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This book review of the edited volume Landscape, Law and Justice gives a 
general sense of the collection and highlights authors’ contributions to the 
Nordic tradition of landscape study. The volume came from a 2022 
symposium and is reviewed as representing the developments in a Nordic 
landscape canon specifically grounded in the idea of landscape-as-polity 
even as it also is an important contribution to international landscape 
study more broadly.
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Landscape, Law, and Justice – 20 years is an impressive, open access, edited collection of essays 
grounded in the ideas, practice, and study of landscape in Nordic traditions. The editors are 
distinguished and accomplished landscape scholars who have compiled twelve articles drawn from a 
2022 symposium hosted in Stockholm by the Royal Swedish Academy of Letters, History and 
Antiquities. That Symposium marked the twentieth anniversary of the Landscape, Law and Justice 
research collective hosted in 2002–2003 by the Center for Advanced Study at the Norwegian Academy 
of Science and Letters (Oslo), which organizied an international conference in 2003 and published the 
proceedings with thirty-one papers on the topic (Peil & Jones 2005). Seven of the twelve authors in the 
new volume also participated in the 2003 conference. At the very least, this combined corpus of work 
by three dozen landscape scholars might be seen as the canon in a Nordic landscape tradition focused 
on law and polity over the last forty years at least. However, with this volume it is clear that the canon 
is not fixed or essentialized in a founding moment, member, or concept. The canon emerges through 
a vibrant historiography that is cognizant of its grounding even as it responds to the dynamism of 
landscape use, meaning, conflict, and change in the current period. A reader from, say, North America 
cannot help but be a little jealous to see such a dedicated scholarly community marshaling the riches 
of intellectual inquiry that cohere around the landscape tradition and its continued utility as 
represented here.
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That also makes this collection hard to summarize. This is not necessarily a book to sit down and 
read cover-to-cover. It has to be seen as part of a collective and healthy intellectual enterprise that 
coheres around and continues to engage with questions of landscape — from conceptual and 
theoretical concerns to empirical issues and everyday challenges of land, landscape and justice, 
especially — but not exclusively — in European contexts. The beauty of open access is that you can 
‘dip into’ this book on a chapter-by-chapter basis as suits your interests, be they theoretically broad or 
empirically specific. To help you do that, Jones has structured the book’s first chapter to include not 
only details of the symposium that led to the volume, but also a paragraph on each chapter within, 
that serves as an abstract and a guide to the reader. 

This book might be seen as a primer on Nordic landscape scholarship and the place of landscape 
in everyday life in the long durée. The engagement with land law in Nordic historical contexts has 
always been fascinating to many of us schooled in other places and other traditions, as we have been 
following the deeply place-grounded explications of landscape as polity through, for example, Olwig’s 
work for years. A judicious reading of several chapters, with some footnote-inspired diversions will 
acquaint the novice. For those of us at least familiar with the tradition and its practices, Olwig’s 
contribution to this volume literally gives us a new chapter in the historiography by engaging with the 
work of Lowenthal (who passed away between the two symposia) and Marsh to ultimately remind us 
of the continued utility of a polity-based understanding of landscape based in law and custom. Olwig 
deftly brings us to the importance of this conversation given what he calls ‘the populist resurgence of 
the heritage of blood and soil ethnonationalism.’ 

Several chapters take the Nordic tradition as a starting point to successfully engage with other 
approaches to landscape, place, and history. For instance, Jones employs Braudel’s temporal 
constructs to ruminate on the significance of different times spans in historical analysis. Jones draws 
extensively on his own work — on udal law, on planning conflicts, on landscape values — to illustrate 
landscape’s role in mediating between long standing structural social and political tendencies and 
their contemporary democratic resolution. Berge similarly engages Hardin’s Tragedy of the Commons. 

Several chapters engage with relatively recent conceptual developments in the social sciences and 
the humanities — and especially from Geography — to help us think about contemporary landscape 
use and meaning. Lehtinen engages post-humanism toward an ontological rethinking of landscape 
beyond anthropocentrism. He takes us through cases of reindeer herding and of the forest that draw 
on the legacy of Sauer to rethink the concept of rights regarding law and landscape. Peil looks the 
poetics of place and the palimpsest of an Estonian landscape to explore the mutual constitution of a 
people and their environment. Kymäläinen brings emotion and affect into dialogue with landscape 
through the question of who has a voice within the law’s relational ontology. The paper was inspired 
by censoring and litigation involving a public art installation in Helsinki and it draws upon the legal 
geographies of Blomley and Delaney to make a strong case for emotional and affectual legal 
landscapes. 

Many, if not most, of the chapters in this book also take for granted their grounding in the Nordic 
tradition (or briefly explicate its relevance to their study) before taking us to case studies. These are 
particularly rewarding chapters for their detail of how ‘landscape works’ in a contemporary concept-
meets-empirics moment and for reminding us of the place of landscape as the groundwork of 
everyday life. Germundsson does this especially well by examining Swedish coastal law, planning, 
climate change, and justice through the experiences of different socioeconomic communities. 

And some chapters are at their best when tackling the conceptual imbrications of law, landscape, 
and justice head on. Mitchell ruminates on his own tendency to historically focus on exposing injustice 
and wonders what it would mean to focus more directly on what makes a just landscape. He suggests 
that ‘with scanty exceptions we have devoted very little energy to developing positive theories of 
justice.’ To rectify that situation, he suggests we turn to Rawls and see landscape as a basic structure 
of society to enable or facilitate maximal justice. Flemsæter also turns to Rawls and the idea of basic 
structure in a wonderful chapter that begins with his grandmother’s Norwegian understanding of 
traditional Outfields to (literally) walk us through new battles in old landscapes. He shows us that we 
must necessarily engage historical and contemporary heterogeneous spatialities when we value and 
manage those landscapes. Mels gives us a proposition that draws upon landscape’s historiography, 
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and especially upon Olwig’s ‘nexus of community, justice, nature and environmental equity” to invoke 
and defend a long-standing and consistent attention to “moral landscapes.’

Non-European readers will be intrigued by the lurking presence of the European landscape 
Convention in many of these papers (whereas European readers might take it for granted). It appears 
several times as a bona fide set of rules and power relations instantiated in yet transcending local and 
national legal landscape traditions. In a similar political vein, Strecker offers a fascinating paper that 
‘scales up’ even more dramatically. Strecker moves beyond a focus in European (and perhaps Anglo-
American) notions of land tenure (ownership) to explore Indigenous and communal property rights, 
for example through cases brought to the Inter-American Court. She suggests that landscape, law and 
justice might be seen as a methodology that transcends its (Nordic) roots to also take hold in post-
colonial moments of the Global South. 

By the end of the book we are reminded repeatedly — and almost universally — that landscapes 
are complex sites of struggle and contest: perhaps as an ontological category, certainly as an 
epistemological framework, and always as a material thing or set of things. Setten presents this 
position powerfully and convincingly in an argument that is grounded in Nordic tradition but directly 
engages British and US scholarship to remind us that all landscapes are moral landscapes, all 
landscapes are normative, all landscape entail an ‘active politics’ through their place in social (re)
production. 

The danger of any review of an edited collection is the academic’s fissiparous tendency to 
thematically parse the text into neat categories that often bely the complexity of any one essay and 
often cannot do the chapters justice. These essays are almost without exception well written and 
articulated arguments and cases for the importance of landscape in everyday life. The set together is 
testimony to a Nordic Landscape tradition focused on Landscape, Law, and Justice and which might 
be traced to the concept of landscape-as-polity. As a side note, there are other Nordic landscape 
traditions, of course. For instance, there is only one reference in the book to the Finnish landscape 
scholar Granö, and that indirectly through an essay by Paasi. But the editors do not claim exclusive 
rights to Nordic-ness and I make this observation only to head off the danger of confusing a Nordic 
tradition with the Nordic tradition or of making unjustified hegemonic disciplinary claims. In the end it 
is heartening to see such a concerted, long-standing, and illuminating attention to law and justice in 
and through landscape of such long-standing. And it is exhilarating to see the almost-universal 
practice throughout this book of building scholarly connections between the law and justice landscape 
literature (and scholars) and other (international) perspectives on land and life and other 
(interdisciplinary) attentions to human practices and social theories. In the ‘old days’ this book would 
be placed prominently on my bookshelf. Now it will be clearly bookmarked in my digital files on the 
place of landscape in everyday life.
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