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Reading Ourselvesthrough the Land

L andscape Her meneutics and Ethics of Place

Introduction

Philosophical hermeneutics is concerned with undeding the meaning and interpretation
of texts. In each culture, certain texts are recghas being particularly significant. Such
texts present themselves as meaningful and helmjderstand what it means to be human.
We feel there is something about them that ha tongerstood, e.g. because we suspect they
reveal something about what it means to be modhgut the meaning of gratitude or
compassion, etcetera. In other words, such texdsdoeto be interpreted, but in order to grasp
the full meaning of such texts, we have to engaggust in reading but also in interpreting
them. To truly understand the meaning of a textamtkerstand what it has to say, one has to
engage in the process of interpretation and letrmbiels and letters of the texts bring forth a
whole world. If we allow texts to open a world te as a reader, then texts can change the
way we understand ourselves and the world.

Environmentalhermeneutics is concerned with the question wieatbaneutics can
contribute to our understanding of environmentatoty and practice. Environmental
hermeneuticists explore what it means to intergmtironments, how environments can
become meaningful to us, and how certain interpogta of the environment support certain
self-interpretations. It is particularly interestedhow specific places and landscapes present

themselves to us as being significant and meaningfe do not always already fully know



whatthey have to say to us; but we feel their appaal® these places present themselves as
significant and beckon to be understood and inédeplr— ‘what is it about this place?’

In our daily lives, we usually do not find oursedvin mere abstract space, but, rather,
in meaningful places. Our moral involvement withr gurroundings is part of our being-in-
the-world that roots in a conception of the workdanethos that is: a morally structured,
significant place for us as morally sensitive bsing live in. Therefore, according to Ingrid
Stefanovic, “ethical discernment is less a mattenillectual construction than it is one of
attunement to a particular way of being-in-placathiier than simply consisting of a project of
internalizing an inventory of rules and principlesthical awareness also unfolds
prethematically and is informed by virtue of thetaagical phenomenon of emplacement”
(Stefanovic, 2000, p.128). Such a view on ethicBeidi from more current forms of
environmental ethics that tend to seek ethical gluids for dealing with the environment in
abstract notions such as ‘intrinsic value of natwe ‘ecocentric egalitarianism.” Such
concepts are meant to help humans distance theessatymuch as possible from their own
anthropocentric partiality, ‘speciesist rationdlitand ‘human chauvinism’. From a
hermeneutical perspective, such an approach onuitman perspective is mistaken, because it
presupposes a displaced and disembodied view obeung in the world, and - because
interpretations about self and world are never aemd but always also determine how we
lead our lives - runs the risks of actually tramsfimg people into such abstract beings.

An environmental hermeneutical ethics does not st#in a reflection and articulation
of abstract values that people should adhere ttheRat starts out from the assumption that
the world we live in has significance because ialiways already infused with meanings.
Moreover, hermeneuticists also stress that in olerasp the full meaning of a particular
place, one has to get involved in a process ofpng¢ation. In that sense, landscapes can be

compared with texts.



The idea that nature has to be interpreted inrdaeeveal a deeper meaning is not
particularly original but has a long history. Itshbheen first worked out in early Christian
theology (cf. Clingerman 2009). Augustine alreadidghat God wrote two books: the Holy
Bible and the Book of Nature. Reading the ‘BookNzture’ was not that different from
reading the Bible: it enabled humans to feel parGod’'s creation and reflect on God’s
intentions with the world. The metaphor of the BamfkNature also played a role in"™8
Century German philosophy of nature, notably thatGmethe, who assumed that the
workings of nature should be understood as revgalame deeper meaning of a World Spirit
(Weltgeist,cf. Verhoog 1989). These ideas do no longer seebetof much importance in
our present day, postmodern understanding of tidstape. Today, hardly anyone considers
beauty in nature as a coded message from Godcamahtic philosophy of nature has ceased
to be of influence on natural sciences such asoggoland geology. Yet, in some
contemporary ideas about landscapes, one carsestile some reminiscences of the old idea
of nature as a text with a deeper meaning that beigtterpreted.

One of these ideas is the ‘legible landscapegracept that plays an important role in
Dutch debates about landscape conservation. T{pidak used to point out how old cultural
landscapes — some more than others — contain #ighgan be ‘read’ like meaningful texts
that tell a story about ourselves and our historych in the same way as other texts from our
cultural heritage do. By reading the landscapefallye one can find a deeper meaning. The
term was originally introduced by author and largecactivist Willem van Toorn, for whom
the ability to read a landscape is be part of ahmuoader normative view on the moral
relation between humans and landscapes. Yet, tasnbeen widely adopted by several
conservation groups in the Netherlands, mostly liedhey believe that landscape legibility
is the key to understandingand increasing -people’s attachment to particular places and

landscapes. In 2004, the Dutch Association for EErvhental Education (IVN) developed a



method -Project Legible Landscapeto help local inhabitants’ increase their capato
‘read’ the landscape and help them develop a dedfghment with particular places.

In this paper, | will first briefly present Van ®m'’s original concept. Next, | discuss
the Legible Landscape Project and some of its dyidgrassumptions regarding the concept
of landscape legibility. | will show that the projds rather heavily influenced by a particular
understanding of the relation between texts andemathat focuses on revealing objective
features in the landscape. In this perspectivajimgaa landscape boils down to getting to
know the objective relationships between diffemr@tiognizable features in a landscape. | will
argue that such a semiotic view on landscape rgasdiof limited value because of it fails to
recognize the moral implications of the concepthaf legible landscape. Reading landscape
texts does not merely revolve around informatiandkcape texts also present of ‘open up’ a
meaningful world to the reader and can thus playuaial role in developing a view of self
and world that can support an intimate and morahgaged relationship with these
landscapes. | will suggest that a hermeneutic atcoluthe legible landscape is more suited

for articulating such a normative vision of whainiéans to read a landscape.

L egible L andscapes as Food for the Spirit

The term ‘legible landscape’ was coined by the Bytoet, novelist and landscape activist
Willem van Toorn. In his work, Van Toorn expres$gs commitment and concern for the
traditional Dutch river landscape, which plays amportant part in both his novels (Van
Toorn 1988 and 1999) and essays (Van Toorn 1998). Ihatkel980s and early 1990s, Van
Toorn joined a landscape protest movement thastesbiplans of the Dutch Directorate-
General for Public Works and Water Management ttfoece embankments along the major
rivers (Rhine, Waal, and Meuse). Due to both clenahange and established water

management policies, precipitation is expecteds® of in the near future, urging the Dutch



government to take precautions. For reasons of-eftettiveness, it was decided not to
strengthen the old dykes — often century-old, sis@dled, rather winding dykes — but replace
them with higher, more robust and straighter ones.

The plan would be disastrous for the traditionygidal Dutch river landscape, made
famous by the works of 7century landscape painters such as Jacob and GalRmysdael,
and would damage age old remains of human habitafioe landscape activists warned that
the implementation of the original plans would degimany of these old ‘signs’ and memory
traces in the landscape (wooded banks, terracgsnohll dykes and large artificial mounds),
and would transform the ‘habitable, meaningful wbiihto a uniform, merely functional
landscape dominated by straight lines; a ‘systeradtior even ‘medicalized’ landscape (with
artificial veins, bypasses and heart valves) dewbicheaning. Willem van Toorn was one of
their spokespersons.

It was in this context that Van Toorn introducdte tterm ‘legible landscape’:
landscapes (some more than others) contain sigmshvemable people to ‘read’ them as
meaningful texts. Such landscapes “remind us atmmgplicated and sometimes unconscious
lines that there is a past, that people who livethat past had to deal with the world just as
we have to, that they had to protect themselvessigaature and at the same time use its
resources” (Van Toorn 1998, p.66). The reason weldhvalue the legibility of the landscape
has to do with our own sense of identity: “We haoestay in touch with this past — not
because the past is better than the present, tylysbecause we owe our existence, our
identity, our vision of the world to it, and because can only think about the future by
making use of our past experiences” (p. 66). Thagible landscapes embody what O’Neill,
Holland and Light call the “larger normative cort&xin which we can place our lives as to
have a sense of orientation; and that serve aseiahreference that tell us “what happens

before us and what comes after” (O’Neill, Holland_&ht 2008: p. 163).



Eventually, and partly as a result of the landscpptests, the Dutch government
decided that the dyke improvements should be iatedrinto the existing landscape with
more care. At the same time, because in water neamaxgt the dominant paradigm shifted
from fighting against the water towards working twitature and giving room for the river,
plans for dyke reinforcement also gave way to thebidon to restore the original river
dynamics by ‘rewilding’ large parts of the old amitural land along the river. Yet, Van
Toorn pointed out that these rewilding projects ldduave equally disastrous effects on the
legibility of the land: again, legible signs thatchbeen the result of a century-old history of
human habitation would eventually disappear, tinge twhipped out by natural processes. E
Early protests warned against modernist civil eegiing projects, now they opposed the
ideas of ‘green’ water managers, restoration bistsgand urban wilderness lovers. In this
new context, it became clear that the main worguakandscape legibility is anthropocentric,
and concerns the meaning landscapes have for hideatity: “A landscape that does not
contain enough ‘signs’, or where too much of thelgms have disappeared, cannot tell us
much” (p.66). From this perspective, landscape Icemg is just another modernist threat to
landscape identity: “I consider it a dangerous tgweent that, with nature construction,
people aspire to create landscapes, in which huraengresent only as tourists — and no
longer as residents for whom the signs and naewtof the land are food for their spirit”
(p.77). According to Van Toorn, rewilding will prade illegible landscapes, in which people
will eventually loose their sense of identity andlvibecome merely “visitors”: tourists
without a proper identity. What also becomes appgai® that for Van Toorn, the ‘legible
landscape’ is not merely a purely descriptive cphcbut has a normative significance as
well. In Van Toorn’s view, being able to read adacape is essential for having a meaningful

and good life.



Van Toorn’s concept of landscape legibility hasereed much public recognition.
Apparently, it gave voice to a broadly recognizedrah concern for the loss of significant
feelings of place attachment. Moreover, it supmbréevision on human life in which a
meaningful existence should be embedded in a mgfuhiand non trivial relationship with
the landscape.

Many have attempted to acknowledge these kindgsooicerns in environmental
policy, by adopting the concept of landscape lditybin nature management and education.
It is assumed that place attachment depends torge lextend on the accessibility of
landscapes, both in the literal and epistemologieaise Landscape legibility is considered
by many to be of key importance for increasing pespattachment to particular places and
landscapes, which is in turn is considered vitalassure future support for landscape
conservation. Since a few years, Dutch nature masdgom the Dutch State forestry service
and NatuurmonumenteSociety for preservation of nature monumentshim Wetherlands)
aim to increase the legibility of a landscape bgt@cting and highlighting particular telling
landscape elements. Environmental education graupshe other hand, try to educate the
public to recognize these legible features. Efftidse been made to translate Van Toorn’s
concept in such a way that they can be more eagipfied in landscape governance and
spatial policy. Yet, as we will see below, in soofghese translations, the normative aspect

of Van Toorn’s original idea tends to be overlooked

Four Waysto Read the Landscape

In 2004, the Dutch Association for EnvironmentalEakion (IVN) adapted Van Toorn’s idea
and attempts to utilize the concept in a methodngture guided tours (Hendriks & Kloen
2007). The basic idea is that nature guides orgamsiaort 2-hour walks in people’s

neighborhoods in which local residents and otheestaught to ‘read the landscape’. The



purpose of these walks is to enable people to tmmetter/deepeunderstandingof a
particular place, thus offering them a sense oértation in space and time. By helping
people discover the ‘stories that these landscegkstheir relationship with these places is
expected to deepen.

The IVN-method distinguishes 4 different ways ihieh one can ‘read’ a landscape.
Together, they enable people to get a fairly coteplederstanding of the character, structure
and meaning of a particular landscape.

The first perspective or manner of reading lookstret vertical structureof a
landscape, and considers the relation between gybsd composition, groundwater level,
geomorphology, relief) and what grows and land ars¢he surface. Certain biotopes such as
ditches, pools, hedges, and wood banks can betasgetermine soil composition (poor or
rich in nutrients; backland or old river bank), wiiin turn can help us to understand which
plant species should be at home here. Not all Eapks are equally legible in this vertical
sense. Some places express the geomorphologigetiust clearly; here one can witness what
happened in the (geological) past. Spatial patterrisese places tend to be rather complex,
for instance because road patterns follow formegrrbanks. In contrast, places which are
structured merely on functional grounds are muds legible in this vertical sense. The
square pattern of roads in the American Mid-Waestjristance, tend to conceal the structures
underfoot and therefore lack verticality, in sonese at least. One could consider these
landscapes are ‘equalized’, ‘flat’. Contrary to wan Toorn believes, ecological restoration
can play a role in increasing the vertical legibiliof the land, because some restoration
projects actually highlight and uncover ancientdden texts such as old riverbeds and thus

deepen the time horizon and add a longer sensstofin a certain place.

! An often-used method for rewilding floodplainstire Netherlands is the excavation of clay deposiigealing

the subterranean relief that preceded the cultuatdi those floodplains by farmers. The Ark NatEmindation



The second perspective on the legible landscapesés on théorizontal structure
those observable patterns that are visible on agtaphical map. A horizontal reading gives
us a clearer understanding of all the function#ti@nships in a landscape. It recognized
patterns of roads and waterways, zoning of houamegs, agricultural activity, ecological
networks, but also whether an area is accessiblekog and cycling; whether it plays a role
in water storage or drainage, whether its spatraicgire is open or closed, how different
adjacent spaces are confined and separated fromather, etcetera. What do the spatial
patterns tell us about functional, ecological agdrblogical relations in this place? Is there a
network of natural elements expressing of the uUgiohgr ecological relationships?
Landscapes with a high horizontal legibility teradhtave complex, multifaceted functional
patterns and therefore tell an interesting storpen@as illegible landscapes tend to be
monotonous and dull (e.g. the huge monoculturéseofigro-industry).

The third reading of the landscape focuses onsdssonal compositiorwhat do
colors, shapes and structures in the landscapalrabeut the particular time of year? In
places with much variation throughout the year, oae use the colors and forms of plants,
vegetation and crops to notice which season Ihisome places these changes are abrupt; in
others they are more gradual. A poorly legible taaghe looks the same all-year round,
whereas a highly legible place talks about the nmgaof spring and fall, brings to mind
meaning of the passing of time and conveys whaaahthe seasons can have on the land.

Finally, the fourth perspective looks at tbaltural history of a landscape and how
observable patterns and elements in the landsedlpetrspecific moments in history. Central
to this perspective are anthropogenic landscapaegltss and patterns such as buildings and
road patterns. Age, style, type of build and matdgg.g. river clay) of buildings tell about the

history of a place. A brick stone farm house oifiaidl mound in a Dutch river area tells a

even uses the economic yield of these clay exaawatio pay for nature conservation activities, thaking



story of a time when the river could still move @md freely and occasionally flooded the
land, providing fertile soil and building materi@nd how humans adapted to that natural
system. But pattern of parcels can also reflectafganizational structure of society during
time of land cultivation. Even vegetation can beeapression of specific times or phases in
history: exotic tree species bring to mind the Rosnavho introduced them 2000 years ago,
certain trees and bushes, that have been plantddrimgrs to provide for ax handles, still
remain in the landscape long after the farm hotseghich they belonged have disappeared.
Finally, present land use (grass land, silt dum@y @xcavation) tells us about the local
historical phase that we are in, today. And alkéhsigns can say something about the future
prospects.

By teaching people to look at ‘their’ landscapésotigh these perspectives, the
Legible Landscape Project aims at making the landenmtelligible by teaching people how
to look. Together, these four ways of reading #@edscape enable us to gain a complex
understanding of a place and the story that it thatell. Moreover, the project can also
explain why some places appeal to us in particllacause they tell more interesting, more
complex and more colorful stories than other places

Like with Van Toorn, although less clearly and momplicitly, the Legible
Landscape Project also presupposes a particulanatime ideal about how people and
landscapes should relate. The project considedstapes as texts worthwhile reading, and
tries to get people to pay closer attention to ldmelscape. Implicitly, it is assumed that a
human life is more worthwhile in a landscape thatlegible: the ‘spatial quality’ or
‘landscape quality’ is said to increase with inesesh legibility. But the project does not
explicatewhy people should read the landscape more carefully,it would make our lives

worthwhile, and why it is better morally to readaadscape than — for instance — to watch a

large scale rewilding possible without much finahciosts (cf. Drenthen 2009).
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reality soap on television. To understand that, oeeds a richer approach to landscape

legibility.

The Semiotic Biasin Current Landscape Reading Practices

The approach of the IVN towards the legible langscis heavily influenced by a particular
conception of textuality — semiotics — that assuthasthe meaning of a text derives from the
connections between the constitutive parts withiexa - the ‘signs’. According to semiotics,
understanding the meaning of a text, which is seea network of signs, primarily means that
one can recognize these relations within this ndtvemd represent them in a network of
symbols. According to semiotics, anything can leeras a text, since all things in the world
are part of a relational network with other thingéith regard to the landscape as a text, the
semiotic view focuses on the way in which individaements in the landscape (a hedge, a
farm, a ditch) refer to each other and form a netvad interconnected signs.

It is this semiotic view of reading a text thataisroot of the four perspectives of the
Legible Landscape Project, which all refer to samlationships between objective features
that exist ‘out there’. Reading the landscape ie #8emiotic sense merely focus on
recognizing all actually existing relationshipsedéments in the objective world. The focus is
on knowing the relations between the legible elésiaecognizing how the species of trees is
related to the soil composition; how the road patteflects the way the river has shifted its
course, etcetera. Once | know the relationshipadst objective features of the world, | can
represent these relations by telling the story gllaece — a story that reflects the different
complex relationships in the world in a symboliden.

Because the semiotic approaefualsthe reading a landscape with merely as the
acquiring of information about the worldout there’, the semiotic idea of textuality is

fundamentally unable to explain why people feel plieeconnected and committed to
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landscapes. Its conceptualization of meaning staitts a clear disconnection between the
objectivity of the text and an uninvolved reader éhus presupposes (or rather creates) a gap
between the understanding subject and the objesiiyes. This focus on knowledge as
representation of a place ignores other ways adwkng’' a place, such as having an intimate
acquaintance with a place. What semiotic landscapding practices do not address is the
relationship thatve as readers have with this legible landscape. €En@diic reading shows
why the story of certain particular landscapes laygonsidered more interesting than others,
but it does not address why certain places appeas in a way that involves who we are. It
does not tell usvhy people (should) care about the legibility of taad, why they (should)
want to get to know these places, why is there ryuality’ in a legible landscape?

Thus, the semiotic view does not recognize thenative element that proved central
to Van Toorn’s concern: the “residents for whom signs and narratives of the land are food
for their spirit.” The very connection between gibde landscape and a good life, which is at
the heart of what Willem van Toorn originally triéol express with the concept, cannot be
addressed through the type of landscape readiagshh IVN project is promoting.

It should be acknowledged that the authors ofltié method explicitly recognize
that their four reading perspectives can only bgsa step in the process of developing a
deeper understanding of a place. Seeing and knawengifferent aspects of the land can be
the start of a conversation among those who maeegtided tour to talk about what the
landscape really means to them. But the authorggreze that in our relation to place, other,
more intimate meanings are in play. Landscapes &lsee subjective and personal
significance for people; people develop a relatmsvith a landscape by connecting the
objective story about the landscape with their geat experiences. The IVN project
acknowledges that merekyniowinga place is only part of the story. After the guideur, the

floor should be opened for a conversation aboutenparsonal experiences of the landscape.
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Yet, because IVN’s collective reading of the larayse starts from a semiotic conception of
reading, the nature of these other meanings temdsetviewed as subjective and highly
personal, and rather disconnected from the idewiire as a text in need of interpretation. In
the end, it is suggested, the landscape is diffdmneveryone, since everyone has his own
favorite spots, his own little stories to tell abahe place. IVN acknowledges that the
objectivist approach ignores the way that individuaxperience and value particular
landscapes. But to the extent that these more atéinmmeanings are conceived as being highly
personal, it is difficult to see how they could yplthe normative role that they do in
discussions about legibility of the landscape.

Like many who are unsatisfied with a merely ohjest account of the relation
between humans and landscape, in order top addmess personal meanings, the IVN
project reverts to environmental psychology as hjestive supplement. Environmental
psychologists study how individuals experience &atlie certain landscapes and places;
some even try to determine why people value pdaiquiaces more than others. The problem
with a psychological approach, however, is in thd, ¢hat it too cannot explain the normative
content of the reading of landscapes. For psyclgtkgexperiencing meanings of a landscape
can never be anything else but a mere subjectivibwtion to an otherwise value-neutral
landscape; the landscape itself is merely the wdateen on which individuals project their
personal tastes and preferences. However, if albethother, more intimate and relational
aspects of our understanding of place are merebjestive personalattributes to an
otherwise ‘mute’ objective landscape, than the arpee of humans would not so much
testify something about the meaning of the landsctself, but rather on the structure of their
character and their personal history. Environmep&jchology indeed complements the
objectivist approach, but as a perspective on ¢géole landscape it is equally unsuited to

understand how certain places can present peopteammoral frame of reference. Merely
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adding subjective experiences to objective legiblures cannot explain how certain place
meanings can support a morally deep sense of hapmngwhich places can be “food for the
spirit”. Both the semiotic focus on gathering kneddge about a landscape, and the
psychological approach to nature experiences resttiaply embedded in a notion of reading
landscapes that is fundamentally unsuited to utaleishow landscapes can serve a role as a
normative frame of reference.

The semiotic perspective on the landscape presagpa distanced perspective on
place in which landscapes can at best be integesbjects that tell interesting stories. We can
choose to value these places, or even choosedgnie their intrinsic value, but a semiotic
reading the landscape would also be perfectly cdiblpawith a detached, self-centered
relationship with place. It is true that the averagsident will know more about a place that
an average incidental visitor will, but that does mean that having more knowledge about a
place will lead to an increased place attachmeisitdrs can discover new information about
a place, but they will at best become better infnvisitors. A place can become more
interesting to them, but that is not enough to suipa true attachment to place and become a
true resident. For those who are already attachedptace, the semiotic reading method can
add depth and meaning to the landscape, but faetlhoth a rather shallow relation to the
landscape, visiting the place will at best be a@otfice thing to do in the weekend. And next
weekend, they will visit another place that will just as interesting. But this was precisely
the type of tourist attitude that Willem van Toatreaded so much: when he complained
about the prospect of becoming merely a ‘visitohivoown landscape’?

If we want to take seriously theeaningof a place, we must also allow places to be of
importance for the way we understand ourselvesnasal frames of reference, than can
develop a much deeper relation with place, and @hecommitment with a place that goes far

beyond merely recognizing a place’s intrinsic value
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Her meneutics as an Alternative Per spective on Reading

Instead of starting with a semiotic conceptionhs tegible landscape and supplementing that
with purely subjective personal experiences, weukh@acknowledge from the start the
intimate relationship that can exist between a texd a reader. In order to understand the
actually existing moral ties between people and thadscapes, we should be open to a new
ontology that focuses on the relation between &ttbpnd ‘object’, people and their places.
If we want to understand how the legibility of thend is connected with environmental
identity and ethical commitment to place, we neediferent perspective on legibility and
textuality. Whereas semiotics tends to focus onstas information carriers, hermeneutics
tends to look at the way that interpretations @ayart in our understanding of ourselves and
the world?

A hermeneutic approach towards the legible lanmsazan begin from the work of
French philosopher Paul Ricoeur (1913-2005) orstaxtd reading. Ricoeur defines a text as
“a discourse fixed by writing” (Ricoeur 1981p.146)ccording to Ricoeur, there is an
important difference between texts and speechpd&ech, a speaker can accompany his signs
and explain himself. Because in a text the auth@bsent, it is up to the reader to understand
the meaning of the text through interpretation. Wienguage is transformed intotext,
Ricoeur argues, it assumes a life of its own, irtelent of that of itauthor, or phrased in a
typical Ricoeurian sense: “the text has emancipdtedh its author”.If one wants to
understand the meaning of a text, it makes no senask the author what he intended to say
in a particular text (even in the exceptional ddsg wecouldask him), if only because some
texts accommodate much richer readings than theoauntended. In a way, the author is

merely the first reader of the text; but when im&s to it, he has no privileged position to

2 For that reason, hermeneuticists typically focuditerary rather that non-literary texts.
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determine how the text should be read or whatasntleaning of that text (this is especially
true for literary texts). Without an external auitative source to turn to regarding the
meaning of a text, a reader can only revert tatitef reading the text itself.

Moreover, whereas in speech, a speaker can litgraint to the things he is talking
about; a speaker presents to an interlocutor d’ ‘vearld of which both speaker and
interlocutor are part. A text, in contrast, presean imaginary world that has to be
supplemented by the reader, if only because of gafiee text's references, which ultimately
must be filled by the imagination of the readerexi®s speak of possible worlds and of
possible ways of orienting oneself in these worlRicoeur 1981, p.177). But in order to
understand the meaning of a text, we not only lavee open to the world as presented by
the text, but we should also be willing to ‘plageeself’ — for the time being — in that world.
To understand the meaning of a text means that heeld project our own beliefs and
prejudices onto the text, but rather, that we ttet work and its world enlarge the horizon of
the understanding which | have of my self” (Rico2881, p.178). Moreover, we never read a
text in isolation — our understanding of the tesdgupposes the existence of preceding texts
that have already determined both the reader andidinid of the text as well.

Thus, text, world, and reader are engaged in kedieal relationship. According to
Ricoeur, good reading requires willingness on thet pf the reader to participate in the world
that is opened up by the text and abstract from d¢betext of ones particular life
(‘distantiation’). However, understanding a texdaimeans to be involved, to be ‘present’ in
the act of reading. A reader has to bring to liwe bharrative of the text, bring to bear the

meanings of words and concepts that play a rotesrown life. Good reading therefore does
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not only require ‘distantiation’, but also ‘appraiion’: the reader must use the context of his
own life to ‘bring to life’ the world that is beingrought forward by the text.

Ultimately, text and reader are tied together maerative, 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 identfty.

| believe that this Ricoeurian perspective can glevus with a new mode of
understanding the legible landscape that enable® wsderstand how the legibility of a
landscape can inform one’s place-based identity iatehsify one’s relationship to these

landscapes.

L andscape Hermeneutics and Ethics of Place

As argued above, central to Ricoeur’'s hermeneuwtiception of textuality is the idea that the
meaning of a text depends on the act of reading,tlat this reading act implies an active
stance from the reader. If we want to connect Ric®eurian perspective with environmental
philosophy and with the discourse on the legible landscagecan start by noting that the

legible landscape shares the features crucial drtstin a Ricoeurian sense: the legible

® Elsewhere, | have shown that for us, today, themdso a principal limitation to this idea of appriation,
because in our post-modern age, we seem to hawemeemo self-aware and too aware of the contingericy
each particular appropriation of nature. Post-modégtderness desire could be a symptom of thidisthi self-
awareness: we long for something that is not imezgbion because we seem to lack a culture of @atare not
at ease in any cultivation of the world (cf. Drestt2007).

* David Utsler has repeatedly demonstrated thatRigseurian conception of narrative identity canabmodel
for understanding what Utsler calls ‘environmeiidaintity’ (Utsler 2009).
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landscape contains fixed signs that are in neadt@fpretation, while the author of this text is
absent.

According to hermeneutics, the act of reading raldaape presupposes that we are
already ‘engaged’ with a landscape that has alrgaéyented itself to us as meaningful and
worthwhile exploring. Landscapes are always alreatlysed with meanings, embedded in a
larger whole of meanings and interpretations thataéready in play in how we see the world
and ourselves. A hermeneutic perspective on lapasdagibility thus starts with the
connections and dialectics between text and rehdémare always already at work. Instead of
starting with a distinction between objective |langhs and subjective experiences of meaning
and value, and then having to face the question foounderstand the connection between
both separated entities, landscape hermeneutaristsippose that there already exist several
connections between landscapes that beckon totbepiieted, and ‘readers’ who need to
interpret their meaning.

Moreover, a landscape hermeneutic will not so mattémpt to describe how certain
groups and individuals happen to be interested emding the land (as environmental
sociologists and psychologists would), but ratheeks to show what it means that the
landscape presents itself as a text worth reading.

According to Ricoeur, humans are truly narrativ@ngs, who know themselves
throughthe stories that are being told. Through the &ceading, a text can change both the
reader’s world and his identity. If the reader aesmo the ‘invitation of the text’, then the
‘refiguration of the world by the text’ can bringbout an active reorganization of the reader’s
being-in-the-world. Thus, according to Ricoeur, 'snearrative identity is determined by the

opening horizon of new worlds that are being disetbby texts. Landscape texts and place-

® In this section, | draw heavily on reflections the relevance of Ricoeur for environmental phifgsp by
Forrest Clingerman on ‘emplacement’ (Clingerman4)0@avid Utsler on environmental identity (UtsR909)

and Brian Treanor on ‘narrative environmental \@rathics’ (Treanor 2008).
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identities could be linked in a similar way as wéflllandscapes and places can be read like
texts, then the act of reading landscape textsddoelformative for personal identity as well.
Reading the land as text requires an active engagemith the meaning of a place that
beckons to be articulated in our act of interpretat We must therefore both actively
appropriate the meaning by investing ourselvesiénlandscape, and at the same time let the
text change our world. The stories that we telliatibe meaning of a place and what it means
to be in that place reflects and supports our itlehtt can also transform it. Through the act
of reading, the land can become intertwined withaw life story; it can tell me something
about myself that | did not know before. Thus,abhdecome a true dwelling place — an ethos
— that defines who | am and what my life is about.

Our interpretations of the world and ourselvesehalways already been determined
by earlier texts and interpretations in play. Tketéhe analogy one step further, we can say
that a similar thing might be true with earlier daoape-texts: our current place-identity is
partly determined by the way we have always alrdssn emplaced. Our identity is already
being formed by the place-narratives that surrausid/NVe are always already ‘emplaced’ (cf.
Clingerman 2004), that is: we are being formedHh®y éxisting meanings and interpretations
of the land.

If this perspective makes any sense, then undelis@rihe legible landscape would
require that we must also learn to understand hHaaep have always already contributed to
who we are. We should learn to understand ourse¢hresigh the landscape that we find
ourselves inand then move on to produce more adequate ietatpns of the meaning of

the land to enable more adequate practices.
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The Role of Semioticsin Landscape Her meneutics

It is at this point that the semiotic approachandscapes might become especially relevant
again. Hermeneutic and semiotic landscape readmd de complementary. An adequate
place-based narrative ethics has to reflect ardgtinen place-based identities, but also has to
acknowledge that each place has a status, spewficre and history of its own. This
‘otherness’ or ‘autonomy’ of the world has to somehbe part of the place narrative as well,
and semiotics could be a way to do ensure thatstarfes actually reflect the nature of a
place. Place narratives cannot be invented at kill,somehow have to be ‘grounded’ in an
understanding of the nature of this place: itsdnistits soil composition, the way it changes
throughout the year, what species live there, ibatl you can grow there, etcetera. Our
place narratives should consist both of storiesuatite nature of a place and about what it
means to live here.

The semiotic approach brings into play the ‘obyést of a place by conveying
certain place features with a specific ‘gravity’orFRicoeur, the world of the text is
fundamentally different from the ‘real world. A g&r can point to the things that he talk
about — the world that both speaker and listerner iln. A written text, in contrast, opens a
world, but this world is incomplete, for it has nyagaps which have to supplemented by the
imagination of the reader. Such a view could intplgt the world that is being opened by the
landscape text is in a sense ‘not real’: it exmtdy insofar as it is interpreted. An old
agricultural landscape can bring to mind long-gevalds of traditional farming, where
humans and land lived together in mutual dependeBceh a world only comes into
existence by the active interpretative act from-ube readers and interpreters of this text —
and yet these meanings are not freely inventedidsuidt from a serious attempt to understand
the meaning of the landscape. The narrative coariketland to a sense of our identity — the

story of what it means to live on this land — butaddition the legible landscape also tells a
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story that is ‘real’ in a much more literal senBerrest Clingerman has noted that, in this
respect, the landscape is a very special kindxbf because the world that it is bringing forth
by the landscape-teig the real world (in a very specific sense at lea€je could say that
semiotics focuses the attention on these ‘reatufes that the reader can ‘point out’, and to
the ‘reality’ of the world of the landscape-text which the readers finds himself.

Thus, the IVN Legible Landscape Project can catl @atention to how any particular
place functions, how it has come to be, what imdngsit can and cannot take, etcetera. Yet, in
the end, the objectivity of the semiotic approads ho be integrated with an overall
hermeneutic of the landscape, in which all the cbje features are put into context and get
to mean somethinglt is this narrative context that connects oute favith the legible
landscapes we live in. Only when the land is somehloeady intertwined with our life story
and narrative identity, can it provide an ethos roamative context or frame of orientation
with which we can orient ourselves and from whiol kmow who we are and what being in
our particular place is about. Yet objective laragsereading like that developed by the IVN
provide a tool to become critical and reflectiveoat the true meanings of places and

landscapes and maybe adjust the image we haves#loes.
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