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The Distant:  

thinking towards renewed senses of landscape and distance 
 

Abstract  

 

There is an established narrative in which the world shrinks, distances are overcome and 

rendered insignificant, and the near and the far lose their salience as means of orientation 

and understanding. Yet, within this narrative, new distances are equally felt and observed to 

have opened up. New distances between and amongst us, multiplying distances of 

indifference, incomprehension and antagonism. And felt distances also between ourselves 

and ‘land’ and ‘nature’ – a sense of separation, alienation and loss which it then becomes 

imperative, ethically and environmentally, to overcome.  

In this general context, this paper asks:  is it possible to sense distance more positively? 

Given the scope of the topic, the paper aims primarily to offer key frameworks and avenues 

for rethinking distance. In two initial sections I consider distance in terms of ethics and 

spatialities respectively. Then, in a lengthier third and final discussion, I turn to landscape 

specifically as a venue for thinking distance anew. Notions of apartness and alienation are, it 

can be argued, historically stitched into Western visual art traditions of landscape. In Robin 

Kelsey’s terms, landscape names a ‘fantasy of not belonging to the totality of life of a 

terrestrial expanse’. But, drawing in particular upon Jean-Luc Nancy’s account of landscape 

as uncanny and estranged spatiality, I will argue that the distances of not-belonging are 

actually the signature elements of landscape’s distinction as a mode of experience, 

imagination and presentation. 
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1. Introduction. 

It is a few years now since I first began to realise that, when it came to thinking about and 

studying landscape, what I was really interested in was distance. In the first instance, this 

emerged as something intuitive and experiential for me. In embodied encounters with 

particular landscapes, I started to focus upon a sense of something being out of reach, 

beyond my grasp. This is obvious in one way: a characteristic of landscape as a visual and 

embodied milieu is that it offers us distances. A receding world. An invisible world, too, 

beyond the horizons that also characterise experiences of landscape. But beyond a sense of 

absence and distance persisting within landscapes watched, touched and listened to, this 

then amplified for me into a wider, speculative sense that there was something inherently 

out of reach about landscape. Perhaps, if you think of the times when you have tried to pay 

particular attention to landscapes, when watching and moving within them, you may 

sometimes have felt this too? 

In this paper, my aim is to articulate some of the key frameworks and lines of argument 

through which a renewed sense of landscape and distance might emerge. I say renewed, 

because I will also argue that critical thinking in cultural geography and the wider 

humanities has, to date, tended to cast distance in a negative light. Whereas here I aim to 

elucidate the necessity of distance for our understanding of human relations with 

landscape. But I need to open by noting first that the topic of distance is vast, of course, and 

certainly too large to encompass in an article of this length. Practically, as I began to compile 

a series of thoughts on distance, things quickly became complicated – too complicated, in 

fact. The varied and complex meanings and associations of distance – of the distant – 
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proliferated in my hands, to the point where they became unmanageable. I tried to corral 

them in a bid for research funding to the Leverhulme Trust in the UK. I failed. It seemed 

there was too much to say about distance, about all of the different and sometimes 

contradictory things it might mean, for example what distance might mean spatially, 

ethically, aesthetically, phenomenologically, critically, methodologically. And I began to 

build mental castles in the air in this regard, dreaming of sketching out a grandiose positive 

geography of the distant, the displaced, the dislocated, as a generalised counterpoint to all 

(in my view) regressive conceptions of locatedness, of senses of place and so on1. And this 

geography would be a counterpoint also to a relational vision of how the spaces and 

landscapes we live in work; a vision in which connectedness is normally primary, such that 

even instances of disconnection, apartness or remoteness, are, in the end, only ever 

ultimately understood as subsidiary by-products of a more primary connectedness and 

interrelatedness2. 

But, coming back down to earth, in this paper the aim is first to identify and frame some key 

issues in thinking about distance, and second to examine distance in respect of landscape 

specifically. In the first two sections of this paper, I undertake some ground-clearing work, in 

order to establish why and how distance becomes a variously problematic concept for 

critical inquiry. Firstly, and most generally, I will open by considering questions of distance in 

broadly ethical terms, with the aim of highlighting the role of distance/proximity in the 

framing of cultural and political contexts, and in terms of relations with ‘natural’ worlds. 

Secondly, my discussion will focus in upon spatialities of the distant, and I will outline some 

of most notable ways in which distance has been analysed and understood, geographically 



4 
 

and philosophically. This will include a more specific consideration of distance as conceived 

in Heidegger’s phenomenological analyses.  

The third and final substantive section of the paper then turns to issues of landscape 

specifically, and works through the ways in which senses of distance and senses of 

landscape have been commonly intertwined and critiqued. But here, drawing in particular 

upon Jean-Luc Nancy’s account of landscape as uncanny and estranged spatiality, I will 

argue that the distances of not-belonging are actually the signature elements of landscape’s 

distinction as a mode of experience, imagination and presentation. My hope is that by the 

end I will have persuaded at least some readers that we need to keep our distance in 

respect of landscape, or, to put that another way, to have shown that a sense of distance 

and apartness must be integral to landscape. In particular, my arguments here open out into 

thinking that we must understand landscape in terms of distances, if we are to purge the 

concept of any - in my view problematic - association with rootedness, nativism and 

homeland. 

 

2. Ethics of the distant. 

Questions of distance are often, ultimately, ethical questions. Because distance is so 

frequently about me and you, about us and them, about the space between us, about 

borders and exposures, about visibility and invisibility, recognition and exclusion. We live in 

cultural and political spatial orders that very often involve both the maintenance of 

distances between people, and attempts to bridge those distances. As I noted in the 

abstract to this paper, one overarching context, today, for thinking about distance, is the 



5 
 

generalised but very widespread notion that we inhabit ‘a shrinking world’, a ‘global village’ 

even; or a world becoming in various ways ‘smaller’ and more tightly interconnected, as 

globalising technological, economic and cultural forces engender ever more simultaneity, 

ever more tightly-enmeshed and entangled polities and communities3. 

But of course, as the work of many writers, not least geographers, has shown, this often-

hyperbolic vision of a world without distance, or of a world in which questions of distance 

and proximity have lost economic, political and cultural salience, is a simplification to the 

point of being a distorting misjudgement4. The truth is that, far from flattening or shrinking, 

globalising technologies and cultures in fact produce for us more folded and more 

complicated worlds. And emphatically plural rather than singular worlds. To put that 

another way, we could argue that we increasingly inhabit spaces characterised by complex, 

wounded and vulnerable senses of distance and proximity. 

For example – and I am conscious of speaking here from, and to, a Westernised perspective 

- in our day to day purchasing decisions, as supply chains become more distanciated and 

more complex, so our relationship to things, and to the people who made those things, 

becomes more distanced. The lives of others become distant, in the sense of being invisible, 

‘out of sight’, over the horizon. Sometimes this erupts into visibility, through some calamity 

or expose, and then a series of questions of care, responsibility and distance are, precisely, 

foregrounded and brought close, at least for a while5. Or we - if I may speak again in this 

way for a minute - bear witness to the arrival, or the struggle to arrive, the fraught proximity 

in which humans we are suddenly exposed to one another, of people and processes hitherto 

only seen from a distance, in other words previously only tele-visualised.  
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With these kinds of instances there is of course the potential for assuming that ‘physical’ or 

‘geographical’ distance in the classic sense will always tend towards indifference and 

ignorance, whereas proximity, and in particular visibility, will contrastingly induce empathy, 

and senses of care, duty and responsibility. But once again, of course, spaces of 

distance/proximity are more complex in practice. Drone controllers working for the US Army 

on remote attack and assassination operations are more likely to suffer post-traumatic 

stress disorders, at least some studies show6; the tension they experience between terrible 

intimacy and terrible distance must be at the heart of this. Equally, the work of political 

geographer Nick Gill on the daily working lives of immigration officials in the UK explores 

and exposes how embodied proximity between officials and asylum claimants leads not to 

empathy but rather ever more elaborate strategies for distancing - for holding people at a 

distance7. 

If questions of distance could be said to lie at the heart of many current cultural and political 

contexts and crises, another domain in which questions of distance and ethics commonly 

intertwine is that of research practice and inquiry. Particularly within fields of research 

pledged to qualitative and contextual methodologies, it is quite common, I think, for 

‘distance’ to be negatively associated with an objectifying approach, or with a quantifying 

approach, one which assumes a detached vantage-point, from which to scrutinise and 

analyse the world. To anticipate a later section of this paper, the very idea of landscape, 

especially in the visual arts and design, is closely bound up with this sense of perspective, 

which, to quote Derek McCormack, is ‘underpinned by a logic of distancing in which a 

necessary condition of understanding the world is the act of separation of subject and 

object’8. Conversely, other traditions of research and inquiry more commonly stress the 
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need to eliminate or overcome distances, to reduce the space between us, between 

researcher and researched, and to achieve instead better understanding through 

connection and immersion. I am conscious again of surveying quite broadly here, but 

looking across qualitative research methods, ethnographic and participatory strategies of 

inquiry, and practice-based, performative and creative approaches, I do not think its 

implausible to speak of ethos which most often emphasises proximity to the objects of 

inquiry as a key path to insight. If distance is maintained, it is perhaps more usually through 

a kind of recoil movement in which criticality, a sense of critical distance, is re-introduced at 

the point of reflection and writing. 

Finally, in terms of pinpointing key intersections of ethics and distance, we can turn to the 

general problematic of human relationships with non-human, ‘natural’ worlds. It has 

become commonplace, in various environmental writings, to argue that much of what is 

wrong about current realities can be traced to a cultural disconnection from, or alienation 

from, ‘nature’9. It is a contemporary trope, to sometimes feel overwhelmed or frazzled by a 

world of incessant sharing and connecting, and to come to feel instead that the good life 

might lie elsewhere, in some return to, or reconnection with, land or nature. To find merit 

and appeal in retreating from, or taking our distance from, a technicised world, precisely in 

order to achieve some renewed closeness or proximity to both ourselves and landscape. 

The whole notion of reconnecting with ‘nature’, ethically, aesthetically, spiritually, is of 

course a highly romanticised one, and easily lampooned. But we remain susceptible to it, I 

think, as the following may indicate: 

“I sat on a rock and ate cheese sandwiches – and thought I was perfectly happy. It was so huge. 

And so wild and so empty and so free. 
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And there, quite suddenly and unexpectedly, I slipped a gear, or something like that. There was 

not me and the landscape, but a kind of oneness: a connection as though my skin had been 

blown off. More than that – as though the molecules and atoms I am made of had reunited 

themselves with the molecules and atoms that the rest of the world is made of. I felt absolutely 

connected to everything. It was very brief, but it was a total moment....”10 

This quote comes from Sara Maitland’s A Book of Silence, one of the most distinctive (in my 

view) of a recent swathe of books dealing with singular encounters with British landscapes. 

Maitland’s work is subtle and multi-faceted; I don’t single it out here for particular critique, 

but I was struck by the singularity of this expression of a certain kind of dream – ‘not me and 

the landscape, but a kind of oneness’. This is apposite for me, because it is this elimination 

of distance that concerns me, its this kind of vision of our relationship with landscape that I 

have realised I am opposed to, that I cannot believe in anymore. 

In summary, I hope in this part of the paper to have highlighted some of the key arenas in 

which issues of distance become visible and germane in contemporary contexts of concern. 

And in these contexts, I would argue, there is consistency in terms of how distance is 

characterised as a negative quality, one requiring edition or even abolition. Distance is 

variously figured as ethically, epistemologically and spiritually problematic; as alienating and 

harmful in respect of our relations with others and with ‘natural’ worlds. 

 

2. Spatialities of the Distant 

In this section I will turn to consider how distance has been conceptualised within different 

and evolving theorisations of spatiality, and I will conclude the section by touching in 

particular upon Martin Heidegger’s phenomenological account. To begin with, however, it is 
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worth noting that distance is not really a notable legacy term within the discipline of 

geography. In this sense, there is a kind of blankness and barrenness about distance as a 

concept. Unlike various other geographical keywords – such as place, space, region, 

territory, or indeed landscape – distance does not come freighted with a history of 

associations and advocates, or much of substance in terms of book-length discussions11. And 

there is no entry for ‘distance’ specifically in the most recent edition of the widely-used 

Dictionary of Human Geography12. 

Even for most geographers today, I would wager, distance is most commonly and 

unreflectively understood in its ‘objective’ sense. I mean distance as simple, quantifiable 

measure and as objective fact – the distance between two points whether measured in feet, 

metres, miles or fathoms. In this sense, distance functions as a sort of empty truth of the 

world we inhabit, and sits indifferently beyond any meanings and emotions we might 

project upon it (fear, or desire, or heartache). This kind of distance also of course 

underwrites a cartographic conception of the world whose aim is accurate and reliable 

mapping and route-finding. 

Through the nineteen-sixties and nineteen-seventies, human geographers in particular 

developed progressively more sophisticated and complex modellings of the quantifiable 

effects of this kind of objectively-defined distance upon the functioning of social and 

economic systems. And the quantifying, ‘spatial science’ approach is the paradigm of 

analysis that can be most clearly associated with the study of distance per se. In the 

identification of consistent effects such as ‘distance decay’ and spatial autocorrelation (the 

tendency for phenomena of all kinds to display commonalities based upon proximity alone), 

distance emerges as a hallmark of a increasingly technicised and numerical vision of human 
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geographical interactions. The culmination of this approach occurred in the formulation in 

1970, by American geographer Waldo Tobler, of a putative ‘First Law of Geography’:  

 ‘everything is related to everything else, but near things are more related than distant things’13.  

In Tobler’s Law, a particular vision of geography as a science of the near and the far is being 

articulated; its goal being the progressively more comprehensive mapping and modelling of 

human spatial action and interaction. But the ‘law’ also has a tongue-in-cheek and almost 

facile quality - it can appear to be something of a statement of the obvious. Perhaps its chief 

interest lies in the types of questions it invites. For example, are near things always more 

interrelated than distant things? 

For many current geographers and spatial thinkers, the answer would be no. And this 

response would in turn rest upon an alternative standpoint, one insisting on a relational and 

intensive understanding of spatiality, distance and proximity. The geometric, grid-like, 

orthodox conception of space at work in Tobler’s Law and the spatial science paradigm has 

been, from the start, a key point of critique for relational approaches. Such approaches 

commonly emphasise firstly that spatiality is not an already-there, pre-existing container of 

human practices, but is rather the product and outcome of practices. As a key advocate of 

relational approaches, Doreen Massey, puts it, space itself is ‘a product of practices, 

trajectories, interrelations’14. To put this another way, relational approaches commonly 

stress topology rather than topography – that is, they understand spatiality primarily in 

terms of connective properties rather than distance and position. This is, therefore, an 

understanding of spatiality for which relations and connections constitute a sort of primary 

order. 
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Obviously therefore from a relational perspective one would argue strongly against any 

supposition that ‘near things’ are necessarily, or even usually, more related than ‘distant 

things’. Things far distant from each other in the orthodox geographical sense may well be 

intensely related and connected of course. We could even argue against the priority given to 

‘things’ in Tobler’s formulation – what are these pointillistic ‘things’, and in what way if at all 

do they precede their relations? At the same time, I would highlight a persistent suspicion of 

the distant within relational approaches. In part, I think, this is rhetorical – the very word 

‘distance’ is associated with a geometric conception of space that the relational vision sets 

out to critique and supersede. But at a deeper level, concepts of relational space 

consistently find difficulties with distance. If distance can imply some sense of disconnection 

and apartness, then much if not most work adopting a relational perspective aims to 

highlight the ways in which apparently unconnected phenomena are, in truth, connected. 

The putatively faraway is brought near - a consistent manoeuvre in much current 

geographical work. Further, if the distant perhaps connotes apartness, and separation, and 

non-relatedness, then the persistent tendency for relational geographies is to positively 

stress instead enfoldings, contiguities and implications. 

At the same time, in the recent work of geographer John Allen, we do see a closer reckoning 

with explicitly spatial issues of distance and proximity, here explicitly in the context of the 

exercise of power and authority by various corporate and state bodies15. For Allen, in 

common with many relational theorists, spatiality is primarily characterised by intensity 

rather than by extent and measure. Within this context, he develops a specific and felicitous 

vocabulary of ‘reach’ to account for the operation of power. Here, reach does not imply 

extension across a pre-given space, but rather the intensive production of a topological, 
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folded space. Power is exercised relationally so as to bring certain places, things, ‘within 

reach’ and, at the same time, put others ‘out of reach’. In other words, relative distances 

and differences are relationally produced, not given, and Allen thus offers a strong account 

of distance as the effective outcome of power-topologies. However, if distance, as Paul 

Harrison suggests, invokes alterity and absence beyond any relatability, then the relational 

approach to spatiality, with its customary insistence upon spatial enfoldings and 

enrolments, can only conceive of distance as either a relational effect – an productively 

ongoing interplay of near and far – or as the index of a ‘traditional’ external spatiality16.  

If metrical/quantitative and relational/intensive frameworks have comprised two principal 

means of theorising and understanding distance, a third framework is provided by 

phenomenology, and specifically (though not exclusively) by the influential accounts of 

space and distance provided by Martin Heidegger17. Here, we find, again, a different sense 

of distance, one which looks to describe the near and far primarily in terms of everyday 

bodily perception and orientation within the world. For Heidegger, our everyday 

experiences of spatiality, of the close and the far away, are first of all, and most 

consequentially, a matter of our awareness, intentions and attentiveness. He speaks, for 

instance, of everyday acts of involved perception, though which that which is faraway or 

‘out of mind’ is brought within reach – if not directly with reach of my hands, then within 

the compass and purview of my concerns and motivations. The distant is thus ‘placed’ and 

calibrated, perhaps even domesticated in a certain way. The well-known Heideggerian 

commentator Jeff Malpas aptly describes this sense of distance thus: 
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‘finding a word I need to check in my reading, I glance over at the bookshelf to find the dictionary, 

but discover I cannot quite reach it from my chair, and so it is brought close, even before I take it 

from the shelf, in a specific way that also allows its distance from me to be apparent18’. 

The sense here of a sort of involved rhythm of close and far, near and distant, becomes 

more pronounced in Heidegger’s later writing on human dwelling in the world – influential 

of course in several noted recent accounts of landscape19. Here, as Paul Harrison notes, 

landscape is conceived primarily in terms of order and propriety. Heidegger invokes, it could 

be said, a landscape where everything is in its right place, settled and assured20. Here I 

stand, at the door of my hut, in a clearing in the forest - and over there, in the distance, the 

mountain. Heidegger is, of course, often accused of a  certain romantic localism – I think the 

truth is a touch more subtle. Here, distance, or remoteness, is not alien to human existence, 

it does not therefore in and of itself threaten us. What is threatening is rather the advent of 

a disordered and disordering spatiality, one that that is without measure, to quote Harrison, 

‘an immeasurable distance, without orientation, neither ‘near’ nor ‘far’21’. As an example, as 

Malpas further notes, for Heidegger, the advent of new calculative and communicative 

technologies in particular involves the disruption of these settled and proper spatial 

arrangements, as such technologies progressively occasion ‘the abolition of both nearness 

and distance’22. 

In this Heideggerian rendition, therefore, just as was the case with relational 

understandings, the distant is understood not as a quantifiable element of given grid-like 

and universal spatiality, but rather in terms of an existential interplay of the close and the 

distant. A ‘proper’ distance, in relation with the near, is identified; set against an improper, 

disorientating measurelessness. Or to put this figurally, we can think here of the landscapes 
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we live in a kind of gathering, and encirclement, a drawing together, or even as a table 

carefully set for dinner. And just as relational geographies tend, substantively, to lay most 

stress upon practices of connection and relation via which the distant is made near, so 

Heidegger’s phenomenology is, equally, a gathering-close of being, a positive coding of 

proximity. In this vein, Malpas concludes his monograph on Heidegger and place by stating 

that this philosophy is, above all, ‘a return to the nearness of being’23. 

 

3. Landscape and Distance 

In this third and final main section of my discussion, the focus falls upon the specific relation 

between distance and landscape. Thus far, the aim has firstly been to explore what is at 

stake in respect of distance, as (I would argue) a vital feature of how we can understand 

relationships between differing peoples and between people and ‘nature’. And in the 

preceding section I sought to parse the major spatial paradigms in which distance is defined 

and understood. In turning to landscape in particular, I hope to explicate a distinctive, and 

positive sense of distance. 

In one way, there is little surprising about linking landscape and distance. We can argue that 

an evocation of distance and remoteness is foundational to landscape as a literary mode, for 

example. If we think about elegy, about nostalgia, about the pastoral, the Arcadian, the 

bucolic and so on, then a wistful atmospherics of distancing is almost a dominant tone of 

landscape in any number of Western literary traditions up until the present day. And of 

course this has also been true of landscape in the visual arts. We can easily make the 

argument that landscape centrally involves the construction or the scaffolding of a set of 
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distances – foregrounds, middle distances, far horizons – and a corresponding set of moods 

and emotions, often for instance a measured aesthetics of loss. 

Distance in visual landscape often figures in part as atmosphere, as with aerial perspective, 

wherein distance is indicated by a gradual softening and haziness. But with the advent of 

perspectival art in the European Renaissance, landscape art becomes central to the 

establishment a more definite, grounded and calculated distancing. It becomes a kind of 

geometrical net cast, out over the world. And once landscape is understood as a framework 

for making land knowable, visible and calculable, then of a series of critical judgements  

become sharper. 

For the geographer Denis Cosgrove, for example, in one of the most influential accounts of 

landscape, the distances of perspectival space are indelibly tied up with power and control. 

‘Visually, space is rendered the property of the individual detached observer’, Cosgrove 

argues, and it can seem here as through visual distance becomes like Archimedean leverage: 

the greater the distance, the greater the purchase and power the gaze may have24. In 

another very influential account of landscape, the critic Raymond Williams  similarly 

concludes that distance, in the sense of apartness and aloofness, is integral to landscape: 

‘the very idea of landscape implies separation and observation’25. 

The argument here is that landscape, and especially visual landscape, is a tool for keeping 

the world at a distance. So the figure who gazes upon landscape is an aloof, distanced 

figure, detached from the life of the land. The explorer scoping out the distances to be 

mapped. The landowner contemplating their property from a detached vantage-point. Here, 

the distances of landscape involve an ethically-problematic detachment and indifference – a 
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distance which enables command and control, which facilitates an uncaring and remote 

perspective. 

The distances of landscape can, in this critical light, be understood as harbouring arrogance 

and indifference. In another sense, as the art critic Robin Kelsey argues, this kind of distance 

is a sort of indulgence, or what he terms a ‘romantic landscape fantasy’. In this reading, 

landscape is a technique for setting the world at a distance from us, but only so that we can 

deny our involvement, our belonging. Or, rather, so that we can on the one hand claim that 

we do not belong to the world, while on the other acting as if it belongs to us, as our 

property. Kelsey thus argues that landscape – here implicitly figured as a mode of 

representation – is a key element of Western humanism’s denial of corporeality, of 

materiality, of alterity. In this way, all landscape has a touch of fantasy, and specifically, he 

maintains, the ‘fantasy of not belonging to the totality of life of a terrestrial expanse’ 26. The 

distances of landscape, in other words,  allow us to pretend that we somehow are not 

earthlings, not irrevocably bound to the fate of the world we inhabit. 

So in sum distance can be seen to have baleful ethical and ecological consequences – we 

become distant from each other – aloof, detached – and in a way removed from the land in 

its own right. Landscape becomes property, becomes quantity, becomes target. In many 

ways, of course, this critical account has become the mainstream approach for much 

humanities scholarship on landscape over the past couple of generations. It has been 

advanced in various ways by cultural geographers, art historians, literary critics. Before I 

move on, I need to be clear that this critical account and approach is not something I am 

rejecting, or even in a way questioning.  
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But, in response and partial contrast to Kelsey, I would argue that fantasies of belonging – 

fantasies of a holy communion between land and life, of oneness – are potentially every bit 

as ethically and existentially damaging as the fantasies of not-belonging that underwrite 

exploitation of natural worlds. The continuing salience of landscape as a critical term, I have 

come to believe, depends upon us developing modes of thinking and feeling that work 

against invocations of landscape as a site of existential inhabitation and dwelling, as a 

wellspring of identity. It is in this sense that we need to keep our distance with respect to 

landscape.  

This sense of the necessity of the distant emerges, as I have gradually been working towards 

in this paper, from the work of Jean-Luc Nancy27. On one level, it might seem strange to 

invoke Nancy’s work in this context, because he is in some ways a thinker of relation par 

excellence. One of his chief distinctions is to have consistently insisted upon the ontological 

primacy of ‘being-with’, as opposed to a singular or private ‘being’ (Mitsein as opposed to 

Dasein, to use Heidegger’s terms).  For Nancy, we can say, the ‘we’ comes before the ‘I’: 

there is no ipseity, no pure self-in-and-of-itself; relatedness is a condition of individuation. 

But Nancy also wishes to stress aspects of the singularity of experience and existence – as 

the singular of his formula ‘being singular plural’. As I understand it, for Nancy, being-with, 

human existence in and as a plurality of relations, is actually what exposes us to each other 

in our singularity. A certain distance, a space between us, opens up as the necessary 

corollary of our interrelatedness. 

In this sense, Nancy’s conception of distance locates it substantially within the material and 

corporeal landscapes we inhabit. The distant here therefore cannot be the ineffable, the 

altogether unknowable, the invisible – it cannot be some final exteriority, forever over the 
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horizon. As his interlocutor Ian James stresses, Nancy’s philosophy is one focused upon 

concrete, worldly, material existence, and in this respect he inherits, to some extent, the 

corporeal and existential phenomenologies of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty28.  

In this in this context that we can begin to approach and to specify ‘the distant’ and 

distance. In terms of our being-with, in The Inoperative Community Nancy is at pains to 

stress that this is precisely not a matter of communion or fusion. Instead being-with both 

instantiates and relies upon a certain critical distance. Any abolition of the originary distance 

between us - or between us and the land - is in truth the destruction of both us and land. 

Community, or relatedness, in this sense, is resistance to fusion. It is maintenance of the 

distance that exposes us to each other. As James (2007, p.176) writes: 

 

‘Were any absolute identity of community to be realised, if a total immanence were to be 

achieved, this would mark the very suppression or obliteration of community, since, in the 

absence of separation, distance, or dispersal, no being-in-common, no exposure of one singular 

existence (you, me) to another could occur’29. 

And as Nancy further clarifies: 

‘The common, having-in-common or being-in-common, excludes interior unity and 

presence…Being-with, being together are precisely not a matter of being “one”…what we have in 

common is also what always distinguishes and differentiates us’30. 

To hold anything in common, therefore, we must always keep our distance, must be kept at 

a distance. This logic – if that is an apt word – further recurs and is exemplified at the scale 

of corporeal sense. In Corpus, Nancy is at pains to stress that touch – of all the senses the 
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one most commonly associated with the proximate and intimate – is a matter of exposure 

and separation. When, with my body, I touch something, or am touched by something or 

someone else, then, yes there is contact and immediacy, and yet, in the same gesture, I am 

‘distinguished and differentiated’ from that which I touch, I am realised and made 

distinctive, exposed as a body, and thus, in a way, displaced and distanced - in the very 

gesture of the touch itself. Touch is a simultaneous separation-in-contact, to quote, 

‘remaining a stranger to contact in contact: that’s the whole point about touching’31. Human 

lived environments here are a distancing. They are always as much exposure and exscription 

as they are implication and involvement. 

We can turn then, lastly, to Nancy’s essay ‘Uncanny Landscape’, in which several of the 

ideas outlined above recur, and are amplified32. The essay is complex, it should be noted, 

with a series ideas and issues treated in compressed fashion, over a few short pages. There 

are also issues of terminology and translation to highlight, because the essay turns, to an 

extent, on the relation between ‘country’, ‘peasant’ and ‘landscape’, or in French, pays, 

paysan, paysage. And there are, I think, wider interpretative complexities. For instance at 

times Nancy refers to ‘landscape’ as a particular European genre of artistic and literary 

representation; whereas at others it is as if ‘landscape’ is being deployed in the service of a 

more general discussion of spatiality and subjectivity. As I understand it, though, this 

apparent inconsistency becomes less problematic once we appreciate Nancy’s approach to 

art and representation, which very much situates artwork within a concrete, affective world 

of lived sensibility, and so moves away from an understanding of art emphasising 

signification.  
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‘The landscape’, Nancy says, ‘begins with a notion, however vague, of distancing and of a 

loss of sight’33. And we can argue – referring back to my earlier points on landscape art – 

that landscape, with all its varied associations with the visual, aerial and topographic, is 

historically the spatial grammar in which the distant is most emphasised. But what does this 

‘distancing’ entail, exactly? By the deceptively simple phrase, ‘loss of sight’, Nancy appears 

to be arguing that, with landscape, you are never straightforwardly  in ‘your’ domain or 

property. With landscape, he says, there is no ‘consciousness of domain’34. With landscape, 

therefore, you are already astray and estranged – or distanced. Or rather, with landscape 

you have lost the ‘self-assurance with respect to what is off in the distance’35, which you 

might possess in your property, or in your garden.  

Above all else, therefore, the distance of landscape makes it uncanny, unhomely. ‘The 

landscape’ – another definition – ‘is the space of strangeness or estrangement’36, it is ‘the 

land of those who have no land…who have lost their way’37. In this respect, Nancy’s essay as 

a whole feels like a direct riposte to Heidegger’s arguments in Building Dwelling Thinking. 

Instead of landscape as a gathering in which dwelling can blossom, instead of any possible 

communion of subject and place, the term here rather serves to index an incessant spacing, 

dispersal and distancing. In particular in this regard, landscape is, for Nancy, an absence of 

divine presence – it is ‘the disappearance of the gods’,38. Here we have a reference to the 

withdrawal from the landscape of what Nancy calls a ‘pagan’ sense of divinity; thereafter, 

for us, landscape is apprehended always as withdrawal, as an  absence of presence: 
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‘It is not so much the imitative representation of a given location as the presentation of a given 

absence of presence. If I may force the point a bit, I would say that instead of depicting a “land” 

and a “location”, it depicts it as a “dis-location”39. 

 

 

‘There is no real except for the earth…It is an order of the body, of embodied extension, 

disposed and exposed: the earth such that it has nothing than itself outside itself’ (ibid, 

p.56) 

 

To stress once more a point made previously, in speaking of landscape as distance and as 

dislocation, I am not looking to the invisible or the ineffable, to something over the horizon, 

or out of this world. As Nancy emphasises, ‘there is no real except for the earth…It is an 

order of the body, of embodied extension, disposed and exposed: the earth such that it has 

nothing than itself outside itself’40.  So, we remain instead with Nancy within the compass of 

a worldly spatiality – a landscape -  but one in which we are never ‘at home’, one in which 

we are not entangled into inevitable proximities. We are distanced from the world, 

separated from it as the basis of our capacity to conceive and relate to it. The horizon-line of 

landscape is the presentation and distinctive outline of a spacing which ‘also marks the 

infinite separation and distance of that which is traced’41. We picture with Nancy a 

landscape composed of distinctive, extended elements, ourselves included. These elements 

are, from the start, interrelated – that is, exposed to each other - but equally from the start 
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they are separate and distinct, distant from each other, marked in and by their emergence 

by a spacing, a distancing. 

 

 

4. Conclusion 

The aim of this paper has been to introduce distance as a problematic; as an insistent and 

complex feature of human spaces and interrelations. In moving from the general to the 

particular – from the distant as a feature of many ethical, political and epistemological 

contexts to specific questions of distance and landscape -  I have also sought to clarify the 

salience of distance in terms of understanding landscape, understanding one another.  

In one way, the work of this paper is preliminary, ground-clearing in nature. It thus results in 

further questions, and hopefully helps to open up agendas for considering our relations with 

landscape. For me in particular, an emphasis upon the distances of landscape helps to push 

against persistent associations of landscape with ideas of ‘homeland’ and belonging – a 

topic I have discussed in more detail in a recent paper in the journal Landscape Research42. 

We need, I think, to find new narratives which articulate ways of knowing and caring for 

landscape without raising the spectre of belonging, the very idea that some people belong 

to or are indelibly connected to particular landscapes. We need to be careful in particular 

about talking about re-connecting with landscape and ‘nature’.  

I will conclude by re-emphasising this point through a specific example. In A Time For Every 

Purpose Under Heaven, the Norwegian author Karl Ove Knausgaard expresses quite 
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precisely one particular conjunction of the near and the far – a sense we can sometimes 

have of the landscape’s ineluctable and definitive distance: 

‘The landscape was like a thought which, at regular intervals, came back, something he 

suddenly remembered and just as suddenly forgot again. Now he sees it. But just as the 

landscape reveals itself to him its as if it also recedes. As if, in one and the same operation, it 

draws closer and draws away. For just as he sees everything, it all slowly turns its back on 

the intimacy with which he endows it, and suddenly seems alien and terrifying’43,  

Knausgaard captures here a passing sense of strangeness and estrangement in which the 

landscape right before your eyes simultaneously looms and recedes. A sense, in part, of the 

infinite indifference of the non-human object world. This, it seems to me, is almost the 

other side of the coin, the insistent opposite, to the sense of ‘oneness’ with landscape 

expressed in the excerpt from Sara Maitland discussed earlier. The other point to stress 

here, however, is the context of this extract. A Time to Every Purpose Under Heaven is, in 

part, a re-telling of key episodes from the Old Testament, transposed to a rural Scandinavian 

setting. In this particular episode, the protagonist, the ‘he’ that we hear about, is Cain, as in 

Cain and Abel, the sons of Adam and Eve. 

This of course casts an interesting interpretative shadow over the whole scene. Cain is 

standing in a fallen landscape, one fundamentally marked by the expulsion from Eden. And 

indeed in Knausgaard’s rendition, Eden is just over the hills, in the next valley, a light in the 

distance in the evenings. The experience being described here already has a name – it is the 

uncanny, the unheimlich, the moment at which the known abruptly seems unfamiliar and 

disturbing, the moment in which a sense being-at-home in the world is existentially 

unsettled. If anyone might feel this way, we could argue, then its Cain, who after all inherits 
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a landscape characterised to its core by a sense of loss and distance. We have many 

narratives that seek to go back, to return to Eden, to re-connect, and to eliminate the 

distances between us and the landscape. Perhaps we need more that can acknowledge and 

reckon with those distances. 
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