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Adaptive Urbanism 

KrusnNA HILL AND LAru:ssA LARsEN 

Introduction 

CITIES ARE AN EMERGENT PHENOMENON. From a long human history 
of impermanent communities, cities appeared only five to seven 

thousand years ago. 1 The fact that the majority of the Earth's popula
tion now lives in dense, permanent settlements speaks to the advantages 
that these settlement types afford. Our human capacity to occupy, com

prehend and manage cities as a cultural and biophysical phenomenon 
continues to grow over time. However, the depopulation of city centers 

in the middle of the twentieth century, the explosion of urban fringe 
growth (especially along rivers and coasts),2 and current megacity grbwth 
rates provide ample evidence that cities are vulnerable to booms and 

busts. If our goal is to manage cities as just and sustainable human liv
ing environments, it's not clear that humans are meeting that goal on a 

global scale. 
In recent literature, many urban design scholars have suggested different 

"urbanisms" in an effort to guide how we shape cities and neighbor
hoods. In the first section of this"cilapter, we begin by recalling the origin 
of the term urbanism and then use Barnett's3 categorization system to 
illustrate how the many terms may be sorted into some logical order. 
We end the first section by highlighting some of the key characteris
tics of New Urbanism and Landscape Urbanism that help reveal their 

215 
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priorities, strengths and weaknesses. In the second section, we argue that 
the tensions between New Urbanism and Landscape Urbanism return 
us to an older debate about the relationship between technology and 
nature, specifically to the effects of industrialization and an industrial
ized economy on landscapes. Finally, in the third section of our essay, we 

suggest that global climate change, one of our most pressing challenges, 
requires moving beyond these past debates and ideological divides toward 
a conception of adaptive urbanism. Adaptive urbanism recognizes the 

interdependence of people and ecosystem services, and points to the need 
for design interventions to consciously address urban social inequalities. 

Organizing the Urbanisms 

The term urbanism made its way into English from the French urban
isme, which came into use in 1801 to refer to a branch of s"tudy "dealing 
with urban life." But it was not recorded in English until 1884, and by 
1929 it was still referred to as a "newly-coined word" by the London 
Times.4 Before the nineteenth century, and the proliferation of the terms 

urbanism and urbanist in the twentieth century, the only real predeces
sor to the term was "urbane" - an adjective used to describe refined 
human behavior, not human settlements.S "Urbanize" originally.referred 

to improving people's manners, not expanding city districts.6 In the 
last twenty-five years, without conducting an exhaustive search, several 
prominent schools of thought have arisen in the design and planning 
professiofls that call themselves a form of "urbanism" - New Urbanism,7 
Landscape Urbanism,8 postmodern urbanism,9 everyday urbanism, 10 

green urbanism, 11 and many more. 
In a recent categorizing essay, Jonathan Barnett divided more than 

sixty recently coined "urbanisms" into six categories: 

• System urbanisms: frames cities as the product of systems, and a mat
ter of systems design 

• Green urbanisms: frames cities as linked to natural processes through 
food and other materials 

• Traditional urbanisms: emphasizes opportunities to learn from places 

that evolved successfuily 
• Community urbanisms: emphasizes the need for_ wider participation 

and power-sharing in cities 
-;-
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• Sociopolitical urbanisms: identifies political and social critiques of city 

life and city design 
• Headline urbanisms: labels situations, rather than more fully orga

nized points of view. 

After reviewing a multitude of these competing notions, Barnett 

gives up and describes this proliferation as a process of self-negation, 
in which each aspect of the wide variety of urban conditions is given its 
own urbanism. 12 He also identifies some as "territorial claims," in which 
the central issue is w~ether the hegemony of architecture over landscape 
architecture will continue, or whether planning will reassert its claim 
to urban ideologies. But in his half-serious, half-humorous review of 
the various forms of advocacy involved in these various urbanisms, as 
in all "-isms," Barnett misses the opportunity to reflect on their origins, 

as well as the timing of this ism-explosion. While the proliferation of 
"isms" almost trivializes their intents, it also demonstrates our collec
tive need for larger ideas that remind us of our priorities and advance 

our practices. In this essay, we feel compelled to briefly describe the key 
concepts and characteristics of New Urbanism and Landscape Urbanism 
as we see them. In these brief summaries, we hope to contrast each move
ment's design priorities and highlight some important strengths and 

weaknesses. 
Dissatisfied with the perceived loss of community within many post

war suburbs, New Urbanism's primary focus is how we can "build" better 
communities through design and improve residents' quality of life. New 

Urbanists believe that mixing uses, offering a diversity of housing types, 

and including prominent public spaces builds better communities. By 
creating compact developments, neighborhoods are expected to facili
tate greater social vibrancy and encourage walking over driving. New 
Urbanism has called for a more "human'' scale. This has returned design
ers' attention to the pedestrian environment, to street connectivity, and 

to grid-based urban street patterns that simplify wayfinding. It has also 
meant that New Urbanist developments incorporate community public 
spaces, cultural institutions, and destinations that serve residents' needs. 
New Urbanism has become a social movement over the last twenty years. 
The reason for this success may be largely the result of its utopian aspira

tions ~nd its clear identification of design elements. 
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But in applauding New Urbanism's aspirations and noting its popular 
support, we must also revisit two of its weaknesses. The first is its reliance 
on physical design to address social problems. While physical design can 
encourage walking and serendipitous social interactions through proxim
ity, it cannot address the problems of housing segregation by income and 
race. Fainstein13 notes that the New Urbanise towns and neighborhoods 
are, ."only slightly less exclusive suburbs than the ones [New Urbanises] 
dislike." The history of urban renewal reminds us of how simplistic 
physical responses cannot overcome larger social problems of racism and 
poverty. Every designer and decision-maker must be wary of the logical 
fallacies and social consequences of advocacy based on environmental 
determinism. If the meaning of diversity in New Urbanist communities 
is to extend beyond the physical aesthetic to include social diversity then 
design efforts must be coordinated with public programs. In part, pro
ponents for New Urbanism in the design and development community 
should feel some sense of relief that they alone aren't expected to solve 
some of society's most divisive problems. But by acknowledging that 
design can't solve larger structural injustices, New Urbani1\tS must tem
per their expansive claims. Duany once stated his belief in, "the ability of 
architecture to transform society." This statement exaggerates the power 
of physical design, neglects the darker, potentially exclusionary side of 
community, and undercuts New Urbanism's positive contributions. 

A second critique of New Urbanism is the movement's limited impact 
on reducing sprawl. New Urbanism's desires to reduce the need for pri
vate vehicle use and to construct well-defined (non-sprawling) edges 
have obvious environmental benefits. But while they may be potentially 
walkable, these neighborhoods have been less successful in reducing 
vehicle miles and preserving natural areas and agricultural lands. We 
acknowledge that ecosystems are not the primary focus of New Urbanists' 
concerns. Some New Urbanises would argue that a greater sensitivity to 
environmental issues has developed within the movement as low-impact 
development strategies have been incorporated into their design practices. 
So while the movement has successfully increased density within, most of 
the heralded examples are still located in e~urban and suburban areas. 

The primary fo-'il.ls of Landscape Urbanism is to reveal geomorpholo
gies and other natural systems that underlay our human settlements. 
Waldheim states that Landscape Urbanisms qff~rs designers two key 
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insights. The first insight is that twenty-first-century cities are not like 
nineteenth-century cities. Therefore, we need to accommodate emerg
ing urban functions and not simply emulate earlier models of urbanism. 
The second insight is that urban designers can protect the environment 
if they prioritize natural functions. Therefore - in contrast to New 
Urbanism, which saw the neighborhood, the block, and the street as the 
key urt>an design elements - Landscape Urbanism broadens the scale to 
a natural system (generally the watershed, but also to multi-scale systems 
of plant succession and animal dispersal), highlights ecosystem services, 
and sees infrastructure as an opportunity for revealing how natural and 
man-made systems intermingle. When asked how this newer movement 
differs from McHarg's regional environmental planning tradition, some 
Landscape Urbanises have stated that McHarg's notion of preserving the 
most desirable natural areas first and then integrating development in the 
remaining areas sets up an unnecessary opposition between human activ
ity and natural systems. The popularity of this newer movement reflects 
increasing environmental concerns, the belief that by exposing the extent 
of natural systems within urban environments society will recognize their 
importance and fragility, and the perceived need for self-organizing, less 
capital-intensive solutions for large brownfield remediation effort~ and 
park development proposals. 

We agree with the need to recognize the intrinsic values of natural 
systems as part of the urban environment and highlight these systems, 
and we agree that people are active agents shaping environmental sys
tems. However, we are concerned with two weaknesses within Landscape 
Urbanism. The first weakness is the movement's use of language and 
the obfuscation that imposes. From a lyrical perspective, the words of 
Landscape Urbanism sound intriguing. However, identifying the key 
characteristics based on the writing of leading proponents can be frus
trating. Landscape Urbanises assert that flexibility, open-endedness, and 
indeterminancy are the hallmarks of their design practices. They believe 
that these hallmarks reflect the dynamism of ecological systems and that 
flexibility is essential in a time when social and technological changes 
happen rapidly. But when pressed to explain in greater precision what 
this explicitly means for design, Landscape Urbanises generally engage 
in a tautological style of debate that is impenetrable. The characteris
tics of flexibility, open-endedness, and indeterminancy can be used to 



220 Adaptive Urbanism 

avoid specific answers. Intermingled within these conversations are refer
ences to natural processes and environmental sciences. Again, language 
imprecision makes it hard to discern how this information contributes 
to their designs but we feel that Landscape Urbanists are largely inspired 
by information from the natural sciences. The intricacy and complexity 
of natural systems is amazing and should inspire us. However, instead of . 

using this information only for inspiration and speculation, we believe 
that is important to use it to I) create more resilient and adaptive systems 
and 2) advance our understanding of how we can measure the quality of 

these complex human-environmental systems. 
Our second concern involves the issue of density and some Landscape 

Urbanists' acceptance of lower-density settlement patterns. We believe 
this concern involves the implications of boundary setting. We agree with 
Landscape Urbanism in their position that biophysical conditions must 
be considered when setting boundaries. Locating a site within a watershed 
instead of a municipal jurisdiction provides a more useful way to under

stand how water moves through a site as part of a larger system and how 
small site-specific actions can have cumulative impacts on water quality 
and quantity. But boundaries for environmental evaluation need to vary. 

When biologists create a quadrant of an acre or even a larger expense of 
several hundred acres to measure the presence of a particular species, the 
extent of biodiversity, or surface water quality, low-density settlements 
produce better environmental results than higher-density settlement 
areas. However, to advance environmental sustainability it is necessary to 
remember that the true boundaries of our collective impacts need to be 

measu~ed at .the global scale. Currently, cities occupy approximately three 
percent of the Earth's land mass but they accommodate more than half of 
the Earth's population. While the area of a city can't be self-sustaining, we 

must preserve natural areas and agricultural lands beyond our urban are~ 
to supply our needs and absorb our wastes. As the demands of popula
tion and consumption continue to increase, urban patterns must increase 

in their density if we are serious in efforts to advance global environ
mental sustainability. Therefore, increasing urban density is imperative. 
Landscape Urbanists correctly note that city/suburban divides are mean
ingless from both natural system and economic perspectives. While this 
is true about these boundaries, that information doesn't mean that low
density patterns are p«missible if we seek long-term, global survival. 
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Now we will step back to place New Urbanism and Landscape 
Urbanism w\thin a larger debate that helps us to understand these two 
movements. 

Echoes of a Classic Debate 

We argue that there is in fact a common genesis to New Urbanism and 
Landscape Urbanism and that they- quite unsurprisingly- arise from 
one of the most persistent intellectual and popular tensions in Anglo
American society: our ambivalence about industrialization. When Leo 

Marx wrote his 1964 essay on the representation of machines in American 
literature, The Machine in the Garden, 14 he was writing about the fiction 

literature of the nineteenth century. But he wrote the book and amplified 
the motif at a moment in time when that ambivalence had broken out 
into culture wars over social authority, conflicts which reflected that same 
tension between un-checked industrialized systems driven by historical 
necessity versus a simpler, kinder conception of nature as an unbroken 

envelope around human lives. 
This ambivalence about industrialization speaks to a long-standing 

debate about the unresolved relationship between people and non

human nature. The Marxist geographer Neil Smith15 believes that this 
debate can be ·distilled to a question of whether nature is internal or 
external to the human. William Cronon16, an environmental historian, 
recasts it by illustrating how nature is a·"profoundly human construc
tion" and thus internal to the individual. However, the cultural notions 
of nature as either the sublime or the frontier continue to place it external 
to the individual. Cronon notes that if we view nature as the sublime we 
"forgive ~urselves the homes we actually inhabit ... [and we continue 

the] dangerous dualism that sets human beings outside of nature". If we 
view nature as the wilderness frontier, we view modernity with hostility 
for destroying that frontier and thus ending, "the nation's [America's] 
most sacred myth of origin''. 

But beyond this uncertain place for nature is the question of sentiment. 
The modernism-postmodernism rift described by Charles Jencks17 persists 
in these debates about machines and systems versus natality18 and mem
bership in a community of living things. At the root of it all is the turn to 
secular philosophy and governance that accompanied the Enlightenment, 
which fundamentally altered cultural and political hierarchies. Since the 
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Enlightenment made religious authority less important, where could 
new sources of authority come from? Will authority come from the nar
rative of industry and pursuit of efficiency, from a notion of systems, 
from nature, or from the community of human beings? If authority is 
ascribed to a source that mirrors human consciousness, whether secu
lar or religious, then sentiment has a justifiable presence; if authority is 
vested in a machine-like logic of systems, then sentiment has no place 
except ~ a reminder of human illusions. 

As we reflected on the ideas of New Urbanism and Landscape 
Urbanism when we agreed to write for this book, it occurred to us that 
these polemical schools of thought can logically be seen as splintered 
philosophical shards produced by the oedipal clashes between modern
ism and postmodernism. Where postmodernism embraced sentiment, 
New Urbanism also embraces sentiment and the attachment of meaning 
to symbols. Where modernism sought an unsentimental rejection of con
fining moral codes and aristocratic social orders, Landscape Urbanism 
rejects sentimentality in favor of representing the world and the city as 
amoral (not immoral), non-hierarchical, mechanical assemblages, 19 criti
cizing the small-mindedness of urbanists who denigrate the American 

love of automobiles, and rejecting what some see as the nostalgia inher
ent in New Urbanists' sentimental goals. 

The reason these schools of thought have become polarizing for some 
in the design and planning professions is two-fold. First, both make 
aggressive territorial claims.20 New Urbanism claimed city-making for 
architects, and sometimes bemoaned planners' lack of vision;21 leading 
proponents of Landscape Urbanism clai~ed city-making for landscape 
architects, ideally .based on the application of ecological knowledge.22 

By rejecting the traditional hegemony of building architecture as the 
discipline that claims to give form to city landmarks and districts, they 
prompted many practitioners in both architecture and landscape archi
tecture to choose "sides" as a matter of positioning. Second, as a result 
of the Enlightenment's success in Europe and its former colonies, urban 
design professionals of all stripes must in fact make arguments to estab
lish their authority in a secular world. In doing so, they have constructed 
a kaleidoscopic patchwork of sources for that authority. New Urbanism 
has tended to make moral arguments that build on the perceived evils 
of sprawl, adding functio;:tl arguments supported by less than complete 
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evidence (for the pedestrian-friendliness of their formal strategies, for 
example). Landscape Urbanism has claimed its authority from landscape 
ecology, but its proponents are generally more fascinated with science 
as a source of unresolvable indeterminacies, rather than the progressive 
construction of theory via hypothesis-testing that would be familiar to 

most actual scientists. 
It's not clear how New Urbanism can make claims that extend beyond 

moral ones without establishing a body of evidence for the relationships 
between traditional i:irban forms and human behavior, regional urban 
growth patterns, and psychological perception that form the basis of 
their advocacy. Some peer-reviewed research has certainly been published 
on these relationships,23 but rarely by the best-known proponents of the 
New Urbanist school of thought and practice. And some of it shows ten
uous or negative results, which should be acknowledged and addressed.24 

To develop the ideas of Landscape Urbanism, its proponents would 
have to incorporate some of the insights and perhaps even the experi
mental methods of landscape ecology and other ecological fields. 25 

Almost none of the science related to urban processes and systems is cited 
in the most widely read theoretical works on Landscape Urbanism.26 

Without that, the moveme~t could easily continue promoting a kind of 
"systems nihilism," rejecting moral arguments in favor of a fascination 
with indeterminacy. It is also quite telling that both forms of urban
ism have arisen in our current post-industrial era, when the elephant of 
industrialization has left the room and now pulls most of its strings in the 
Anglo-American political economy via the financial industry. Perhaps the 
philosophical and aesthetic aspects of our former production systems can 
be embraced on an industrial scale only once they have actually moved 
to Asia and are many steps removed from our immediate experience. Or 
perhaps hundreds of varieties of urbanism can only arise now because 
there is no longer any economic logic to urban expansion anymore, other 
than a recurring finance bubble and a long-term trend towards smaller 

households. 27 

Global Challenges Require Adaptative and Equitable 
Approaches to Urbanism 
Our own work on cities is done from an epistemological perspective that 
might be called "normative functionalism," for the sake of building some 



224 Adaptive Urbanism 

constructive ambiguity into this debate. We seek active debates about the 
values of different functions, and we try to increase the successful perfor
mance of these functions through programmatic and formal strategies. 
We look to science for some of our methods, and in general rely on obser
vation as a critical form of knowledge. But we also actively incorporate 
scholarship on human emotions and ethical positions in translating our 
observations into recommendations for cities. Cities must be as livable 
and as sustainable as possible. It is in that spirit that we'd like to consider 
some of the general ideas of Landscape Urbanism and New Urbanism 
in relation to what we see as the most significant challenges facing cities. 

The new elephant in the room is rapid climate change, and we fully 
expect to see its effects over the next several decades and more. Our 
explicitly ethical position is that any "urbanisms" that don't address the 
pressing need for adaptation to these rapid, overwhelming trends are 
going to be obsolete very soon. From this position, we advocate spe
cifically for forms and philosophies of urban adaptation that support 
the most vulnerable humans in our societies, who will be less able to 
adapt using their own resources. Public space and public funds should be 
used to increase our broader adaptability, since private funds will surely 
be used to the advantage of the groups that control them. Our basic 
philosophy is that today's imperative is for all designers to participate 
in adaptive urbanism, ideally in support of the most vulnerable human 
beings, who cannot easily adapt on their own. 

Setting Priorities for Urban isms 

As we review the range of possibilities for urban function, we have 
returned again and again to the magnitude of the changes that climate 
trends predict over the next several decades. We believe that the disrup
tions that are predicted to come within the next hundred years are so 
significant that adaptation should be the primary focus of urban design 
and planning.28 

In addition, we have noted that the economics of market-based urban
ization have not been widely supportive of New Urbanism.29 For their 
part, Landscape Urbanists have yet to promote alternative models of 
urban development that are ready for implementation. New economic 
conditions have already begun to emerge that wil~ draw our attention 
away from Fordism vs. post-Fordism,30 and these conditions are likely to 
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increasingly constrain our visions for alternative futures that involve New 
Urban structures.31 

Significant new burdens on public budgets will be produced by 
frequent extreme weather events, the gradual processes of red1;1cing fresh
water resources, and much higher rates of sea level rise - just to name a 
few obvious pressures that will result from climate change. Public budgets 
for infrastructure have already been drastically altered by disinvestment 
and reduced tax rates, and private asset values have declined precipitously 
with recent adjustments in the housing market. Current infrastructure 
projects will tie up the debt capacity of cit1es for decades, and may not 
allow them to respond to new demands for additional performance (e.g., 
holding more rainwater, protecting against more frequent storms, weath
ering under hotter conditions, protecting a growing residential land 
area). Coastal changes alone may produce another major readjustment 
in home values and related markets, as the reality of sea level rise and land 
erosion becomes apparent to potential buyers, lenders and insurers. In 
short, we believe that urban development pressures are going to change 
over the next twenty-five years in ways that will fundamentally alter our 
conversations about urban design and planning - forcing us to focus 
more on adaptation and the evidence-based (not purely theoretical) link
ages between form and function. 

One of our primary concerns is for the most vulnerable members of 
societies. While chis includes many people living in developing nations, 
we are also deeply concerned about the many American families who are 
living close to their economic "edge." These at-risk families, who may 
be just one crisis away from poverty, have been recently estimated to 
include half of the US population.32 As climate disruptions occur, pro
ducing extreme weather events that challenge public budgets to maintain 
basic infrastructure and social services, the people most at risk will have 
a thinner safety net and fewer resources to rebuild than in the past.33 

Climate change will force local, state and federal governments to replace 
the old "one disaster at a time" response strategy with broader, adaptive 
approaches.34 Relatively wealthy families will use their resources to rebuild 
and eventually relocate as an adaptive response. But if many Americans· 
are one crisis away from poverty, w~ may see a pattern for chose families 
that looks more like the dislocations produced by Hurricane Katrina in 
New Orleans - in which people with fewer resources were forced to 
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start over in new cities, to which they were evacuated both by choice and 

by chance, and could not afford to rebuild their former homes. Flooding 
will have more severe impacts on people without significant savings 
than on the wealthy. Urban planners and designers have already begun 
to develop innovations in stormwater detention as a way of mitigating 
additional flooding, but these have not yer been widely implemented.35 

We will also see greater impacts on some neighborhoods, and on all 

people with cardiopulmonary illnesses, from an increased frequency of 
summertime heat waves and a related decrease in air quality.36 Individuals 
and families are likely to adapt by buying more electrical appliances to 
cool their homes, producing more electricity demand and waste heat, 
which will add to the problem. Urban planning and design must address 
this problem quickly, developing tools that can help predict the perfor
mance of alternative programs, plans and designs. 37 Innovations such as 
green walls and stormwater evaporation trenches can add to the benefits 

of urban forests generally, but without reasonably accurate predictive 
models at site, district and metropolitan scales, investments may be made 
in many cities and districts that do not provide significant performance 
and health benefits. 

We believe this is the time for urbanists to engage in a conversation 
that sets priorities. Cities in the developed world, and the much larger 
cities of the developing world, are going to face shape-changing problems 
driven by extreme weather, lost water resources, flooding and overbur
dened public budgets. Fundamental ecosystem services that all humans 
rely on today will be stressed as well; some are likely to be significantly 

reduced, placing additional burdens on human systems. Regional con
flicts are likely to be exacerbated, and many people will be dislocated.38. 

If we look _at the data and the trends they imply, the irrefutable prior
ity should be on developing adaptive strategies for urban regions. These 
strategies will have to consider sentiment as well as systems. We will have 
to acknowledge human psychology and emotions in our future strate

gies, as well as the fact that most cities do not have the fiscal capacity to 
build infrastructure that will prevent major dislocations, even if our tech

nological capacity were adequate - which is a debatable point in itself. 
If designers and p.1inners do choose to refocus on what we have called 

normative functionalism - i.e., structuring debate around the functions 

we want to provide in cities, using arguments that cop.sider both evidence 
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and ethical positions - we think that professionals and ~cademics will 

need to position themselves along new lines. The oppositions of modern
ism and post-modernism might be replaced by a more basic recognition 
that the machine of industrialization has now fundamentally altered the 

garden of the environment. Humans are not in control of the changes we 
have set in motion and now must adapt on a global scale, altering familiar 
economic and political relationships and even, on the most basic level, 

altering our sense of what it means to be human in our time - when we 
can't assume that levees will control floods, cities will have enough water, 
or that we can cool our homes or breathe city air freely. 

The aesthetic experience of people living in cities under these con

ditions might be a major factor supporting their ability to adapt and 
incorporate these new realities. Our definition of normative function

alism includes the aesthetic function of design and planning. We will 
need to activate our cultural strengths of resourcefulness, courage, and 
compassion to function as urban people, and as communal societies gen
erally.39 If we hope to develop refinements in our initial ideas over the 

next several decades of rapid change, designers and planners must begin 
to address this need today. Can the design of public space help urban 
communities be more resourceful, or courageous, or compassionate? 
Excellent design has prompted us to adapt and allowed us to experience 
shared emotions before - we think of the successful housing experi
ments of the nineteenth century, when rapid changes in the density of 

urban populations required adaptations that would support quality of 
life; infrastructure innovations in the same period that supported human 
health; and, more recently, memorial designs that have found success as 
sites of collective memory and places to experience shared emotions. 

Components of the contemporary array of "urbanisms" - including 
the higher-density models qfNew Urbanism, and the process fascinations 
of Landscape Urbanism - will undoubtedly persist as necessary strate

gies ip. the coming period of rapid urban adaptation we have described in 

this chapter. The persistent ambiguous attitudes towards technology and 
industrialization that have been part of the Anglo-American intellectual 
world for hundreds of years will probably persist as well. But one thing is 
certain - we will definitely move beyond any dichotomous false opposi
tions between New Urbanism and Landscape Urbanism, since neither 

advocacy position is sufficient to address these challenges on its own. We 
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hope something called "adaptive urba~ism" or"equitable urbanism'? may 
emerge to replace them. The sooner this happens, the better off we will 
be fifty years from now. 

Endnotes 

It ls interesting to note that many of these early cities were significantly affected by an earlier era of cli

mate change, expressed as changes In sea level: Kennett, Douglas, and James Kennett. 2001. Early state 

formation in Southern Mesopotamia: Sea levels, shorelines and climate change. The Journal of Island and 
Coastal Archaeology 1, 1: 67-99. 

2 Beach, D. 2002. Coastal Sprawl. Washington, D.C.: Pew Oceans Commission. 

3 Barnett, J. 2011. A Short Guide to 60 of the Newest Urbanisms. Planning (April): 19-21. See also Banal, 

R. and M.A. Rapino. 2009. Urban Theory Since A Theory of Good City Form (1981) - a Progress Review. 

Journal of Urbanism: International Research on Placemaklng and Urban Sustainability 2, 3: 259-76; and 

Bass Warner Jr, 5. 1996. Urban Discourse, a Reply to Robert A. Beauregard.Journal of Urban Affairs 18, 3: 
233-36. 

4 "urbanism, n~ OED Online. December 2011. Oxford University Press. 16 February 2012 oed.com/ 
viewdictlonaryentry/Entry/276005. 

5 "urbane, adj:'. OED Online. December 2011. Oxford University Press. 16 February 2012 oed.com/view/Ent 

ry/220387?redirectedFrom=urbane. 

6 "urbanize, v~. OED Online. December 2011. Oxford University Press. 16 February 2012 oed.com/vlew/Ent 

ry/220393?redirectedFrom=urbanize. 

7 · Katz, Peter. 1994. The New Urbanism: Toward an Architecture of Community. New York: McGraw-HIii. 

8 Shane, Graham. 2004. The Emergence of Landscape Urbanism: Reflections on "Stalking Detroit; HaNard 
Design Magazine 19: 1-8. 

9 Ellin, N. 1996. Postmodern Urbanism. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell. 

10 Chase, J., M. Crawford, J. Kali ski, Eds. 2008. Everyday Urbanism. New York: Monacelli Press. 

11 Beatley, T. 2000. Green Urbanism: Learning from European Cities. Washington, D.C.: Island Press. 

12 Barnett, op cit. 

13 Fainstein, 5. 2000. New Directions in Planning Theory. Urban Affairs Review 35 (March): 451-78. 

14 Marx, Leo. 1964. The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal In America. New York: 

Oxford University Press. It is also Interesting to note the link to technology and urban/rural conceptions 

related to the Cold War era effort to decentralize urban populations to mitigate losses in the case of 

nuclear war, described In detail by Farish, M. 2003. Disaster and Decentralization: American Cities and 

the Cold War. Cultural Geographies 10, 2: 125-48. 

15 Smith, N. 1990. Uneven Development: Nature, Capital and the Production of Space. Cambridge, MA: Basil 
Blackwell. 

16 Cronon, W. 19?5, Uncommon Ground: Toward Reinventing Nature. New York: W.W. Norton and Company. 

Quotes on pgs. 23, 81 and 77. 

17 Jencks, C. 1989. What Is Post-Modernism? London: Academy Editions; see also, Harvey, D. 1990. The 

Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change. Oxford and Malden, MA: 

Blackwell; A. Duany and E. Plater-Zyberk present the core of an argument for the rejection of the val

ues of modernism in Suburban Nation: The Rise of Sprawl and the Decline of the American Dream, New 

York: North Point Press, 2001, p. 11. Hirt develops the argument that New Urbanism Js in many ways 

a postmodern idea, except for Its lack of pluralism; Hirt, 5. A. 2009. Premodern, Modern, Postmodern? 

Placing New Urbanism Into a Historical Perspective. Journal of Planning History 8, 3: 248-73. Meyer noted 

the tensions between modernism and postmodernism vis-a-vis landscape architecture, with interest

ing consequences for a reading of landscape urbanism, In Meyer, E. K. 1994. Landscape Architecture 

as Modern Other and ""*Modern Ground. In H. Edquist and V. Bird, Eds., The Culture of Landscape 

Architecture. Melbourne: Edge Publishing. Pp. 12-34. Pearlman provided an Interesting history of 

Kristina Hill and Larissa Larsen 229 

modernist urbanism and an early postmodern urbanism in: Pearlman, J. 2000. Joseph Hudnut and 

the Unlikely Beginnings of Postmodern Urbanism at the Harvard Bauhaus. Planning Perspectives 15: 

201-239. 

18 "Natality" In the sense of Hannah Arendt, who used the term to reflect on the ethics of living a "vita 

activa• in her book, The Human Condition, published by the University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1958. 

19 The term ·machanical assemblage" has appeared In translations of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari's 

book collaboration, Mille Plateaux. Paris: Les Editions de Minuit (1980), translated by Brian Massuml 

as A Thousand Plateaus. London and New York: Continuum (2004). A version of this concept was used 

In a "book edited by Mohsen Mostafavi and Ciro Najle, Landscape Urbanism: A Manual for the Machinic 

Landscape, published in 2003 by the Architectural Association in London. 

20 Barnett, J. 2011.A Short Guide to 60 of the Newest Urbanlsms. Planning (April): 19-21. A. Krieger. 2005. 

' In Praise of Un-Heroic Planning: A Response to Emily Talen's Challenge to Planning, Harvard Design 

Magazine, 22, Spring/Summer: 95-96. 

21 Krieger, A. 2005. In Praise of Un-Heroic Planning: A Response to Emily Talen's Challenge to Planning, 

Harvard Design Magazine, 22, Spring/Summer: 95-96. 

22 Waldheim, C. 2006. The Landscape Urbanism Reader. New York, Princeton Architectural Press. Steiner, F. 

2011. Landscape Ecological Urbanism: Origins and Trajectories. Landscape and Urban Planning 100, 4: 

333-37. 

23 See for example: Lund, H. 2003. Testing the claims of new urbanism. Journal of the American Planning 

Association 69, 4: 414-29. Jacob, J. 5. and R. Lopez. 2009. Is Denser Greener? An Evaluation of Higher 

Density Development as an Urban Stormwater-Quality Best Management Practice. Journal of the 

American Water Resources Association 45, 3: 687-701. Berg, H. E. and T. K. BenDor. 2010. A Case Study of 

Form-Based Solutions for Watershed Protection. Environmental Management 46, 3: 436-51. GARDE, A. 

2006. Designing and Developing New Urbanist Projects in the United States: Insights and Implications. 

Journal of Urban Design 11, 1: 33-54. 

24 See for example: Larsen, K. 2005. New Urbanism's Role in Inner-city Neighborhood Revitalization. Housing 

Studies 20, 5: 795-813. Bond, S. and M. Thompson-Fawcett. 2007. Public Participation and New Urbanism: 

A Conflicting Agenda? Planning Theory & Practice 8, 4: 449-72. Clarke, P. 2005. The Ideal of community 

and its counterfeit construction. Journal of Architectural Education 58, 3: 43-52. Cozens, P. and D. Hillie. 

2008. The Shape of Things to Come: New Urbanism, the Grid and the Cul-De-Sac. International Planning 

Studies 13, 1: 51-73. Evans-Cowley, J. 5. and M. Z. Gough. 2009. Evaluating New Urbanist Plans In Post

Katrina Mississippi.Journal of Urban Design 14, 4: 439-61. Forsyth, A. and K. Crewe. 2009. New Visions 

for Suburbia: Reassessing Aesthetics and Place-maklng in Modernism, lmageabillty and New Urbanism. 

Journal of Urban Design 14, 4: 415-38. Winstanley, A., D. Thorns, et al. 2003. Nostalgia, Community and 

New Housing Developments. Urban Policy and Research 21: 175-89. 

25 See for example: Kaye, J., P. Groffman, et al. 2006. A Distinct Urban Biogeochemistry? Trends in Ecology & 

Evolution 21, 4: 192-99. Colding,J. 2007. "Ecological Land-Use Complementatlon"for Building Resilience 

in Urban Ecosystems. Landscape and Urban Planning 81, 1-2: 46-55. Hall, M. H.P. 2011. A preliminary 

assessment of socio-ecological metabolism for three neighborhoods within a rust belt urban ecosys

tem. Ecological Mode/jing 223, 1: 20-31. Pickett, 5. T. A., M. L. Cadenasso, et al. 2011. Urban ecological 

systems: Scientific foundations and a decade of progress. Journal of Environmental Management 92, 3: 

331-62. Strohbach, M. W., E. Arnold, et al. 2012. The carbon footprint of urban green space -A life 

cycle approach. Landscape and Urban Planning 104, 2: 220-29. These are the types of basic and applied 

scientific observations and predictions that we would expect to underpin the theories of landscape 

urbanism, among others, if its proponents were genuinely interested in developing strategies for design 

Interventions based on urban ecology. 

26 Waldheim, C. 2006. The Landscape Urbanism Reader. New York: Princeton Architectural Press. Mohsen 

Mostafavi and Ciro Najle, Eds. 2003. Landscape Urbanism: A Manual for the Machinic Landscape. London: 

Architectural Association. 

27 Buzar, 5., P. E. Ogden, et al. 2005. Households matter: the quiet demography of urban transforma

tion. Progress in Human Geography 29, 4: 413-36. Buzar, 5., P. Ogden, et al. 2007. Splintering Urban 



230 Adaptive Urbanism 

Populations. Urban Studies 44, 4: 651-77; Myers, 0. and S. Ryu. 2008. Aging Baby Boomers and the 

Generational Housing Bubble: Foresight and Mitigation of an Epic Transition. Journal of the American 

Planning Association 74, 1: 17-33. 

28 For a thorough, if conservative, review of the trends and likely impacts, see the most recent report of 

the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC AR4 SYR (2007), Core Writing Team; Pachauri, R.K; and 

Reisinger, A., Eds., Climate Change 2007: Synthesis Report, Contribution of Working Groups I, II and Ill to the 

Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, (IPCC). and for a more recent 

example with relevance to urban populations, see Maantay, Juliana, and Stefan Becker. 2012. The health 

impacts of global climate change: A geographic perspective. Applied Geography 33, 1: 1-3. 

29 Mayo, J.M. and C. Ellis. 2009. Capitalist dynamics and New Urbanist principles: junctures and disjunc

tures in project development. Journal of Urbanism: International Research on Placemaking and Urban 

Sustainability 2, 3: 237-57. Grant, J. 2009. Theory and Practice in Planni[lg the Suburbs: Challenges to 

implementing New Urbanism, Smart Growth, and Sustainability Principles. Planning Theory and Practice 

10, 1: 11-33. 

30 Stiglitz, Joseph E. 2007. Bleakonomics, New York Times Book Review, 00287806, 9/30/2007. 

31 The Economist. 2011. Life in the slow lane. 00130613, 4/30/2011, Vol. 398, 8731: 29-31. 

32 Allegretto, S. 2011. The state of working America's wealth. Briefing Paper. Washington, O.C.: Economic 

Policy Institute. 

33 Fussell, Elizabeth. 2006. leaving New Orleans: Social Stratification, Networks, and Hurricane Evacuation. 

Accessed February 10, 2012, understandingkatrina.ssrc.org/Fusseli/ 

34 Trombetta, M. J. 2008. Environmental security and climate change: analysing the discourse. Cambridge 

Review of International Affairs 21, 4: 58S-602. 

35 For example, the series of worksligps known as the Dutch Dialogues has identified a wide range 

of options for storing additional stormwater in the city of New Orleans (see dutchdialogues. 

com). An effort is underway to implement pilot projects via a new Water Management Strategy, which 

is being developed for the city of New Orleans by a group of local and internatTonlll participants in the 

Dutch Dialogues workshops. 

36 Mustafic, H., P. Jabre, et al. 2012. Main air pollutants and myocardial infarction. Journal of the American 

Medical Association 307, 7: 713-21; Wellenius, G., M. Burger, et al. 2012. Ambient air pollution and the 

risk of acute ischemlc stroke. Archive of Internal Medicine 172, 3: 229-34; Weuve, J., R. Puett, et al. Ibid. 

Exposure to particulate air pollution and cognitive decline In older women. 219-27. Lal, L.-W. and W.-l. 

Cheng. 2009. Air quality ii:ifluenced by urban heat island coupled with synoptic weather patterns. Science 

of the Total Environment. 407, 8: 2724-33; Merbitz, H., M. Buttstadt, et al. 2012. GIS-based identification 

of spatial variables enhancing heat and poor air quality in urban areas. Applied Geography 33, C: 94-106. 

37 See for example new predictive models being developed at the University of Gothenburg, Sweden, 

which are being considered as evaluative tools by Swedish municipal authorities: Svensson, M., S. 

Thorsson, et al. 2003. A GIS model for creating bioclimatic maps. International Journal of Biometeorology 

47: 102-112;Thorsson, S., F. llndberg, et al. 2010. Potential changes in outdoor thermal comfort condi

tions in Gothenburg, Sweden due to climate change: the influence of urban geometry. International 

Journal of Climatology 31, 2: 324-35. 

38 Martin, S. 2010. Climate Change, Migration and Governance. Global Governance 16, 3: 397-414. 

39 Hill, K. 2011. Crisis, Poignancy and the Sublime. Topos 76, September: 47-50. See also a recent discussion 

and challenge to the so-called declensionist narrative, that cities have only negative impacts on the 

natural world: Melosi, M. V. 2009. Humans, Cities, and Nature: How Do Cities Flt in the Material World? 

Journal of Urban History 36, 1: 3-21. 

14 

Talk of Urbanism 

JASON BRODY 

THE DESIGN MOVEMENTS THAT ARE THE SUBJECT OF THIS BOOK have 
been advanced through talk in a variety of venues public and pri

vate, professional and informal. I define talk as any communication via 
language between speaker and an audience. In the early urban design 
conferences and in contemporary debates, across urbanisms ranging 
from the New to the Everyday to Landscape and Ecological, through 
touchstone concepts like design and sustainability, we make sense of our 
world through talk with others. The social nature of talk moves us - in 
the sense of spurring us to action as well as evoking empathy. Talk in this 
sense is largely moral, addressing what ought to be done. 

Talk of urbanism is complex, contingent and embedded in practice: 
Discursive communities shape our talk by setting norms, framing ways 
of seeing, sustaining or closing debate, and ordering communicative rela
tions between members and the larger world in which they operate. Talk 
of urbanism can be rational and sophisticated or ambiguous, contradic

tory, dishonest or inarticulate. 
In this essay I address the talk of urbanism with the hope of reha

bilitating the reputation of theorizing in discursive communities - not 
because we need more dogma, but because I believe that discursive com
munities and their often-tiresome refrains play minor but necessary roles 
in preparing design_ to guide urbanization through the very difficult years 
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