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Date April 4, 2019 Location Yantian Village, Wuyuan County, Jiangxi Province Photographer Yu Kongjian

There is a story about a well in Yantian Village of Wuyuan County, part of the ancient
Huizhou Region: During a dry summer, after consultation and negotiation with most
respectable families in the village, two brothers dug the life-saving well on the land that

was not owned by their family. Hundreds of years passed, the well has remained intact.

Yantian Village retains an ideal landscape pattern of the Peach Blossom Land, and holds
the rich heritage under the polycentric social governance, including ancestral halls, a
rare Xunjiansi (an ancient patrol division) site, and family disciplines and exhortations.
It is the network of family disciplines, clan rules, and village agreements, as well as the
national law conducted by Xunjiansi, that has created such a beautiful and resilient

landscape.
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ABSTRACT

This article firstly examines the relationship
between social form and landscape resilience
and argues that a polycentric governance model
is conducive to enhancing landscape resilience.
By analyzing the social governance model and the
landscape pattern of the Peach Blossom Land,

it reveals how this fictional world was ideally
shaped by an autonomous grassroots society and
sustainable productive landscape. The ancient
Huizhou Region perfectly illustrates how a local
social governance based on family disciplines,
clan rules, folk beliefs, and ethics, supplemented
by the imperial power, has maintained the
resilience and sustainability of its beautiful and
productive ecological landscape in a long term,
making itself a Peach Blossom Land in the hilly
area of Southeast China and free from natural
disasters and wars. Finally, the author proposes
that although the Industrial Civilization has
undermined the resilience of China’s landscape,
Peach Blossom Lands are now reemerging under
the Beautiful China Construction and Ecological
Civilization programs.
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The relationship between social form and landscape resilience is a challenging but thought-provoking topic.
Landscapes are the imprint of human activities on the earth, and their forms reflect social and cultural forms.
Landscape resilience is the ability of a landscape or an ecosystem to adapt to and recover from environmental
uncertainties and impacts such as hurricanes, droughts, floods, geological disasters, and pollution. It mirrors the
sustainability of ecosystem services and landscapes. Compared with the top-down authoritative hierarchies, a
polycentric governance model can ensure effective protection and smart use of public assets so as to enhance
landscape resilience. To understand why this is true, it is necessary to understand the Peach Blossom Land

context.

The Peach Blossom Land is an ideal Chinese landscape, and the “ideal” here is sending two messages — an
ideal social governance model and an ideal landscape pattern. According to Chinese poet Tao Yuanming’s
Peach Blossom Spring, once there was a fisherman accidentally encountering a secluded village, called Peach
Blossom Land. People lived there to avoid the chaos of the Qin Dynasty. The fisherman was surprised that they
were completely cut off from the world and had not even known about the dynastic changes in centuries. They
lived in an autonomous grassroots society far away from the centralized system of prefectures and counties,
and exorbitant taxes or levies. The neighborly relationship within the community enabled the doors left
unlocked and everyone was treated honestly and equally. The communication was so open that the news of the
fisherman’s arrival spread quickly. Then, the fisherman was invited to have shared meals and drinks. Moreover,
the rows of houses were aligned on the smooth and flat land, and fertile farmlands, ponds, mulberry gardens,
and bamboo forests composed the surroundings. In a long period of nearly 600 years, the generations there

had maintained a sustainable and productive landscape where human beings and nature lived in harmony — a

model of landscape resilience.

While the Peach Blossom Land may be fictional, it is not difficult to find such real places exist between
China’s beautiful mountains and rivers. The initial conception of this ideal world makes a stable Agricultural
Civilization for thousands of years in China. Among numerous agricultural cultural landscapes in China, the
ancient Huizhou Region in Eastern China appeals to me particularly, which perfectly demonstrates both the
polycentric social governance and landscape resilience. Across the inter-connected basins, compact villages lie
around the bottom of hills. Tidy houses are hidden between the forests at the village entrances and mountains
at the backside, while other spaces are interspersed by fertile farmlands, ponds, mulberry gardens, and
bamboo forests. Straight paths cross the fields; rivers and canals meander, and ponds and reservoirs intersperse
densely. For centuries, with extremely limited natural resource, such systems maintain the survival of the local
generations in each village. The ancestral halls are the venue and the main body for decision-making among
different clansmen, supplemented by official institutions such as Xunjiansi (an ancient patrol division), making
the region a polycentric-governance community. Temples for the land god, the water god, and the mountain
god, as well as Taoist, Buddhist, and Neo-Confucianism academies formed a diverse system of ethical

and spiritual beliefs. Under these multiple factors, a social governance model based on family disciplines,

clan rules, folk beliefs, and ethics, supplemented by the imperial power, has maintained the resilience and
sustainability of the beautiful and productive ecological landscape, making itself a Peach Blossom Land in the

hilly area in Southeast China and free from natural disasters and wars.

The Industrial Civilization has unified the market, standardized technologies, enlarged capital flows, and

led to a top-down social management model. These practices have eroded China’s landscape resilience: the
meandering rivers are now replaced by concrete canals, the ponds that once addressed droughts and floods now
have been occupied as cultivated lands, and the low-lying slab weirs used for distributing water resources have
been transformed into higher and larger cement dams. Worse, various native crops are disappearing due to the
prevailing monoculture that heavily relies on fertilizers and pesticides, while greenhouses now are filled with
anti-seasonal crops. Nevertheless, it is fortunate to see the effect, especially in rural areas, of Beautiful China

Construction under the Ecological Civilization — a return of Peach Blossom Lands!
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