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The review examines the main arguments brought to the fore in 
Landscape, Law and Justice—20 Years, an edited volume reflecting on two 
decades of scholarship emerging from the Landscape, Law and Justice 
research project. The volume can be said to collectively challenge the 
representational emphasis of late twentieth-century cultural geography 
by redefining landscape as a materially grounded and normatively 
structured arena shaped by law, custom, morality, and social struggle. 
Across the contributions, landscape is approached not merely as a way of 
seeing but as a political and legal formation produced through historical 
practices, property relations, participation, and contestation. A central 
tension is identified within the volume between approaches emphasising 
long-term continuities of customary landscapes and those foregrounding 
conflict, inequality, and the continuous reproduction of injustice through 
social relations. The review further analyses how the contributors connect 
landscape studies with diverse questions such as commons, extractivism, 
planning, participation, affect, and more-than-human relations, thereby 
also extending debates on landscape justice beyond traditional human-
centred frameworks. While the volume does not portray “Landscape, Law 
and Justice” as a unified paradigm or theoretical school, the review argues 
that its lasting contribution lies in establishing an enduring interdisciplinary 
dialogue linking human geography, landscape history, legal studies, and 
critical social theory through shared concerns with materiality, morality, 
and justice.
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Landscape, Law and Justice—20 Years, edited by Jones, Strecker, Setten and Mitchell, is an edited volume 
based on a 2022 symposium in Stockholm with the same title that marked the twentieth anniversary 
of the Landscape, Law and Justice international research project in 2002–2003, paying a tribute to the 
extensive academic work on the subject that has thus far spun off from it. In his introduction Professor 
emeritus Jones recaps the history of the project as an offspring from earlier Nordic landscape research 
and publication activity which had brought together different strains of research ranging from 
landscape history and human geography to visual culture studies. The original project, funded by the 
Centre of Advanced Studies at the Norwegian Academy of Science and Letters, set out from studying 
the interrelatedness of landscape and law. In this interaction physical landscape was seen to be 
shaped by laws and customs, ultimately based on historical concepts of justice and their contestation. 
The project organised a series of interdisciplinary seminars resulting in reports and special issues, e. 
g. one in Landscape Research, edited by Olwig in 2005 as well as the Landscape, Law and Justice volume 
co-edited by Jones and Peil also in 2005. Many but not all of the contributors in the volume at hand 
are members of the original project group. 

The aim of the volume is to look back at the journey and to take stock of the research that has taken 
place after the project. A wide range of aspects are covered in the chapters: the concept of landscape, 
its legal dimension, custom, morality, justice, commons, landscape as heritage, identity politics and 
the multiple junctures of landscape and society. To put the volume into context one has to pose some 
framing questions. First, what are its shared central claims? Second, has the Landscape, Law and Justice 
project with its reverberations started a new paradigm or even a major turn or rather a prolonged 
dialogue between different fields and approaches? Thirdly, how to understand the Nordicness of the 
project that has been repeatedly referred to in the volume and elsewhere (e.g. by Wylie in his 
Landscape, 2007)? Last but not least, what kind of effect may the project have had on the wider field 
of landscape studies?

Starting from the shared claims, the centrality of law, custom and justice is stated as a starting point 
in several contributions. This claim is based on the historical importance that law and customs have 
had in the formation of both material landscapes and the communities that have inhabited and used 
them. This claim may be seen against the background of the new cultural geography of the 1990s, 
based on both Neomarxist criticisms of class-based ideology and on a constructionist approach to 
language and representation as social practices intertwined with power. Definition of landscape on 
law rather than on a socially conditioned way of seeing strives for regaining hold of the materiality of 
landscape without losing sight of its social and political dimensions. Norms such as laws and customs, 
determining the rights of the members of a community to resources, have historically been embedded 
in and negotiated locally in close interaction with material landscapes. This has been coded in Nordic 
Mediaeval regional laws that had partly prehistoric origins, preceding and partly co-existing with the 
early central governments in their areas and predating the Modern concept of landscape as a subject-
centered object.

The contribution of Olwig in the volume pays tribute to Lowenthal (1923–2018) as a member of the 
project group, joining in his criticism of blood-and-soil ethnonationalism. The chapter walks the reader 
through the phases of the project and ends up repeating the main claims Olwig has made in his earlier 
publications: that landscape as a polity precedes landscape as a way of seeing, that landscapes as 
legal entities have formed an alternative to centralised national governance and that they have 
somehow survived into modernity. This line of argument posits legal landscape as the allegedly 
original meaning of landscape, the etymological pedigree of which reaches in Germanic languages to 
Scandinavian and Germanic premodern rural communities. My expertise in either Medieval history or 
German linguistics is insufficient to assess, to what extent such early agrarian societies may have been 
models for egalitarian, face-to-face deliberations or how uniquely Nordic or Germanic this may have 
been. Whether some of the old Nordic common law elements may have carried on until the present 
will be discussed further below. 

Mitchell’s chapter opens up a more agonistic view to landscape, law and justice. His starting points 
is environmental historian Nye’s concept of anti-landscape as a landscape that no longer can sustain 
life. Mitchell’s definition of landscape as basic structure of society, derived from the political philosophy 
of Rawls, is the opposite: an infrastructure of collective existence. Mitchell however redefines Rawls’s 
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original distributive view of social justice and presents a view based on social relations of production 
and struggles over them, producing in themselves the material elements of landscape and their 
arrangement, which are ultimately matters of both justice and injustice. Seen in this way, landscape 
sets boundary conditions for both life itself and the reproduction of its infrastructure. As such it is 
always entangled in the politics of representation that may frame it as just or unjust. In Mitchell’s 
account neither the physical setup nor the social structures — alone or combined — act as primary 
sources of justice in landscape. Justice is rather produced and reproduced in constant social struggles 
over both landscape and its representation.

Emotions and affects relating to landscape, law and justice are the specific focus of two contributions. 
Kymäläinen shifts attention to the emotionality and affectivity of legal landscapes, looking for hidden 
norms, the relationality of law and the emotions behind legal reasoning. Legal discourse tends to 
present itself as rational, objective and unmoved by emotions. A spatial perspective enables a different 
look at its emotionality concerning how things should or should not be situated in the space. Emotions 
and affects become entangled in the legally structured relations between actors, shown for instance 
by the implicit prioritising of property owners in participatory processes. Lehtinen presents a more 
pronouncedly posthumanistic view fo landscape, focusing on the affective bonds between human 
and nonhuman actors as constituents of landscape. Lehtinen advocates an ontological correction for 
overcoming the prevailing anthropocentric ontological bias, exacerbated by global inequalities that 
support extractivist practices, showcased by examples from the Komi Indigenous community 
inhabiting a river valley in Russia and the using rights of forests in Finland. Lehtinen concludes that 
questions of ecological and social justice cannot be considered in isolation from the global context of 
extractivism.

Two Baltic coastal landscapes are studied next, each in its own chapter by geographers Peil and 
Germundsson. Peil lays out the historical evolving stages of the port town and naval base of Paldiski 
near Tallinn, reading them through Glissant’s poetics of place and treating the port as a liminal space 
or an edgeland mixing various cultural elements. Peil gleans out the selective and dissonant 
interpretations of Paldiski’s heritage. Germundsson addresses the question of just landscape directly 
from the point of view of how climate change and its effects have been discursively framed in different 
coastal communities affected by the rising sea level. According to him, they vary according to which 
legislation the concerned areas fall under and how the local planning apparatus has been equipped 
to deal with landscape change in general. Consequently, the access to planning knowledge and to 
influencing planning processes are not equally distributed among the stakeholders. 

Strecker and Berge study legal landscapes from other than geographical angles, Strecker 
representing legal sciences and Berge sociology. Strecker starts from the premise that although rights 
to landscape have been equated with human rights in, for instance, in the European Landscape 
Convention, they do not override property rights in national legislations and have seldom been tested 
in courts. Proving legally other than property-based rights to landscape, such as local tenure or 
cultural rights of a community, is notoriously difficult, undermining policies and planning processes 
based on the latter. Large-scale land investments tend to exacerbate the situation. Berge approaches 
the tragedies of the commons, meaning situations where property rights are not predefined, and 
freeriding actors attempt to benefit from this, leaving the eventual costs for other actors to bear. 
Climate actions offer an example of the dilemma. Berge presents the traditional commons of Norway 
as solutions to overcome the social traps leading to tragedies of commons, decentralising usage rights 
to bar freeriding. However, in today’s world such an arrangement would depend on the benevolence 
of major global players that increasingly outtrump both local and national governments in decision-
making.

Historical perspectives on landscapes of law and customs are presented by Flemsæter and Jones. 
Both chapters are invaluable for the understanding of the actual working of Nordic historical legal 
landscape. Flemsæter concentrates on the usage rights of the outfields in Norway and their ongoing 
transformation into landed property, unbound by local traditions or usage rights. Like Berge, he looks 
for ways to manage the intangible aspects of landscape and finds them by looking to the past. Jones 
starts from the well-known long duration history of the Annalist historian Braudel as a cornerstone of 
landscape history. Jones finds customary law to exemplify Braudel’s structural long duration in 
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landscape, demonstrable during phases of history centuries apart and present not only in the making 
of the physical landscape but in local mentalities. His other case is formed by recent planning 
participation processes and their asymmetrical power relations. In conclusion, Jones maintains that 
the study of both the continuous long duration elements and the present-day politics of landscape 
address the two main aspects of landscape democracy.

Setten sets her sights on moral landscape, informed by both Henderson and Matless, both 
suggesting landscape to be a first of all moral concept. She regards normativity, morality and social 
justice to be the keys to studying everyday life issues, tensions and power struggles taking place 
within the landscape. According to her, these cannot be dealt with without paying attention to material 
or substantive landscape, although discursively produced meanings and identities are to be taken 
into account as well. In her analysis, various groups have their moral stakes in landscapes and express 
them through embodied practices. A concrete example of entanglements in the production of 
landscape is offered in the regulating of the uses of Norwegian outdoor spaces, immigrants featuring 
as a subaltern group. For Setten the political task of landscape studies is to point out such asymmetries 
in normative landscape. The closing chapter of the volume by Mels also deals with substantive 
landscape, which he describes as place-based, community-driven, customary and moral. He contrasts 
this with representational or discursive landscape, which masks or erases existing communal 
meanings and practices and naturalises new ones to replace them, currently taking place in the form 
of capitalist extractivism. Here, too, landscape is given the role of contested territory. 

The Landscape, Law and Justice project may be seen as an interdisciplinary collaboration of 
researchers, some Nordic and some not, brought together by a critical stance towards the 
representational focus of landscape studies back in the 1990s. Like the nonrepresentational theorists 
in the United Kingdom, the group renewed the focus on materiality and dynamic change of landscape 
allegedly overlooked by constructionists such as the late Cosgrove. The central place of representational 
landscape was replaced by questions pertaining to law, justice and morality straddling discourse and 
practice. In the volume at hand a shared vocabulary of substantivity, moral landscape, and landscape 
as polity is employed by the contributors each in their own way. While some authors emphasis the 
structures in the form of long-term survival of customs and practices in landscapes, others stress 
social and political struggle continuously restructuring both material and discursive landscape. 

All the same, the recurrent themes remain the co-constitutive relation of landscape and everyday 
life and the foregrounding of norms in the form of laws and customs and their underlying 
understandings of justice in this, also entailing contestation. From this follows to many contributors a 
moral obligation to address the injustices brought up by the study of landscape, law and justice, 
calling for emancipatory landscape politics. Some opt for a critical study of the politics of meanings 
and memory, not unlike the critical cultural geography of the past, while others suggest advocacy 
especially in relation to underprivileged groups locally as well as globally. The posthumanistic 
approach widens the scope towards solidarity with more-than-human actors. A certain resentment 
over the failure of the European Landscape Convention to fulfil its promises of landscape democracy, 
on which the hopes were high in the early 2000s, may be detected in places.

The key concepts underpinning the volume — landscape, morality, justice, polity — may be seen as 
floating denominators that each contributor has defined for their own use, the definitions having 
more a family resemblance with one another than solid common ground. Overly all-encompassing 
definitions would lead to such terms collapsing into empty designators without defining power, 
making analytical lenses fuzzy. All in all, the volume succeeds in navigating between the overwhelmingly 
general conceptualisations and disciplinary tunnel vision on empirical questions, both known as 
besetting sins of landscape studies in the past. What results is a welcome, if sometimes puzzling, 
polyphony of terms and a dialogue of disciplinary angles. 

The Landscape, Law and Justice project and its reverberations have been important and fruitful 
especially for the Nordic disciplinary interaction between the fields of human geography, landscape 
history and legal studies. While a major turn or Kuhnian shift of paradigm may not have occurred, the 
volume offers hindsight to a pathbreaking project and discussion within landscape studies. It has 
more the character of a Festschrift than that of a manifesto, paying well-earned respect to the lifework 
of many founding members of the group — above all Jones, the late Lowenthal and Olwig — as well 
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as Mitchell, who although not formally a founding member made a significant contribution to its 
seminars. The legacy of Landscape, Law and Justice lies above all in the continuing discussion, entwined 
with other recent theoretical contributions and with questions of law, justice and morality remaining 
as its particular lenses — more than enough lasting impact for a project. The volume is recommended 
reading for anyone intrigued by the complex relationships between material landscape, institutional 
frameworks and discourses, emotions and affects as well as moral reflection over just landscape both 
in the past and future.


