjective, personal experiences, to objective the legible features is unable to 

understand how certain place meanings can bind people to their places. Place-based ethic and 

a true place-based commitment with the land should be about the relation that exists between 

subject and object. 

 

 

§ 6. Another view on reading – Ricoeurian narrative hermeneutics 

 

In order to understand the actually existing moral ties between people and their landscapes, 

we should be open to a new ontology that focuses on the relation between ‘subject’ and 

‘object’, people and their places. Instead of starting with a semiotic conception of the legible 

landscape, and supplementing that with a purely subjective personal interpretation, we should 

overcoming the semiotic bias, and start with the more intimate understanding of the 

relationship between the text and the reader. As a starting point, we should recognize that 

interpreting a landscape as a text includes more than merely knowing the objective features 

and passively reflecting the relationships between objective elements and structures in the 

world. The reader has a far more active role to play. She/he is not merely passively receiving 

information about objective signs, but actively organizing and reconstructing a world – a 

process in which – to name but one example – the language with which he or she interprets 

the world matters is crucial too (fig 5). 
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Fig. 5 Language matters 

 

More importantly, the semiotic approach ignores is that the context of the reader is crucial for 

the production of ‘meaning’. We need a shift in perspective on legibility of the land and a 

different conception of textuality of the landscape, if we are to understand how the legibility 

of the land is connected with environmental identity and ethical commitment to place. Such 

an alternative conception should start with the recognition that reading implies a very active 

process on the part of the reader, who has to actively (re)construct and appropriate a world. 

Starting point for an alternative conception of what reading entails could be the work of 

the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur. Ricoeur’s philosophy of reading starts with a very basic 

question: what is a text? In a famous paper with this very title, he defines a text as “a 

discourse fixed by writing” (Ricoeur 1981, p.146). From the start, Ricoeur clearly 

distinguishes between speech and written word. The main difference between speech and 

written texts is that the latter consists of fixed signs that are in need of interpretation. Because 

in a text the author is not present to accompany his signs, it is up to the reader to understand 

the meaning of the text. Hermeneutics – the art of interpretation – is about the effort to 

understand the meaning of the text in absence of an author who could explain his intentions. 

When language is transformed into a text, Ricoeur argues, it assumes a life of its own, 

independent of that of its author; or phrased in a typical Ricoeurian sense: ‘the text has 

emancipated from its author’. If one wants to understand the meaning of a text, it makes no 

sense to ask the author what he intended to say in a particular text (in the exceptional case that 

we could ask him): the author is merely the first reader of the text; but when it comes to it, he 

has no privileged position to determine how the text should be read or what is the meaning of 
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that text (this is especially true for literary texts). There is no external authoritative source to 

turn to regarding the meaning of a text. The fixed signs are out there, and it is up to the 

reader(s) to determine what this text has to say. A reader can only revert to the act of reading 

of the text itself – the text has to be actively appropriated by the reader. Whereas in speech a 

speaker presents to an interlocutor a ‘real’ world (of which both speaker and interlocutor are 

part). In contrast, the text represents an imaginary world because of gaps in the text’s 

references, which ultimately must be filled by the reader. This distancing of the author from 

the text necessitates both explanation and interpretation in order to derive meaning from a 

text. 

But why should we read a text at all? According to Ricoeur, “texts speak of possible 

worlds and of possible ways of orienting oneself in these worlds” (Ricoeur 1981, p.177). We 

need to read texts, because they enable us to understand the world and ourselves. Actively 

reading and understanding a text is to be open to the world as presented by the text, and 

willing to ‘place oneself’ – for the time being – in that world.  To interpret and understand a 

text means to open one’s self to those possible worlds which texts discloses or opens up. 

Standing in front of a text means that we do not project our own beliefs and prejudices onto 

the text; instead we “let the work and its world enlarge the horizon of the understanding 

which I have of my self” (Ricoeur 1981, p.178).  

Moreover, we can never only read one text in isolation – all texts already implicitly refer 

to other, preceding texts that have already determined both the reader and the world of the 

text as well. This inter-textual context, too, determines how the text will be interpreted. 

According to Ricoeur, in the act of reading, text and reader are engaged in a dialectical 

relationship: the meaning of a text can only be ‘understood’ by a reader who actively engages 

himself in the process of understanding while at the same time being open to a meaning that is 

evoked by the text. This becomes clear when we try to understand what good reading would 

entail.  

To read a text means that one tries to understand the meaning of the text itself, and not 

project one’s own preconceptions upon the text. In Ricoeur’s words: good reading requires a 

willingness on the part of the reader to participate in the world that is opened up by the text 

and abstract from the context of ones particular life (‘distantiation’). However, if I am to 

really understand the meaning of a particular (literary) text, I also have to get involved in that 

text. It means that I have to be ‘present; in my reading: I have to bring to live the narrative of 

the text, bring to bear the meanings of words and concepts that play a role in my own life. 

Good reading, according to Ricoeur, therefore does not only require ‘distantiation’, but also 
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‘appropriation’, for the reader must use the context of his own life to ‘bring to life’ the world 

that is being brought forward by the text.2 

Ultimately, texts and reader are tied together in a narrative, in which the reader tries to 

explain the meaning of a text, but at the same time testifies about his own identity. It is 

through the texts that he reads and by imagining himself in the worlds that are being opened 

by these texts that the reader gets to know himself. Through the act of reading and 

interpreting texts, one gets to know ‘oneself as another’ (Ricoeur 1992). It is this later notion 

of identity that Ricoeur calls narrative identity.3  

In the next section, I will show how this Ricoeurian perspective provides us with a new 

mode of understanding the legible landscape and enables us to understand how the legibility 

of a landscape can inform one’s place-based identity and intensify one’s relationship to these 

landscapes.  

 

 

§ 7. Hermeneutic understanding of the landscape: reading ourselves through the land 

 

As shows above, central to Ricoeur’s hermeneutic conception of textuality is the idea that the 

meaning of a text comes into being through the act of reading, and that this reading act 

implies an active stance from the reader. If we want to connect this Ricoeurian perspective 

with environmental philosophy4, and with the discourse on the legible landscape, we can start 

by noting that the legible landscape has most features that are crucial for texts in a Ricoeurian 

sense: the legible landscape contains fixed signs that are in need of interpretation, while the 

author of this text is absent.  

What makes this perspective differ from the semiotic and psychological understanding 

of textuality is its focus on the intimate connection and dialectic between text and reader. 

                                                 
2  Elsewhere, I have shown that for us, today, there is also a principal limitation to this idea of appropriation, 

because in our post-modern age, we seem to have become too self-aware and too aware of the contingency of 

each particular appropriation of nature. Post-modern wilderness desire could be a symptom of this nihilistic self-

awareness: we long for something that is not interpretation because we seem to lack a culture of nature - are not 

at ease in any cultivation of the world (cf. Drenthen 2007). 
3 David Utsler has repeatedly demonstrated that this Ricoeurian conception of narrative identity can be a model 

for understanding what Utsler calls ‘environmental identity’ (Utsler 2007, Utsler 2008). 
4  In this and the next section, I draw heavily on reflections on the relevance of Ricoeur for environmental 

philosophy by Forrest Clingerman on ‘emplacement’ (Clingerman 2004), David Utsler on environmental 

identity (Utsler 2007 and 2008) and Brian Treanor on ‘narrative environmental virtue ethics’ (Treanor 2007). 
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Instead of starting with a distinction between objective land signs and subjective experiences 

of meaning and value, and then have to face the question how to understand the connection 

between both separated entities, an environmental hermeneutics starts with this connection 

and focuses on the act of understanding or interpreting the land by an interpreter.  

A hermeneutic perspective on the legible landscape does not so much describe how an 

individual happens to be interested in reading the land, but rather what it means that the 

landscape presents itself as a text that it worth reading. It could therefore also help us 

understand how it can be that some readers of the land are transformed in the act of reading, 

and develop their own sense of identity in a dialogical meaningful relationship with the 

landscape.  

 

We are interpreting beings: we only know ourselves through the stories that are being told. If 

it is true that texts and narrative identity are intimately linked, as Ricoeur holds, then there 

could also be a relation between the land as a text and place-identity. Through the act of 

reading, the text can change the reader’s world but also his identity. If the reader answers to 

the ‘invitation of the text’, then the refiguration of the world by the text also brings about an 

active reorganization of the reader’s being-in-the-world. 

Reading the land as text requires that we engage ourselves with the place-meanings that 

beckon to be realized through our act of interpretation. We must actively appropriate the 

meaning by investing ourselves in the landscape. And at the same time be prepared to let the 

text ‘change our world’. Only when the land becomes intertwined with my own life story, 

then a landscape can provide an ethos: a true dwelling place that defines who I am and what 

my life is about.  

According to Ricoeur, one’s narrative identity is determined by the opening horizon of 

new worlds that are being disclosed by texts. Similarly, we could now understand how the act 

of reading a particular landscape-text could be formative for one’s personal identity. But what 

we should also recognize, is that our identity has always already been determined by earlier 

texts, and – to take the analogy one step further – therefore also by other, earlier landscape-

texts: our place-identity (cf. Utsler’s notion of ‘environmental identity’) is the result of the 

way that we have always already interpreted ourselves through the reading of ‘our’ 

landscapes. Understanding the legible landscape therefore also demands that we ask how pre-

existing land-texts have already made us into who we are now. 

If landscapes and places can be read as a text, than place-narratives – that is: the stories 

that we tell about the meaning of this place and what it means to be in this place – add to our 
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sense of identity. Also, our identity is already being formed by the place-narratives that 

surround us: we are always already ‘emplaced’ (cf. Clingerman 2004), that is: being formed 

by the existing meanings and interpretations of the land. We should learn to understand 

ourselves through the landscape. Understanding the legible landscape requires that we must 

also learn to understand how places have always already contributed to who we are. And then 

move on to produce more adequate interpretations of the meaning of the land to enable more 

adequate practices.  

 

 

§ 8 Narrativity and semiotics as complementary perspectives 

 

All this does not, however, render the semiotic approach to landscapes irrelevant for an ethics 

of place. Hermeneutic narrativity and the semiotic conception of meaning should rather be 

viewed as complements. An adequate place-based narrative ethics has to supply a place-based 

identity, but also has to acknowledge that each place has a status of its own. This ‘otherness’ 

or ‘autonomy’ of the world has to somehow be part of the place narrative as well, and 

semiotics could be a way to do just that. Place narratives – what is the nature of this place and 

what it actually means to live here – cannot be freely invented, but somehow have to be 

‘grounded’ in an understanding of the nature of this place: its history, its soil composition, the 

way it changes throughout the year, what species live there, what food you can grow there, 

etcetera..  

The semiotic approach brings into play the ‘objectivity’ of a place by conveying certain 

place features with a specific ‘gravity’, a weight of its own. For Ricoeur, the reality of the 

world of the text was fundamentally different from the ‘real world. In the world of speech, I 

as a speaker can point to the things that I talk about – my worlds or signs refer directly to the 

real world that both speaker and listener live in. In a written text, this is – as we have seen – 

fundamentally different: the text opens a world, but this world is incomplete, it shows many 

gaps which have to filled by the reader; that is why texts need the interpretation of a reader. 

Approaching a landscape as a written text would imply that the world that is being opened by 

this text is in a sense ‘not real’: it needs to be interpreted. The world that is brought forward in 

an traditional agricultural landscape brings to mind long-gone worlds of traditional farming, 

but this world only comes into existence by the active act from us – the readers and 

interpreters of this text. Clingerman has noted that the land can be read a text, but that it is 

also a very special kind of text, that it differs from written text in some respects, the most 
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important of which is the fact that the world that it is bringing forth by the landscape-text is 

the real world (in a very specific sense at least).5 The narrative connects the land to a sense of 

our identity – the story of what it means to live on this land – but in addition the legible 

landscape also tells a story that is ‘real’ in a much more literal sense. One could say that 

semiotics focuses the attention on these ‘real’ features that the reader can ‘point out’, and to 

the ‘real’ world of the landscape-text, in which the readers finds himself.  

Nevertheless, the meaning of these individual features and objective realities still needs 

the broader interpretational context of a narrative to get the kind of meaning that can change 

my worldview and my sense of identity.  

The semiotic texts that are addressed by the IVN Legible Landscape project, can tell us 

how this particular place behaves, how it came to be, what intrusions it will and will not take, 

etcetera. But in the end, the objectivity of the semiotic approach has to be integrated with an 

overall hermeneutic of the landscape, in which all the objective features are put into context 

and get to mean something. It is this narrative context that connects my fate with this place.  

 

A nice illustration of the productive complementarity of semiotics and narrativity is Freude 

am Fluss (Joy with the river), a European Union project (2003 - 2008) that combined a smart 

‘ecosystem-based’ river management view with an inventive ‘joint planning approach’ and 

tried to actively involve citizens in the management of rivers, notable the Rhine in France, 

Germany and the Netherlands. The project sought to combine the ‘ecologization’ of river 

management with a conscious effort to increase the ‘spatial quality’ of the river landscape 

through public participation.  

The project’s staring point was a more comprehensive ecological vision on river systems, 

acknowledging not only that rivers are highly dynamic natural systems that bring life to the 

landscape, and provide its residents with all kind of resources, that need a certain amount of 

space to exercise there ecological functions, but also explicitly address the fact that places 

along the river are connected with each other downstream and upstream in the most literal 

sense of the world. 

In a semiotic sense, such river ecology ‘reads’ the river landscape, and reveals the many 

subtle relations that exist between different ecological features of river and human activities. 

But these ecological insights can only inform a narrative place-based river ethic if they get 

                                                 
5  Cf. Forrest Clingerman 2004, who also reflects on the differences and similarities between a Ricoeurian idea 

of emplotment and the materiality of a place-oriented notion of ‘emplacement’.  



 22 

embedded in an overarching narrative about rivers and what it means to live there. These 

stories should always also be about the ‘us’ that inhabits the river landscape. In Freude am 

Fluss, local governments and conservationists try to ‘re-emplace’ river inhabitants along the 

Rhine by ‘retelling’ the river narrative and invite residents to do the same. Freude am Fluss 

clearly touched upon questions of place identity. The central challenge was to attempt to re-

emplace river residents along the Rhine by ‘retelling’ the river narrative and thus integrate the 

semiotics of the integral ecological view of the river with a narrative hermeneutic of what it 

means to be a river resident. Most participants of the project were unaware of the links with 

environmental identity and many ideas were not thought through very thoroughly, but some 

poets and essays clearly touched on the theme of environmental identity. Some interesting 

ideas that were put forward still play a productive role in present-day discussions about life 

along the rivers. An environmental hermeneutics could be helpful to further this project.  

Present-day ecosystem based water management start from an integral vision of what a 

river is, that looks at a river from source to mouth in all of its aspects. Rivers flow and 

connect, they provide routes of transportation, history was determined by the flow of the big 

rivers, each location or community along the river is connected to other places and other 

communities along that same river – upstream and downstream – and all this is true whether 

we know it or not. The semiotic ‘reading of a river’ provides us with ‘plain facts’ that have to 

play a role in our hermeneutic relation with the land for it to be credible and sustainable. 

Thus, river ecology and hydrology and archeology all ‘read’ extra layers of meaning from the 

land that can enrich our understanding of the world. Acknowledgement of the ecological and 

geomorphological text can help ‘ground’ our interpretations of the world and make actions 

more attuned to the land. Nevertheless, they should be incorporated in a place-based identity 

as well. What does it mean to live along the river? 

Heraclites famously claimed that one can never step into the same river twice. Maybe we 

should make a variation on Heraclites’ statement and recognize that one can also never live 

along the river in one place only.  Rivers connect with upstream and downstream, they cross 

borders of nations and states, they are highly dynamic, their course can be negotiated, but not 

controlled.  

An adequate river ethics should learn what it would mean to ‘embrace the river’ – seeing 

it not merely as a threat or as a commodity, but recognizing the river as a deciding factor for 

what it means to live here. The idea that we always live along the whole of the river could be 

a starting point. It is not without reason that the most successful examples of bioregionalism 

are connected to the idea of a watershed and catchments (fig. 6). Rivers connect, flow through 
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and communities, they define bioregions and often cultural regions as well. Learning to 

embrace the river would mean that we learn to love the river by reading ourselves through the 

river. This way, a river would provide a framework for articulating new place identities and 

new place-based communities. 

 

 

Fig. 6  Rivers reframing and restructuring the world 

 

Seeing the world through the transnational river catchment area could change the perspective 

on political issues and influence perceived priorities too. If the river flows across borders, 

maybe we river residents should do so as well. Thinking ourselves through the river, would 

then imply thinking through and across borders, thus restructuring and reorganizing our view 

of the world. Thinking with the river across borders, would put into perspective some issues, 

and endorse others. Climate change is an important issue, whether you live along the Rhine in 

the Netherlands, in Germany, France or Switzerland; whereas all kind of national political 

issues becomes irrelevant once you move across the national border only one meter. Of 

course these thought are only meant to illustrate how an environmental hermeneutic could 

look like. 
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§9 Limitations to the concept of a legible landscape 

 

But of course we should be aware of the limitations of concept of the land as a text as well. 

Here, I only want to mention two types of limitations: the ‘prereflexive’ and ‘postreflexive’ 

limits.  

First, our reflexive, language-based relation to the world is preceded by a relation that does 

not depend on language. This prereflective relation refers to the type of direct (bodily) 

experience of value in nature, as expressed by Abram (1996) and Kohák (1984). In the 

perspective of the legible landscape, these direct physical relations fall outside the scope.6 

Anyhow, with regard to our shared notions of the world, the concept of the legible landscape 

and the model of the text could be valuable. Our bodily experiences of the world are highly 

individual (even if we share them with others), but collective relations with the world rely to a 

large portion on interpretation via words and concepts 

But at the other side is another limit to interpretation: in our awareness (afterwards, as it were) 

of the limitations of each interpretational access to the world. Elsewhere (Drenthen 1999), I 

have argued that although we have to appropriate nature in order to articulate its moral 

meaning, in our age, we have also become thoroughly aware that each particular 

appropriation is fundamentally problematic, for it fails to capture the otherness off nature. The 

‘wildness’ of nature escapes from each particular interpretation, wildness is that aspect of 

nature which cannot be appropriated – which cannot be made part of our symbolic order. Yet 

it has to be appropriated in one way or another if we want to articulate the moral meaning that 

this otherness has for us. We seem to have a longing for wildness precisely because it cannot 

be appropriated. Poets and writers have often tried to articulate the value of this otherness of 

nature by making use of paradoxical form. Nevertheless, seen from this perspective, the value 

of wildness seems to pose a fundamental limitation to the concept of legible landscape; at 

least some landscapes derive their meaning for us precisely from their illegibility  (cf. 

Drenthen 2009). Acknowledging our postmodern predicament, we should therefore recognize 

                                                 
6  Although it is possible to have second thoughts whether these bodily experiences are in fact not in any way 

dependent on some processes of interpretation, and thus on the model of textuality. In some bodily experiences, 

interpretations seem to play a role, as research in many different areas seems to suggest (e.g. placebo-studies). 

Helmut Plessner’s philosophical anthropology has shown that all of our relations with nature are already 

intertwined with processes of interpretation – there is no unmediated access to the world. This implies that we 

cannot avoid interpreting the world around is – according to Plessner, we are ‘artificial by nature’ (cf. 

Kockelkoren 1984). 
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that we will not always feel at home, sometimes we’ll remain strangers on the land. We 

should, I believe, even learn to cherish these illegible landscapes as places where one can 

encounter nonhuman otherness, that is: places not already appropriated in the symbolic order, 

although – and that’s the paradox – such a designation as ‘place beyond the symbolic order’ is 

in fact already symbolic itself. 
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