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INTRODUCTION

Design in the Anthropocene

IN 1969, IAN L. McHARG, professor of planning and landscape architecture at the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania (Penn), published a manifesto titled Design with Nature. Translated 
into Chinese, French, Italian, Japanese, and Spanish, and still in print to this day, it is ar-
guably the most important book to come out of the design professions in the 20th cen-
tury. Design with Nature not only captured the zeitgeist of the late 1960s by decrying 
modern civilization’s—or at least North America’s—sprawling urbanism and environ-
mental degradation; it went further than most by proposing a practical method for do-
ing something about it.

Using rudimentary digital tools and painstaking analog drawings, with his students 
and colleagues at Penn, McHarg developed a method of overlaying maps of the bio-
physical characteristics of a given place to make decisions about future land use. Part 
science and part common sense, the method provided an empirical, rational, and os-
tensibly objective basis for deciding which land was most suitable for which  purpose—
for example, farms on the good soil here, forest upland from water supply there, and of 
course, housing outside of flood zones and behind coastal dunes.

Throughout history, cultures have either withered or flourished as a result of how 
they live with land and water, or per McHarg, how they designed with nature. For cul-
tures attuned through experience to the specific conditions of their landscapes, de-
signing with nature becomes a form of lore. In this sense McHarg’s design philosophy is 
nothing new. But his advocacy of ecology as the basis for design and its application to 
the modern city was. McHarg’s great achievement, then, was to create a simple, univer-
sal method for assessing and then incorporating environmental science into the decision-
making processes of modern development. When applied well, his method offered a way 
to both guide and substantiate design decisions, especially those that limited the scope 
and scale of otherwise sprawling development.

However, Design with Nature is more than a land use manual (figure I.1). It soars 
from geology to cosmology, it cuts from Christianity to Buddhism, and it interleafs 
speculations on entropy and evolution to arrive at a unifying theory of design. For 
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McHarg, to design with nature meant for humanity to intentionally and benignly fit itself 
to the environment. Drawing on the most advanced ecological science of his time, this 
idea of fitness flowed from a belief that cultural and natural systems could coexist harmo-
niously, in balance, if each part were in its proper place. For him, this was not just bio-
logical determinism at work; it was the highest of arts.

McHarg’s vision, like that of his mentor the great polymath Lewis Mumford and 
Patrick Geddes before him, was that by living with rather than against the more powerful 
forces and flows of the natural world, humanity would gain a biocentric sense of place; 
and this, in the deepest sense, would replace the Abrahamic theologies and capitalist 
culture of consumption he held responsible for the environmental crises of the 1960s. 
For McHarg, Western culture’s greatest promise was a synthesis of the sciences and the 
arts that had yet to be applied to how we dwell on the land, and it was the profession of 
landscape architecture that could steward society through this evolutionary process. To 
this day, at least in theory if not in practice, this remains the field’s primary raison d’etre.

On the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the publication of Design with Nature, 
with this new book and its associated exhibition and conference, we ask what might be 
meant by design(ing) with nature now? As faculty at PennDesign, the school to which 
McHarg devoted his life, we feel a particular responsibility to explore these questions 
at this time and from this place. While McHarg’s prescience warrants celebration, our 
intention in marking the 50th anniversary of his magnum opus is not hagiographic. 
Rather, we view our responsibility, and the purpose of this volume, as one of construc-
tive and critical discourse—to ask how the ethos of designing with nature has evolved 
over the past half-century, and to speculate on its prospects over the next fifty years.

By making recourse to nature as a higher authority on the one hand and reducing it 
to interpretation through data-driven positivism on the other, McHarg was always go-

FIGURE I .1 Cover of 
Design with Nature, 
1969. Doubleday/Natu-
ral History Press, Amer-
ican Museum of Natu-
ral History.
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ing to get into philosophical trouble and attract criticism. Indeed, much of what has 
 happened in landscape architecture over the past fifty years can be read as either an 
endorsement or a critique of his philosophy and method. Had McHarg titled his book 
Design with Landscape instead of Design with Nature, and had he offered caveats about 
the limits of his method to inform human creativity and ingenuity, then accusations of 
hubris and artlessness that were periodically leveled at him could have been largely 
avoided. But in his rush to change the field—and indeed to change the world—McHarg 
overlooked some of those critical details.

That McHarg inspired debate is, however, no small part of his enduring signif-
icance. Whereas these debates once may have threatened to split the profession 
 between “the designers” and “the planners,” we can now see a profession that has 
 intellectually matured around these tensions. We see a profession that is diversified in 
its practices but united in its sense of ecological and artistic purpose. We see a pro-
fession equipped with a range of design techniques that build on, rather than obviate, 
their foundation in the McHargian method of landscape suitability analysis described 
earlier in this chapter. And yes, we also still see the rift between McHarg’s grandilo-
quence and daily practice—a rift that to some extent must always exist between the 
ideal and the real. Without gaps between the theory and practice of designing with 
nature, there would be nowhere for landscape architecture to grow or evolve.

The projects around which this book is constructed were selected because each in 
some way narrows this gap and opens up a wider horizon for the future of landscape ar-
chitecture. Arriving at this set of projects at this moment in time involved a long, col-
laborative process. We began by asking colleagues from around the world to nominate 
projects that they thought best exemplified and extended McHarg’s design philosophy 
and method.1 The nomination process resulted in a list of over eighty projects, and after 
much discussion, we, the editors of this book and curators of the exhibition, agreed on 
the final twenty-five. The projects are organized into five themes: Big Wilds, Rising Tides, 
Fresh Waters, Toxic Lands, and Urban Futures. Although these themes cover a lot of ter-
ritory, it will be obvious to readers that the collection does not represent all the types of 
work the professions of planning and landscape architecture do. We have included proj-
ects that engage large complex sites and pressing socioecological issues, and that vari-
ously translate into reality what could be referred to as a McHargian ethos of stewardship. 
It must be said, however, that some projects show the limitations of the discipline’s ability 
to effect change at the scale that is needed—the projects improve the social and eco-
logical function locally, but may also be part and parcel of development patterns and 
infrastructural projects that are environmentally degrading at other scales. We wish this 
collection comprised a greater diversity of projects from a greater diversity of places. 
Much as this collection identifies gaps in the thematic areas engaged by contemporary 
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practice, so too there are glaring gaps in the geography of contemporary practice. In 
short, the project selection is imperfect, but we have found, and hope the reader will 
also find, that the collection is a good place to begin.

As well as forming the centerpiece of this book, the selected projects formed 
the basis of an eponymous international exhibition and conference, both held at Penn 
in Philadelphia in 2019. Highlights of this exhibition are reproduced in chapters 12–16. 
The exhibition also included a survey of McHarg’s life and work by William Whitaker, 
curator of PennDesign’s Architectural Archives, a summary of which is included in 
chapter 26.

A third component of the Design with Nature Now exhibition was a specially com-
missioned series of artworks by the landscape architect and artist Laurel McSherry. 
 Derived from her deep immersion in the landscapes of McHarg’s childhood in Scotland, 
juxtaposed with those of his adulthood in the Northeastern United States, McSherry’s 
artwork approaches McHarg’s legacy in an entirely novel way—a way he would surely 
have appreciated. This work is included in chapter 9.

Apart from this editorial introduction, all of the writing in this book stems from 
the Design with Nature Now conference. Except for the two keynotes by geographer 
Erle  Ellis and literary scholar Ursula Heise (reproduced here in full), the speakers (Alan 
Berger and Jonah Susskind, Tom Campanella, Rob Holmes, Kate John-Alder, Nina-Marie 
Lister, David Orr, Catherine Seavitt Nordenson, Allan Shearer, and Jillian Walliss) were all 
asked to address McHarg’s legacy through the lenses of the selected projects. Taken as 
a whole, their essays offer a spectrum of opinion regarding the ways in which landscape 
architects and environmental planners are now shaping the world and how their work is 
indebted to McHarg.

The opening chapter is a biographic essay by McHarg’s long-time friend, mentor, 
and advocate Frederick Steiner. Respect for McHarg’s oeuvre is further articulated in a 
series of short tributes by eminent scholars and practitioners who were taught by and 
worked closely with McHarg—Ignacio Bunster-Ossa (AECOM), James Corner (James 
Corner Field Operations), Anuradha Mathur (Penn), Laurie Olin (OLIN), Anne Whiston Spirn 
(MIT), and Dana Tomlin (Penn). As central figures in landscape architecture—in the way 
McHarg once was and remains—they offer insight into how his ideas shaped their own, 
and how their own ideas are shaping a new generation of scholars and practitioners. 
Similarly, Brian Evans of The Glasgow School of Art discusses the enduring influence of 
McHarg on his native Scotland in chapter 8. Indeed, as anyone who knew him or even 
attended just one of his lectures will attest, McHarg was an unforgettable character, 
a man of passion and erudition in equal measure.
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Ian McHarg died in 2001, his life’s work completed well before the expressions “climate 
change” and “the Anthropocene” became central societal concerns. The  environmental 
reality these terms now signify, the debates and anxieties they engender, and the 
 increasing calls for climate action make McHarg’s prophetic injunction to design with 
 nature more pertinent that ever. Paul Crutzen, the atmospheric scientist usually credited 
with first declaring this to be the epoch of the Anthropocene, has described its advent 
as beginning with the Industrial Revolution and then radically accelerating after 1945. 
In 2011, along with his colleagues Will Steffen and John McNeill, Crutzen argued that we 
should begin moving into a new period in which we “steward the earth.”2 This of course 
was the essential message of Design with Nature some fifty years earlier, and in this 
 regard the profession of landscape architecture has been at the vanguard of a broader 
cultural revolution that now comes into its own in the context of the Anthropocene. This 
is not to say, however, that the profession has fulfilled its McHargian mandate of lead-
ing global environmental stewardship. Such a claim would be absurd. More to the point, 
it could hardly be argued that the world is environmentally better off now than it was 
when Design with Nature was first published. On the contrary, the dawn of the Anthro-
pocene signals the opposite. We are plunging, headlong, into an epoch of global envi-
ronmental change at an unprecedented scale and pace. How we learn to live with that 
change is the central challenge for the next half-century of design. In the work we have 
collected here, there are real clues as to how, through design, we can better tune our 
cities and their infrastructure to the forces and flows of the Earth system. The fact that 
such projects are the exception and not the rule only underscores their importance as 
landmarks of a more widespread historical change yet to come.

The 21st century is marked by the fact that humanity has directly or indirectly mod-
ified every habitat on the planet, and much of it deleteriously so. With the unintended 
consequences of global warming, species extinction, and resource depletion, it is now 
possible that our extraordinary success as a species could also become our demise. 
Our recognition of this “tragedy of the commons” is what distinguishes us from other 
species that have also flourished in the course of evolutionary history. To not only know 
this, but to act on that knowledge in a precautionary way, is to intentionally design envi-
ronments so that they are more life-giving and more life-sustaining, for all forms of life. 
This is not a punitive or messianic project; it is a political and above all a creative project, 
one that transcends geographies, economies, and the forces of globalization that have 
overwhelmed and divided the planet—between developed and developing, rich and 
poor. That is the enduring and inspiring meaning of Design with Nature, and it is to that 
end that this book is dedicated.
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