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Abstract: 
This study explores Zen philosophy as a foundational framework for sustainable spatial design. Through 
theoretical analysis and case studies, it demonstrates the intrinsic alignment between Zen concepts—such 
as emptiness, naturalness, and simplicity—and sustainability principles. The research further elucidates the 
practical value of these concepts in optimizing spatial layouts, integrating natural elements, and implement-
ing minimalist design practices. The research demonstrates that Zen philosophy not only guides the creation 
of efficient and eco-friendly spaces but also promotes harmony between humanity and nature, as well as be-
tween the material and spiritual realms at a philosophical level. It provides profound theoretical support and 
innovative pathways for the advancement of sustainable design.
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Against the backdrop of global warming and increasingly scarce resources, exploring the integration of 
Zen Buddhist philosophy with sustainable spatial design offers a novel approach to addressing environmental 
challenges. This paper analyzes how core Zen concepts such as “emptiness” and “naturalness” can guide sus-
tainable spatial design, revealing through theoretical discussion and case studies how Zen thought enhances 
spatial efficiency and promotes ecological harmony. This research not only enriches the conceptual frame-
work of green design but also offers fresh perspectives for addressing contemporary environmental challeng-
es.

1 Analysis of the Alignment Between Zen Aesthetics and Sustainable 
Design Principles

Zen aesthetics and sustainable design principles demonstrate profound alignment across three dimensions: 
emptiness, naturalness, and simplicity. This convergence not only offers fresh perspectives and methodolo-
gies for sustainable spatial design but also revitalizes the transmission and development of Zen aesthetics in 
contemporary society. Deeply exploring the essence of Zen aesthetics can yield further valuable insights and 
references for sustainable spatial design.
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1.1 Core Concepts of Zen Aesthetics

Rooted in Eastern philosophical traditions, Zen aesthetics centers on the core principles of “emptiness,” 
“naturalness,” and “simplicity” (Fang, 1995). Among these, the core concept of “emptiness” advocates tran-
scending material constraints to pursue spiritual freedom and tranquility. Its application in design encourages 
maximizing space utilization and incorporating negative space to create an open, airy atmosphere. “Natu-
ralness” emphasizes returning to authenticity, advocating the use of natural materials and the simulation of 
natural environments in design to achieve harmonious coexistence with nature. “Simplicity” refers not only 
to formal refinement but also to spiritual purity and functional completeness, aligning with sustainable design 
principles that reduce waste and enhance resource efficiency. These core concepts of Zen aesthetics provide 
rich intellectual resources and inspiration for sustainable spatial design.

1.2 Fundamental Principles of Sustainable Design

The core objective of sustainable design is to build a world that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. Its core principles revolve around 
ecological balance, efficient resource utilization, and environmentally friendly materials (Gu, Hu & Zhou, 
2013). The principle of ecological balance emphasizes that design activities must respect natural laws, pre-
serve the integrity and stability of ecosystems, and ensure design solutions do not disrupt the surrounding nat-
ural environment. Resource efficiency requires fully considering resource scarcity during the design process, 
achieving optimal resource allocation through optimized material selection, reduced energy consumption, and 
enhanced product durability. The application of environmentally friendly materials constitutes another crucial 
aspect of sustainable design. It advocates the use of recyclable, biodegradable, or low-environmental-impact 
materials to minimize negative environmental impacts during production and disposal. Collectively, these 
principles guide the practice of sustainable spatial design, compelling designers to respect and protect the 
ecological environment while creating aesthetically pleasing and functional spaces, thereby promoting har-
monious coexistence between humanity and nature.

1.3 Compatibility Analysis

Zen aesthetics and sustainable design principles exhibit high compatibility across multiple dimensions. 
First, the Zen concept of “emptiness” signifies transcending material constraints to pursue spiritual freedom 
and tranquility, manifesting in design as spatial openness and flexibility. Second, the concept of “naturalness” 
holds central importance in both Zen aesthetics and sustainable design. Zen aesthetics seeks harmonious 
coexistence with the natural world, advocating the use of natural materials and the simulation of natural envi-
ronments in design—a principle that aligns perfectly with sustainable design's emphasis on environmentally 
friendly materials. Both encourage designers to respect nature, minimize environmental disturbance and dam-
age, and achieve harmonious coexistence between humanity and the natural world. Finally, both emphasize 
the importance of “simplicity.” In Zen aesthetics, simplicity extends beyond formal reduction to encompass 
spiritual purification. This philosophy manifests in sustainable design through minimizing unnecessary orna-
mentation and optimizing spatial layouts to reduce resource consumption and waste. Simultaneously, sustain-
able design's pursuit of functional completeness resonates with Zen aesthetics’ spiritual purity, both pointing 
toward a more efficient and unadorned way of life. These aesthetic principles align seamlessly with sustain-
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able design's pursuit of maximized spatial utilization and multifunctionality, collectively driving innovation 
and advancement in spatial design.

2 Application of Zen Philosophy in Sustainable Space Design

Zen philosophy, with its profound philosophical implications, offers unique inspiration and direction for 
sustainable space design. By integrating core Zen concepts, designers can create architectural spaces that 
align with ecological principles while resonating spiritually. The following sections explore the application of 
Zen philosophy in sustainable spatial design through three aspects—the introduction of the concept of “emp-
tiness,” the integration of natural elements, and minimalist design practices—illustrated with specific case 
studies.

2.1 Introducing the Concept of “Emptiness” to Optimize Spatial Layout and Functional 
Configuration

The “emptiness” emphasized in Zen refers not only to the openness of physical space but also symbolizes 
the liberation and freedom of the mind. In sustainable spatial design, this concept is ingeniously transformed 
into strategies for optimizing spatial layout and functional configuration.

The “Church of the Light,” situated in a residential corner of Kitakasugaoka, Ibaraki City, near Osaka, 
stands as one of Tadao Ando's signature works. The church lacks a prominent entrance, marked only by an 
inconspicuous signboard. Access to the main structure requires traversing a narrow corridor. The interior 
space is exceptionally minimalist, featuring almost no ornamentation beyond a cross embedded within the 
wall. When sunlight filters through the cross's slits, it forms beams of light that illuminate the entire chapel, 
creating a transcendent sense of sacredness (Bai, 2012). This design not only maximizes spatial efficiency but 
also embodies the Zen Buddhist philosophy of “emptiness.” By harnessing natural light, it achieves efficient 
energy utilization, reflecting sustainable design principles and realizing a dual “emptiness” of both physical 
and spiritual space.

Figure 1: Church of the Light, 1988-1989, designed by Tadao Ando
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2.2 Integrating the Concept of “Naturalness” to Foster Harmony with the Environment

Zen Buddhism advocates “returning to nature”, a philosophy manifested in spatial design through profound 
respect for and integration of natural elements. The use of natural materials as decorative elements is not only 
environmentally sustainable but also creates an atmosphere of rustic simplicity, immersing occupants in a 
sense of being within nature itself. The introduction of natural landscapes like greenery and water features not 
only beautifies the environment but also improves indoor air quality and enhances occupants' physical and 
mental well-being. Designs incorporating natural lighting and ventilation bring fresh air and sunlight indoors, 
creating a pleasant living experience. The application of bioclimatic principles makes spatial design more 
intelligent and eco-friendly, adapting to regional climatic characteristics to reduce energy consumption and 
enhance comfort.

Wang Shu's design for the Xiangshan Campus of the China Academy of Art exemplifies this seamless in-
tegration of nature and architecture. The campus preserves extensive natural hills and vegetation, with build-
ings nestled against mountains and water, appearing as if grown from the landscape itself. Traditional local 
materials like stone and wood are extensively used throughout, while clever structural design achieves natural 
ventilation and daylighting. Furthermore, the campus incorporates multiple green spaces and water features 
that beautify the environment while enhancing ecological value. This design strategy not only improves the 
microclimate but also fosters intimate interaction between people and nature (Wang & Lu, 2008).

Figure 2: China Academy of Art Xiangshan Campus, 2002–2007, designed by Wang Shu

2.3 Embracing the Concept of “Simplicity” and Advocating the Design Philosophy of 
“Less is More”

Zen aesthetics, with its distinctive simplicity and purity, has profoundly influenced sustainable spatial de-
sign. It advocates eliminating redundancy and returning to authenticity, aligning perfectly with the design 
philosophy that “less is more.” Guided by this principle, Mies van der Rohe's German Pavilion at the Barce-
lona International Exposition and the Farnsworth House stand as outstanding examples of minimalist design 
in modern architecture.

The German Pavilion employs eight slender steel columns to support its lightweight roof, with expan-
sive glass walls that not only grant the structure exceptional transparency but also dissolve the boundary 
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between interior and exterior, allowing light and air to circulate freely. This design not only showcases the 
inherent beauty of materials but also creates rich visual layers and spatial depth through the interplay of light 
and shadow, making the limited space feel infinitely expansive. The Farnsworth House is composed almost 
entirely of steel and glass, featuring an open and fluid interior devoid of unnecessary partitions or ornamen-
tation. Large glass windows flood the space with natural light, blurring the boundary between indoors and 
outdoors to cultivate a living environment in harmony with nature. Through precise proportional control and 
ingenious material application, Mies van der Rohe maximized spatial utilization while seamlessly integrating 
functionality, fully demonstrating the mastery of minimalist design and profound humanistic care (Zhu, Wang 
& Zhou, 2003).

The designs of the German Pavilion and the Farnsworth House not only validate the effectiveness of the “less 
is more” design philosophy but also offer invaluable insights and inspiration for sustainable spatial design. 
They teach us to discard unnecessary complexity and ornamentation in design, focusing instead on functional 
utility and the exploration of spiritual essence. Through thoughtful conception and ingenious layout, we can 
create aesthetically pleasing yet practical living and working environments within limited spaces, achieving 
harmonious coexistence with nature and the environment. This minimalist yet profound design philosophy 
vividly embodies Zen aesthetics in contemporary design.

Figure 3: German Pavilion at the Barcelona International Exposition, 1928–1929, designed by Mies van der 

Rohe

Figure 4: Farnsworth House, 1945–1951, designed by Mies van der Rohe
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3 Conclusion

With its unique philosophical depth and aesthetic concepts, Zen philosophy offers rich inspiration and guid-
ance for contemporary sustainable spatial design. From minimalist and pure design principles to the pursuit 
of spiritual freedom, Zen aesthetics not only drives innovation in spatial design but also leads to profound 
reflection and exploration within the design field. Through this exploration, we recognize that applying Zen 
philosophy to contemporary design not only enhances spatial functionality and aesthetic value but also fosters 
harmony between humanity and nature, spirit and matter. Looking ahead, Zen philosophy will continue to 
enlighten designers, driving sustainable spatial design toward a perfect equilibrium between innovation and 
utility, spirit and substance—collectively building more harmonious and beautiful human habitats.
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