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ABSTRACT

Against the growing trend of urban homogenization, landscape design has become a key 
vehicle for manifesting cultural values, evoking emotional resonance, and addressing en-
vironmental functional needs. Pragmatic aesthetics, which highlights the indivisibility 
of beauty and utility, offers a compelling theoretical framework for re-examining wa-
terscape design in contemporary cities. This paper explores the effective integration of 
pragmatic aesthetic principles into the planning, design, and evolution of urban water-
scapes. Through a multi-dimensional analysis covering sensory engagement, spatial log-
ic, cultural symbolism, and adaptive functionality, it proposes a holistic design approach 
that bridges ecological needs, aesthetic experiences, and cultural significance. Further, 
by combining in-depth case interpretations and theoretical contextualization, the paper 
examines the practical application of this approach, providing actionable insights for 
landscape architects, urban planners, and cultural heritage practitioners committed to 
enhancing urban resilience. 
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I n contemporary urban environments, public demands for public spaces have tran-
scended material practicality. Citizens are no longer content with spaces that merely 

fulfill basic functions; instead, they seek environments that not only carry ecological and 
infrastructural roles but also enrich daily experiences and foster a sense of place, the in-
tangible bond between individuals and the city they inhabit. As a diverse component of 
urban public spaces, waterscapes play a central role in this transformation. Ranging from 
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riverside promenades where willows sway in the wind, to rain gardens blooming with 
native wildflowers across seasons, and reflective pools mirroring the changing sky, wa-
terscapes undertake multiple missions: managing urban water cycles, regulating micro-
climates, sustaining biodiversity, awakening collective memories, triggering emotional 
responses, and demonstrating local cultural identity. 

Rooted in the philosophical tradition of experientialism, pragmatic aesthetics pro-
vides an appropriate theoretical perspective for interpreting and shaping such multi-
functional spaces. Unlike traditional aesthetic theories that regard beauty as an abstract, 
disembodied trait or superficial decoration, pragmatic aesthetics views aesthetics as 
deeply rooted in human experience, especially reflected in how people move through, 
interact with, and reside in designed spaces [1]. It rejects the concept of “art for art’s sake” 
and instead argues that aesthetic value arises from practical, sensory, and emotional con-
nections between humans and their surroundings. 

Waterscape design, with its inherent dynamic traits and rich sensory experiences, is 
particularly well-suited to interpreting the principles of pragmatic aesthetics. As a flow-
ing, responsive element, water is not a static object for distant viewing; it actively invites 
touch, listening, and interaction, transforming users from passive observers into active 
participants [2]. A child dipping their hand into a shallow fountain, an elderly person 
quietly listening to the sound of water hitting stones, a couple strolling along the river-
bank at dusk—these interactions with waterscapes all blend utility with aesthetic plea-
sure. This inherent interactivity makes waterscapes a natural laboratory for testing and 
practicing the concepts of pragmatic aesthetics. 

1. THE CORE CONNOTATION OF PRAGMATIC AESTHETICS IN 
LANDSCAPE DESIGN 

The core belief of pragmatic aesthetics is that aesthetic value stems from meaningful 
interaction rather than passive observation. In the field of landscape design, this concept 
translates into a concise yet profound understanding: the beauty of a space is not deter-
mined by its formal perfection or adherence to a specific style, but by how well it inte-
grates with users’ lives, adapts to their needs, and enriches their daily experiences. Take 
a bench as an example, its beauty lies not only in smooth lines or expensive materials but 
also in providing a resting place for tired pedestrians, a chance for friends to chat, and 
a quiet moment for readers. The aesthetic significance of a shallow pool is similarly de-
rived not just from its mirror-like surface, but from attracting children to play, adults to 
cool off in the heat, and everyone to pause and watch sunlight dance on the water waves. 

This philosophy directly challenges the “dichotomy between function and form” that 
has long plagued landscape design. In traditional thinking, ecological infrastructure is 
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often reduced to technical solutions, while aesthetic elements are treated as decorative 
afterthoughts. Pragmatic aesthetics seeks to eliminate this division, arguing that function 
and beauty are two sides of the same coin. Such integration is reflected in many aspects 
of waterscape design: a wetland designed to purify urban runoff can also be a vibrant 
aesthetic landscape, with emergent plants like cattails and bulrushes forming rhythmic 
scenes that change with seasons, dragonflies darting across the water surface, and frogs 
chirping at dusk. Once a “technical” ecological facility, it thus transforms into a space that 
stimulates the senses and fosters emotional connections [3]. 

Rainwater retention basins are another typical case. These common urban infrastruc-
ture facilities are often hidden in industrial areas or surrounded by high walls. When 
designed from the perspective of pragmatic aesthetics, they can be transformed into 
community activity centers: paths wind around the basins, allowing visitors to observe 
the water cycle intuitively; resting areas are positioned to overlook blooming wildflow-
ers, attracting pollinators; and interpretive signs explain how the basins work, turning 
them into educational tools. By treating ecological infrastructure as entities with both 
functionality and expressiveness, pragmatic aesthetics redefines the meaning of land-
scape “beauty”, shifting the focus from single visual appeal to a holistic value system that 
includes utility, meaning, and connection. 

2. WATERSCAPE DESIGN AS A CARRIER OF AESTHETIC 
EXPERIENCE 

Waterscapes possess a unique ability to create immersive, multi-sensory environ-
ments, forging connections with users on physical, emotional, and cognitive levels. Un-
like static landscapes, water as a dynamic element responds to external stimuli such as 
light, wind, and human interaction, making each waterscape experience unique. This 
dynamism activates multiple senses simultaneously: visually, sunlight dances on flow-
ing water, and moonlight turns ponds into sheets of silver; auditorily, streams gurgle, 
fountains splash, and raindrops fall from leaves after rain; tactilely, fountain mist cools 
the skin, and shallow pool water offers relief from summer heat; olfactorily, the fragrance 
of moist soil mingles with the sweetness of aquatic flowers like water lilies. 

From the perspective of pragmatic aesthetics, designers are encouraged to “choreo-
graph” these sensory experiences across both spatial and temporal dimensions, con-
structing narratives that unfold as users move and time passes. Spatial choreography 
guides users through an experience sequence from “distant viewing” to “close touch” by 
designing paths, viewing platforms, and interaction areas [4]. A riverside park might 
open with a wide walkway, offering a panoramic view of the river and allowing visitors to 
feel the grand scale of the waterscape; as they approach, steppingstones lead into shallow 
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wetlands, where they can touch the water and observe small aquatic organisms; further 
along, a resting area under tree shade becomes a quiet corner for listening to the sound of 
water and wind. Each space aims to evoke different emotions, admiration for the river’s 
scale, curiosity about wetland ecology, and tranquility in the shaded corner, collectively 
forming a coherent and rich aesthetic experience. 

Temporal choreography focuses on designing waterscapes that change with day and 
night, seasons, and even weather, ensuring the space remains attractive throughout the 
year. A waterscape might be shallow and calm during the day, reflecting the sky and sur-
rounding trees to create a peaceful atmosphere; at night, underwater lights illuminate 
the water, and gentle fountain jets ripple, transforming it into a highlight for evening 
walks. In spring, surrounding flower beds bloom brilliantly, adding color and fragrance; 
in winter, the waterscape can be adjusted to form small ice scenes, or evergreen trees can 
be placed around it to maintain visual appeal. 

These spatial and temporal narratives collectively shape the emotional characteristics 
of the place, allowing the waterscape to transcend a mere functional space and become 
a carrier of memories and connections. Users are no longer onlookers but participants in 
the landscape; with repeated visits, their bodily memories accumulate, the joy of a child’s 
first time playing in the pool, the comfort of a daily evening walk along the riverbank, 
the  nostalgia of watching autumn leaves float on the water. These memories embed 
the space deeply into individual and collective identities, making it a meaningful part of 
the urban fabric. 

3. THE CULTURAL AND SOCIAL DIMENSIONS OF WATERSCAPES 

Waterscapes are deeply intertwined with culture. They are not neutral spaces but car-
riers of history, symbols, and collective memories. Throughout human history, water has 
always held profound cultural symbolic meaning, representing life, purification, continu-
ity, and change. In many societies, rivers, lakes, and oceans are regarded as sacred places, 
and waterscapes are at the core of religious rituals, cultural traditions, and community 
life. In contemporary urban contexts, restoring or reconstructing waterscapes often be-
comes an important way to recover lost cultural heritage, reinterpret historical narratives, 
and strengthen community identity. 

A city canal once served as a vital industrial artery for transporting goods between 
factories and ports. As industry declined, it gradually fell into disrepair, becoming an 
abandoned space associated with pollution and decay. Through transformation guided 
by pragmatic aesthetics, this canal can be turned into a cultural landmark that highlights 
industrial heritage, improves environmental quality, and promotes community interac-
tion. Original infrastructure that once symbolized decline, concrete walls, railway tracks, 
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factory relics, was preserved and reinterpreted: green plants climb the walls to soften 
their rigid appearance, railway tracks are transformed into seats, and interpretive instal-
lations tell the canal’s role in the city’s industrial history [5]. Native aquatic plants are in-
troduced to purify the water and add seasonal color, while walkways and bridges provide 
multi-angle viewing perspectives. The resulting space is not only a leisure area but also 
a carrier for preserving and conveying the city’s cultural heritage. 

Waterscapes also play a key role in promoting social interaction and inclusivity. Un-
like public spaces focused on specific groups, such as sports fields and museums, water-
scapes have universal appeal that transcends age, ability, and background. They set up 
diverse areas for resting, playing, contemplating, and activities, ensuring everyone can 
find an interaction method that suits their needs: children can play and explore safely in 
shallow water areas, teenagers can socialize with friends on riverside promenades, the 
elderly can enjoy the scenery quietly in waterfront resting areas, and people with disabili-
ties can fully participate in the waterscape experience through wide accessible paths and 
level access to water features[6]. 

Furthermore, waterscapes are ideal venues for holding public rituals and commu-
nity events to strengthen social bonds. Festive activities, art performances, water-based 
ceremonies, and environmental education programs all find a natural home in water-
scapes. A city’s annual water festival might include flower boat parades, water-themed art 
installations, and popular science workshops on water conservation, bringing together 
residents of different ages and backgrounds to celebrate and learn about local water ar-
eas. These activities not only enhance the aesthetic experience of the waterscape but also 
foster a sense of community belonging and shared responsibility for the space. 

4. ADAPTIVE AND SUSTAINABLE STRATEGIES IN PRAGMATIC 
DESIGN 

Against the backdrop of climate change, accelerated urbanization, and resource scar-
city, waterscape design can no longer be limited to static, isolated spatial forms. It must 
become an active component of urban resilience, capable of addressing environmen-
tal challenges while maintaining aesthetic and cultural value. From the perspective of 
pragmatic aesthetics, environmental sustainability is not separated from design; instead, 
ecological needs are integrated into the core structure of the waterscape, making sustain-
ability a source of aesthetic and cultural significance.

One of the core principles of this perspective is “adaptability”, designing waterscapes 
that can respond to environmental changes such as fluctuating rainfall patterns, rising 
temperatures, and extreme weather events. This includes integrating flexible design ele-
ments such as adjustable water levels, seasonal vegetation, modular components, and 
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intelligent monitoring systems [7]. A rain garden with adaptability can use permeable 
pavements and water storage tank networks to collect and store excess rainwater during 
heavy rains, alleviating urban waterlogging; during dry periods, drought-tolerant vegeta-
tion selected for the garden can survive with minimal irrigation, and stored water is used 
to maintain the growth of key plants. Such a waterscape not only functions effectively 
under different climatic conditions but also changes its appearance with seasons, forming 
a dynamic aesthetic experience that reflects natural rhythms. 

The integration of “living infrastructure” is another important strategy, ecosystems 
that provide both environmental and social benefits. Unlike traditional gray infrastruc-
ture, living infrastructure manages water, improves air quality, sustains biodiversity, and 
enhances aesthetic value through natural processes. A wetland serving as living infra-
structure can filter pollutants from urban runoff, alleviate waterlogging, provide habitats 
for birds and other wildlife, and create a landscape rich in natural beauty that stimu-
lates users’ senses [8]. By treating ecosystems as organic components of waterscape de-
sign, pragmatic aesthetics redefines the connotation of infrastructure. It is no longer just 
a technical solution but a vital part of the city that contributes to both environmental 
health and human well-being. 

Education is also a key link in adaptive and sustainable waterscape design. From the 
perspective of pragmatic aesthetics, the full value of a waterscape lies not only in its ma-
terial form but also in the cognition and connection it fosters among users. Interpretive 
signs, interactive exhibits, and educational programs can be integrated into the water-
scape to popularize knowledge about water cycles, ecosystems, and sustainability. A riv-
erside park can set up a series of interpretive signs to explain the water purification prin-
ciple of the park’s wetlands, or design interactive exhibits that allow children to simulate 
the impact of different land uses on water quality. These educational elements not only 
deepen users’ understanding of the environment but also encourage them to actively 
participate in environmental protection, turning the waterscape into a tool for environ-
mental stewardship. 

5. CASE REFLECTION: URBAN CANAL REDEVELOPMENT 

To concretely demonstrate the practical application of pragmatic aesthetics in water-
scape design, we can examine the redevelopment project of the West Canal in Millbrook. 
This 2.5-kilometer canal running through the city’s core was built in the 19th century and 
once served as a vital freight corridor connecting the city’s factories to the nearby river, 
a lifeline of the city’s industry. By the early 21st century, however, it had fallen into dis-
repair. After factories closed one after another in the 1980s, the canal became a dumping 
ground, suffering from water pollution, overgrown banks, and dilapidated infrastructure. 
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In 2015, the city launched a redevelopment project, guided by pragmatic aesthetics, 
to transform the canal into a vibrant public space that highlights industrial heritage, im-
proves environmental quality, and promotes community interaction. 

The priority of the project was to address the canal’s environmental degradation. 
A team of ecologists and landscape architects collaborated to develop a series of ecological 
interventions: introducing native aquatic plants such as water celery, pickerelweed, and 
duckweed to purify the water; laying permeable pavements along the canal banks to re-
duce stormwater runoff; and constructing small wetlands at both ends of the canal to treat 
wastewater. These measures not only improved the canal’s water quality from Grade V 
(severely polluted) to Grade III (moderately clean) within five years but also endowed it 
with new aesthetic value. The plants form a dynamic landscape that changes with seasons, 
blooming in spring, providing shade in summer, and displaying rich foliage in autumn.

Subsequently, the design team focused on preserving and reinterpreting the canal’s 
industrial heritage. They did not demolish the original infrastructure such as concrete 
walls, metal rails, and old factory loading docks. Instead, they repurposed these elements 
while preserving their historical character: cleaning and restoring the concrete walls, 
adding interpretive signs to explain their role in the canal’s industrial history; transform-
ing the metal rails once used for transporting goods into seats and handrails, infusing 
functionality and nostalgia; converting the old factory loading docks into viewing plat-
forms, allowing visitors to overlook the canal and imagine its busy industrial past. 

Finally, the team designed the canal as an inclusive, community-oriented space: build-
ing wide accessible walkways along both banks of the canal to ensure smooth access for 
people with disabilities; carefully arranging resting areas to meet both sun and shade needs; 
creating small plazas for community events; installing a children’s play area with water jets 
and interactive elements in the middle section of the canal; and constructing a waterfront 
amphitheater at one end for concerts, theater performances, and educational activities. 

The redevelopment project has achieved remarkable results. Since its opening in 2020, 
the West Canal has become one of Millbrook’s most popular public spaces, attracting an 
average of 500,000 visitors annually [9]. The canal’s water quality continues to improve, 
and native wildlife such as herons, ducks, and fish have returned to the area. Events held 
around the canal, such as the annual water festival, summer concert series, and envi-
ronmental education workshops, bring together residents of all ages and backgrounds, 
fostering a strong sense of community pride and ownership of the space [10]. 

The key to the West Canal project becoming a successful example of pragmatic aes-
thetics lies in its integration of function, beauty, and meaning. It is not only an ecologi-
cally sustainable space addressing urban environmental challenges but also a visual aes-
thetic landscape that stimulates the senses and a cultural carrier preserving and conveying 
the city’s history. Most importantly, it is a space actively used and loved by the community,
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 which confirms that the beauty of urban design does not come from decoration or style 
but from connection, use, and meaning. 

Pragmatic aesthetics brings a paradigm shift to the understanding and design of ur-
ban landscapes, especially waterscapes. It moves away from the traditional aesthetic focus 
on formal beauty, abstract concepts, and static design, and instead centers on lived ex-
perience, adaptability, and meaningful use. In waterscape design, this perspective opens 
up new possibilities for creating spaces that are ecologically sustainable, functionally ef-
ficient, emotionally resonant, and culturally significant. 

With its inherent dynamism, sensory richness, and cultural symbolism, waterscapes 
are ideal carriers for leading this shift. They prove that aesthetic value does not come 
from distance and observation but from interaction and connection; function and beauty 
are not opposing forces but complementary and unified; urban spaces can be both resil-
ient and full of human warmth. As cities around the world face the multiple challenges of 
climate change, homogenization, and social fragmentation, waterscape design guided by 
pragmatic aesthetics points out a way forward. This path values the needs of both humans 
and the planet and strives to create cities that are functional, sustainable, and beautiful 
with meaning. 

The future of urban waterscape design lies in embracing this pragmatic aesthetic vi-
sion. It requires close collaboration between landscape architects, urban planners, and 
community members, prioritizing local cultural and ecological characteristics, and de-
signing spaces that can meet the needs of both current and future generations. Through 
such efforts, the waterscapes we create will no longer be just public spaces. They will 
become vibrant organic parts of the city, nourishing the body, inspiring the mind, and 
comforting the soul.
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