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The Ethics of Landscape
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Abstract ...

This article explores the ethical implications of how we treat landscapes. It lays
out a three-part, temporal and ethical analysis of landscape architecture and
concludes that without an analysis of and challenge to our assumed dominance
over the natural world, we will never achieve a sustainable relationship to the
landscapes that we inhabit and depend upon for our survival as a species.

The three-part analysis aligns different types of landscapes with duty, contract,
and consequential ethics. Duty ethics often determines how we treat places that
memorialize the past in some way, whether it be where our ancestors are buried
or where wildlife are protected from human intrusion. Likewise, contract ethics
typically defines how we typically approach contemporary landscapes, with
property rights determining who gets to manipulate the land and what activities
occur there. Finally, consequentialist ethics often drives our thinking about future
landscapes, how we should judge our current behavior in terms of its expected
consequences.

All of this leaves us with a dilemma: however ethical we might seem in our
manipulation of landscapes, how can we justify our damage of habitat and
extinction of other species while we accommodate our own needs? That question
leads us to virtue ethics, which puts the emphasis not on our responsibilities
in altering landscapes, but instead on changing our own expectations about
ourselves and our needs. In other words, we cannot fulfill our responsibility to the
natural world without challenging our own beliefs and values.
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What ethical responsibility do we have to the landscape?
Various cultures would answer that question differently,
but in a Western, Eurocentric culture, that question
seems particularly difficult to answer. Western ethics has
long focused on the responsibilities that people have to
each other as individuals and groups, with little attention
to our obligations beyond that. And because the West
has also maintained a sharp division between the human
and natural world, the very question of what we owe
the landscape sounds, at first, hard to fathom. WA core
concept of Western ethics, for example, revolves around
the issue of reciprocity, of doing to others as you would
want them to do to you. PWhile a useful principle
to keep in mind, it assumes that ethics encompasses
only those able to understand such a principle and to
reciprocate, something that, with the possible exception
of pets, most of the animal and plant world cannot do.
This has begun to change in recent decades.
Philosophers such as Peter Singer have argued that
because all animals have “sentience” — the ability to
feel pain and thus to suffer, we — as sentient beings
ourselves — have as much of an ethical responsibility to
reduce the pain and suffering of other animals as we do
of other people.”! Singer’s argument gets us partway to
a question of our ethical responsibility to the landscape,
since damage to ecosystems and animal habitat causes
the sentient beings that live there to suffer. But the
landscape per se figures only indirectly, as a support
for animal life, in Singer’s ethics and in that sense, his
thought still reflects the dominant Western idea that
the non-sentient world of plants and natural resources
generally exist to serve the needs of sentient beings.
That idea has led Western ethics to largely embrace
our responsibilities to the landscape in terms of how it
serves the needs of humans. Most of the legal systems
in Western countries, for example, recognize private
property rights as a foundational principle and uphold
the entitlement of property owners to do what they want
with the land that they own within certain constraints,
such as zoning or environmental laws, that protect
the rights or safety of other people." While some
environmental laws also protect other animal species
or certain types of ecosystems, these regulations still

exist within an ethical framework that privileges human

interests over those of non-humans.

Within that framework, however, there exists at least
three different approaches to the protection of — and
indirectly, our ethical responsibilities to — the landscape
in Western culture. These three approaches differ in
terms of the timeframe within which they look at our
relationship to the landscape, with one focused mainly
on the past, another on the present, and a third on the
future. And each of these three approaches aligns with a
different type of ethics: duty ethics, contract ethics, and
utilitarian ethics. I hope to show on the following pages
that, first, Western ethics has long had a sense of human
responsibility toward the landscape and that, second,
these three approaches have proven inadequate in
protecting the landscape, necessitating a fourth approach

that I will discuss at the conclusion of this essay.

The Dutiful Landscape

In Western cultures, and indeed in most cultures
around the world, the landscapes that people seem most
attracted to and that we attend to with the greatest care
involve places related to our ancestors or to our past.
Such landscapes can range dramatically in type. On
one extreme, there exists cemeteries where we bury
and memorialize the dead. These landscapes typically
remain cleared of their native habitat, as if we do not
want many non-human “sentient beings” among the
non-sentient human remains interred in such places.
Cemeteries stand, instead, as idealized landscapes,
carefully planted, tended, and maintained at great cost in
terms of money and resources to remind us of the open
ground and occasional tree cover that characterized
the African savannas in which we evolved as a species
and from which we have spread across the globe.™ In
cemeteries, at least in the West, we return our bodies
to places that remind us of where the human genome
began.

At the other extreme, we set aside wilderness areas,
forest preserves, and “national parks” in which the
natural world, at least as we define it, can flourish
without much interference on the part of people. These
places, mostly cleared of human habitat, reflect the sense
of responsibility most governments now have toward

at least small parts of the landscape and the sense of
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loss most people have toward the world as we found it
before our species became so dominant and ever-present
on the planet. Some, such as the environmental historian
William Cronin, have criticized the setting aside of
wilderness areas as a way of assuaging our guilt for the
environmental damage we continue to do everywhere
else.™ Still, wilderness areas do represent some sense of
our ethical duty to nature and a desire to carve out some
part of the landscape available to everyone and not
beholden to private property rights.

The care with which we tend to these landscapes
holding the remains of our ancestors or the memory
of our species recalls the duty ethics most often

.1 Kant argued that we

associated with Immanuel Kan
should do what we know to be right, regardless of the
consequences to us personally. He also argued that we
all know what is the right thing to do in a situation, even
if we do not act on that knowledge, because of what he

@)

called “categorical imperatives” “such as treating others
as ends in themselves and not as means to our ends or
acting as if everything we did were to hold as universal
laws of nature. Kant saw those categorical imperatives
applying only to other human beings, however, taken at
face value, his ethics applies equally to our relationship
with the natural world. We can take Kant’s argument to
mean that we have a duty to treat other species as much
as other people as ends and not means, and to act with
the laws of nature always in mind, regardless of the
consequences this might have for us personally in terms
of lost wealth or power.

Kant also saw a connection between ethics and
aesthetics that relates to how we see these landscapes
that memorialize our past. He argued that just as we
need to do what is right in a disinterested or unselfish
ways, we also appreciate beautiful or sublime places in
the same way, not as something we own or possess, but
as something we share with others. We share with other
humans, for example, a liking of the savanna landscape
from which we all evolved and a fascination with the
wildernesses in which we spent most of our history as
a species, and because of that, we care for these places
and willingly take that on as our duty. The challenge
comes, as Cronin argues, in applying that same sense of

obligation not just to isolated bits of landscape, but to

the entire planet, something we have yet failed to do, in
part, because of the following approach to the landscape

and to ethics.

The Contractual Landscape

The primary way we take responsibility for the
landscapes that we daily inhabit involves dividing them
up into either public or private ownership, available
for our use within legal frameworks and regulatory
constraints. This conversation of the landscape into
property may work for modern societies, but it has
increasingly not worked for other species and for
ecosystems as a whole. For example, most development
of the landscape for human occupation involves the
destruction of the habitat for other species, as if we
cannot inhabit a piece of land without first evicting
others already living there. After clearing a site of its
native habitat, we then often replant the property with
flora in combinations and compositions that we find
aesthetically pleasing, as if wanting the natural world to
approximate as much as possible an artificial one.

Landscape architecture as a term and as a discipline
captures this idea perfectly. Humans have become so
dominant as a species that, as the environmentalist Bill
McKibben has argued, we have come to the “end of
nature,” where no part of the planet remains untouched
or unaffected by our actions.™ In that light, the earth
has become a design problem, something that we have
control over and responsibility for and something that
we need to steward and maintain as carefully as we do
the architecture we inhabit. Too few people understand
or appreciate the important work that landscape
architects do. But in the broadest sense of term,
everybody has become an “architect” of the landscape,
given the pervasive impact we all now have, through the
multiplying effect of technology, on the planet.

How we handle that responsibility depends upon

»®

how we see the “state of nature”” embedded in contract
ethics. One of the first contract ethicists, Thomas
Hobbes, argued that human life in the state of nature
was “nasty, brutish, and short”, and that humans, living
in constant conflict, entered into a “social contract”,
trading some degree of personal freedom for the peace

and security of obeying the rules and regulations of

©)

Kant saw the responsibility as
a reflection of being good, and
believed that the moral behavior
can only be seen as a result of
performing one’s responsibility,
rather than a consequence driven by
interests. Kant’s Duty Ethics saw the
responsibility as the basis of moral

values.

®

Categorical Imperative is the central
philosophical concept in Kant’s moral
philosophy. It is defined as a way to
evaluate the motivation of actions.
Kant stated that morality inherently
exists in human’s rationality, and
can be summed up into a certain
commandment or imperative to
dominate all the responsibilities and
obligations. Categorical Imperative is
only used to examine the motivations
of human’s behaviors as opposed to
judge the consequences.

®

The time-period before the
establishment of government is
defined as “State of Nature” by
political philosophers, in which people
alienated their own natural rights, on
a community voluntary basis, in a
contractual way to establish a political
ruling right, and entered into a state of
nation.

a1y
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governments.™ The contrary position, argued by Jean
Jacques Rousseau, saw life in the state of nature as
peaceful and bountiful, and that conflict arose only after
we started to divide up the natural environment into
private property and after we experienced the corrupting
influence of society.™

These two positions have guided the West’s
treatment of the natural world ever since. Romantics, in
the tradition of Rousseau, see nature as a refuge from
society and want the landscape to seem as “natural” as
possible, while realists, in the shadow of Hobbes, see
nature as something to control and want the landscape
to reflect human rationality and social order as much as
possible. We see the tension between these two forms
of contract ethics in our politics and economics, with
the proponents of big government and central control of
the economy faced off against the advocates for small
government and laissez-faire economics. And we see the
same tension in how we treat the land, with the artificial
naturalism of the romantic landscape and the geometric
orderliness of the rational landscape at odds with each
other and at odds with the native ecosystems and natural
habitat of a place. The resolution of those conflict stakes

us to a third approach to the landscape and to ethics.

The Consequential Landscape

The landscapes around us often lull us into thinking
that they endure and evolve so slowly that we can
expect them to remain largely unchanged in our lifetime.
But it has begun to dawn on us all that nature does not
always work that way and that when conditions reach
a certain tipping point, the natural world can change
suddenly and sometimes violently, as we have started to
see with the extreme weather events that many scientists
attribute to climate change. Climate change will not
only alter the landscapes we occupy in dramatic ways,
but also demand that we alter the way in which we see
our relationship to and responsibility for the non-human
world. We can no longer content ourselves by setting
aside a few natural areas nor convince ourselves that
owners have the contractual right to use their property
however they see fit as we watch the larger natural
environment becomes so stressed that an estimated half

of all the species on the planet now face extinction over

just the next several decades.™ This seems particularly
dire for the human species because we depend on so
many other species to meet our needs — more than any
other animal on the planet — even as we remain the
primary cause of this so-called “sixth extinction” on the
planet.

Yet, as the cause of this extinction, humanity
also has the capacity to reverse it if we change our
behavior quickly and dramatically enough. Present
actions, in other words, need to happen in the context
of future consequences, requiring, as the World
Commission on Environment and Development has
said, “development that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their own needs.”™ That seems fair enough,
although knowing what future generations will need
and deciding on what might compromise their ability
to meet those needs has proven hard to determine,
in part because the human population continues to
grow at an unprecedented pace and our expectations
around what constitutes a good life continues to expand
just as rapidly. How can we meet our needs and not
compromise those of future generations and what
incentive exists for us to do so, even if we knew?

Pragmatic or utilitarian ethics can help sort out such
questions. Pragmatism, as the philosopher Charles
Sanders Peirce defined it, holds that the “the sum of (its
practical) consequences constitute the entire meaning”
of an idea or action. That suggests that we never fully
know something until after we have had a chance to
judge the effects it has had.™ In terms of the natural
environment, pragmatism means that we should act
with great restraint and in incremental and experimental
ways so that we — or more likely future generations —
can assess its consequences before continuing. This runs
counter to the popular idea of pragmatism as equivalent
to practicality. The real meaning of pragmatism, the
sum of its consequences, suggests that the only true
practicality arises from considering the long-term effects
of what we do on everyone and everything — other
people, future generations, and diverse species.

Utilitarianism goes in a slightly different direction.
First promulgated by Jeremy Bentham, utilitarian ethics

takes a quantitative and hedonistic view of doing the
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right thing: we should strive to maximize pleasure
and minimize suffering for the greatest number."
Subsequent thinkers like John Stuart Mill qualified
Bentham’s “hedonistic calculus,” by arguing that some
pleasures — like friendship and personal accomplish —
have a higher value than the carnal variety, and others,
like Peter Singer, as already mentioned, have expanded
Bentham’s calculus to include the greatest good of all
animals, not just humans.™ But all of these varieties
of utilitarian ethics confront the same question: how
can we measure the greatest good and how do we know
which action we take now will maximize the good in
the future? And does pleasure — or practicality for
that matter — offer the only way or even the best way
of measuring the value of what we do now in order to
ensure a better future for ourselves and others on this

planet?

The Virtuous Landscape

In our brief survey of some of the ethics surrounding
our treatment of the landscape, we have seen some of the
limitations of these three approaches. Duty ethics seems
well suited to idealized landscapes, from cemeteries at
one extreme to wilderness areas at another, but it offers
little help in dealing with the actual landscapes that
we inhabit every day. Contract ethics, in turn, appears
perfectly adept at addressing the way in which we
currently divide up the landscape into public and private
property, but it runs counter to — and indeed may have
helped cause — the climate change that will invariably
alter the future landscapes in which we live. Pragmatism
and utilitarian ethics, in turn, offer a way of assessing
the effects of our actions on the health of landscapes and
of the natural world as a whole, but that ethical stance
confronts the real limitation that we can never know the
full consequences of what we do on future generations
or not-yet-evolved ecosystems.

Given those limitations, how should we move
forward? One answer lies in a fourth approach to the
landscape and to ethics that, in many ways, encompasses
the other three and expands upon them in new and old
ways. Call this a virtuous approach to the landscape.
Virtue ethics remains, at least in the West, among the

oldest ways of thinking about our responsibilities to

others, and it rests on the idea that we need to change
ourselves rather than or at least prior to changing the
world around us. This ancient idea probably reflected
the reality of the human condition for most of our
history as a species, in which we lacked the means to
alter the landscapes around us to any great degree and
so we developed an ethics around the idea of adaptation,
with a focus on virtues such as justice, courage, prudence,
and temperance. Taming human nature wisely took
precedence over taming non-human nature.

Virtue ethics fell out of favor in much of the modern
era as our technological prowess enabled us to alter the
world around us with increasing speed and efficiency.
Modern ethics has focused much more on our actions
rather than our personal virtues, addressing the right
things to do rather than the right way to be. This
parallels our treatment of the landscape, in which we
have gone from adapting to the natural world as we
find it to shaping it according to our will and for our
convenience. While that command and control of nature
has certainly made human life more pleasant, it has
also led to the point where the resources upon which
the human species has always depended — clean water,
clean air, healthy ecosystems — have begun to erode at
such a rate that it threats our very existence.

Virtue ethics has made a comeback over the last
half century or so, as philosophers have regained an
appreciation of virtuous behavior as the basis for living
a good life."™ We need to do the same with how we
relate to the natural world and take responsibility for
the landscapes around us. Rather than see nature as ours
to use as we see fit, we need to relearn how to adapt to
it and readjust our expectations of it. And why do this?
Because, given current trends, the climate will force us

to do so if we do not do it first ourselves. LAF
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