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Chapter 3:  Literature Review

The creation of designed creek channels to replace historic creeks, and our shaping of 

nature in cities more generally, has cultural, ecological, and economic foundations.  

While the specific process of doing faux restoration of urban creeks is new and has not 

been the focus of much academic consideration, geographers and others have already 

created conceptual frameworks for examining the ways in which nature and ecological 

systems have been metabolized by urban society, frameworks that could lead to a deeper 

understanding of the processes that create and explain faux creeks.  In particular, theories 

of nature, its restoration once damaged by urban processes, and commodification of these 

restored landscapes hold explanatory promise of how and why faux creeks are created.

Theoretical frameworks that examine and critique ‘superstructures’ such as 

capitalism and environmentalism, for example, and the ways that politics and economics 

determine how and when resources are utilized, provide a theoretical framework that may 

be useful for theorizing faux creeks at a very large scale of analysis.  These ideas are 

developed by scholars sometimes referred to as Western Marxists.  This is one ‘lens’ 

through which to look at the social and geophysical forces that create local landscape 

features, and can provide a language with which to describe these forces.  However, it 

can be difficult to apply large-scale meta-theories to small-scale ‘on the ground’ 

phenomena, such as the smaller scale of an actual creek, where the individual actions of 

specific actors may prove more explanatory.  
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Nature and Culture: SocioNature

David Harvey famously wrote “There is nothing unnatural about New York City.”

(Harvey 1996:186).  Harvey argues that even cities, the epitome of modern anti-nature, 

have ecological function, support populations, and are organized along the lines of 

systems and feedback loops.  The supposedly neat categories of nature and culture, or the 

natural and the human-made, are not so distinct from one-another.  Even the idea of a 

continuum of nature and culture, also a common topic in the literature, is under review.

The relationship between culture and nature has been a well-discussed topic in 

American Environmentalism.  Its roots are clearly seen in long-standing debates over 

preservation and conservation, and in ideas of wilderness and the urban-hinterland 

frontier (Cronon 1995).  It can also be seen in the movements to mitigate the social vices 

and unhealthy qualities of cities by providing open space, recreation, and access to 

intrinsically ‘good’ nature (Young 1995).  By the end of the 19th Century, many urban 

planners and social reformers sought ways to modify or improve the city to mitigate the 

supposed ills of the city.  Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City Movement, the City Beautiful 

Movement, and Frederick Law Olmsted’s urban parks all exemplify this trend.  This 

attempt to ‘tame’ the “unhealthy physical aspects of the city” meant to bring back the 

goodness of nature into its midst (Pincetl and Gearin 2005:367).  In this movement, 

nature and culture are usually positioned as opposites, with nature conflated with good 

and cities with blight and immorality.  Clean well-kept urban parks are seen as more 

healthy environments than trash strewn, dangerous inner-city parks.  In recent years, as 
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Richard White (2004) and others have noted, academics have turned from an examination 

of distant, ‘pristine,’ unproblematic nature to the complicated nature found in cities, 

which might help clarify the relationships between people and nature. 

The concept of ‘nature’ has been a surprisingly problematic one in intellectual 

thought.  One traditional viewpoint is that natural things and social things are part of two 

separate realms or processes.  Newer views in fields from geography to philosophy to 

ecology insist that they are inseparable categories, or that “the scientific concept of 

ecology and the cultural concept of nature” often get conflated (Nassauer 1995:161).  The 

distinction between nature and culture is different from the more arguably objective 

distinction between such categories as, say, land and water:  nature and culture are not the 

“pre-given” categories that they might at first appear (Watts 2005).   

Original, pre-human nature is referred to in Marxist thought as “first nature”.  The 

hydrologic cycle operates just as it has since before human history.  Water falls from the 

sky, and when it encounters land, it follows the dictates of gravity and attempts to reach 

lower and lower elevations until it reaches the sea, or is caught and evaporates anew 

before it reaches the ‘final’ destination.  While natural laws are not altered by people, 

their effects on the world are moderated by all living creatures:  while “gravity and 

photosynthesis are not socially produced … their powers are socially mobilized to serve 

particular purposes.” (Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003:902).  Humans have altered the 

hydrologic cycle by impounding water, harnessing and consuming it, moving the 

locations and shapes of channels (including moving them underground), and using energy 
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to create new channels that cross over mountain ranges against the force of gravity.

Overall, however, these engineered systems still are subject to gravity and evaporation.

The ‘primitive’ first nature that humans encounter in their quest for survival and 

material prosperity is altered by that encounter, just as the humans themselves are 

transformed in the process.  In describing how the world around us that we see and 

experience every day is produced, Swyngedouw states, “social relations operate in and 

through metabolizing the “natural” environment through with both society and nature are 

transformed, changed, or altered and new socionatural forms are produced” (italics 

added) (Swyngedouw 1996:68).  One of Swyngedouw’s arguments is that even if there is 

originally a nature and a culture that are separate spheres, they come together to form 

socially produced hybrids that are neither just one nor just the other.  For Swyngedouw, 

nature and society are “deeply intertwined,” that is, they are no longer separate entities 

but in every-thing are merged together (Swyngedouw 1999).  It is these culturally 

modified ‘hybrids’ that are called “Second nature” or socionature. 

Marx himself had suggested that by his time “no nature existed any more which 

predated human history” (Smith 1984:17).  Everywhere, everything was a hybrid object6.

Over the course of human history, hybrid objects have been constantly re-combined with 

“first nature” and with other hybrids.  As “the number of hybrids and quasi-objects 

proliferates and multiplies” it becomes difficult to disentangle the complicated history of 

any object. (Swyngedouw 1996:68). 

6 I believe Marx was referring to objects he could observe around him, not to the unchanging ‘laws’ of 
nature such as photosynthesis. 
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As “historical socionature produces entirely new ‘nature’ over space and time” it 

becomes increasingly problematic, according to Neil Smith (1984), to argue for any 

pristine or first nature (Swyngedouw 1996:68).  Even the supposed nature from which we 

produce society and culture, such as the soil that we grow crops on, is socionature, having 

been subjected for centuries to clearing, burning, and other alterations.  Nothing anymore 

is original nature – everything we encounter is a hybrid.  For example, the modern 

chicken is “a cyborg: part machine, part bird, part culture, part nature” (Watts 2005:156).

Watts says everything is always 100 percent natural and 100 percent cultural, that is, it is 

not a ‘zero sum game’.  This accords with Harvey’s assessment of New York City. 

In modern times, it is capitalism that is the primary social force that causes the 

metabolism, the harnessing, of nature, and hybrids, into newer, more productive forms.  

“In its constant drive to accumulate larger and larger quantities of social wealth under its 

control, capital transforms the shape of the entire world.  No God-given stone is left 

unturned, no original relation with nature unaltered, no living thing unaffected” (Smith 

1984:xiv).  Just as capitalism produces unique relations of production, it also produces 

entirely new commodities by harnessing nature and labor power.  “The social 

appropriation and transformation of [First] nature produces historically specific social 

and physical [Second] natures that are infused by numerous social power relationships” 

(Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003:903).  This process produces not just technological 

artifacts, but things that might be commonly considered natural, such as the chicken or a 

redirected river.  Nature has truly become something socially produced.  “Social beings 
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necessarily produce nature; nature becomes a sociophysical process infused with political 

power and cultural meaning.” (Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003:904).   

This is a new critique that revisits nature/society relations.  The boundaries 

between what is nature and what is urban or cultural dissolve.  Nature and cities are 

hybrid entities, not one or the other.  They are the outcome of a unified process: the social 

production of space and nature.  The “spatial applications” of this critique of nature and 

culture are found easily in many common urban forms such as city parks, constructed 

water treatment wetlands, and stormwater conveyance systems (Kaika 2005).  “Whether 

we consider the production of dams, the making of an urban park, the re-engineering of 

rivers … they all testify to the particular social relations through which socionatural 

metabolisms are organized and express … a continuously expanding and accelerating 

capital circulation process.” (Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003:905). 

Distinguishing between First and Second nature becomes harder all the time 

(Worster 1993:48), making the categorization of objects into categories a matter of 

perception and values more than reality.  People, with their cultural baggage, subjectively 

decide what remains in the category of First Nature (Worster 1993:49).  What we now 

encounter around us is socionature.  If we want to gain ‘transformative knowledge’ about 

(for example) water and the urban waterscape we have to start looking at the historical-

geographical relations and processes that produced them (Swyngedouw 1999:448).  

Essentializing objects into polarizing categories does not help to explain how the world 

we live in came to be. 
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Nature Restored

Restoration is a process and an ideology.  Many authors conceive it, along with 

the nature it seeks to restore, as a socially constructed concept.  “Restoration, like nature 

or sustainability, is a singular word offering myriad meanings and rich rhetorical 

resources” (Eden 2002:328).  A scientific, objective definition for restoration might be 

“the complete structural and functional return of a biophysical system to a predisturbance 

state” (Rhoads 1999).  Other actions that do not meet these stringent criteria but have 

value are often referred to as restoration as well, but some scholars propose other terms 

for these acts, such as rehabilitation or enhancement (Rhoads 1999; Eden et al 2000).

Rhoads proposes another related concept, naturalization, which assumes that the 

‘nature’ is socially constructed and that human needs are one part of the totality of 

biophysical needs (Rhoads 1999).  The idea that natural and restored landscapes bear the 

mark of human design and ingenuity is a theoretical framework that is based in ‘social 

constructivism’ wherein ideas and phenomena are not taken at face value.  Proctor (1998) 

explains “what biophysical science reveals is less a glimpse into the workings of the 

natural world than the culture and politics of scientific knowledge; or, conversely, that 

nature is not simply something out there that scientific knowledge more or less faithfully 

mirrors." (Proctor 1998:353).  The goal is to construct an epistemology of nature, a way 

of understanding it, that is both respectful of its non-humanness and the subtle, ancient 

human influences on it, and acknowledges natural and physical laws (Proctor 1998).   
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In the American environmental movements of the 19th and 20th centuries, 

Preservationists, Conservationists, and, more recently, Restorationists have expressed 

different and conflicting ideas about the nature of nature and the proper relationship of 

humans to it.  How much active human intervention should be allowed, whether nature 

has intrinsic value, and how best to manage natural resources are questions explored by 

these scholars.  Unlike preservationists, restorationists often imagine a place for humans 

within nature, and unlike conservationists, restorationists see intrinsic, rather than just 

utilitarian, value in nature.  Putting humans back “into” restored landscapes has been a 

major trend in recent years. 

One aspect of these processes might be to reestablish authenticity in landscapes.  

According to Cronon, “what we mean when we use the word “nature” says as much 

about ourselves as about the things that we label with that word” (Cronon 1995:25).

Preservation is based on the premise that “nature, to be natural, must be pristine” (Cronon 

1995:83) and only “pristine” nature is deemed worth preserving or protecting from 

consumption.  Achieving an authentically predisturbance state requires adequate 

information, which can be difficult to obtain, and decisions about historic stage to 

represent.  Knowledge of whether the predistubance state could be sustained given 

contemporary environmental conditions is also needed – or recognition that a given 

landscape cannot be sustained in its ancient state. 

The ability to achieve a ‘pre-human condition’ is arguable.  “What do restorations 

restore to us?  Certainly not the past.  And yet that is their enthusiastic premise: to restock 
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the present with the physical and even biological evidence of the past, and to maintain 

convincing settings that invite us to reinhabit various phases of a largely unproblematic 

history.” (Pierce in Baldwin et al 1994:226).  Much like the urban water infrastructure of 

the 20th century, divorced from the social history that created it, restorations allow us to 

look backward in time, but to be selective about what we see (Pierce in Baldwin et al 

1994:226).

Arguing against these relativistic positions, some practitioners of restoration, such 

as conservation biologist Michael Soule, believes that an objective, independent nature 

exists outside of human culture (Soule and Lease 1995).  They reject the post-modern, 

deconstructionist arguments that see nature as we experience it today as an artifact of 

human culture and economy.  Soule fears this line of thinking leads to the justification of 

the continued exploitation of nature for human economic needs (Soule and Lease 1995).  

According to this view, exploitation and abuse result from the argument that there are no 

pristine places left.

These anti-relativist positions view nature as something predating and 

independent of human influence.  Some attempts at restoration have set up nature like a 

diorama, to be viewed in the same condition over and over without allowing internal 

dynamics or external influences alter the system (Jordan in Baldwin et al 1994).  Yet 

landscapes are constructed by both natural and cultural forces (Spirn 1995:113).

“Landscapes blur the boundaries between the human and the nonhuman.  Calling some 

landscapes “natural” and others “artificial” or “cultural” ignores the fact that landscapes 
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are never wholly one or the other” (Spirn 1995:111), which is a position informed by the 

ideas of socionature.  It demonstrates well the observation, “Many have been uneasy with 

restoration because it violates the categories of ‘nature’ and ‘culture’” that are hallmarks 

of so much modern environmental thinking.” (Jordan 2003:17). 

Another view is that a natural environment worthy of preservation or restoration 

has the characteristics of independence and continuity with its surroundings.  A tongue-

in-cheek example is of an indoor ski-o-rama, a constructed, climate controlled 

recreational facility that can exist anywhere as long as energy costs can be maintained: 

this clearly does not meet the criteria of independence and continuity, and therefore does 

not need to be protected, preserved, or restored (Borgman in Soule and Lease 1995:40).  

The question has meaning because it bears on which environments are deemed worthy of 

protection or restoration.  The subjects of and end goals for restoration are open to 

interpretation.  Cronon hopes that any tree in the garden, or perhaps a bubbling spring 

pumped to the surface from a culvert, can “help us perceive and respect a nature we had 

forgotten to recognize as natural” (Cronon 1995:88).  For Cronon, it is important to 

recognize wildness; for many restoration ecologists, it is vital to acknowledge ecological 

functioning at work; indeed, “the concept of restoration, like that of sustainability, is 

plastic: it can be shaped and redefined by different groups and its meaning and impact are 

politically and culturally contingent as well as symbolically charged.” (Eden 2002:317). 

This quest for authenticity or pristine landscapes can lead to ignoring problems in 

heavily altered environments like cities, or in other cultures’ environments that don’t look 
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familiar (Cronon 1995:84).  By romanticizing nature and separating it from culture, and 

elevating it, we create a moral ambiguity that allows us to neglect what we deem 

‘unnatural’.  Yet people have to be concerned with “unnatural” nature because it is where 

we live (Cronon 1995:85).  Only by recognizing the human contribution to ‘pristine’ 

places like Yosemite or Niagara Falls, shaped so strongly by indigenous peoples and 

subsequently landscape ecologists and designers, can we successfully bring similar 

qualities to ordinary, urban environments (Spirn 1995:112).   

In heavily urbanized places, there are many candidate landscapes for restoration.

The question of which to restore is temporally contingent – in one era the focus might be 

on wetlands, and in another it might be on reestablishing native trees.  As Worster said of 

wilderness protection programs, “Yesterday we hated wolves and today we love them” 

(Worster in Soule and Lease 1995:68).  Over time, the locus of restoration has 

increasingly moved to cities.  Restoring and improving environments, whether inside or 

beyond cities, entails selection of areas to restore, decisions concerning what parts of 

nature we value, and the appropriation of resources that will be devoted to maintain or 

improve places.  Restoration science, upheld as an objective pursuit, masks these 

necessary cultural and political decisions.  Which neighborhoods are eligible for 

restoration is not easily asked in terms of exclusively ‘pure,’ objective science. 

Engineering ‘natural’ environments in cities is not new.  Some features of cities 

that we think of as natural are long-ago engineered experiments in land reclamation and 

invention, including Biltmore Forest, and the Boston Fens and Riverway, America’s first 
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constructed wetland (Spirn 1995).  Many people assume these to be “preserved bits of 

nature in the city, rather than places that were designed and built, daring experiments of 

engineering, ecology, landscape design, and city planning” (Spirn 1995:104).  Often 

these spaces had multiple purposes: “Restored landscapes on low-lying vacant lands 

could be designed to serve as both parks and storm-water storage areas.” (Spirn 

1995:109).

According to Jordan and Turner (in Baldwin et al 1994), there is just as much 

value in a landscape that has been heavily altered by humans as a supposedly untouched 

one, as long as that landscape has ecological integrity, biodiversity, and independence (in 

Baldwin et al 1994).  Ecologically, it is necessary to understand how a landscape looked 

and how it changed, but it is not necessary to constrain it into that original look.  In the 

end, restored nature, subject to all the same natural laws, is just as natural as untouched 

nature.  Even wilderness has to be ‘managed’ to appear unmanaged (Nassauer 1995).  Yet 

preservationists are stuck in a mindset that discounts the value of landscapes that have 

been overly touched by humans.  This stems from the assumption that humans are 

distinct from, and even opposed to, nature, rather than “rightful citizens of the biotic 

community” (Kane in Baldwin et al 1994:70).

The ultimate goal, according to restoration ecologist William Jordan (2003), is a 

system that acts like the original, including in its ability to evolve with changing external 

influences, such as climate change.  Human faculties, which have altered landscapes from 

their pre-human forms, have to be invoked to restore ecosystem functioning; ‘restoration 
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ecology’ assumes a priori the use of human faculties.  Frederick Turner goes beyond 

preservation and restoration and calls this approach “inventionism” (Turner in Baldwin et 

al 1994).  In fact, whatever is happening in an altered landscape prior to restoration will 

be altered again, so you cannot restore to a past condition without destroying a current 

system.  When it comes to urban socionatural hybrids, we should “positively recognize 

them as exemplars of how nature and culture intertwine” (Eden 2002:318) rather than as 

Frankensteinean monsters.  

Nature Commodified in the Built Environment

Commodities are things that we encounter everyday, consume through use, and 

have one or more types of value.  Two different types of value in commodities are in 

fulfilling our needs – use values - and in exchange for other commodities to use – 

exchange values (Harvey 1989).  Use values are created out of nature through labor 

(Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003:904); examples include direct consumption of plants 

and animals, or the usefulness of the habitat that supports them.  Exchange values are 

created through the production of nature into excess use values, or surplus (Smith 

1984:40), such as when excess can be traded for something else that is in short supply.

‘Second nature’ is produced from ‘first nature’ (or from other ‘second nature’) 

with this exchange value in mind (Smith 1984:46), and a transaction happens in what is 

called the market.  Under capitalism, the market is extended, at least metaphorically but 

often actually, into all areas of social life; this is called universal commodification.  The 
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discourse in which something not traditionally thought of as a commodity is spoken of as 

if it were a commodity subject to market exchange is called market rhetoric (Radin 

1996:6).

In a capitalist production mode, workers and nature are exploited to create surplus 

and profits, but the market values of commodities is divorced from the production 

processes that created them.  The commodity has been completely removed from the 

social processes and exploitation that went into its production.  “Commodities are 

socially constructed as objects separate from … social relations” (Radin 1996:6).  For 

example, the drainage system of a watershed at first might be natural, but the uses it is 

put to (use value) are not.  That presupposes social relations and technology, at least, or 

as David Harvey says “there is no such thing as a resource in abstract or a resource which 

exists as a ‘thing in itself,’” (Harvey 1974:265); rather, it depends on the mode of 

production that produces it. 

Karl Marx talked about the “magic” or fetish that commodities seemed to cast 

over consumers.  “By fetishism, Marx meant a kind of projection of power and action 

onto commodities.  This projection reflects – but disguises – human social interactions.  

Relationships between people are disguised as relationships between commodities, which 

appear to be governed by abstract market forces” (Radin 1996:80).  Market exchange 

itself creates the fetishism of commodities7 (Harvey 1989:100).

7 The modern usage of fetishism refers to consumerism or materialism; to gain one’s identity or self worth 
from shopping, possessing things, seeking pleasure in having things and the ability to buy things.  The 
Marxist idea of the commodity as disguising social relations is lost.   
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Natural objects are “presented in such a away as to erase the social memory of 

production and labor that was vital in bringing [them] to the market.  It is precisely the 

nature of fetishism that things are not always what they seem” (Smith 1996b:52).  

Swyngedouw says that things embody “a multiplicity of historical-geographical relations 

and processes” that mask the “contradictions, tensions, and conflicts” inherent in things 

(Swyngedouw 1996:445).

Fetishism thus results when the social relations inherent in an object are obscured.

Cities create a fetishization of nature.  For example, utility networks exhibit this quality.  

In the 19th Century, infrastructure networks were left visible; they helped rationalize 

urban space; the city was still “under construction” (Kaika 2005).  Later these networks 

were obscured.  Water too became fetishized, and eventually water networks became 

invisible, buried (Swyngedouw 1996).  The benefit of water available from the tap 

obscured the toll (human, ecological) of bringing the water to that tap.  The hiding of the 

networks helped facilitate the fetishization of water as an unproblematic, conflict-free 

commodity.

Cities are the engines of metabolization and commodification of nature.  Cities 

expand into their hinterland and metabolize nature into concrete, buildings, energy to 

power machinery, everything.  By examining the problematic boundaries between what 

we think of as nature and what we think of as the human world, Cronon (1991) shows 

that cities are the means of absorbing new peripheral areas and resources into the 

capitalist orbit, with “market relations profoundly mediat[ing] between them” (Cronon 
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1991:7).  Urbanization itself is not just a process of creating the pockets called cities, but 

also of transforming the modern countryside itself (Heynen et al 2006).  A conventional 

viewpoint is that once incorporated into urban form, those constituents are no longer 

‘nature’.  However, whether city, countryside, or wilderness areas, “the nature we inhabit 

is never just first or second nature, but rather a complex mingling of the two”8 (Cronon 

1991:xvii).

Cities metabolize nature in specific ways under Capitalism.  Harvey (1978) 

describes how cities are built and rebuilt in capitalist economies.  He describes the “built 

environment for production” and “built environment for consumption.”  The former is 

“fixed capital which functions as a physical framework for production” (Harvey 

1978:202).  The latter includes the “physical framework for consumption (houses, 

sidewalks, etc).”  By changing the use of some items, they can serve both productive and 

consumptive ends.   

Capital flows at certain times into direct investments for profits, and at other times 

into investments that will allow for later accumulation of profits, into the physical 

framework (infrastructure) for production (Harvey 1978:202).  Cities, part of the physical 

infrastructure of capitalist accumulation, are bundles of use values that have to be 

produced and reproduced periodically (Harvey 1978:209).  Investment is made primarily 

into cities and not into rural areas, and resources are transferred from hinterlands to cities 

to geographically concentrate them (Harvey 1978:209).  In order to facilitate 

8 Here I believe Cronon is using 2nd nature to mean something entirely human, not the hybrid discussed 
above.
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accumulation, periodic large investments in fixed, long-lived assets such as housing and 

transportation networks, among other things, are required (Harvey 1978:210).  The 

timing of these investments tends to occur when its lack leads to diminishing profits, or 

an over-accumulation of capital without available investments occurs (Harvey 1978:212).  

According to Harvey and others, one period of massive investment of over-

accumulating capital in physical infrastructure occurred in the late 1960s and early 1970s, 

but not since then, leading to dilapidating infrastructure on a national scale (Harvey 

1978:217).  Gandy (2004) elaborates by pointing to the massive under-investment in 

urban infrastructure, especially water networks, since the mid-1970s, as evidence of an 

“oscillating dynamic between public and private” sectors (Gandy 2004:369) and how 

“the relationship between the development of urban infrastructure and a functional public 

realm is a fragile and historically specific phenomenon.” (Gandy 2004:374).   

Harvey points to one of capitalism’s contradictions: the investment made in fixed 

infrastructure and its use value serves both to facilitate accumulation “at a particular 

historical moment” (Harvey 1978:219) and to lock the physical environment into a 

quickly outdated means of accumulation (Harvey 1978:220).  The physical infrastructure 

itself acts as a barrier to newer improved means of accumulation (Harvey 1978:220).  

Capital must preserve “the exchange values of past capital investment in the built 

environment” and destroy “the value of these investments in order to open up fresh room 

for accumulation.” (Harvey 1978:220).    
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After the period of massive investment in suburbs, the most profitable 

investments to be made were in the declining central cities, where the built environment 

by the 1970s had declined to such a degree that investment was profitable there again.

“Long absent source[s] of funding reappear[ed]” and financial institutions “actively 

target[ed] a neighborhood as a potential market for construction loans and mortgages.” 

(Smith 1979:293).  Developers found profits were available again by investing in long 

neglected neighborhoods within cities.  Neighborhoods with existing amenities such as 

access to transportation hubs or commercial corridors were targeted first.  “Capital flows 

where the rate of return is highest” (Smith 1979:295), and gentrification occurs.

When growth occurs into the hinterland of cities, justification for appropriation is 

made by mythologizing connections with nature: cities “erase the social histories, 

struggles, and geographies” (Smith 1996a:17) of the hinterland.  When development is 

involuted, that is, when local investment is more rational than investment on the urban 

fringe, the new frontier is the inner city neighborhoods; the process is gentrification or 

redevelopment.  Here also, development forces mythologize the environment, sanitizing 

it (Smith 1996a), with claims about the ‘ripeness of the neighborhood for revitalization’.

New building stock is created, roads are repaired, and loans for new businesses appear.

Urban form goes through these transformative episodes multiple times, leaving 

the city a jumble of past events written on the landscape.  This ‘urban palimpsest’ 

(Harvey 1989) is a “fabric of past forms superimposed upon each other, and a ‘collage’ of 

current uses, many of which may be ephemeral.” (Harvey 1989:66).   
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Planners, architects, urban designers all face one common problem: how to plan the 
construction of the next layers in the urban palimpsest [emphasis added] in ways that 
match future wants and needs without doing too much violence to all that has gone 
before.  What has gone before is important precisely because it is the locus of collective 
memory, of political identity, and of powerful symbolic meanings at the same time as it 
constitutes a bundle of resources constituting possibilities as well as barriers in the built 
environment for creative social change.  There is rarely now a tabula rasa upon which 
new urban forms can be freely constructed. (Harvey 1996:417). 

Along with social customs and cultural mores, this comprises what Karl Marx called the 

‘muck of ages’. 

The switch to certain types of economies, in this case a more ‘green’ service 

economy “help to explain, first, the kinds of building stock and land use most involved in 

the development, and, second, the kinds of new land uses which can be expected where 

the opportunity for redevelopment is taken” (Smith and Williams 1986).  The occurrence 

of the transformation itself is explained by macro-scale, production-side events, while the 

surface form of the restructuring is possibly determined by demographics and lifestyle 

(consumption) choices (Smith 1996a:41).  Built environments are always historically 

specific results of socio-ecological processes (Heynen et al 2006).

As capital can at certain periods reinvest in central cities, and as socionature can 

continually be transformed into new forms of socionature, the nature found in 

redeveloping neighborhoods also goes through periods of renewed attention, vis a vis the 

market.  The hybrid forms of nature already found in the city, such as creek culverts or 

urban parks, can be once again put to more productive (read: profitable) uses.  Hybrids, 

or socionature, are an ideal way of understanding commodity fetishism, because their 

origins are obscured in the layers of past practice that has gone into their production. 
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Gandy (2002) looked at New York City and the history of the expansion of the 

city into its hinterland for water resources, and how the city produces and uses nature for 

investment.  Looking at the need for investment opportunities for capital during difficult 

economic times, he found that in the 1830s in New York, business wanted to increase 

land values, the city was forced to compete economically with other growing cities 

(Boston, Philadelphia), a professional engineer class was become firmly established in 

the political circles, and there was plenty of evidence of the public health benefits of 

modern water systems.  There was also capital available to invest in larger public works 

projects.  This expansion led to the creation of the “invisible city” of reservoirs and pipes.

The city metabolized the “raw materials of nature to produce metropolitan nature” 

(Gandy 2002:2):  the city’s water supply system exemplifies the way raw materials can 

be harnessed to facilitate capital accumulation, investment, and innovation.  Second 

nature is produced from first nature, or from some already metabolized second nature.    

The ideas of nature and restoration are fluid; their nuances are better understood 

by looking at them with a social constructionist perspective in mind.  Marxist 

perspectives that demonstrate the economic and sometimes hidden relations between 

culture and nature can be used to examine now nature is subsumed into market 

economies.  In the next chapters, I will operationalize these ideas in a case study: the 

creation of the original Temescal faux urban creek and the proposals for new extensions 

of it onto privately held development sites.   


