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Big Feet Revolution by TURENSCAPE: Since 1998, TURENSCAPE has advocated for a
harmony between humans and nature and has taken on the responsibility of treating the
illnesses of Chinese cities through the practice of rebuilding harmonious relationships.
Within the arduous conditions of modern urbanization, we have made a concerted
effort to inspire the whole society through design. Over seventeen years, the work of
Turenscape has spread to more than 200 cities around China. In this time, they have
developed a new set of theories and methodologies for new type urban construction and

beautiful homeland construction.
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REFLECTING ON
EIGHTEEN YEARS
HEALING CHINESE
CITIES

CHIEFEDITOR Kongjian YU
TRANSLATEDBY Sara JACOBS Connie CHEN

My musings on Chinese urbanization and new construction began in 1996 when I prepared for returning
China. At that time, I traveled by train from Hong Kong to Shenzhen, and then arrived in Beijing via
Shanghai. The changes I saw during this trip astonished me. In Shenzhen, our guides proudly showed
off the newly finished, oversized urban avenues while turning a blind eye to the helplessness of an old
farmer laboring his way through. Large areas of farmland in the heart of the city had been abandoned
and were covered in weeds in anticipation of future preservation at the city center. (The city center

was built up eventually with giant paved axial streets and a central park.) Also at this time, Pudong in
Shanghai was under development, and hundreds of half-finished buildings were becoming a bizarre
concrete jungle. From the train window, the havoc wreaked on the landscape, from the wetland filled
with construction waste to bulldozed villages, was visible. Entering Beijing, I saw roads undergoing a
campaign of aggressive enlargement, including the Zhongguancun North Road just outside the east gate
of Peking University. Rows of aspens had been cleared and clusters of courtyards were filled with debris.
At this time, river management projects were increasingly popular. The concretization and straightening
of waterways had reduced riparian edges to nothing, land for neighborhood development was becoming
enclosed, and the “three connections and one leveling” campaign had turned raw land into developable,
ripe land. Exotic flowers and ancient trees replanted from countryside had been used to decorate streets,
municipal plazas, and luxury residential buildings. The country was unquestioningly celebrating

urbanization.

What I witnessed nineteen years ago went against the urbanization theories I had been taught.
Influenced by The Death and Life of Great American Cities by Jane Jacobs and Design with Nature by
Ian McHarg, I became convinced that China was sick from the mistakes of urbanization. In response, I
returned to China in January, 1997, began speaking my qualms, and devoted my practice to healing and
preventing the illness befallen so many Chinese cities. Like an epidemiologist, I identified four groups
responsible for spreading the virus of poor urbanization. First, are the policy makers, empowered by the
state and motivated by a combination of power and GDP, this group follows a predestinated course. The
second are the developers, who feed off capital, voracity, wickedness, and vulgarity. The third are urban
design professionals who carry the virus by misusing their authority and promoting outdated knowledge.
Finally, is the general public, who incubate a social and cultural environment that facilitates invasion of
the previous three carriers. For these reasons, a myriad of urban illnesses are wreaking havoc in Chinese
cities, culturally, socially, economically, ecologically, and environmentally. To treat this epidemic — the

most severe in human history — it must be treated.

My first prescription is directed at urban policy makers and developers. Since 1998, my fierce
criticism has been lunged against the urbanization movement for its unchecked centralized power and
parvenu syndrome. The cure for this is a return to the Culture Movement which will help guide focus
back to democracy and science. This can be taught to policy makers and the public through media
campaigns and seminars. (The main points of this strategy were discussed in my 2003 book, The Road of

Urban Landscape, coauthored with Dihua Li.)

Second, I have advocated for an art of survival, or an approach of negative-planning aimed at urban



planners and designers, landscape architects, architects, etc. This antidote is as much self-critique as it
is directed towards the whole profession. The traditional Chinese landscape has been unable to develop
beyond the garden of feudal times, and has failed to adapt in response to rapid urbanization. Landscape
as a tool for mitigating relationships between people and land was the focus of my 2006 book, The Art
of Survival and a series of articles published between 1998 and 2000 in Chinese Landscape Architecture.
I have also been critical of urban planning under the background of planned economy, which has only
consolidated resources for power hungry and greedy developers. I brought up the concept of negative-
planning approach in 2002, and explored the idea in detail in the 2005 book, Negative-Planning
Approach. My directive was not to begin with one plan, but to define a non-construction area and
particularly the ecological essential line, that would prevent unregulated sprawling. Additionally, we
established a more detailed methodology for defining and initiating the ecological security pattern and
ecological infrastructure — rather than conventional grey infrastructure — that would help build livable

and sustainable cities.

My third cure is aimed at popular culture and is what I have called the Big Feet Revolution. I am
fully convinced that the people are the social and culture base and the public education of Big Feet
Revolution will be the cure to China’s poor urban development. My proposal for this social change takes
its name from the small foot aesthetic — the practice of pursuing a concept of deformed beauty at the
expense of health and function — that has dominated Chinese beauty standards for a thousand years.
Rather, I propose harnessing the knowledge of the environment and everyday life — Big Feet knowledge
— to awaken a new culture of aesthetics. This calls for an urban enlightenment, an eco-friendly
consciousness that responds to the land. The Big Feet Revolution has been written about in the article,
“Foot Culture and Virtue of Weed,” has been included in middle school textbooks (Jiangsu Province
version), and in various other essays. This point is also heavily reflected in the book Back to the Land
(2009).

For the strategies mentioned above to work, corresponding interventions are needed. There are four

agents that can be effective in advancing these strategies.

First is to learn from the spiritual leaders of the May Fourth New Literary Movement. I find stepping
out of the ivory tower and direct communication with policy makers to be the most effective approach.
Policy makers are an ambitious and smart group, and except for the small part of them who abuse their
power for private interests, they are open to new approaches. Often, after meeting with this group, I
am immediately taken to construction sites where I stop the construction of straight river channels, the
destruction of historical residential settlements, and the filling of working wetlands. It has been most
effective to intervene with policy makers at the highest level. For example, in advocating for an eco-
security pattern and sponge city construction, my concepts and suggestions have been accepted by the
national ministry. Reaching the highest level of management has worked around the country, and it gives

me confidence in the management of Chinese cities.

However, I feel helpless towards the technical officers and professionals who adhere to outdated



knowledge. They are not only resistant to new strategies, but also defenders of the old knowledge
system. Education of the younger generation gives me hope. Therefore, I am especially eager to teach

mayors, professionals, and parents who have the power to reach children and young students.

The second intervention is education. Mentoring a new generation of technical officers will
potentially help cure cities for the foreseeable future. This is a long-term project. In my teaching, I am
inspired by the knowledge that graduates of Peking University will probably become chief designers, if
not governmental officials. It will be a solace to see some of them save land and communities. But what
a tough task it is to run a school! In the 15 years it has taken to start a design center, research academy,

and college, my colleagues and I have grown white hairs.

My third technique also comes from the May Fourth New Literary Movement: publish articles,
launch periodicals, and explore as many methods of new media as possible. At the beginning, the
articles were accepted with alacrity, but these critical ones attracted the attention, even anger, from
the industry. Knowing how difficult it is to publish critical articles, I began reaching out to those with
the same objectives and motivations. During our first five years, we did not have access to officially
launch periodicals, and could only publish “series books” instead. This was very difficult. Finally, we
obtained our own ISSN, and started the journal Landscape Architecture Frontiers, which received global

recognition with its concerted effort to general real conversation around the Chinese urban condition.

The final catalyst for change is practice. Through professional practice, we have the power of
examples. The involvement and effort of nearly 500 colleagues at TURENSCAPE has provided an
indispensable base for the development and implementation of my theories. The Big Feet Revolution
has spread into two layers of planning and design, first is the negative-planning approach and urban
eco-infrastructure on the planning layer, and the second is contemporary urban design and landscape
engineering aimed at low maintenance and comprehensive ecosystem services. The layering of ecology

awareness and contemporary art is the foundation for our design practice.

By now, TURENSCAPE has worked in 200 Chinese cities and more around the world. I am very

proud of the role we have played in solving the woes of contemporary Chinese cities.

This article may feel self-focused; but what better insights do we have than the work and research we
have completed ourselves? I have been fortunate to have developed the experience, among the aggressive
waves of urban construction, to fight urban illness in this country. Meanwhile, I can leave my words and
works for the future reference. May they be a source for future generations to ponder, to judge, and to

learn from, and find inspiration.



