
Center for

Environmental

Research at Hornsby Bend

Encounters with Urban Nature: Ecology, the City, and the Arts

Kevin M. Anderson, Ph.D.
Austin Water ςCenter for Environmental Research



The Proper Place of Nature

We need to embrace the full continuum of a natural landscape that is 
also cultural, in which the city, the suburb, the pastoral, and the wild 
each has its proper place, which we permit ourselves to celebrate 
without needlessly denigrating the others. 

William Cronon ά¢ƘŜ ¢ǊƻǳōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ²ƛƭŘŜǊƴŜǎǎ ƻǊΣ DŜǘǘƛƴƎ .ŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ²ǊƻƴƎ bŀǘǳǊŜέ 

in Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature (1995)



The American Concept(s) of Nature

In the United States, the kinds of nature that we celebrate 
are wilderness and pastoral landscapes.  

They are the foundation of the American concept of nature 
from which we assess the value of nature in America.  



The Problem of Urban Nature

ω In American cities, we perceive nature in the urban landscape filtered through a 
conceptual framework that prejudges its ecological and cultural value.

ω Our understanding of what constitutes good urban nature in American cities is 
shaped by culturally dominant metaphors of nature. 

Wilderness Pastoral Urban Nature?



American Nature Writing ςWilderness and Wildness



Thoreau and the City - Wildness 
IŜƴǊȅ 5ŀǾƛŘ ¢ƘƻǊŜŀǳΣ ά²ŀƭƪƛƴƎέ όмуснύ

The West of which I speak is but another name for the Wild; and what I 
have been preparing to say is, that in Wildness is the preservation of the 
world. 

Every tree sends its fibers forth in search of the Wild. The cities import it at 
any price. Men plow and sail for it. From the forest and wilderness come 
the tonics and barks which brace mankind. 

Life consists with Wildness. The most alive is the wildest. Not yet subdued 
to man, its presence refreshes him. 

Hope and the future for me are not in lawns and cultivated fields, not in 
towns and cities, but in the impervious and quaking swamps. 

1817-1862



Imported at Any Price - The Proper Places for Urban Nature 
Redeeming the City with Nature

Greenspace, Parks, Gardens, Farms, Preserves, Wildlands

In America, we celebrate urban nature that is either deliberately cultivated pastoral 
άƎǊŜŜƴǎǇŀŎŜέ ƭƛƪŜ ǇŀǊƪǎΣ ƎŀǊŘŜƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǳǊōŀƴ ŦŀǊƳǎ ƻǊ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǊŜƳƴŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
άǿƛƭŘέ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜǎ ƻōƭƛǘŜǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜǎΣ ǎŀƴŎǘǳŀǊƛŜǎΣ 
ǊŜŦǳƎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ άǿƛƭŘƭŀƴŘǎέΦ 



Urban Wildness - The Challenge of Urban WildlifeOut of Place

Urban wildlife is judged favorably when it in some way fulfills our expectations 
of wild nature or condemned as pestilent when it fails to follow the narrative 
for good fauna in the city ςand stay in the proper places for nature in the city.  

This narrative of urban wildlife 
declares that transgressive 
coyotes, rats, grackles, and 
pigeons are urban pests that 
ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŘŜƎǊŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΧ



Χōǳǘ ƴŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǊŜŘ-tailed hawks and peregrine falcons are 

redemptive wild additions to the urban scene. 





Down Here Below

Pale Male the famous red-tailed hawk 
Performs wing stands high above midtown Manhattan
Circles around for one last pass over the park
Got his eye on a fat squirrel down there and a couple of pigeons
They got no place to run they got no place to hide
.ǳǘ tŀƭŜ aŀƭŜ ƘŜΩǎ ŎƻƻƭΣ ǎŜŜ ΨŎŀǳǎŜ Ƙƛǎ ōǊŜŀƪŦŀǎǘ ŀƛƴΩǘ ƎƻƛƴΩ ƴƻǿƘŜǊŜ
{ƻ ƘŜ ŘƻŜǎ ŀ ƭƻƻǇ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƻǇ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȄ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪ ƴŜǿǎ

Got him a penthouse view from the tip-top of the food chain, boys
IŜ ƭƻƻƪǎ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ Řƻǿƴ ƻƴ ŦƛŦǘƘ ŀǾŜƴǳŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅǎ άDƻŘ L ƭƻǾŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻǿƴέ
But life goes on down here below
And all us mortals struggle so
We laugh and cry 
And live and die
¢ƘŀǘΩǎ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƎƻŜǎ 
For all we know
Down here below

Steve Earle
Washington Square Serenade 2007

Urban Wildness 



Proper Place for Urban Wildlife? 

All of the city is habitat 

The mobility of urban wildlife allows them to exploit the entire city as habitat. 



Urban Wildness and the Agency of Nature 

Non-humans do unexpected things and defy our expectations of how non-humans should 
ōŜƘŀǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƭƛǾŜ όǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻǇŜǊ ǇƭŀŎŜύΧǘƘŜƛǊ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘΦ



¢ƘŜ bŀǘǳǊŜ ²ǊƛǘŜǊΩǎ tǊƻōƭŜƳ

ά9ǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ bƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ bŀǘǳǊŜέ ŀƴŘ ¦Ǌōŀƴ bŀǘǳǊŜ

The fact is that urban landscapes are just too mixed up, chaotic, and 
confused to fit our established notions of beauty and value in nature.

aŀȅōŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ, not a real ecosystem, just a bunch of weeds 
and exotics mixed up with human junk.

John Tallmadge The Cincinnati Arch: Learning from Nature in the City(2004) 



ά¢ƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǳǊōŀƴ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜǎ ŀǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƻƻ ƳƛȄŜŘ ǳǇΣ ŎƘŀƻǘƛŎΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŦǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ Ŧƛǘ ƻǳǊ 
ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ōŜŀǳǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƛƴ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦέ

By restricting our narrative of nature to the traditional concepts of American Nature, we fail 
to come to terms with a new kind of nature that has emerged in the city. 



This new nature flourishes through its own agency in neglected urban wastelands and margins 
like vacant lots, garbage dumps, sewage ponds, unmaintained roadway and railway verges, old 
industrial tracts, abandoned buildings, overgrown urban creeks, crumbling walls, and other 
urban waste spaces. 

ά²ƛƭŘέ ¦Ǌōŀƴ DǊŜŜƴǎǇŀŎŜ 


