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Intercultural and Culturally-Inclusive Biophilic 
Cities: An Interview with Julian Agyeman

BIOPHILIC CITIES JOURNAL/ PIONEER INTERVIEW
Julian Agyeman Ph.D. FRSA FRGS is a 
Professor of Urban and Environmental Policy and 
Planning at Tufts University. He is the originator 
of the increasingly influential concept of “just 
sustainabilities,” the full integration of social 
justice and sustainability, defined as: “the need to 
ensure a better quality of life for all, now and into 
the future, in a just and equitable manner, whilst 
living within the limits of supporting ecosystems.” 
Julian recently joined Tim Beatley and James D. 
Brown for a discussion about how the goal of just 
sustainabilities can be achieved in the context of 
biophilic cities.

Tim Beatley: Let’s start with the concept of 
Just Sustainabilities. Could you describe a little 
bit of the journey and how you arrived at that 
formulation?

Julian Agyeman: In London, in the mid-1980s, I 
started to work at an Urban Study Center.  

Eighty-five percent of UK kids were going to urban 
schools and lived in urban areas, but we were 
bussing them all out to rural field centers. In effect, 
we were we saying to them your environment is 
somehow less valuable than where this nature study 
center is. I realized that who gets to define ‘the 
environment’ and what the environment is to these 
kids is an inherently political issue. 

I examined this further in my PhD thesis and 
concluded that we should be looking at what nature 
there is in cities and why it’s there, and where it’s 
from, not just what ecologists tell us should be there 
based on ideas of ‘native’ and ‘alien’. This is what I 
called the “multicultural city ecosystem” in my thesis 
and I looked at how difference and diversity in 
human form in cities is matched by diversity in flora 
and fauna.

The idea of just sustainabilities that myself, Bob 
Bullard, and my colleague, Bob Evans, in the U.K. 
came up with was an attempt to take the ‘justice’ of 
environmental justice and insert it, or reinsert it into 
the dominant (green) sustainability discourses which 
were suffering a deep “equity deficit.”

Tim Beatley:  So the plural form indicates there 
are a few dimensions to the concept.  What does 
just sustainabilities mean with respect to food, for 
example?

Julian Agyeman: It seems that in every social 
movement in the U.S. there is perhaps a vaguely 
implicit but not an explicit focus on justice.  For 
instance, I looked at the role of immigrants and 
the fact that we are moving towards intercultural 
cities – cities of difference, cities where most 
people use food as the umbilical link with 
their past while becoming Americans. I have a 
website, UrbanFoodStories.com, where we’re 
compiling lists of immigrant food stories. As we 
go into these uncertain times, food provides a 
constant in people’s lives and people celebrate 
through food. Food is not just about nutrition and 
physiological need. Food is about performance. 
Food is about story. Food is about love, family 
and community. So it really fits, in many ways, 
the just sustainabilities model because it’s about 
recognition: acknowledging and supporting 
difference and diversity. It’s about having equal 
access to spaces to grow and to perform through 
food. It’s about nurturing the next generation of 
your community but it’s also about sharing that 
knowledge with other communities.

Tim Beatley:  Food is certainly important for 
biophilic cities and we see the ability to grow 
food as a biophilic experience. What is a just 
sustainabilities perspective on places to grow 
food and the design of those spaces?

Julian Agyeman: For cities that have had 
long histories of racial strife and all forms of 
discrimination, one of my worries is that urban 
agriculture becomes a substitute for other forms 
of economic development.  I’m not saying I’m 
against urban agriculture, I’m not, but urban 
farms, urban growing spaces, are not seen as 
the highest and best use of land. This needs to 
change. They are mostly temporary land uses. 
And this temporality or this temporariness I think 
can harm communities.
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I would love to see more use of Community Land 
Trusts. We’ve got some very exciting projects in 
Boston where we have Community Land Trusts 
that have made land available for commercial 
urban agriculture. I also see a great sense of hope 
with Food Policy Councils. Not unsurprisingly, very 
few Food Policy Councils consider themselves 
diverse.  One group in Boston that has successfully 
addressed the challenge of diversity is the Dudley 
Street Neighborhood Initiative (DSNI).  They have 
changed the neighborhood in remarkable ways 
from affordable housing to urban agriculture and 
when you look at the board of directors of DSNI 
they perfectly match, culturally and racially, the 
community. They made the board look like the 
community because unless your organization 
looks like the community that it’s serving is it really 
legitimate? And I think this is the same whether it’s 
DSNI or the Massachusetts Audubon Society or the 
Natural Resources Defense Council.

One of the emerging ideas would be that just 
sustainabilities encourage coalition building 
between more justice-focused groups and ‘green’ 
groups.  These might not be deep ideological 
coalitions. In fact, they shouldn’t be at first – but 
finding something to agree on and then moving 
on to doing something where you learn from each 
other and you learn about the kind of issues that are 
of concern.

Tim Beatley:  With evolving concern about 
ecological gentrification and the ways we’re 
reconsidering the effects of projects like the 
Highline in New York are you worried about 
unintended consequences of greening projects? 
How does a just sustainabilities framework guide 
us in thinking about investments in parks, tree 
planting and urban greening?

Julian Agyeman:  In many ways, gentrification is 
a product of our system of home ownership – of 
investing in property. As the geographer David 
Harvey has said, we’re building cities for people 
to invest in, not to live in.  Again, Community 
Land Trust ideas are interesting but how far 
can they go the overheated property markets of 
today? There’s an idea coming out of Brooklyn 

called, “Just Green Enough” where a working 
class neighborhood is being cleaned up, but not 
made ripe for development.

Tim Beatley:   What do you think about that?

Julian Agyeman:  Well it’s an interesting one. 
I think Just Green Enough can probably work 
for a few years but I don’t think it’s a long-term 
strategy. I can see how in the short-term it might 
stave off gentrification but you know those 
developers in Brooklyn, they’re not going to stop.

James D. Brown:  One relevant discussion 
that I found particularly interesting in some of 
your writing is the idea of maintaining or at least 
halting the decline of public spaces because a lot 
of this is about communities retaining the ability 
to make and remake their public spaces.

Julian Agyeman:  The other part of that is who 
gets to say what the public space should look 
like? One of the ideas that is being revisited at 
the moment is called Contact Theory. The more 
contact you have with difference and diversity 
not only do you become more tolerant but you’re 
much more accepting of difference and diversity 
as positive changes. For me, if we take the idea of 
interculturalism and thriving intercultural cities 
as being a desired goal, we have to have a policy 
for inclusive public spaces that is robust enough 
to encourage people to use these as “spaces of 
engagement.”

We have to have a much more nuanced approach 
to public spaces. What do local communities want 
in those spaces and how do we make a culturally-
inclusive space? How do we design and manage 
spaces for an intercultural society? And it comes 
back to what we might call culturally inclusive 
practice. If the practitioners that are designing these 
spaces don’t look like the community, and do not 
have a high level of cultural humility, then there’s 
probably very little chance that they understand 
some of these nuances
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Tim Beatley:  If you were to write an additional 
chapter about nature in cities – biophilia in cities 
- that would be equal to what you’re saying about 
public space and food, what would you say from 
a just sustainabilities perspective about how we 
should be designing biophilic cities? 

Julian Agyeman:  Well, for example, Massachusetts 
Audubon Society has been around for over a 
hundred years and I said to them look, if you want 
to be around for another hundred years, what you 
have to do is realize that the demographics of the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts have changed, 
and will continue to change quickly. We need an 
organization that knows what the Cape Verdeans, 
the Haitians, the Somalis, the Eritreans, and all of 
these different communities are thinking about 
nature. Nature is socially constructed. How are 
these cultures constructing nature? How are people 
who don’t often go to their local nature reserve, 
that perhaps sit and watch birds in their backyard 
or from their apartment block, how are they 
constructing nature? How can we make the links to 
the bigger biophilia thesis? What I think we have to 
do is to accept that different groups see nature very 
differently. 

Tim Beatley:  Right, absolutely. So what you’re 
saying in part is that the strategies we use, the 
programs we create again ought to be cognizant of 
intercultural realities. Should we be imagining places 
that might be an opportunity for different cultures 
to come together engaged in the singular activity? 
What should we be trying to do with nature and 
cities? Should it be lots of different kinds of nature 
experiences for different cultural groups or should 
we be trying to use nature as a way to bring this 
intercultural vision into being?

Julian Agyeman:  One interesting question is: should 
the dominant view of nature be the theme through 
which we bring in an intercultural perspective or 
should we create little bits of “nature difference’” 
here and there? In my work in London in the 
eighties, I noticed that some schools wanted native 
plants while other schools started to say to me: 
wouldn’t it be nice if we have plants representing 

the different cultures and languages present in this 
school? And so we called this cultural gardening 
or multicultural gardening and I thought I coined 
a new phrase – cultural ecology and then I realized 
that the anthropologists have been using it for 
decades. The best ideas are always taken!

Tim Beatley:  [Laughs]

Julian Agyeman: This wasn’t nature as socially 
constructed by ecologists. This was what parents of 
kids at the school wanted to see and what teachers 
thought they could use as a teaching resource.

I think we need both. The social construction of 
nature that perhaps has been handed down to us 
from transcendentalist days, but I think we also 
need to think about new natures. And these natures 
will be designed and defined by the change in 
communities that are in place in any one particular 
time.

Tim Beatley:  I like that a lot. You’re right that 
nature is socially constructed and that we look at 
it in different ways, depending on our ethnicity 
and background.  But the power of nature, I would 
argue, is pretty universal. That’s the premise in a 
sense behind biophilia. That there are innate human 
reactions to nature or affiliations with nature. I 
wonder if nature in the city represents a special 
opportunity for us to build the social capital, the 
trust, the sense of caring between and among us 
and to overcome the fear of the other in all of that. 
Does nature represent any particular perhaps partial 
antidote? 

SEPTEMBER 2017/  87



Julian Agyeman:  Well yeah, Tim, I like the 
way you said that. Generally, that’s what I think 
needs to be an approach to biophilia. For many 
communities, they don’t want to just be told what 
to think about nature. I think that there is an 
interesting sort of chasm. We often think: “Oh, if 
you don’t talk about nature in the way that we’re 
talking about it, you’re not interested.” Well that’s 
probably as far from the truth as it could possibly 
be. It’s just we haven’t found or we haven’t 
listened to what those communities think nature 
should be.

Tim Beatley:  What do you make of our recent history 
here in the U.S.? It’s perplexing to me that part of our 
narrative as a country is about recognizing the strength 
of immigrants and the strength of diversity and yet many 
of us don’t seem to accept that. I don’t know. I’m – it’s a 
tough time. Are you at all optimistic?

Julian Agyeman:  Actually I am in a way, Tim. 
I’ll tell you why – two reasons. Number one, this is 
going to be the time when cities really start to come 
into their own. They’re headed for a collision with the 
current administration but I believe in the power of 
cities, not just in their physical power but their power 
to influence. I mean we would not have a climate 
change movement in the U.S. if not for cities.

So, I think cities are going to become more 
and more important as both as ‘sanctuaries’ for 
immigrants, but I also think what’s happening 
is a broader alliance than we’ve ever seen. As I 
mentioned earlier, an emerging idea is that just 
sustainabilities encourage coalition building: 
finding something to agree on and then moving 
on to doing something where you learn from 
each other and you learn about the kind of 
issues that are of mutual concern. If we can build 
coalitions around issues that we can all agree 
on, such as the need for better public spaces, 
urban agriculture, public transportation, then I 
think we can move forward and I think one of 
the issues is difference and diversity. It is real. 
It’s here. We can’t just wish it away. We have to 
do something about it and better do something 
positive and maximize everybody’s capabilities 
and capacities. We can’t leave the intercultural 
city to chance.

Edited excerpts by James D. Brown from interview 
recorded February 14, 2017.
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