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Partnership with Nature

Carolyn Merchant

Eco—revelatory design is a
partnership between peo-
ple and nature. The designs show
local communities in a relationship
with their local environments. As
such, the exhibits reveal what I have
called a partnership cthic: the greatest
good for the human and nonhuman commu-
nity is to be found in their mutual living
interdependence’. The new ethic sup-
plants older self-interested and
human-centered ethics. Each exhibit
involves attention to ecological part-
nerships as the overriding guideline
for a proposed reconstruction. Here
through conscious design, ecology not
only guides but is revealed through
education and direct experience of
the result.

A partnership ethie, I believe, is
required for the future welfare of
both people and nature. For most of
human history, people lived at the
mercy of nature’s storms, droughts,
frosts, and famines. Only in the last
few centuries have technologies and
attitudes of domination stemming
from the scientific revolution turned
the tables, enabling humans to
threaten nature with deforestation
and desertification, chemical poliu-
tion, destruction of habitats and

species, nuclear fallout, and ozone
depletion. But today, as the exhibi-
tion attests, we are beginning to see
nature as our partner in bringing the
pendulum back into balance.

It is clear that eco-revelatory
design team members have worked
cooperatively not only with nature
and local communities, but also with
each other to achieve their goals.
Men and women are both well repre-
sented in the teams that created the
exhibits and the designs. Behind the
partnership ethic lies an implicit as-
sumption. Teams of men and women,
women and women, and men and
men have worked together as equals.
Moreover, nature, traditionally repre-
sented as mother, virgin, or witch, is
not gendered as female to be man-
aged, controlled, or exploited, but
instead is accepted as a partner to
humanity. Such cooperation, revealed
not only in the exhibits but in the
resultant landscapes, presents excit-
ing new opportunities for working
with nature.

To achieve the new parther-
ship with nature, the past must be
understood in terms of its ecological
and human histories, and negative
outcomes must be reassessed.

Environmental history often shows a
prior era fraught with the exploita-
tion of natural resources with little
regard to long-term consequences. It
teaches us that many past interven-
tions have been ecologically short-
sighted. Eco-revelatory design seeks
to remedy such errors. The exhibits
reveal four precepts of a new partner-
ship ethic.

A partnership ethic is, first of
all, based on equity between human
and nonhuman nature. In a Maple-
wood, Minnesota, neighborhood, past
problems with stormwater runoff
offered an opportunity to rethink
human needs together with nature’s
needs. Landscape architect Joan
Iverson Nassauer worked with resi-
dents and city engineers to redesign
yards, vacant lots, and curbside strips
with native wetland and prairie
plants that would use water runoff
and at the same time enhance tradi-
tional neighborheod tidiness by
adding a touch of wildness. While
neighbors dreaded the disruption of
torn-up streets, they also saw an
opportunity in the new ecology, a way
to improve runoff and create aesthet-
ically pleasing gardens on their own
property. Here the partnership

Figure 1. Louise Mozingo with Ann Baker, Jonathan London, Nicholas Ancel, Iris Cheng, and Masato Dohi, “The Glenn W, Daniel King
Estate Park Master Plan.” (Left) in process, photograph by Masato Dohi, (right) site view.
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process nvolved people talking with
each other In community meetings to
reach mutually acceptable solutions.
In partnership with nature, they rein-
troduced native plant communities
along with new drains to resolve
water problems. Interlinked water
and plant community processes were
made visible; human needs and
nature’s needs were considered and
resolved together.

A partnership ethic also pro-
motes both cultural diversity and bio-
diversity. In the hills above Oakland,
California, a culturally diverse mid-
die-class neighborhood consisting of a
majority of African Americans along
with many European, Asian, and
Latin Americans worked in partner-
ship with each other and with land-
scape architect Louise Mozingo of the
University of California, Berkeley.
The goal was to restore biodiversity
to the oak groves from which the city
derived its name and ecological her-
itage. Together they devised a plan to
develop the neighborhood’s Glenn W.
Daniel King Estate Park to benefit
from the diversity of perennial
grasses, oak savannahs, and brushy
chaparral indigenous to the area. At
the same time, they revamped hiking
trails, added a recreation center, and
increased security. The resulting mas-
ter plan provided “a template for how
communities can become active part-
ners in the fulfillment of their own
environmental visions” (Figure 1).

Third, a partnership ethic con-
siders both nature and humanity as
actors. In the mechanistic framework
of classical physics, nature was ren-
dered passive and inert, subject to
prediction and control through linear
differential equations, Within that
framework, suspension bridges, tun-
nels, and skyscrapers are engineering
triumphs because mechanical sys-
tems are considered to be closed, spa-
tially defined, and subject to the clas-
sical laws of statics and equilibrium
dynamics. Yet even these stable struc-
tures can be vulnerable to chaotic
forces created by unusual weather
patterns or geological events gener-
ated from outside the system.

Ecology, by contrast, deals not
with the closed systems of classical
mechanics, but with open systems
that incorporate the flow of matter,
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Figure 2. Joseph Eades, “Urban Grass Waterways,” conceptual diagram.

energy, and information across
boundaries. In ecological systems,
nature’s movements are not as read-
ily controllable as assumed by classi-
cal mechanics. While some phenom-
ena can be predicted and managed,
many occurrences are chaotic and can
be represented only through nen-lin-
ear equations to which solutions are
impossible or at best approximate.
Although we can predict statistically
that a catastrophic flood will cccur on
the Mississippl River system every
hundred years, we do not know when
it will happen. The same is true of
earthquakes on California’s San
Andreas fault and lightning-caused
fires in the Rocky Mountains, In such
situations, nature is a dynamic actor,
a force to be dealt with on terms not
as comfortable to the control of na-
ture as assumed by classical mechan-
ics. Yet here nonhuman nature can
become a partner with humanity
through eco-revelatory design, The
exhibits show such possibilities.

In Bladensburg, Maryland, the
Anacostia River had been confined to
a concrete channel built many years
ago by the Army Corps of Engineers,
the flow managed by pumps and flood-
gates on the premise that nature was
controllable through engineering. In
Joseph Eades’s design, nature’s older
meander is revealed by allowing the
river to assume its former course
through the center of town (Figure
2). The new channels are lined with
native riparian vegetation, and wet-
lands are reestablished to aid in

removing pollutants. Restoring the
river’s ecological integrity allows !
nature to become a partner to town
residents. When the river is permit-
ted to act freely, it removes storm-
water runoff, provides habitat for
riparian bird and animal life, and
offers possibilities for river walkways
that link people to nature.

Edward Blake Jr. pushes his
approach further with his idea of
nature becoming conscious of itself
through design. To Blake, “Nature is
a highly organized and complex pat-
tern of phenomena often viewed as
chaotic.” So conceptualized, its suc-
cessional changes need to be revealed
and enhanced, rather than controlled
and channeled, Blake’s design for a
convention center in Hattiesburg,
Mississippi, re-creates the original
floodplain woodland on which the city
was built, now all but obliterated by
construction dumping and debris-
filled storm drains. The convention
center overlooks a restored scdge
meadow, cypress swamp, woodland,
and lake. People’s entertainment at
the center is integrated into vistas
and walkways in which ancient mag-
nolias and beech, waterlilies and
egrets, turtles and dragonflies make
their homes. People and nature thrive
together in a partnership in which
both are actors in producing the
result.

While hydrological forces and
turbulent water flows exemplify ane
type ol chaos, fire represents another.
Fire can strike suddenly, roar into




violent action, and in minutes com-
pletely envelop a natural area that
has emerged slowly over time through
ecological processes. How can humans
be partners with a phenomenon so
deadly and potentially destructive as
wildfire? One way is not to build
structures with fire-prone materials
such as shake roofs, or not to allow
dry vegetation to accumulate near
residences, in other words, practicing
wise restraint. This is especially
important in urban areas and in sub-
urbs near arid grasslands and chapar-
ral. Another way is to learn from the
history of past fire policies, such as
the hundred-year fire-suppression
regime adhered to in Yellowstone
National Park between its creation in
1872 and its reassessment in 1972, As
David Kovacic and his cotleagues
show in his animation of fire dynam-
ics in Yellowstone, simulation models
can be useful tools in understanding
how local ecologies respond to fire.
Many ecologists believe that fre-
quent, cool, ground fires enhance eco-
logical diversity by opening up under-
stories to forage, increasing varieties
of plants and wildlife, and rejuvenat.-
ing old growth. Wisely used, fire can
become a tool in a new human part-
nership with nature.

Fourth, in a partnership ethic,
ecologically sound management is
consistent with the continued health
of both the human and nonhuman
commuunities. In southwestern Penn-
sylvania, an inorganically based econ-
omy founded on the extraction of coal
as a resource for steel production left
dangerous acids that drained into the
surrounding watershed. Bright or-
ange iron oxides blemished the land,
threatening human health and poi-
soning the surrounding watershed
and forest food chains. Past practices
that once benefited humanity lay
abandoned as a century-old coal min-
ing town closed its doors and moved
out of the region. A human environ-
mental history that exploited the la-
bor of eastern European immigrants
who mined underground veins and
stoked coke ovens is contained in the
outlines of cabins, mine buildings,
washeries, machine shops, and rail-
road tracks now laced with slag and
residual black bony.

Julie Bargmann and Stacy

Levy’s exhibit imaginatively portrays
the stages of an integrated ecochemi-
cal process that cleanses the acid
runoff and restores health to the
mined landscape while preserving its
past human history. Here humanity
has developed a scientific approach
that treats the acid in a series of set-
tling ponds and limestone channels,
gradually raising its pH and creating
clean water. This active intervention
restores healthy water and wildlife to
a previously lethal area by combining
inorganic chemical reactions with
organic clarification ponds. The de-
sign includes trees and vegetation
whose colors echo the orange to green
to blue-green colors of the treatment
ponds. Inorganic chemistry and ecol-
ogy work in partnership with human
design to preserve both history and
nature.

Not only rural but also aban-
doned urban industrial sites can be
restored to health through a “win-
dows of opportunity” program such
as that devised by Achva Benzinberg
Stein and Norman Millar in Los
Angeles, California. Former indus-
trial areas, asphalt parking lots, free-
way residual areas, and vacant urban
lots can be turned into opportunities
for growing nonfood crops with
treated gray water, recreation sites
for underprivileged children,
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community gardens, and solar farms
atop parking structures. In this case,
ethnically and culturally diverse com-
munities enter into partnerships with
each other and with sunshine, rain-
waler, fragile soils, and native plants
to reclaim green open spaces that

.benefit both human and nonhuman

health,

As these exhibits all show, hu-
manity can learn to listen to nature’s
language as revealed through ecologi-
cal principles, ethics, poetry, and rev-
erence for our nonhuman partner.
Although, as partner, nature’s lan-
guage differs from our own, we still
have the possibility of working coop-
eratively with it. This entails respect-
ing both nature’s needs and human
needs. It means that other species,
women and minorities—and both
human and nonhuman communi-
ties—are represented at the decision-
making table and in the design pro-
cess: The result is a healthier, more
aesthetically pleasing environment
for our own and future generations.

Notes

1. Carolyn Merchant, Earthcare: Women and the
Environment {New York: Routledge, 1996), pp.
208-224, see p. 216,
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Figure 3. Achva Benzinberg Stein and Norman Millar, “Windows of Opportunity,”

Reclaimed Green Open Space.
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