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ABSTRACT

On May 29, the 2021 John Cobb Common Good Award
presented online was awarded to Yu Kongjian, professor
of College of Architecture and Landscape of Peking
University. This award is one of the highest honors in

the field of Ecological Philosophy offered throughout the
world. In the award ceremony, Dr. Jay McDaniel gave a
speech to summarize Yu's ideas and practices; and other
scholars, including John Boswell Cobb Jr. also commented
on Yu's works. This article is a record and supplement of
the speech and these comments. The speakers showed
that Yu's works reflect an approach they call “constructive
postmodernism,” which combines poetic modern ways

of living with wisdom from the past, pointing toward

a greener and more habitable future. In light of the
current ecological crisis, the speakers proposed that Yu's
Landscape Architecture is indeed “an art of survival.” In
the spirit of constructive postmodernism, Yu combines
traditional knowledge with a forward-looking attitude,
helping to design a more promising future for humanity
and the Earth. This essay explores ways that the idea of
ecological civilization can “come down to earth” through
shifts in attitude towards planning, designing, and aesthetic
appreciation, showing how Yu's thoughts and explorations
will help China establish its leading role in the world’s
transformation toward global ecological civilization.
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1 Introduction

What is the common good, and who is it good for? Basically, it means something
that is good: desirable, healthy, beautiful, and satisfying. But the real question is:
who is it good for and who gets to be satisfied? A modern view is the idea that
common good is good for people, and maybe even more specifically, for urban
elites, understood primarily as individuals, seeking their own personal satisfaction.
That is one way to answer the question who is it good for. But the constructive
postmodernism view is different. Different from deconstructive postmodernism,
constructive postmodernism affirms the positive achievements of modern
civilization, and aims to build a better postmodern society based on the reference
and absorption of modern civilization'". Its theoretical foundation, process
philosophy, insists on the connections between different things and the dynamic
process of all things, emphasizes on a distinct ecological dimension and a holistic
system view, and seeks for the common good between human and nature'”. In this
view, the common good is good for people, animals, and the earth, as they live
independently, have their own lives, and also as they live in community with one
another. So common good is this good for all of us, not just the elites, and actually
not just good for people, good for the earth, as well.

In this process world we are interested in the question how do big ideas come
down to earth? We have a name for this common good, which is called “Ecological
Civilization” originated from China. It is the idea that at this stage, for the sake of
survival, people can and should live with respect and care for the community of life.
In Chinese terms, ecological civilization is in creative harmony with one another
and in harmony with the earth. John Cobb emphasizes that we have to get practical.
So a big idea like this comes down to earth in local communities, in rural and urban
settings, that are creative, compassionate, participatory, good for animals, and good
for the earth—with no one left behind. In his time Jesus had a big idea like this,
and more recently Gandhi and Martin Luther King had a similar idea. Cobb has an
idea like this, too. And so does the honoree of this award, Professor Yu Kongjian.
With help from his many ideas and projects, and with infrastructures (physical,
intellectual, social, and spiritual), we can help build compassionate and flourishing
communities that are both poetic and ecological. Such building is part of what it
means to practice process philosophy.

Yu is an expert on ecological infrastructures, and is an ecosystem builder
who has a unique history. He was born to a peasant family in Dong Yu village in
southeast China’s Zhejiang Province, located where White Sand Creek and the
Wujiang River meet. He lived there until he was about seventeen. He rode on a
water buffalo, among other things, and then did a good fortune and hard work
and changes in China. He went to Beijing Forestry University and then on to
Harvard University. Today he is the founder of the Graduate School of Landscape
Architecture at Peking University; founder of the design group Turenscape in
Beijing, with over 600 employees; chief architect for more than 200 projects in

urban settings in and beyond China. He is an international member of the American
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Academy of Arts and Sciences, and is one of the most influential ecological
architects in the world today. He is one of a handful that really have a marked

influence around the world.

2 Ideas Matching Process Philosophy

Yu’s thinking is so similar to the process philosophy, such as recognizing the
ubiquitous connections between things and the holistic view of human ecosystem.
Pursing to construct a better world, theologians would like to talk about big ideas
coming down to earth. Yu deepens that question by asking how can big ideas come
down to infrastructure, how can it come down to the roads on which we drive and

to the parks which we live.

2.1 Adopt a Holistic Understanding of Human Ecology

The big characteristics of Yu’s thoughts is to adopt a holistic human ecology.
Think of ecology as the interconnectedness of all things, and recognize that it
includes the invisible as well as the visible, the spirits as well as the physical, woven
into an evolving whole: what we feel and remember and hope for, as well as the
land (water, wind) around us. Recognize that ecology includes our social relations
to one another—friendships and family, for example—as well as the landscapes that
can facilitate such relationships. Considering these, Yu and his colleagues proposed
ten landscape strategies to build urban ecological infrastructure, including keep and
intensify the overall natural landscapes, protect and restore diverse native habitats,
and integrate sub-urban greenbelts into urban green space systems'”'.

This view may origin from Yu’s childhood experience, as the following excerpt
from his recent talk: “I swam in the creek during the summer and caught big fish
when the monsoon season came. When I was small, I took care of a water buffalo,
which grazed along the waterways and between the paddy fields. There were seven
ponds, a patch of sacred forest and two big camphor trees in front of the village,
under which many legendary stories about my ancestors were told.... The land and
water was precious, but the weather could be unpredictable, so we had to design
and manage our farm fields wisely, following the nature’s cycle, wasting nothing,
and adapting in order to make a living. We worshipped the Earth God, Water God,
and Yu the Great, the legendary king who knew how to manage water and plan the
land. We also worshipped our ancestors, who had the wisdom of adapting to nature

and cultivating the land.”"!

2.2 Beautiful Big Feet: Choose Deep Ecology over Shallow Beauty

One of Yu’s articles, published in the Harvard Design Magazine in 2009, was
titled “Beautiful Big Feet.” His title plays upon the idea in ancient China that elite
women had small feet, the result of binding, whereas rural peasants had big feet.
He is using the image of big, beautiful feet as a symbol for a new “constructively
postmodern” aesthetic: that is, a new way of thinking about beauty and what

beautiful cities can look like!.
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In Yu’s view, small feet beauty sharply separates from the practical, where it
is ornamental. An ornamental garden may look pretty to a casual observer, but
actually serves no practical function in the life of people. He wants to propose
and does propose what he calls Bigfoot beauty. It is a kind of beauty that’s not
elitist, and available to any and all, and it is not separated from practical life. So
people ask him: why are you against the arts. And he speaks to them, “Please don’t
misunderstand me: In one sense all art, music, and dance is “unproductive”—it is
useless for sustaining biological life. I am not arguing for the end of all this or for
any demeaning of the value of beauty and pleasure in our lives. What I am arguing
is that in our resource-depleted and ecologically damaged and threatened era, the
built environment must and will adapt a new aesthetic grounded in appreciation of
the beauty of productive, ecology-supporting things. Our desire for beauty detached
from utility is weakening, and it should be. In our new world, survival is at stake.
Wastefulness becomes viscerally unattractive, if not immoral. But there is plenty of
opportunity for joyful pleasure in useful things.”"'

Actually, that is a matter about deep ecology or shallow beauty. Small feet
beauty is a kind of shallow beauty, which is ornamental, separating beauty from
what is practical and messy. It emphasizes what is “pretty” as in an isolated
flower garden, but not what is beautiful, as in a terraced landscape for farming.

Yu encourages us to adopt an ecological aesthetic to value the ordinary and make
peace with “messiness” of wild nature. Recognize beauty in the practical. Find
beauty in the ordinary: ordinary landscapes, rural and urban, ordinary customs,
and ordinary human connections. Find beauty in ordinary human connections:
friendships, family, your neighbors, and strangers in need. Find beauty in kindness.
Do not sharply separate utility from beauty: make things that are useful and
beautiful. He talks about the difference between the shallow forms in the natural
world and the deep forms'®, which emerge from nature itself, in the wind and water,
and waterways.

This new way does not seek to replace the agricultural past with an urban-
industrial ideal of “modernity” governed by concrete and steel, skyscrapers, and
dams. The old, “modern” aesthetic saw beauty in terms of artificial ornamentation,
as in a floral garden separated from the world. The new postmodern aesthetic finds
beauty in ordinary life and the natural world, as illustrated in farmers working
with the land, living within its limits and rendering it into forms of production
that benefit human and the earth, and celebrating together at the end of a harvest.
Indeed, Yu identifies “celebration™ itself as one of the key features of farming life
that can and should be enjoyed in the city as well. The celebration at issue can be
collective and vibrant but translated into an urban setting it can also be the quiet
“celebration” of a family enjoying a picnic while sitting on a bench close to a

wetland.

2.3 Think Like a Farmer Even if You Live in a Big City
Alienated from the natural world, the way of industrial civilizations uses steel

and concrete, dikes and dams, skyscrapers, and will-to-mastery, and we consider
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1. Ecological infrastructure that ensures different ecological security levels in Taizhou
of Zhejiang Province can provide basis for further development planning.

2. Flood inundated area study in different return periods in Taizhou. Urban construction
should avoid the high-risk areas of floods.

this way as “modernity”. People move into the cities, consuming natural resources
in a high-speed and unsustainable way, and forget their relationships with the rural
land and natural world.

Yu urges a kind of new way of living. This way does not leave the farm and
natural world behind like the industrial civilization. On the contrary, even if we live
in cities, we need to think like a farmer. We do this in collaboration with the natural
world and with an impulse to care for one another, as if we lived in a small village.
So Yu applies what he calls “peasant wisdom and practices” to urban architecture,
showing how human cultures in urban settings can be enriched by ancient rural
wisdom. He notes that modern infrastructures are often alienating. They seem to
connect us, but often disconnect us. For truly green cities to emerge, we need to
learn from agricultural societies: to think like a farmer. And that involves following
nature’s cycles and wasting nothing, adapting ourselves to the landscapes in which

we dwell, building communities that are simple, inexpensive and beautiful.

3 Approaches With Constructive Postmodernism

3.1 Negative Approach and Ecological Infrastructure

Negative approach is contrast to conventional planning. The conventional
model of urban planning is based on population growth, and oriented towards
economic development. Development is the focus, with a certain amount of
assigned land to build new infrastructure that allows for the development.
However, ecological processes and environment impacts are largely ignored, if not
completely ignored. Considering this status, Yu proposed his idea about negative
approach to reverse the conventional planning steps. The reversed approach means
that we should plan and design ecological infrastructure first, and this should be the
basis for urban development, and occur before other planning is done. This kind of

plan safeguards the ecological process and cultural heritage. In the circumstances,

landscape is to lead the way (Fig. 1, 2).

e RReKFESRAMETE [ # Builtarea Bl 10F—@HZX 10-year flood
Ecological infrastructure at lower security level —£55T3% 1st grade stream - 204 —iB3T X 20-year flood
O R EKFESEMEE /\/ ZZ&TR 2nd grade stream [ 505 —i@#iZX  50-year flood
Ecological infrastructure at moderate security level B A/ =53 3rd grade stream SEEIEHE  Beach wetland
[ BREKFESEREHN 3
Ecological infrastructure at higher security level @ 0 5 10 20 km f’ @ 0 5 10 20 km
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3. Qunli Stormwater Wetland Park serves as a green sponge that can provide multiple ecosystems services.
4. Ponds created in Qunli Stormwater Wetland Park act as stormwater filtrating and cleansing buffer for the
core wetland, promoting the coordinated development of nature and city.

This ecological infrastructure integrates storm water management systems,
flood area, biodiversity conservation, cultural heritage sites, green corridors, etc.
In America, it is called green infrastructure, but the term ecological infrastructure
is also used, which specifically focuses on ecological processes to secure ecological
services, including clean water, clean air, biodiversity, enjoyment, recreation, and

cultural heritage.

3.2 Sponge Cities and Creating Sponge Land

In addition to the methodological innovation, Yu proposed a brand new idea
to build the city, the sponge city. A sponge city is a city designed with ecologically
friendly alternatives to traditional flood defenses and drainage systems. The basic
idea of a sponge city is to replicate the natural water cycle by keeping water where
it lands. By means of a series of sponge facilities, we could also create sponge basins
and sponge land on larger scales.

The sponge city contrasts to modern cities. Modern cities are made of concrete,
glass, and steel. They look and act unnatural—absorbing heat and repelling water.
The idea behind a sponge city is to imitate the natural environment as much as
possible. However, like a farming village in rural China, a sponge city is not an
impermeable system, preventing water from filtering through the ground. Instead,
it is more like a sponge, absorbing the rainwater, which is then naturally filtered by
the soil and allowed to reach into the urban aquifers (Fig. 3, 4).

The means of this absorption include planting on rooftops, the cultivation
of wetlands, and laying down permeable roads that absorb rainwater. Launched
in 20135, pilot “spongy” designs are completed in 30 cities in China, including
Shanghai, Wuhan, and Xiamen. The aim of the initiative is that 80 percent of urban

areas in China will re-use 70 percent of their rainwater”. Designs such as these are
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aimed at synthesizing ecological sustainability with beauty at a human scale, for the

well-being of local life.

3.3 A New Vernacular: Deep Form and the Art of Survival

Recognizing that humanity is at a crossroads with two ways of living, Yu
stresses the way of ecological civilization with its impulse to live in harmony
with the earth and in harmony with neighbors, finding fulfilment in community
and love. The way of ecological civilization is a matter of survival. So Yu defines

17 which indicates the

the landscape architecture today as “the art of surviva
important role of landscape and corresponding ecological infrastructure towards
ecological civilization. Based on these beliefs, Yu proposes that we should find a
new solution, which he calls the new vernacular—a new technology for common
people from local vernacular materials.

Firstly, this new language should be native in terms of material and plant use. It
should address the issue of survival, not pleasure making or ornament. Especially in
China, it has a serious shortage of water, the underground water is dropping, and
70 percent of the surface water has been polluted. With only 7 percent of natural
resources such as water and energy, China has to take care of 20 percent of the
world population. That is actually an issue of survival.”

Secondly, the new language must be for the common people, normal people.

In the past 5,000 years, China has developed an old vernacular based on Chinese
agriculture to adapt to the land and people. The old vernacular is survival for
agricultural China, reflecting long-term adaptation experiences, but considered

as a low culture in some sense in the past and seldom mentioned in text books by
Westerners. At the same time, Chinese gardens and Chinese ornament, paintings,
and poems were considered as the high culture. This high culture does nothing to
ensure survival. It is only for the pleasure-seeking of the elite, the emperors, only
for the high class. So Yu says, we cannot use the high-culture, traditional landscape
gardening as the solution for modern China, and we should use the new vernacular,
not only for the elites like the traditional landscape gardening, not only for the
farmers like the old vernacular, but also for the normal people, all people”. And
with this peasant’s approach, we can create deep forms in urban nature and the
whole land"®'.

Learning from these skills that normal Chinese actually survive through, we
could develop a new set of survival skills to address today’s issues. Out of this new
vernacular approach, Yu and his team carried out extensive practices over the past
two decades. Here are two examples to illustrate this new vernacular way and how

these approaches contribute to Ecological Civilization.

3.3.1 Zhongshan Shipyard Park

Zhongshan Shipyard Park reflects Yu’s idea of how to recycle, use and recover
brownfield in the city—to recover the ecosystem (Fig. 5, 6). At the same time, the
park keeps the memory of the city and history of the city, even if the history is only
30 years old, like the shipyard. It was built in the 1950s, and went bankrupt in the
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5. In Zhongshan Shipyard Park, machines, docks, and other industrial structures were
recycled for educational, aesthetic, and functional purposes.
6. The cultural charm of Zhongshan Shipyard Park attracts a large number of visitors.
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1990s. Normally we would wipe out this kind of old factory, because it is nothing

special compared to other Chinese historical sites. It can neither fit into the Chinese
traditional idea of aesthetics. It is nothing beautiful. The idea here is that we should
take care of the common people, not the emperors. These normal people also have
a history that is very important.

In this park, weeds or native plants, which have been considered ugly or wiped
out, are allowed to grow. The weed is a native grass, native plant. In this park, Yu
and his team actually demonstrated two things: one is the common, the everyday,
the vernacular, normal people, the old, bankrupt factory; and the second, we should

. . . . 10
create new aesthetics, the new ethics of the environmental conservation'”.

3.3.2 The Red Ribbon: Tanghe River Park

As one well-known example of Yu’s many projects, Tanghe River Park won the
2007 ASLA Design Honor Award (Fig. 7, 8). The park sits on the outskirts of
the evolving city of Qinhuangdao, in a river corridor. Primarily this land was
littered with trash and deserted irrigation structures. Turenscape, led by Yu,
was able to preserve the environmental treasures while integrating ecological
principles. They created a ribbon of red fiberglass that runs throughout the
park, parallel to the river. The red ribbon is both functional and fashionable
providing seating, and plenty of lighting and plan displays. The red is bright and
inviting while symbolizing China’s joy and prosperity towards preserving the
environment.

Besides, the Red Ribbon demonstrates another important idea—minimal
intervention, ecological minimalism. It is not formal minimalism, but ecological
minimalism, which means we can create a dramatic landscape through minimal
intervention. We do not have to build those gigantic, baroque-style landscapes. We
can actually just build a tiny, skinny red ribbon, and it is functional. We integrated

all these functions urban people wanted: seating, board walks, and lighting. We
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7. Aerial view of the master plan of the Tanghe River Park in Qinhuangdao
8. The "Red Ribbon” structure in the Tanghe River Park

should not take more than what we need. We should create what we need—
minimal intervention and use modern art, modern technology. It is called modern,
but it is still Chinese'”’.

When people walk on the red walkway, they simultaneously are immersed in
the natural world. This natural world has more contents than human world, which
serves as a watershed, capturing the water. In preserving it, so that it can do its good
work. When talk about ecological civilization, this is one of the images that comes
to people’s mind. People’s relationships to one another are also part of ecological
civilization. It is not simply their relationship to the natural world, it is also their

relations one to another.

4 Leading the Way Towards Ecological Civilization

Yu’s ideas and practices constitute an image, which provides a holistic view
of ecological civilization. Ecological civilization is not “the environment” alone
or “human life” alone, but both together in their differences as well as their
similarities. It combines human culture and natural culture, respecting each. In some
sense, Yu translates the idea of ecological civilization into the design of cities and
urban landscapes, such that the city and landscape embody harmony with nature
and encourage fellowship with one another, combining sustainability and beauty.
He also wrote letters to mayors in China to criticize the city’s make-up movement,
and stress the importance and strategies of ecological infrastructure!'"!,

As Cobb comments, Yu is a deep thinker acts on his insights and wisdom on
critical issues, whose work heartfully integrates the rural and ancient culture with
the best of modern science, and shows a passion to heal the wounds that modernity
has caused. Cobb says, “I am knowing that there is in the world a man who

has made the enormous actual changes and that he has looked to by his people
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for more.” Yu’s work shows that China’s leadership on the global scene is not
limited to economy. In the field of thought, China is offering this visions of a truly
postmodern civilization.

Around the world, more and more people are prepared to build a new world on
friendship and cooperation, and are looking to China for leadership in ecological
civilization transition. This cooperation could move the world toward an Ecological

Civilization, and save hundreds of millions of lives, and eventually save our planet.

5 Conclusion

The certificate of the John Cobb Common Good Award says: In recognition
of his remarkable contribution to human hopes for an Ecological Civilization,
by combining traditional Chinese wisdom with modern science and technology,
creating green infrastructures that are earth-friendly and functional. They help us
reclaim our embeddedness in nature, to recover our bonds with one another and
to grow toward a more humane, sustainable future. In the spirit of constructive
postmodern approach to life and it is creative, compassionate, efficient and
beautiful.

Yu’s ideas and practices issue us some wonderful wakeup calls. Wake up to

Design. As you design cities and portions of city, use nature-based approaches that
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