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In the quest for modernization, China has embarked
upon the construction of new university campuses.
These new campuses are often planned in a way similar
to the ‘Forbidden City’, isolated from the surrounding
context. Under this model, most of the university
resources are arranged within boundary walls and not
allowed to be used by neighboring residents. This type
of arrangement reinforces the politics of public-private
separations and produces a discriminating urban policy
of exclusion. While acknowledging the significance
of boundary the paper speculates alternatives to the
traditional master plan of university campus, through re-
examining the current role of boundary in the bottom-up
process and the production of shared resources. Instead
of providing one-off design solutions, the alternatives re-
examine a real-life condition as an evolving process and
dynamic system through a set of strategies by which
planners, urban designers, architects and landscape
architects can use in redefining the boundary between
public and private.
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It is not the wall that we are calling into question, but the
inflexibility and ancient strategy of a wall as a singular means
of security.

—Ronald Rael, Border Wall as Infrastructure

1 Background

In the making of urban district, China has undertaken
several models of development throughout its history,
from the ancient prescription of city building, to the
“lilong” house during the post Treaty Port era, to the
“danwei” in the late 1940s, and then to the current
international practice™. Among them, the Li-Fang
City of Tang Dynasty (618-907) and the New City
Movement of Modern Era (1980s-present) are perhaps
the two most astonishing models of city development.
They suggest two different ways of making Chinese
urban districts: one follows a strictly hierarchical
grid system, while another takes the universal form
of modernist planning practices. What is in common,
however, is that both planning principles used the
‘boundary wall’ as a device of turning a piece of land

into a city of enclaves.

1.1 Historical Models of the City of Enclaves
1.1.1 The Li-Fang City

In the Tang Dynasty, China built the world’s largest
capital city Chang’an with a population of more than
one million. The planning of this imperial city strictly
followed the principle of “Li-Fang”, which strongly
reflected a social and spatial hierarchy and symbolized
the absolute power of the emperor. As recorded in the
Han revision of venerable Zhou Li contained in the Kao
Gong Ji, the entire city was composed of “Fangs”, and
each of them further consisted of a number of individual
houses. These “Fangs” were enclosed by walls and
arranged in an orthogonal grid system layout. Li-Fang
was an enclosed-structure approach to city planning,
whereby residential streets and market areas were
clearly segregated by a square-grid network of streets.
Informal social and economic activities could hardly
take place in the street. Li-Fang planning system was
used to ensure public safety and oversee cities. Despite
the extremely controlled living environment, the city of

Chang’an was in fact the most prosperous and peaceful

metropolis of the world at that time. The use of the
boundary wall became a very powerful and effectual
ruling instrument of maintaining the public order in this

capital city.

1.1.2 The New City Movement

After almost one and a half thousand years, China is
undergoing another urbanization process at a scale and
pace of which the world has never seen. To speed up
the pace of urbanization, a simple modernist planning
model was adopted as a formula by government
authorities. This international planning model is set
according to a top-down approach in an attempt to mark
out distinct territories. In virtue of a simplified land-
use zone categorization system, a piece of land can
be effortlessly turned, in the shortest imaginable time,
into a city that is made of homogeneous and segregated
zones. In avoiding noisy, filthy, vulnerable, chaotic, and
under controlled urban conditions of the old city, the
adoption of the modernist planning system seems to be
the quickest way to regenerate the picture of Chang’an
City of peaceful, clean, safe, spacious, and controllable
landscapes. Such landscapes represent a return to the
use of the boundary wall as a mediation of social order.
With the rising urban population and the growing
desire for security, social status, quiet and landscaped
living and work places, the Chinese city is now being

transformed into a city of enclaves, once again.

1.2 The Rise of Gated University Campuses
The conventional master plan of Chinese university

campus is dominated with powerful axial arrangement.

The campus is often planned in a way similar to
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The Chengyi Campus of
Jimei University, Xiamen,
China © Jason Ho
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the “Forbidden City”, which is impermeable to the
public life. As China’s higher education continues to
develop, a large number of university campuses have
been built in the recent years. Due to the shortage of
available land in cities, most of these new campuses
were placed in undeveloped rural areas, taking over an
enormous amount of farmland. However, these new
campuses are still arranged in a gated way, isolated
from the adjacent village communities and incapable
of responding to the changing rural environment. The
rise of university-ghettos in China’s rural areas creates
the distinction and segregation between the university
context and its surrounding village context. As a result,
old village communities have remained as “islands” in
new suburban or rural environment, known as “Village
in the City” (Fig.1). Because of the impermeability
of the boundary walls, the potential formation of new
synergistic relationships between the campuses and
the remaining villages is disabled. By reinforcing
privatization, the possibility of “shared resources” is
paralyzed. Under this gated planning model, university
resources, encompassing all types of learning and
leisure facilities, are arranged inside the boundary walls
and impossible to be shared by neighboring villagers.
This type of arrangement emphasizes the politics of
public-private separations, producing a discriminating
urban policy of isolation and exclusion through the use
of boundary wall.

Regardless of the long-established living culture,
residing in a gated community has also been significant
for security and management reasons. After the
outbreak of SARS and the avian flu in 2002, the gated
model of university campus was greatly appreciated
and recognized by the public. While acknowledging
the significance of boundary, this essay speculates
alternatives to the traditional master plan of Chinese
university campus, through re-examining the current
role of boundary in the bottom-up process and the
production of shared resources. The subsequent three
propositions aim at shifting the attention away from the
support / against debate and the discourse of “boundary”
onto the concept of “permeability”. The study uses the
Chengyi Campus of Jimei University, located in Xiamen

of Fujian Province, as a site of intervention. @

2 Site of Intervention

The Chengyi Campus of Jimei University is located
in the Jimei District of Xiamen with an area of over 153
hectares. The new campus is currently sitting between
a bay and an old village (known as Suncuo Village).
The village was formerly a traditional agricultural and
fishing village, where the villagers grew paddy, fruits
and vegetables on the farms and fished in the bay (Fig.
2). After the farmland was requisitioned for the campus
project by the government, the farms were wiped out
within weeks and the access to the fishing bay was
permanently cut off.

Today, the entire area is split into two distinct locales
by a formidable barrier — a jurisdictional boundary
wall. On one side of the wall, the area where the paddy
and fruits were grown has been turned into a large-
scale master planned “University City” with spates of
privatized facilities and amenities, including an up-
scale square, a shopping mall, a cinema, a food court,
a library, a medical center, an indoor sports center,
and an outdoor stadium. On the other side of the wall,
nevertheless, the remaining village is suffering from
a severe scarcity of civic facilities, open public space,
and economic opportunities. After losing the farms and
the fishing business, and denial access to the university
resources, the living condition inside the village
continue to worsen.

Rather than being completely closed from the
campus’ jurisdictional boundary, the current situation of
the Suncuo Village through its symbiotic relationship
to the Chengyi Campus demands the new campus site
to be open. The project embarks on questioning the
current master plan of the Chengyi Campus and asking
how the reconfiguration of the campus and the boundary
can promote permeability while still offering a sense of
security and privacy for the university students living on

the campus.

3 Three Strategies: Thickening, Implanting and
Shuffling

The current master plan of the Jimei University
Chengyi Campus comprises three singular zones: the
Living Zone, the Learning Zone, and the Activity Zone

(Fig. 3). They are linked by a central axis, which is

)

Jimei University, one of the key
universities in Fujian Province, is
a multi-disciplined university with
students from all over the country. It
has a total enrolment of more than
25,000 full-time students. In 2006,
Jimei University opened a new
campus right next to the Suncuo
Village. Today more than 12,000
students are studying on this new
campus.
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the dominant sight line that organizes all the symbolic
university facilities and amenities. Most of the not-
so-notable programs like the student dormitories are
located along the edge between the campus and the
village. The current master plan strategy focuses too
much on providing the new campus with a strong sense
of security, identity and ownership, while dismissing the
potential use of the edges and disregarding the existence
of the remaining village.

The following propositions are thus evolved from
the current campus master plan through restructuring.
The intervention moves from light to heavy as it
speculates three different strategies of blurring, shifting
and dissolving boundaries, working to generate new
campus typologies with varied degrees of permeability.
The strategy of “thickening” is to further transform the
edge between the two communities into a shared space
where potential university facilities and amenities can
be placed for public use; the strategy of “implanting”
revisits the original landscape of the site and works on
the cohabitation of the agricultural farms and the new
university programs; the strategy of ‘shuffling’ looks at
how the two different contexts can be shuffled to create
a mixture of different spaces and activities to promote

new opportunities to emerge.

3.1 Thickening

The gated living model imposes privatization
of urban resources through the use of the boundary
wall. In contemporary design practices, the boundary
has generally been perceived and constructed as an
independent edge that is deprived of architectural
programs and human activities. But can the boundary
between different communities be enlarged into a
space or a zone for shared programs or public uses?
The strategy, thickening, thus emerges to challenge the
traditional appreciation of boundary as a line. The idea
of “thickened boundary” is originated from the Italian
architectural collective Stalker ®and others, such as the
California-based architect Ronald Rael who has been
constantly speculating and expanding the notion of
borders.

Stalker’s Transborderline installation is set to

transform a conventional border structure (a spiral of

barbed wire) into a habitable and crossable space for
potential interaction, meeting, and public confrontation
(Fig. 4).” This urban intervention constructs a social
infrastructure out of a destructive border structure that
allows it to be freely crossed and transcended without
being wiped out and replaced. The line of control in
the installation is thus turned into a new prototype of
urban space, which is capable of not just providing
safety but also promoting a diversity of activities and
freedom of passage. In more recent years, Rael has also
critically examined the U.S.-Mexico border wall and
developed the idea of “Border Wall as Architecture”.
In one of Rael’s provocative design propositions for
the U.S.-Mexico border wall, he transforms a portion
of the border wall in Nogales into a bi-national library
where people on both sides of the border can come to
exchange and communicate through the wall itself. This
bi-national library wall in his concept is not seen as a
negative divider, but rather a facilitator for exchange
and a social space that connects different communities
and lives together. ™ This type of space, according to
either Stalker or Rael, may be understood as a thickened
form of contemporary urban boundary, which still
functions as separating element but with some degrees
of permeability.

To further apply this understanding in the master
planning process of a campus, the thickened boundary
strategy envisions a new campus typology with allowing
a certain number of university facilities and amenities to

be placed on the edge to enable the operations of “shared

zone” and “shared resources”. It is thus thinking about

®

Stalker is a collective of architects
and researchers connected to the
Roma Tre University who came
together in the mid-1990s. In
2002, Stalker founded the research
network Osservatorio Nomade (ON),
which consists of architects, artists,
activists and researchers working
experimentally and engaging in
actions to create self-organized spaces
and situations.
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how the symbolic university facilities and amenities
can be possibly pushed from the “centre” to the
“edge” where the two communities meet. By means of
cooperation with the locals and the use of access control
techniques, such as a card reader system, the admission
to the shared university facilities can be regulated. As
the students and the villagers go through and move
around the “shared zone”, the jurisdictional boundary
line between the campus and the village becomes
blurred, shifted, or dissolved. These shared facilities and
amenities, in turn, have the potential to increase adjacent
property values, create job opportunities, and improve
the quality of life of the local villagers (Fig. 5).

The thickening strategy defies the idea of boundary
as a defensive and hermetic edge and starts conceiving
it as a shared social, cultural, educational, recreational
or commercial infrastructure. It challenges the politics
of public-private separations and reformulates the
idea of boundary as a line, into an understanding of
it as thickness — “a space of living community”.*!
What appears to be a separation between two different
communities can eventually evolve as an ‘ecotone’
— a “shared zone” where people on both sides can
intermingle and negotiate for mutual reliance. To
further apply the idea of “shared zone” in a much larger
context, such as a city, it may possibly change the way
we plan land use in contemporary Chinese cities.

The conventional boundary intervention only comes
after a land use plan has been established. Why cannot
it come with the land use plan at the planning stage?
In Super-zoned Cities, Shanghai-based architect James
Brearley looks at the edge between different land uses as
a space of maximum potential for design interventions.
This is a space in cities where things can become
fuzzy, vague, overlapped and unframed."” However, the
current zoning system does not address or set guidelines
for planning land uses on edges between zones. The
question becomes, as Brearley goes on to explain, how
designers and planners can engage with this potentiality
in the stage of city planning? In both cases of Rael’s
bi-national library wall on the US / Mexico border and
Stalker’s Transborderline installation along the border
between Italy and Yugoslavia, they all tend to promote

new ways of designing border walls at a reasonable

scale, instead of resolving design problems. How can
the concept of “shared zone” engage at a planning level,
challenging the current land-use zoning methodology
that benefits homogeneous, private, and mega-block
development?

Throughout the development of the present China,
the modernist planning theory is the one that heavily
influences the current planning of Chinese cities to have
mono-functional and singular zones, defining a land use
of segregation, an apartheid of everyday life. Current
land-use policy of China has systematically little
concerned with the dynamics of our living environments
by advocating orthodox code regulation based upon
abstract information rendered at the planners’ table;
various land-use plots in different colors are safely
located adjacent to one another in a zoning map —
though in reality, of course, they are typically far apart
(Fig. 6)."" This is why more and more cities in China
become dead at night (Industrial and Office Parks are
two great examples).

All the segregation of land use in China initially
began with the master plan of the city that did not
actually acknowledge the potential use of boundary in
our dynamic living environments. Traditional planners
are taught to make segregated and homogenous zones.
When it comes down to the landscape architects, they
are already given a specific zone with strictly contained
spaces and uses to work with. There is never a zone
between different land uses that could allow a “shared
space” that is more flexible, hybrid and heterogeneous.
As certain places still need to have their private
boundaries (we have to respect this in the Chinese
culture), not all places require mixed-use zoning. For
example, some of the boundary edges between two
homogenous zones may possibly “swell up” and become
thickened with new spaces and activities. Different
commercial and leisure programs and infrastructures can
now be placed in the “shared zones” depending on what
is adjacent to them. To enable this thickening to occur,
planners cannot just zone development blocks based
upon simple land-use zone categorization. Instead,
they must think of how zoning “edges” between mega-
blocks can also create other potential uses and promote

negotiation tactics.
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Limitations: Although the new boundary line has
been withdrawn from the jurisdictional line in order
to allow the operations of shared space and shared
resources, the rest of the campus still functions as a
huge barrier preventing the villagers from accessing
the fishing bay and other public infrastructures, such
as a nearby Bus Rapid Transit Station (BRT). In this
proposition, the scale of the campus is far too large to
achieve greater degree of openness, accessibility and
connectivity. The strategy, thickening, limits at only
focusing on the rearrangement of the programs, with
less emphasis on the original conditions of the campus
site. Accordingly, the farming tradition and the fishing
business still need another strategy to be retained for the

local villagers.

3.2 Implanting

Under the carpet-like and tabula rasa model of
China’s current peripheral development, an enormous
amount of traditional arable land has been eradicated to
welcome new developments. Most of them are mass-
scale university ghetto-cities. Without alternative jobs
and salaries, many of the local villagers left the villages
and migrated to the cities. Rural culture and rural life
are reaching extinction and the peripheral development
stands as one of the most problematic ends of China’s
recent urbanization.™

In his renowned work for the Shenyang Architectural
University Campus, Landscape Architect and professor
Kongjian Yu reconstructs a new grid network of paddy
fields on a wrecked cropland site, which functions as
an operational and productive agricultural landscape of
the campus. Instead of the local peasants, the students
are now taking full responsibility for the rice farming,
displaying a picture of rural landscape inside a gated
enclave. The first Chinese Pritzker Prize-winning
architect Shu Wang applies the similar method in his
proposal for the Xiangshan Campus of China Academy
of Art. Instead of conserving the original farms of the
site, the original landscape was destroyed and then
recreated again. What is different to Yu’s proposal is
that a small number of peasants are still able to access
the campus to continue farming.

Both sites of the proposed campuses were originally

arable farmland that was demolished during the land-
clearing process. So as to maintain the cultural identity
of site, both designers strive to reinvent a kind of
nostalgic image of China’s disappearing rural landscape.
One may ask why the original farmland cannot be
preserved and turned into a “shared landscape” for
both students and peasants, in such a way to retain
the endangered rural culture. However, what really
appears to be a hindrance in both projects is actually
the “size” of the proposed campuses. The large scale
of the development is usually the reason of causing the
inflexibility of programmatic arrangement. With regard
to the rise of gated enclaves in Chinese cities, professor
Kim Dovey argues that the damage caused by them
is not “linked to the formal type so much as the scale
to which they have developed — each development
has become a giant privatised cul-de-sac in the urban
fabric”. ®IThis super-scale blanket development of
gated enclaves in rural areas, according to Dovey, has
probably become the most serious threat to rural life and
rural culture.

This second strategy, ‘implanting’, is thus not to
reinvent but to reserve the original landscape of the
Chengyi Campus site, mainly the paddy fields and
the orchard gardens, as parts of the new campus. As
opposed to the current tabula rasa method, the new
programs of the campus need to be carefully implanted
into the farms without massively demolishing the
original tissue of the site. In order to make room for
the preserved farms, the scale of the campus must be
downsized. All the learning and living facilities are now
being mixed and grouped into a number of smaller-scale
compounds. Through downsizing, the accessibility and
openness of the site can offer much greater degree of
permeability than that in the “thickening” strategy.

Other up-scale university facilities and amenities,
such as the shopping mall, the cinema, and the medical
centre, might then be situated in-between the scattered
compounds. Rather than being contained, these facilities
located outside the compounds can be turned into
public or semi-public resources open to the public.
The remaining rice fields and orchard gardens also no
longer work as a nostalgic image of the rural landscape

of a gated campus. They can be operated together by
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the students and the villagers. With greater access to
the farms, the villagers can continue to graze cattle and
sheep and the fishermen would be able to re-access the
fishing bay and carry on their everyday fishing activities.
The rural culture and life can be adapted as part of the in-
between space and thus prolonged, and the quality of their
lives of the villagers can be eventually improved (Fig. 7).
Limitations: The implanting strategy requires the
erasure of the jurisdictional boundary wall to gain
the greater permeability of the campus. However, by
looking closely at the existing conditions, the boundary
wall between the two communities actually plays a
very important role in catalysing micro-economy and
facilitating informal exchanges and social interactions.
It starts to become clear that by fully taking away or
removing the administrative boundary wall and making
the edge too open, too accessible and too visible,
we may erase or diminish potential micro-economy,
informal activities, and close-knit village qualities. So
in the implanting strategy, erasing the boundary wall
altogether might not be the best option. Some of the
boundaries between different contexts still need to exist

but have to be thickened.
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3.3 Shuffling

The idea of modern land-use zone categorization is
to establish and keep apart dissimilar or incongruous
uses to protect safeguarded property values by
preventing negative effects attributable to laissez-faire
development. This one-dimensional land-use zoning
produces monotonous and isolated living environments
disconnected from larger networks of landscape.
By reinforcing boundaries in modern land-use zone
categorization, potential synergies and cooperation
between different contexts are disabled. Spontaneous
social and economic life, as a result, can be hardly
sustained. Against this backdrop, the strategy, shuffling,
focuses on how two different contexts could be possibly
mixed to create different activities and spaces, in such a
way to promote new opportunities to emerge.

The shuffling strategy interrogates how some
programs of the Chengyi Campus and some programs
of the Suncuo Village can be shuffled and juxtaposed
to create a mixture of different contexts, presenting
an image of “the university inside the village and the

village inside the university”. In order to make room

for the university programs, a number of village houses

10.

10.

SERABKETEE ©
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IEEE? T —RRR
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A hybrid building typology ©
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need to be removed or relocated to the campus site.
This mixture generates multiple edges between the two
different contexts in multiple locations. For example,
in Area B, two university department buildings and
one student dormitory building have been plugged
into the void and blended with the existing village
houses, forming a small-scale campus cluster. The three
buildings can be arranged in different ways according
to the size and the form of the void, and with respect to
the spatial qualities of its new neighborhood. By placing
different university facilities and amenities on the edge,
different thickened edge typologies between the campus
cluster and the surrounding village might then be
generated (Fig. 8).

In further blurring the boundary between public and
private, civic and domestic spaces, the third strategy
suggests a multi-level elevated walkway system. This
public elevated walkway system is to activate the
underutilized rooftop spaces of the university buildings
and the village houses, providing alternative everyday
spaces (vegetable gardens, sports courts, commercial
bars, etc.) for both the students and the villagers.
Without entering the private university building, the
public can be brought directly by an external staircase
to the rooftop where potential civic programs or shared
university facilities can be placed. This way, the access
into the university buildings can be controlled. In this
concept, not only can some of the university facilities be
accessed for public events, but the university can also
be extended outwards, creating connections and links to
adjacent and distant village houses.

With the use of the multi-level elevated walkway
system, many internal floors of the village houses can
be possibly linked together, creating an interwoven
network of a wide range of programs and activities (Fig.
9). Some domestic spaces where the elevated walkway
is cutting through can be turned into commercial shops
or become homes for civil programs. Street vendors can
relocate vending spots from the ground to the ‘air’. The
ramification from the activation of the elevated spaces
may take away some of the ground activities. However,
as many of the university buildings and villages still
operate at the street level, street life is not expected to

diminish, but rather, act as important linkage to connect

the ground and the roof.

As such, it is important to note that there must be a
system of negotiation between different parties to make
this system work. For example, the type of shop and the
time of operation must be regulated by the Department
of Industry and Commerce, and the Village Committee
can provide the garbage collection service. In this case,
it is not so much about designing boundaries, but it is
more about designing or providing micro-infrastructures,
flexible policies and devising an operating framework
that will shift and blur the spatial boundaries (Fig. 10).

Limitations: In the third strategy, the negotiation
of public and private, civic and domestic boundaries
remains insubordinate to conventional code regulation,
suggesting a three-dimensional and multi-colour land-
use zoning for promoting spontaneous social and
economic activities to emerge (Fig.11). However,
because of the dispersal of different university
programs over two different sites, the fixed notion of
boundary is no more practical. As a result, the symbolic
identity and sense of ownership of the traditional
Chinese university campus are dissolved in this model.
Mixing the university context with another context
may also increase the expenses of maintenance of the
dispersed facilities. It requires more security guards
and surveillance techniques to ensure the safety of the
students. Nevertheless, by interweaving the university
and the village spaces, the shared infrastructure and
security are important and beneficial for the common
good of both the village dwellers and the university
students. However, when an infectious disease outbreak
occurs, this campus typology tends to be vulnerable. This

then requires another mitigation strategy.

4 Conclusions

Just as the safety discussion cannot be sidestepped,
the significance of boundary has to be acknowledged.
In the book of Heteropolis, landscape architect and
theorist Charles Jencks claims that the use of boundary
as a security device is necessary and inevitable as it is a
matter of realism.® “Realism” as Jencks reveals, in the
current Chinese context, may possibly refer to market
demand, living culture, and social inequality. He further

argues that all the security devices can be transformed
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into art by styles that would metamorphose hard-
edged materials needed for security into “ambiguous
signs” of intensive beauty and “keep out”. 'Based on
his description, boundary has to be maintained as a
separation in protecting the rights of individuals and
threatened groups, but it can be beautified and become
a visually ambiguous sign of “defensive space”, an
idea broached by Oscar Newman.” All the three above-
discussed strategies recognized the idea of boundary
as a means of security and respected the privacy of the
students. However, neither of them acknowledges the
idea of division nor sees separation as the only solution
as what Jencks suggests. Instead, the reconfiguration of
boundaries in all the three strategies see “permeability”
as the primary goal, which precedes “connection” over

“separation”, “function” over “beautification”, and

“opportunity” over “security”.

into question”, as Rael reveals, but “the inflexibility
and ancient strategy of a wall as a singular means of
security”.™ The challenge is to find a balance between
control and looseness, or more precisely, what is
acceptable and what is desirable for different parties —
the students, the villagers, the university administrators,
and the policy makers. These boundary strategies urge
us to re-examine the way we look at the contemporary
Chinese city to better match the way ordinary people
live and see it. In a city of walls such as Xiamen, public
space and social life undergoes a deep transformation in
a fast pace of urbanization. Addressing “permeability”
in boundary thus cultivates different strategies for
transformation. It is from this perspective that it is
possible to envisage alternative interpretations of

contemporary urban boundary that seek not to limit and

separate, but to empower and connect.
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