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Abstract

This article is an overview of six lectures given at the Inaugural Tongji Advanced Lecture Series on Frontiers in Ecophronetic
Practice Research. Lectures focused on the problems and current state of ecophronetic practice (i.e., use of practical wisdom)
and included discussion of place-dependent actions, global ideas into local practice, the integration of systems, working
with communities and the teaching of ecophronetic practice.
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All over the world, academics and practitioners of ecological
planning and landscape architecture, construction, restoration
and management work for best ecological practice. Yet, what is
best ecological, how do we determine what is best, how do we
teach best ecological and how do we achieve what is best in
practice? These key questions were paramount at a symposium
on Frontiers in Ecophronetic Practice Research held in 2017 at Tongji
University. The symposium addressed ecophronesis—ecological
practical wisdom (Xiang 2016), with a key focus on approaches
to ecophronesis through theory and practice. The speakers and
authors of this essay are planners and landscape architects
from China, the USA and Australia. Our backgrounds of plan-
ning and design practice and teaching cover theoretical work
to pure applied research with community—across classes of

socio-ecological practice research as outlined by Xiang (2017,
2019). This article is an overview of six presentations that
ranged across knowledge production, knowledge transfer and
knowledge implementation (Xiang 2019); presentation titles are
given with individual authors.

Ten major points arose, which focused on how to pass on
knowledge to communities, to students, and to practitioners.
They were: (i) place-dependent actions, (ii) stronger critiques of
global ideas, (iii) how ideas have been made alive in practice,
(iv) the importance of small local initiatives, (v) the impacts of
scale, (vi) integration and the problems of uncoupled ecological
and social systems, (vii) how scholars involve communities,
(viii) how philosophical guidance can enhance ecological prac-
tice, (ix) the site as a laboratory to test questions and answers
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and (x) how ecological science can be taught at professional
schools. We sought to extend and partly answer the questions
posed by Liao and Chan (2016), who asked what is the right
thing in ecological practice and how is it being done?

The core theme throughout the meeting was the importance
of site, local knowledge and local responses—of ‘place-depen-
dent actions’ that work with local ecology (Liao and Chan 2016).
In ‘The logic of landscape pattern language: Blending practice
with science’, Wang (2017) articulated the need for a local vo-
cabulary, with a focus on local imperatives, ecologies, histories
and patterns and scales of making and expression. He described
a local pattern language that uses local ‘grammar, syntax
and vocabulary’—local and specific morphologies and spatial
arrangements; a generic language has little or no reference
to local specifics. A local, place-dependent approach gives a de-
signer or planner clear site-specific directions; using local
ecological wisdom results in unique solutions to the questions
of the site, greater sensitivity to local ecologies and greater vari-
ety of result.

We discussed the need for a ‘stronger critique of global ideas’
and how these are translated into specific sites. We noted that
design and planning practitioners often turn to international
examples as guides, and yet there is a strong need for a greater
critique of the use of global responses. Precedents can be mis-
leading when in different ecological, climatic, historical and
social sites, and can thus be both culturally insensitive and
ecologically inappropriate when adopted without critique;
precedents can be particularly problematic in design education.

How to give spatial form to theoretical ideas is an old ques-
tion. We discussed the way that ideas have been ‘made alive’
and spatialized into design and planning practice. For example,
Steiner, in ‘Nature and cities in the Anthropocene’, elaborated
on the conceptual ideas behind the Sustainable Sites Initiative
(Pieranunzi, Steiner, and Rieff 2017; Steiner 2018). Sponge Cities
and Water Sensitive Urban Design (WSUD) have been success-
fully honed for specific sites and translated across the world be-
cause they are flexible ideas that can operate at the scales of
both ‘small local initiatives’ (street, parking lot, local green
space) or as major projects. Cheng, in ‘The ecological wisdom of
Sponge Cities’, noted that WSUD and Sponge Cities use many
low-tech responses (small insertions, simple structures, more
readily available) rather than high-tech (large, complex, often
expensive), and that the strength of low-tech is that small proj-
ects, taken together, can have a major impact across a city. The
‘impacts of scale’ thus need to be considered in the translation
of ideas into practice.

A major problem in bringing theoretical ideas for planning
and design into practice is that many systems are not coupled;
e.g. Cheng noted that the urban green system is not coupled
with the urban water system. ‘Problems of uncoupled systems’
are most often due to failures and complexities in urban gover-
nance and planning. Even between very different systems, ‘inte-
gration is more important’ than isolated projects. In ‘Exploring
the practices of ecological wisdom: The triple helix of value, fact
and action’, Forester (2018) focused on the challenges of plan-
ning practices in non-ideal settings of uncertainty (e.g. unclear
notions of governance), power differences, inequalities (e.g. lack
of representation of local people) and conflicting interests and
goals, where systems are in danger of being uncoupled because
they are treated separately. Planners can ‘improvise’ to ‘assist
the community to best ecological design and planning’ and
bridge gaps between local situations and practitioner knowl-
edge (Forester 1999: 237). In a similar vein of flexibility in how

scholars involve communities, Yan, in ‘Ecophronesis. A cohe-
sive whole of reason and emotion’, described how ecophronesis
is a ‘dance’—a dynamic balance between scientific cognition
and emotion-based intuition, responding to local site condi-
tions, customs and knowledge. He noted four core ecological
practice knowledge systems: ecological science knowledge,
local knowledge (of both culture and ecology), ecological prac-
tice motivation knowledge (what is done in design or planning
practice) and procedural knowledge (practice norms and
practice path settings).

Liao and Chan (2016) noted that ‘philosophical guidance’
remains abstract for real action. Reflecting on philosophical
guidance in planning, Yan presented the case study of the city
of Leshan in Sichuan Province, where water is both a practical
object and a subject of respect and emotion. The question of the
site as both a subject and an object reflects a difficult and pro-
found understanding of ecophronesis. Leshan’s green public
open space was maintained due to public desire. An acknowl-
edgement of both object and subject raises projects above a
mere technical approach to problem solving and respects local
and indigenous knowledge. Planning and design approaches
require wise ecological practice in interpreting rules, balancing
sometimes-clashing principles and choosing between better
and worse—often with limited knowledge or resources. Leshan
was an example of ‘sites as laboratories to forge new questions
and answers to site difficulties’.

Uncertainty in ecological science knowledge underpins the
difficult question of ‘teaching ecology for design and planning’
students. Grose (2014), in ‘Drawing from science to create a
body of practical wisdom for designers’, outlined commonalities
between science and design, and some methods that assist
teaching for ecophronetic practice, such as practical approaches
to understanding scientific information by non-scientists.

We were asked: ‘What is the common characteristic of
the six speakers regarding ecological wisdom?’ Although we ap-
preciated that different perspectives give strength to practice,
we noted that our commonality was the strong ambition to-
wards ecophronesis and of doing ‘real and permanent good’
(Xiang 2014), pointing to stronger links between disciplines.
The Tongji meeting on Ecophronetic Practice Research was a first
step to articulate a common ground in this emerging field.
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