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The volume, Landscape, Law and Justice—20 Years, revisits two decades 
of scholarship examining landscapes as socially constructed, relational 
sites shaped by law and justice. The collection, derived from a 2022 
symposium, foregrounds the continuity of relational landscape analysis 
while reflecting on its evolving insights and contributions. Twelve chapters, 
authored by both original conveners of the Landscape, Law and Justice 
(LLJ) group, as well as newer scholars, address the influence of the LLJ 
perspective, its current status, and its potential relevance to pressing 
societal challenges. While many chapters emphasize reflection on past 
scholarship, there are compelling arguments advanced throughout the 
volume affirming landscape analysis as a critical heuristic for law, justice, 
and cultural understanding.
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Introduction
For decades, landscape research has demonstrated the importance of analyzing landscapes as more 
than something pictorial and aesthetic. What landscape analysts have collectively explained over the 
past few decades is that landscapes are thoroughly social places relationally and unevenly constructed 
over time. The chapters in this volume, Landscape, Law and Justice—20 Years, remind us of landscape’s 
relationality as such, by reflecting on key insights of landscape discourse and offering new perspectives 
about the relevance of landscape analysis. 

Readers new to relational landscape analysis will find a range of approaches exemplified within 
each of the volume’s chapters. I suspect that those familiar with the past few decades of landscape 
scholarship overall may find more reiteration of the past than new insights into how we may differently 
analyze landscapes. Of course, there is good reason for this retrospection. The volume comprises a 
collection of symposium proceedings commemorating 20 years of scholarship from participants in 

https://doi.org/10.11143/fennia.163496
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1618-2772
mailto:przybyli@msu.edu


FENNIA 204(1) (2026) 137Stephen Przybylinski

the ‘Landscape, Law and Justice' research project. The goal of the symposium was to assess previous 
decades of landscape research and discuss the utility of landscape analyses for “solving major 
challenges facing society” today (Jones 2024, 7). Thus, the volume’s aim was intentionally reflective, 
foregrounding continuity in landscape research.

The volume’s 12 chapters are prefaced with an introductory chapter explaining the history of the 
research project as well as the 2022 symposium at which the chapters were presented. Mirroring the 
goals of the symposium, the aim of the volume’s chapters was to address any of three questions: 1) 
What influence has a ‘landscape, law and justice’ (LLJ) perspective had on research over the past two 
decades? 2) What is the current status of research within LLJ? And 3) what contribution can an LLJ 
approach make to understanding and solving today’s most important challenges? The authors include 
original conveners of the LLJ research project in 2002 as well as scholars who have taken up an LLJ 
approach since that first symposium. Given this, the chapters range in topic, intent, and analytic 
approach. Some chapters are primarily reflections about how an author has encountered and 
addressed landscapes throughout their scholarly careers. Others focus on topical issues (e.g. coastal 
erosion) through brief case studies. And others still present more normative arguments about how 
we ought to analyze landscape and why this matters for discussions of law and justice.   

With respect to these three aims, the one absence (rather than shortcoming) I see across the 
chapters is that few of them substantively address the third prompt: how is landscape analysis useful 
for solving today’s most pressing issues? There are exceptions to this. For instance, in Germundsson’s 
(chapter 5) analysis of coastal towns in Skåne, Sweden, he argues that the rationale of the planning 
profession, as it concerns the effects of rising sea levels due to changing climate, obscures a more 
thorough understanding of cultural landscapes, by misrepresenting how the reshaping of landscapes 
require a more participatory and just approach. But few others articulate how the relational 
approaches of landscape analysis effectively address pressing issues of the day. Making these 
connections explicit would be helpful, but this oversight does not negate the fact that many of the 
chapters advance normative perspectives (and thus discourses) on the value of landscape analysis 
itself. This is what I find most compelling about the volume: arguments offering visions of what 
landscape analysis should look like that justify why we ought to be analyzing landscapes. For such 
arguments help us see why landscape remains such a useful heuristic for understanding matters of 
law and claims of justice in particular places.

Conceptualizing Landscapes
I want to highlight a few chapters that specifically address the means by which landscape analysis 
guides the examination of socio-spatial justice. I start with Mitchell’s ‘Landscape as Basic Structure’ 
(chapter 2). Mitchell’s chapter focuses on a particular aspect of Rawls’ theory of justice: the basic 
structure of society. For Rawls, the basic structure of society encompasses how social institutions are 
configured and how they distribute liberty rights as well as political and economic opportunities 
among a society. Mitchell argues that geographers briefly engaged with Rawls in the late 20th century 
but largely overlooked the capaciousness of the basic structure of society, especially as it concerns the 
concept’s ability to identify the material relations that shape the places in which people work and live. 
Landscape, Mitchell argues, ought to be understood as an essential component of the basic structure 
for two reasons. First, landscapes are

produced through the relations of, and struggles over, commodity production… [relations that] are 
shaped at the site of landscape production itself… as well as in the place where the landscape 
components themselves are produced (Mitchell 2024, 55). 

Second, landscapes not only are a product of commodity production and therefore shape how people 
live, but they also must be seen as undergirding — producing — the “infrastructure of collective 
existence” in the first place (Nye 2010, as cited in Mitchell 2024, 56). Mitchell suggests that because 
landscape as basic structure identifies the “home” of production, it necessarily encompasses the 
realm of social reproduction as well, an oversight in Rawlsian thinking (Mitchell 2024, 56). Taken 
together, this reconceptualization challenges scholars to take seriously the normative implications of 
landscapes, not merely as backdrop, but as a mechanism producing life opportunities within and 
among places.
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The concept of landscape as basic structure may usefully guide analyses of social justice, illustrating 
how scholars of socio-spatial inequality are not a matter of distribution alone, but of the inherent 
production behind those distributions. Yet, Mitchell pushes the concept further. In a self-implicating 
critique of geographic research on justice, he argues that geographers have mostly addressed injustice 
rather than develop more “positive” theories of justice (Mitchell 2024, 59). To outline such a positive 
theory, Mitchell draws from Forst, whose own theorizing argues that more just relations require there 
to be societal justification of the basic social structure, procedurally and more substantively in its 
outcomes. In this vein, Mitchell argues that landscape as basic structure must be “understood to be 
the very foundation of what justice is” and what it can be (ibid. 60–61). Mitchell’s application of Forst’s 
notion of justification is a critical one for reimagining how landscape analyses could proceed with the 
notion of justice at its core. 

I find the concept of landscape as basic structure compelling as a means of theorizing how more 
just landscapes may be realized. For, Mitchell’s call prompts us to think about what a fully justified 
basic structure (landscape) could and should look like. It also leaves unanswered a complicated yet 
important question. How do analyses of landscape not only assess the basic (‘minimal’) institutional 
infrastructure of more just places (e.g. democratic participation, rights, etc.), but also the presence of 
maximal or ‘substantive justice’ (Mitchell 2024, 60)? This gives landscape scholars who are interested 
in socio-spatial justice much to consider moving forward. 

Interestingly, Mels (chapter 12) reiterates the value of ‘the substantive landscape’ perspective, by 
shining light on what may constitute the nature of a maximally just landscape as basic structure. For 
Mels, to embrace the notion of the substantive landscape is also “a proposition to recover ideals and 
practical realities of community justice, customary practice and place attachment” (Mels 2024, 236) 
within landscape research. Provided that “struggles over landscape and justice tend to be at once 
material and representational” (ibid., 233), Mels notes that the substantive landscape offers an 
interpretive approach for addressing the very social production of landscape that Mitchell points to in 
the basic structure. I think this is especially so in that the substantive landscape approach has the 
potential to conceptualize “the crisis of representation” (ibid., 239) that has driven much justice 
theorizing outside of geography and landscape research over the last two decades (see Fraser & 
Honneth 2003). As Mels (2016) has previously argued, addressing the political representation of 
landscapes ought to exceed mere assessments of cultural representation of landscapes given the 
critical link between the production of landscape and matters of social justice. Here, Mels argues that 
when examined historically, the substantive landscape approach can provide a framework for 

capturing the material, politically and socially lived qualities of landscape as implicated in 
expressions of justice, and its myriad ramifications for, inter alia, customary practice, community, 
nature, and polity (Mels 2024, 246). 

It would seem that moving toward more maximally just basic structures (and thus landscapes) would 
require deeper engagement with a substantive landscape approach.

While not explicitly connected with the notion of landscape as basic structure, I also find compelling 
the arguments made for analyzing emotional and moral landscapes offered by Kymäläinen (2024) 
and Setten (2024) respectively. Both approaches suggest that we may better understand the 
relationship between law, justice, and landscape by attending to how emotions felt in response to, 
and the moralities behind, legislation affect people in experiencing and maintaining landscapes. 
Kymäläinen, for example, argues that we ought to attend to how emotion factors into the production 
of legal landscapes. Kymäläinen argues that, from the perspective of ‘everyday’ or non-formal law, 
legal processes are still shaped by “conventions, local particularities, norms and customs, many of 
which are not written but practiced” (Kymäläinen 2024, 68). Affective responses to how laws shape 
landscapes are thus an empirical means of assessing and redefining legal orders that differently 
shape landscapes. While I agree that “acknowledging affects in legal interpretations helps in 
understanding the role of feelings” (ibid., 74) not weighed as evidence in formal legal proceedings, I 
think that it is incumbent upon scholars of everyday legal landscapes to also to assess how the 
production of exclusionary and differentiating legal landscapes reinscribe powerlessness for those 
not included within the normative social order of a given place. A question meant to provoke further 
research along these lines, then, is: how can we understand the ways in which emotions shape formal 
legislative transformation within and of landscapes when affective responses being examined are 
outside of formal legal statutes? 
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Setten’s chapter on moral landscapes is similarly notable for its attention to the normative aspects 
of political life in re-making landscapes. Along the lines of many others within this volume, Setten sees 
landscape as a site of contention and struggle — and as such, a site of morality. More specifically, 
landscape is a site of struggle that “opens up for different normativities… [which] ought to signify a 
particular normative state of social relations” (Setten 2024, 205). To examine landscapes as moral 
landscapes, therefore, means giving competing moral positions more weight when assessing how 
landscapes are produced and for whom they are maintained. For, Setten argues, “morality is always 
restrictive, unfair and exclusive, at least for some” (ibid., 205). Competing views over what is good/bad 
and right/wrong are part of the substance of landscape making, as they constitute “a reciprocal 
relationship where ideas of appropriate and inappropriate practices are moulded into the physical 
landscape” (ibid., 206). Here, Setten agrees that the normative and moral have power to re-order 
landscapes to the specific social and political preferences and values of majority populations, 
highlighting a useful approach to recognizing how individual moral positions collectively influence the 
literal and ideological spaces of landscapes.

Though the above arguments all differ in their conceptual framing, they collectively show us not 
only what, but how, landscape analysts may assess the ‘justness’ of landscape production. The 
different approaches indeed illustrate not the limitations but rather the significance of landscape as a 
basic aspect in the formation of social and political life. Therefore, while the point of the symposium 
and this volume may have been to reflect upon past landscape scholarship, many of its chapters 
nonetheless serve to point landscape research toward fresh directions by reiterating the value of 
thinking through the relationship of law and justice to physical landscapes, and inviting us to re-
consider why landscape ought to be seen as an essential component within the larger struggle for 
more just living conditions.
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