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Reading ourselves through the land

The legible landscape and an ethics of place

Martin Drenthen,

Radboud University Nijmegen, Netherlands

The term ‘legible landscape’ plays an importaneroi the Dutch debate about landscape
conservation. It was coined by the Dutch poet, hsivand landscape activist Willem van
Toorn. It refers to the way that old cultural lacgises — some more than others — contain
signs that enable people to ‘read’ these landscag®es meaningful text. The Dutch
government and many nature conservation groupsresthat people’s place attachment will
increase when landscapes are accessible to ourstenaging. When people can read the land
like a meaningful text — comprehending the struetamd layout of a particular place and the
stories it tells — people can learn to apprecibéeplace or even attach or engage oneself to
such a place. By increasing the legibility of thedscape (either by ‘training the eye’ with
environmental education or by physically highligigtiegible features n the land) it should be
possible to increase the public’s commitment targpreservation.

In 2004, the Dutch Association for EnvironmentaluEation (IVN) initiated ‘Project
Legible Landscape’. It provides a framework forumatguides to organize walking tours
through landscapes, in order to teach local inhakstto 'read the landscape'. The method
develops 4 different ways in which one can readnal$cape. Together, these 4 perspectives
help reveal structure and meaning in particulacgdawhich would allegedly help people to
develop a better understanding of and deeper oakdtip with a particular place.

The idea of this legibility of the land has beemptéd by Dutch policy makers. On the
one hand, the State Forestry attempts to managedapes in such a way that they become
more ‘legible’, while on the other hand, the Dutdimistry of Agriculture, Nature and Food

Quality helps to fund environmental education prbgen legible landscapes. Howeveow



exactly knowledge of legible place features and tt@nnections can lead to a more intimate,
more engaged relationship with these places, isiryeear.

In this paper, | will distinguish different integiations of what a legible landscape
actually entails and explore possible relationswben legibility of landscape and place
attachment / place commitment and address the ignastand how the act of reading the
land can ground a moral commitment to a landsaapeven sustain a place-based ethics.

I will start by analyzing the current approach todgthe legible landscape, as it comes
forward in the IVN project mentioned above. | wslhow that this approach to the legible
landscape is rather heavily influenced by a semioiew on textuality. According to
semiotics, landscapes — just like almost anythisg e can be interpreted as a text, because
individual features in the landscape refer to eattter and thus make up a network of
interconnected meanings. | will discuss this seimiapproach to the legible landscape, and
show its limitations.

Next, | will briefly discuss a second and equaltyromon approach to place-meanings that
takes place meanings as the result of individuabg®l attempts to attach ‘subjective’
meaning to the ‘objective’ world. Such an enviromta¢ psychological approach is often
seen as providing the complement of a purely olby@eog approach to the landscape. | will
argue that the environmental psychology perspedsiaso unable to adequately understand
any normative meaning in people’s relationshipsatalscapes that they can read, let alone
that it could help us understand how certain retetihips with particular places could be more
or less appropriate.

In order to understand the connection between peapld legible landscapes, both
dominant approaches fall short, because they sitittone of the two sides of the relation
human-landscape, and leave that which ties bottheg out of the equation. In the last part
of this paper, | will investigate the possibilities a hermeneutic approach that takes the
meaning of a landscape is a feature of the reldigmween people and place. This approach
take place meanings as something that comes imhg l3s soon as, and only to the degree
that, people actually get involved with landscapiest somehow appeal to them. Moral
meanings are the result of the interplay of a legibndscape that has to be understood, and
an active reader that invests himself in the imgdion of this landscape. | will present such
environmental hermeneutic approach to the landseapa text, starting from the work of
Ricoeur, who focuses on the concephafrativity. According to Ricoeur, the meaning of a
text can only be ‘understood’ by a reader who atyivengages himself in the process of

understanding and at the same time is open to aingethat is evoked by the text. Similarly,



the meaning of a landscape will only convey it$elthose who are actively engaged in the
process of understanding such a place. Only whehatid becomes intertwined with my own
life story (narrative identity) can it provide athes. A telling dwelling place not merely
defines where | am, but also helps to defif® | am and what my life is about. A narrative
interpretation of a legible landscape (more amlyelling landscape) could therefore help us
better understand how certain landscapes can glake attachment or even a place-based
ethics.

Finally, I will argue that the hermeneutic and saticican be fruitfully combined because
both perspectives complement each other. Whereaistses provides the relevant ‘objective
data’ about specific places, hermeneutics provaldsamework within which the meaning
and significance of these data can come to the fawdl illustrate this, by briefly discussing

a concrete example from the context of water mamagé

8§ 1. Ethics of place

Ethics of place can be understood as a countermenverno modernist tendencies in
environmental ethics to seek moral guidelines fealichg with our surroundings in abstract
notions such as ‘intrinsic value of nature’ or ‘eentric egalitarianism’. At the risk of
overstating the point, it can be said that modemmnsironmental ethics demand that humans
distance themselves as much as possible from dlgirpartiality in order to transcend their
‘speciesist rationality’ and ‘human chauvinism’; whould become ‘abstract’, so to speak,
and adopt an ‘objective’ outlook on life. Seen frthis perspective, modernist environmental
ethics implies a type of intellectual reflectiorathransforms people into displaced, abstract,
disembodied persons.

The drawback of such an approach is obvious: itemég the way in which morality is
intimately linked to the way humans actually intgraith their surroundings. Being moved
by a particular place, or being subject to the mappeal of certain ecosystems or landscapes,
ultimately rests on bodily interactions with thes@&rroundings and the active involvement
with them.

It is from this perspective, that ‘place’ has beeoam important topic for environmental
philosophy. Starting point of a philosophy of plasehe observation that for humans to be
involved with nature, the world has to be cultwyrahd materially appropriated has to become

part of a symbolic order, a world of meaning. Agaldbased ethics underlines that, in order to



have a morally meaningful relationship with the ldpmere space has to be transformed into
a meaningful place. Moral involvement with our sumdings implies that we conceive of the
world as , a place of living and being, that is: a moraligustured, significant place for
the moral beings living in it. According to Ingri8tephanovic, “ethical discernment is less a
matter of intellectual construction than it is afeattunement to a particular way of being-in-
place. Rather than simply consisting of a projdcinternalizing an inventory of rules and
principles, ethical awareness also unfolds prethieally and is informed by virtue of the
ontological phenomenon of emplacement” (Stephan@@60, p.128).

Ethics of place is a term denoting resistance agahme equalizing forces of abstract
ethical reasoning that not only loses sight of dmeplaces by regarding each of them as
merely a particular case of some universal feadfirgature, but implicitly contributes to the
loss of these places. In contrast, ethics of ptees to address the particular ways in which
the world can appear as ethos for bodily world-opemgs in a ‘placial’ context. Ethics of
place is looking for a way of knowing what it meatts live in this place, what the
appropriation of this site as a dwelling place wibolean. At the same time, it underlines the
importance of places in which such an engagemethttive world is possible. In this paper, |
want to look into a concrete example of how anitsttof 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 Bytoet, novelist and landscape activist
Willem van Toorn. The Dutch landscape plays an irgmd part in his work, both in his
novels (Van Toorrl988 and 1999) and essays (Van Toorn 1998) in wikclkexpresses his
commitment and concern for the traditional Dutaterilandscape.

In the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, Van Toorn goira landscape protest movement that
resisted plans of the Dutch Directorate-GeneralPfablic Works and Water Management to
reinforce embankments along the major rivers (Rhikiaal and Meuse). Due to both climate
change and established water management policgespfation were expected to rise of in
the near future, urging the Dutch government te tpkecautions. However, for reasons of
cost-effectiveness, it was decided not to strengthe old dikes — often century-old, small-
scaled, rather winding dikes — but replace thenm Wwigher, more robust and straighter ones.

According to the protesters, the plan would be siisais for the traditional typical Dutch



river landscape, made famous by the works & déntury landscape painters such as Jacob
and Salomon Ruysdael. Remains of former human itdiedm — which are abundantly
present and in plain sight for those who know whirdook for them (wooded banks,
terraces, dikes and large artificial mounds) andckviall testify of a long history of human
habitation — would be under threat.

The landscape activists warned that the implementadf the original plans would
destroy many of these old ‘signs’ and memory traoehe landscape, and would transform
the ‘habitable, meaningful world’ into a uniformenely functional landscape dominated by
straight lines; a ‘systematized’ or even ‘medicatiziandscape (with artificial veins, bypasses
and heart valves) devoid of meaning. Willem vamrfiowas one of their spokespersons. It
was in this context that Van Toorn introduced tkent ‘legible landscape’: landscapes that
(some more than others) contain signs which enpbtple to ‘read’ these landscapes as a
meaningful text. Such landscapes

“remind us along complicated and sometimes unconsciines that there is a past,
that people who lived in that past had to deal \hig world just as we have to, that
they had to protect themselves against nature aititeasame time use its resources”
(Van Toorn 1998, p.66).
The reason why we should value the legibility c¢ tandscape, relates to our own sense of
identity:
“We have to stay in touch with this past — not hseathe past is better than the
present, but simply because we owe our existengagdentity, our vision of the world
to it, and because we can only think about theréutoy making use of our past
experiences” (p. 66).
Starting with this notion of legible landscapes,nVBoorn criticized the “sanitation” of the
Dutch landscape through dyke reinforcements. Ykdes, as many of the original plans for
dyke reinforcements were adapted, Van Toorn shiftesl attention: the large-scale
‘rewilding’ of old agricultural land and the tramsmation of farmland into wetlands would
have equally disastrous effects on the legibilitytree land, because legible signs that had
been the result of a century-old history of humabitation would eventually disappear —
whipped out by natural processes.

Van Toorn used the concept of legible land to arplehy certain residents feel deeply
connected to certain old cultural landscapes, atdmothers. It is important to notice that
Van Toorn’s primary concern is anthropocentricthie end, the main reason to be careful

with legible landscapes has to do with human idignti



“A landscape that does not contain enough ‘sigmsivhere too much of these signs

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

“l consider it a dangerous development that, wature construction, people aspire to

create landscapes, in which humans are presentasntpurists — and no longer as

residents for whom the signs and narratives ofehd are food for their spirit” (p.77).
According to Van Toorn, people in an illegible Iandpe will eventually loose their sense of
identity and will become merely ‘visitors’: toursstvithout proper identity. Here it becomes
clear that the ‘legible landscape’ is not a purédscriptive concept, but has a normative

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

Since its introduction, the concept has made aecarethe Dutch debate about landscape
conservation and has been was adopted by manysotBeme conservation groups use the
term to appeal to the public; policy makers evelele the concept can help enhance peoples
feeling of connectedness with the landscape. Theemt has been put into practice as well:
nature conservation organizations such as the DStale Forestry nowadays attempt to
manage their areas in such a way that they becoone ‘fegible’ — either by highlighting the
‘legible feature’ of a landscape, or by educatimg public to recognize these legible features.

One of the underlying reasons why the concept leasrhe so popular is because many
believe that the legibility of the land can explaire feeling of connectedness that people
seem to have with particular places more than sthmme needs to have access to a place,
both in the physical sense as in terms of knowipipae — in order to feel a connecting to it.
If a landscape is mute, because it does not haueldesigns, or because people are unable to
understand these signs, than landscapes will redisiant. It is far easier to connect with a
legible, understandable landscape, than with aslzaqe that remains mute, and does not have
anything to tell. Thus, the concept of the legibfethe landscapes helps people to connect
themselves with the land, feel committed to thetguoiion of that landscape, and possibly
even help ground a sense of place-based ethics.

Increasing the legibility off the land could bealiin order to assure future support for
landscape conservation. Therefore, the Dutch govenh has supported efforts to translate
Van Toorn’s concept in such a way that they canntmee easily applied in landscape
governance and spatial policy.



8§ 3. IVN project ‘Legible Landscape’

In 2004, the Dutch Association for EnvironmentalEation (IVN) adapted Van Toorn’s idea
for an environmental educational project. They rafited to utilize the concept for
environmental policy, and produced a manual fourgaguides to work with (Hendriks &
Kloen 2007). The basic idea is that nature guidas organize short 2-hour walks in
neighborhoods in which they teach local residemi$ athers to ‘read the landscape’. The
purpose of these walks would be to enable peoplate a better/deepanderstandingpf a
particular place, to offer them a sense of oriémain space and time, to help them discover
the ‘stories that these landscapes tell’, and émugh people’s relationship with these places.
The IVN-method distinguishes 4 different ways (fig.in which one can ‘read’ a landscape.
If taken together, these 4 perspectives help tealemore structure and meaning in particular

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

landscape.
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Figure 1. (Hendriks & Kloen 2007)



1. Vertical structure.

The first perspective or manner of reading conngexthe vertical structure of a landscape
(fig. 2). The vertical structure refers to the tigla between subsoil (soil, water, relief) and
what grows and happens on the surface. Readindptiiscape vertically, urges us to ask
guestions such as how (and to what degree) lanqguassland, agriculture, forest, water)
reveals something about the subsoil (soil compwsitgroundwater, and geomorphology),
what biotopes there are (ditches, pools, hedgesdvianks) and (how) they express soil
composition (poor or rich in nutrients?; backlarrdotd river bank?), or what plant species
grow here and whether they ‘belong’ in a place tikg?

Not all landscapes are equally legible in this icaftsense. One can distinguish clearly
between landscapes with different degrees of \@rtegibility. Some places are structured
merely on functional grounds, e.g. the square patbé roads in the American Mid-West,
whereas in other places, functional patterns areernomplex (for instance, the road patters
are closely related to the underlying geomorphalaigstructure). Some landscapes are indeed
— to use the term of van Toorn — ‘equalized’ oniaed’ into a flat surface, thus concealing
the structures underfoot. Others, in contrast, esgpthe geomorphological structure clearly —
here one can witness what happened in the deepheasiuse soil deposits, old river beds and
other subsoil structures are mirrored in the stmecof surface features. Contrary to what Van
Toorn suggests, it is not self evident that ecaalgrestoration will inevitably decrease the
legibility of the land. As I've shown elsewhere @dthen 2009) that some forms of ecological
restoration can actually help improve the vertlegibility of a landscape. E.g. by excavating
clay in flood plains while closely following the Isterranean relief prior to nature
development — an often-used method for restoradtiahe Netherlands—, one can uncover
ancient, hidden texts such as old river beds ansl deepen the time horizon and add a longer

sense of history in a certain place.

! The Ark Nature Foundation uses the economic yiflctlay excavation to pay for nature conservation

activities.



Figure 2: High vertical legibility: breach holes, wllows and poplars mirror a clay soil

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

2. Horizontal structure

The second perspective on the legible landscapesésc on the horizontal structure.
Horizontal structure refers to those observabléepad in the horizontal plane, as they would
be visible on a topographical map, or seen fromvabdhese landscape patterns usually
mirror functional relationships within the landseapecological, hydrological, social,
economical, etcetera. This manner of reading tmel,laliscloses patterns of roads and
waterways , zoning of housing areas, agricultulvily, ecological networks, but also
whether an area is accessible for hiking and cgglifiit plays a role in water storage or
drainage; if its spatial organization is large-scal rather small-scale, etcetera. Read the
landscape horizontally, we can ask which patteamshe discerned and what can they tell us
about functional, ecological and hydrological relas in this place, what is the spatial
structure off this place (is it open or closed?) &ow are different adjacent spaces confined
and separated from each other, but also if thesenstwork of natural elements that reflects
the underlying ecological relationships? By studyihe horizontal relations, one gains a
clearer understanding of all the functional relasioips that exist in a landscape. Landscapes
with a high horizontal legibility have complex, ritdceted functional patterns and therefore
tell an interesting story, whereas illegible larajses are monotonous and dull (the huge

monocultures of the agro-industry).



Figure 3: High horizontal legibility: rows of poplar trees and hedges highlight patterns
of roads, water ways and parcellation; hills with nixed forest at the background signal
the presence of a lateral moraine

3. Seasonal composition

The third perspective on the legible landscapes tteeread the way in which a landscape
reveals the time of year. Seasonal compositiorrsdfe relationships between time of year
and colors, shapes and structures of the lands€agers and forms of plants, vegetation and
crops can express the season. Is there much wariaticolor throughout the year? Are these
changes abrupt or gradual? This perspective lobkkeaway and the degree in which the
flowering plants are revealing time of year, ankdeotelements that add to a sense of season.
A poorly legible seasonal landscape looks the salimgear round, whereas a highly legible
place talks about the meaning of spring and falj eonveys what impact the seasons can
have on the land.

4. Cultural history

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

composition refers to relationship between speafioments in history and observable

patterns and elements in the landscape. How dsdape elements and patterns (buildings,
vegetation, roads, paths etcetera) express a gpegié or phase in history? What does this
particular farm convey about the 19th Century inalvht was built? What does the pattern of

10



parcels tell about the organizational structurergutime of cultivation? What does its current
land use tell about our future? Reading the lanuistéstorically, a ‘reader’ can ask questions
such as to the way that land use has changed iowerwhat the present land use (grass land,
silt dump, clay excavation) tells us about locaktdiical development, what age, style, type of
build and material (e.g. river clay) of buildingdltabout history of a place, and even how
certain vegetation tells a story about the pag. (eushes that were originally planted for
usage of branches as handles of hammers and @xis)finally, from a cultural historical

perspective, one can ask what all these signstsay aur 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 buildig material. It also tells us something
about the time when the river could still move arouad 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 waysezding the landscape together, enable us
to gain a complex understanding of a place andtibry that it has to tell. By teaching people
to look at ‘their’ landscapes through these 4 ‘géss, they learn about all kinds of features
that they would not have noticed before and seedheections between them. By presenting
4 distinct perspectives, the Legible Landscapeegtojs aimed at making the land more

intelligible by teaching people how to look.
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Implicitly, the Legible Landscape project is oriedttowards a norm. It intends to teach
people to read landscapes as texts, but it alskaiespwhy some texts are more interesting
than others and which features are responsiblthédr The assumption is that it is good to be
able to know a place, that the quality of a hum@Human life increases as the land gets
more intelligible and the legibility of the landcreases, in short: that the ‘spatial quality’ of
‘landscape quality’ increases with increased ldigybi

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

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

8 4. IVN’s semiotic bias

The IVN approach to legible landscape mirrors themohant tendency in debates on
landscape conservation to start with an ‘objediivisconception of landscape. The
corresponding notion with regard to legibility amnextuality is semiotic. According to
semiotics, anything in the world — and therefomedkcapes as well - can be read as a text,
because all things in the world are organized itiepas, in which individual features are
connected with others. Semiotics aims at the eafpdin of al these cross references between
individual elements; by making these connectionslieix, semiotics produces an
understanding of a text. According to semioticgarstanding the meaning of such a network
of objective signs ‘out there’ or ‘text’ merely nmmesathat one can represent these relations
between signs ‘out there’ in a relationship-netwoikymbolic signs.

With regard to the landscape as a text, this méatssemiotic view focuses on the
way in which individual elements in the landscapehédge, a farm, a ditch) refer to each
other and from a network of interconnected sigie eanings that come to the fore in the 4
perspectives of the IVN method, all refer to objextthings ‘out there’. Understanding a
legible landscape in the semiotic sense merely m#aat one knows about actually existing
relationships of elements in the objective worldolur understanding of the place, we know
about the relationships between objective featofebe world and mirror these relations in
the symbolic order.

But this type of meaning remains fundamentally ‘thére’, the kind of relationships
and connections that a semiotic perspective digclefer to a sphere thegmainsoutside,
that does not involve us; these semiotic signsataalk about our connection to this place,

they do not seem to be able to touch us. The proll@h the IVN approach to the legible
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landscape is that its semiotic notion of textualgyfundamentally unable to explain why
people (should) feel connected and committed taldempes — its conceptualization of
meaning starts with a clear disconnection betwherobjective text and the subjective reader.
The semiotic approach does not tellwisy people (should) care about the legibility of the
land, why they (should) want to get to know thekecgs, why is there more ‘quality’ in a
legible landscape? However, this connection betwaedegible landscape and a good life
seemed to be at the heart of what Willem van Toaed to express.

In the best case, the IVN method helps a well/mfed observer to become better
informed still. The semiotic approach of he IVNIleets the perspective of a well-informed
tourist who is interested, but has no particulacbnnection to this place. This is also
confirmed by the examples in the project’s ‘Mant@l guides’, in which participants of a
landscape walk reported how interesting the guided was to them, how nice it was to do
such a tour in the weekend and that next weekdrey, would visit another place in the
Netherlands for which they were curious. Isn't tthe type of ‘tourist’ attitude that Willem
van Toorn dreaded so much: ‘detached’, merelysitbsi to his own landscape’?

One of the limitations of IVN approach is its lied understanding gflaceidentity.
Personal experiences of place fall outside theesadpghe IVN perspective; they seem to be
irrelevant for real knowledge a place and therefemain absent in the method. Also,
collective place narratives are mostly absent & IWiN perspectives, because they, too, do
not primarily refer to the objective elements ine ttandscape itself. Experiences and
narratives are seen as part of personal interpyetatvhich is considered to be secondary.
However, by excluding al these aspects, the IVNr@gogh seems to ignore those elements of
a committed relation to the landscape that coulabkna person to leave behind a purely
detached observer perspective. How, then, a sen@pproach could help us understand how
people can feel deeply connected to certain plamelpw their notion of personal identity
can get intertwined with the land, remains uttenhglear.

It should be admitted, though, that the IVN metteogblicitly recognises that the 4
perspectives are only a first step in a processcamdbe the start of a conversation among
those who made the guided tour to talk about wetandscape means to them. “Of course,”
the IVN report says, “landscapes also have subg@nd personal significance for people.
People take the objective features of a landscape,connect them to their own personal
experience. In the end, everyone has his own lapgsdis own favourite spots, his own little
stories to tell about the place.” We have to cotelthowever, that — based on its theoretical

approach — the IVN method is fundamentally unsuitedunderstand people’s personal
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experiences of and stories about the meaning dfifegp@laces and take them seriously as
sources for a moral commitment with that a plaeealone as a possible ground for an ethic

of place.

The problem with a semiotic approach to landscapeeat is that it considers reading a
landscape merely as the acquiring information about the worldplace knowledge as
representation). Accordingly, the act of readingseen as merely passively receiving
knowledge of what is ‘out there’. Consequently, damiotic idea ofmeaningimplies (or

creates) a dualist gap between the understandbjgcand the objective signs.

8 5. Environmental psychology

While land semiotics focuses on the purely objectgpects of a landscape, environmental
psychology takes personal experiences of landscapels places as a starting point.
Environmental psychology addresses the way peagileally experience and value certain
landscapes. Some environmental psychologists eydn tletermine what landscape features
determine if people value particular places or rddwever, in doing so, environmental
psychology conceives of the meanings of these taps as mere ‘personal’ or ‘subjective’
value-attributes to a value-neutral landscape. hgamnioes not reside in the landscape
features themselves, but in the subjective persexjarience of these objective features. The
landscape itself is merely an empty white screenwtich individuals can project their
personal tastes and preferences.

The psychological approach is often found in coraton with the first and considered
to be the complement that completes the pictureaBse the objectivist approach is blind for
the way that individuals experience values and rnmganin particular landscapes, many
organizations and agencies revert to environmepsgchology to address the way that
landscapemeansomething to people.

As already mentioned, the IVN method has elemehthis second approach as well,
for instance, when it is stressed that the guidedstabout the legible landscape is merely a
starting point for an engaged conversation aboat tandscape: the landscape will be
interpreted differently by different persons, peopkill add personal experiences and
memories to he more general image of the lands¢hpe,adding meaning to the story about

the landscape.
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In a way, of course, this psychological perspectiudy complements the objectivist
semiotic approach. However, on a theoretical lensrely adding subjective interpretations
to the objective land signs does not do the jomaking intelligible how personal identities
can get intertwined with those of particular pladesalone how ethics can come into play in
these relationships with place. The psychologiggreach seems to presuppose that moral
meanings must be considered as mere projectiopsrebnal preferences on the objectively
mute world. Moral place meanings are considerdaetmerely subjective persoratributes
to an otherwise ‘mute’ objective landscape?

In short, although it is in a real sense a complegnte the objectivist approach,
environmental psychology seems equally unsuiteghtterstand how certain places can give
us a sense of moral measure. When the subjectigerierce is treated as a subjective
addition to the objective world, that it does nait into question the separation between
subject and object that is at root of the probl@ime VN report mentions that each person
will interpret the legible signs differently anddatheaning to the legible features. But merely
adding subjective, personal experiences, to obgcthe legible features is unable to
understand how certain place meanings can bindi@éopheir places. Place-based ethic and
a true place-based commitment with the land shbaldbout the relation that exists between

subject and object.

8 6. Another view on reading — Ricoeurian narrativehermeneutics

In order to understand the actually existing maeied between people and their landscapes,
we should be open to a new ontology that focuseshenrelation between ‘subject’ and
‘object’, people and their places. Instead of sigrtvith a semiotic conception of the legible
landscape, and supplementing that with a purelyestibbe personal interpretation, we should
overcoming the semiotic bias, and start with theranmtimate understanding of the
relationship between the text and the reader. Ataging point, we should recognize that
interpreting a landscape as a text includes mae therely knowing the objective features
and passively reflecting the relationships betwebjective elements and structures in the
world. The reader has a far more active role tg.fdne/he is not merely passively receiving
information about objective signs, but actively amging and reconstructing a world — a
process in which — to name but one example — thgukge with which he or she interprets

the world matters is crucial too (fig 5).
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WILDERNESS

Fig. 5 Language matters

More importantly, the semiotic approach ignoretha the context of the reader is crucial for
the production of ‘meaning’. We need a shift ingperctive on legibility of the land and a
different conception of textuality of the landscapeve are to understand how the legibility
of the land is connected with environmental idgndéihd ethical commitment to place. Such
an alternative conception should start with theogedtion that reading implies a very active
process on the part of the reader, who has toedgt{ve)construct and appropriate a world.
Starting point for an alternative conception of wieading entails could be the work of
the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur. Ricoeur'sqsaphy of reading starts with a very basic
guestion: what is a text? In a famous paper wiik ttery title, he defines a text as “a
discourse fixed by writing” (Ricoeur 1981, p.l146from the start, Ricoeur clearly
distinguishes between speech and written word. e difference between speech and
written texts is that the latter consists of fixa@gns that are in need of interpretation. Because
in a text the author is not present to accompasysigns, it is up to the reader to understand
the meaning of the text. Hermeneutics — the arintdrpretation — is about the effort to
understand the meaning of the text in absence afitror who could explain his intentions.
When language is transformed intdext Ricoeur argues, it assumes a life of its own,
independent of that of itauthor, or phrased in a typical Ricoeurian sense: ‘thd teas
emancipated from its authoif. one wants to understand the meaning of a téxtiakes no
sense to ask the author what he intended to sayparticular text (in the exceptional case that
we couldask him): the author is merely the first readethef text; but when it comes to it, he

has no privileged position to determine how the sould be read or what is the meaning of
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that text (this is especially true for literary t&€x There is no external authoritative source to
turn to regarding the meaning of a text. The fixseghs are out there, and it is up to the
reader(s) to determine what this text has to saxealler can only revert to the act of reading
of the text itself — the text has to be activelppriated by the reader. Whereas in speech a
speaker presents to an interlocutor a ‘real’ wgolidwhich both speaker and interlocutor are
part). In contrast, the text represents an imaginaorld because of gaps in the text's
references, which ultimately must be filled by teader. This distancing of the author from
the text necessitates both explanation and intexjwa in order to derive meaning from a
text.

But why should we read a text at all? AccordingRicoeur, “texts speak of possible
worlds and of possible ways of orienting oneselthese worlds” (Ricoeur 1981, p.177). We
need to read texts, because they enable us tostadérthe world and ourselves. Actively
reading and understanding a text is to be operndowtorld as presented by the text, and
willing to ‘place oneself’ — for the time being & that world. To interpret and understand a
text means to open one’s self to those possiblddaarhich texts discloses or opens up.
Standing in front of a text means that we do nojgat our own beliefs and prejudices onto
the text; instead we “let the work and its worldaege the horizon of the understanding
which | have of my self’ (Ricoeur 1981, p.178).

Moreover, we can never only read one text in igmtat all texts already implicitly refer
to other, preceding texts that have already detexthboth the reader and the world of the
text as well. This inter-textual context, too, detmes how the text will be interpreted.

According to Ricoeur, in the act of reading, tertlaeader are engaged in a dialectical
relationship: theneaningof a text can only be ‘understood’ by a reader abtively engages
himself in the process of understanding while atdhme time being open to a meaning that is
evoked by the text. This becomes clear when weotynderstand whajoodreading would
entail.

To read a text means that one tries to understamaneaning of the text itself, and not
project one’s own preconceptions upon the texRiroeur’'s words: good reading requires a
willingness on the part of the reader to partiapiat the world that is opened up by the text
and abstract from the context of ones particuli (idistantiation’). However, if | am to
really understand the meaning of a particularrditg) text, | also have to get involved in that
text. It means that | have to be ‘present; in nadieg: | have to bring to live the narrative of
the text, bring to bear the meanings of words amttepts that play a role in my own life.

Good reading, according to Ricoeur, therefore dussonly require ‘distantiation’, but also
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‘appropriation’, for the reader must use the conteéxis own life to ‘bring to life’ the world
that is being brought forward by the téxt.

Ultimately, texts and reader are tied together magative, in which the reader tries to
explain the meaning of a text, but at the same tiestifies about his own identity. It is
through the texts that he reads and by imaginingséif in the worlds that are being opened
by these texts that the reader gets to know himd&éifough the act of reading and
interpreting texts, one gets to know ‘oneself astlagr’ (Ricoeur 1992). It is this later notion
of identity that Ricoeur calls narrative identity.

In the next section, | will show how this Ricoeuriperspective provides us with a new
mode of understanding the legible landscape andlenas to understand how the legibility
of a landscape can inform one’s place-based igeatit intensify one’s relationship to these

landscapes.

8 7. Hermeneutic understanding of the landscape: egling ourselves through the land

As shows above, central to Ricoeur’'s hermeneutnception of textuality is the idea that the
meaning of a text comes into being through theddateading, and that this reading act
implies an active stance from the reader. If we twanconnect this Ricoeurian perspective
with environmental philosopfyand with the discourse on the legible landsceecan start
by noting that the legible landscape has most featthat are crucial for texts in a Ricoeurian
sense: the legible landscape contains fixed sigaisare in need of interpretation, while the
author of this text is absent.

What makes this perspective differ from the serniatid psychological understanding

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

2 Elsewhere, | have shown that for us, today, thermdso a principal limitation to this idea of appriation,
because in our post-modern age, we seem to haweneetwo self-aware and too aware of the contingerficy
each particular appropriation of nature. Post-modégtderness desire could be a symptom of thidisthi self-
awareness: we long for something that is not imezghion because we seem to lack a culture of @atare not
at ease in any cultivation of the world (cf. Dres1tt2007).

® David Utsler has repeatedly demonstrated thatRRiseurian conception of narrative identity canabmodel
for understanding what Utsler calls ‘environmeidaintity’ (Utsler 2007, Utsler 2008).

* In this and the next section, | draw heavily eflections on the relevance of Ricoeur for envirental
philosophy by Forrest Clingerman on ‘emplacemefitlingerman 2004), David Utsler on environmental

identity (Utsler 2007 and 2008) and Brian Treanofr@rrative environmental virtue ethics’ (Trear2@07).
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Instead of starting with a distinction between obye land signs and subjective experiences
of meaning and value, and then have to face thstigmehow to understand the connection
between both separated entities, an environmertahdneutics starts with this connection
and focuses on the act of understanding or intengyéhe land by an interpreter.

A hermeneutic perspective on the legible landsahges not so much describe how an
individual happens to be interested in reading l&mel, but rather what it means that the
landscape presents itself as a text that it woedding. It could therefore also help us
understand how it can be that some readers ofatitk dre transformed in the act of reading,
and develop their own sense of identity in a digalgmeaningful relationship with the

landscape.

We are interpreting beings: we only know ourselesughthe stories that are being told. If
it is true that texts and narrative identity arénmately linked, as Ricoeur holds, then there
could also be a relation between the land as aaedtplace-identity. Through the act of
reading, the text can change the reader’s worldataat his identity. If the reader answers to
the ‘invitation of the text’, then the refiguratiai the world by the text also brings about an
active reorganization of the reader’s being-inaid.

Reading the land as text requires that we engageloes with the place-meanings that
beckon to be realized through our act of interpi@ta We must actively appropriate the
meaning by investing ourselves in the landscapel #&rthe same time be prepared to let the
text ‘change our world’. Only when the land beconmgsrtwined with my own life story,
then a landscape can provide an ethos: a true idggllace that defines who | am and what
my life is about.

According to Ricoeur, one’s narrative identity istermined by the opening horizon of
new worlds that are being disclosed by texts. Siryi) we could now understand how the act
of reading a particular landscape-text could benfive for one’s personal identity. But what
we should also recognize, is that our identity &lagys already been determined by earlier
texts, and — to take the analogy one step furthitverefore also by other, earlier landscape-
texts: our place-identity (cf. Utsler’s notion adrnivironmental identity’) is the result of the
way that we have always already interpreted oueselthrough the reading of ‘our’
landscapes. Understanding the legible landscapeftinie also demands that we ask how pre-
existing land-texts have already made us into whave now.

If landscapes and places can be read as a temtpthee-narratives — that is: the stories

that we tell about the meaning of this place andtithmeans to be in this place — add to our
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sense of identity. Also, our identity is alreadyingeformed by the place-narratives that
surround us: we are always already ‘emplaced’ @hgerman 2004), that is: being formed
by the existing meanings and interpretations of |dred. We should learn to understand
ourselves through the landscape. Understandindethible landscape requires that we must
also learn to understand how places have alwagadlrcontributed to who we are. And then
move on to produce more adequate interpretatiotiseomeaning of the land to enable more

adequate practices.

8 8 Narrativity and semiotics as complementary pefgectives

All this does not, however, render the semioticrapph to landscapes irrelevant for an ethics
of place. Hermeneutic narrativity and the semiacboiception of meaning should rather be
viewed as complements. An adequate place-baseatimarethics has to supply a place-based
identity, but also has to acknowledge that eacheplas a status of its own. This ‘otherness’
or ‘autonomy’ of the world has to somehow be pdrtthee place narrative as well, and
semiotics could be a way to do just that. Placeatimes — what is the nature of this place and
what it actually means to live here — cannot beljrenvented, but somehow have to be
‘grounded’ in an understanding of the nature o fhlace: its history, its soil composition, the
way it changes throughout the year, what specuesthere, what food you can grow there,
etcetera..

The semiotic approach brings into play the ‘objatti of a place by conveying certain
place features with a specific ‘gravity’, a weigsftits own. For Ricoeur, the reality of the
world of the text was fundamentally different frahe ‘real world. In the world of speech, I
as a speaker can point to the things that | tatlueb my worlds or signs refer directly to the
real world that both speaker and listener livelna written text, this is — as we have seen —
fundamentally different: the text opens a world{ this world is incomplete, it shows many
gaps which have to filled by the reader; that iy wéxts need the interpretation of a reader.
Approaching a landscape as a written text wouldyrtipat the world that is being opened by
this text is in a sense ‘not real’: it needs tariierpreted. The world that is brought forward in
an traditional agricultural landscape brings to aniong-gone worlds of traditional farming,
but this world only comes into existence by theivactact from us — the readers and
interpreters of this text. Clingerman has noted tha land can be read a text, but that it is

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

the real world (in a very specific sense at lea3te narrative connects the land to a sense of
our identity — the story of what it means to live this land — but in addition the legible
landscape also tells a story that is ‘real’ in acmunore literal sense. One could say that
semiotics focuses the attention on these ‘reatufes that the reader can ‘point out’, and to
the ‘real’ world of the landscape-text, in whicle tleaders finds himself.

Nevertheless, theneaningof these individual features and objective readitstill needs
the broader interpretational context of a narratovget the kind of meaning that can change
my worldview and my sense of identity.

The semiotic texts that are addressed by the IVbildle Landscape project, can tell us
how this particular place behaves, how it cameetondhat intrusions it will and will not take,
etcetera. But in the end, the objectivity of thengdic approach has to be integrated with an
overall hermeneutic of the landscape, in whichtfal objective features are put into context
and get tanean somethingt is this narrative context that connects my faith this place.

A nice illustration of the productive complementyarof semiotics and narrativity iSreude
am Fluss(Joy with the river), a European Union projectq20 2008) that combined a smart
‘ecosystem-based’ river management view with aremive ‘joint planning approach’ and
tried to actively involve citizens in the managemenhrivers, notable the Rhine in France,
Germany and the Netherlands. The project sougltotobine the ‘ecologization’ of river
management with a conscious effort to increase'dpatial quality’ of the river landscape
through public participation.

The project’s staring point was a more comprehenssological vision on river systems,
acknowledging not only that rivers are highly dymamatural systems that bring life to the
landscape, and provide its residents with all lahdesources, that need a certain amount of
space to exercise there ecological functions, ld axplicitly address the fact that places
along the river are connected with each other dowasy and upstream in the most literal
sense of the world.

In a semiotic sense, such river ecology ‘reads’riher landscape, and reveals the many
subtle relations that exist between different egclal features of river and human activities.

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

® Cf. Forrest Clingerman 2004, who also reflectstundifferences and similarities between a Riciaeuidea

of emplotment and the materiality of a place-ogemotion of ‘emplacement’.
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embedded in an overarching narrative about rivacs &hat it means to live there. These
stories should always also be about thg that inhabits the river landscape.Areude am
Fluss local governments and conservationists try teetmglace’ river inhabitants along the
Rhine by ‘retelling’ the river narrative and invitesidents to do the sanfereude am Fluss
clearly touched upon questions of place identitye Tentral challenge was to attempt to re-
emplace river residents along the Rhine by ‘retgllthe river narrative and thus integrate the
semiotics of the integral ecological view of theer with a narrative hermeneutic of what it
means to be a river resident. Most participantthefproject were unaware of the links with
environmental identity and many ideas were not ghouhrough very thoroughly, but some
poets and essays clearly touched on the themewrfoemental identity. Some interesting
ideas that were put forward still play a productreée in present-day discussions about life
along the rivers. An environmental hermeneuticddbe helpful to further this project.

Present-day ecosystem based water managemenftratarain integral vision of what a
river is, that looks at a river from source to nfout all of its aspects. Rivers flow and
connect, they provide routes of transportationtolnyswas determined by the flow of the big
rivers, each location or community along the riierconnected to other places and other
communities along that same river — upstream andhdtweam — and all this is true whether
we know it or not. The semiotic ‘reading of a riverovides us with ‘plain facts’ that have to
play a role in our hermeneutic relation with thedafor it to be credible and sustainable.
Thus, river ecology and hydrology and archeolodgyrehd’ extra layers of meaning from the
land that can enrich our understanding of the wakltknowledgement of the ecological and
geomorphological text can help ‘ground’ our intetations of the world and make actions
more attuned to the land. Nevertheless, they shioellshcorporated in place-based identity
as well.What does it mean to live along the river?

Heraclites famously claimed that one can never isttiepthe same river twice. Maybe we
should make a variation on Heraclites’ statemeul r@cognize that one can also never live
along the river in one place only. Rivers conneith upstream and downstream, they cross
borders of nations and states, they are highly myoaheir course can be negotiated, but not
controlled.

An adequate river ethics should learn what it woukhn to ‘embrace the river’ — seeing
it not merely as a threat or as a commodity, babgeizing the river as a deciding factor for
what it means to live here. The idea that we alwagsalong the whole of the river could be
a starting point. It is not without reason that thest successful examples of bioregionalism

are connected to the idea of a watershed and cataBr(fig. 6). Rivers connect, flow through
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and communities, they define bioregions and oftaliucal regions as well. Learning to
embrace the river would mean that we learn to theeriver by reading ourselves through the

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

new place-based communities.
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Fig. 6 Rivers reframing and restructuring the world

Seeing the world through the transnational rivécloment area could change the perspective
on political issues and influence perceived priesittoo. If the river flows across borders,
maybe we river residents should do so as well. Kihghourselves through the river, would
then imply thinking through and across borderss ttestructuring and reorganizing our view
of the world. Thinking with the river across borslewould put into perspective some issues,
and endorse others. Climate change is an impadsine¢, whether you live along the Rhine in
the Netherlands, in Germany, France or Switzerlavitereas all kind of national political
issues becomes irrelevant once you move acrossiahenal border only one meter. Of

course these thought are only meant to illustrat® Bn environmental hermeneutic could

look like.
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89 Limitations to the concept of a legible landscape

But of course we should be aware of the limitatiohgoncept of the land as a text as well.
Here, | only want to mention two types of limitai& the ‘prereflexive’ and ‘postreflexive’
limits.

First, our reflexive, language-based relation t® wWorld is preceded by a relation that does
not depend on language. Thisereflectiverelation refers to the type of direct (bodily)
experience of value in nature, as expressed by mliER96) and Kohak (1984). In the
perspective of the legible landscape, these dishgsical relations fall outside the scdpe.
Anyhow, with regard to our shared notions of theldjathe concept of the legible landscape
and the model of the text could be valuable. Outilpeexperiences of the world are highly
individual (even if we share them with others), ballective relations with the world rely to a
large portion on interpretation via words and cquse

But at the other side is another limit to interptin: in our awareness (afterwards, as it were)
of the limitations of each interpretational accesshe world. Elsewhere (Drenthen 1999), |
have argued that although we have to appropriaterean order to articulate its moral
meaning, in our age, we have also become thorouginare that each particular
appropriation is fundamentally problematic, fofaills to capture the otherness off nature. The
‘wildness’ of nature escapes from each particutderpretation, wildness is that aspect of
nature which cannot be appropriated — which cabeanade part of our symbolic order. Yet
it has to be appropriated in one way or anotheifwant to articulate the moral meaning that
this otherness has for us. We seem to have a Igriginwildness precisely because it cannot
be appropriated. Poets and writers have often taeatticulate the value of this otherness of
nature by making use of paradoxical form. Nevegbgl seen from this perspective, the value
of wildness seems to pose a fundamental limitatmithe concept of legible landscape; at
least some landscapes derive their meaning for rasisely from theirillegibility (cf.
Drenthen 2009). Acknowledging our postmodern pradient, we should therefore recognize

® Although it is possible to have second thoughtetiver these bodily experiences are in fact natniy way

dependent on some processes of interpretationthaisdon the model of textuality. In some bodily esipnces,

interpretations seem to play a role, as researchany different areas seems to suggest (e.g. pesteklies).

Helmut Plessner’s philosophical anthropology haswsh that all of our relations with nature are aftga
intertwined with processes of interpretation — ¢hisr no unmediated access to the world. This impghat we

cannot avoid interpreting the world around is —aading to Plessner, we are ‘artificial by naturef.(
Kockelkoren 1984).
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that we will not always feel at home, sometimeslw&main strangers on the land. We
should, | believe, even learn to cherish thesgible landscapes as places where one can
encounter nonhuman otherness, that is: placesneaidy appropriated in the symbolic order,
although — and that’s the paradox — such a desgmnas ‘place beyond the symbolic order’ is

in fact already symbolic itself.
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