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What Determines the Image of a City?
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Abstract
Different images of cities are inherited from their own culture. However, the
inheritance is hardly to be analyzed dedicatedly. The password of different
appearances of cities is the institution formed in the development process
of a city. The convergence of engineering technology and institution of a city
determines the image of the city. The appearance of a city is not simply an
outcome of design, but duplicate and inheritance of institution genes.
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1
Before Jane Jacobs, architects and planners had pondered: What decides
the growth and death of a city? What decides the unique landscape
and physical form of a city? Like an early biologist, we can feel the
close connection between the appearance of a city and its distinctive
historical heritage (the same way that we know offspring instinctively
inherit the features of their parents). However, such relationship is often
categorized into the scope of culture and tradition, which is not able to
be analyzed in a standardized way.

From the perspective of an architect, it is apparent that the image of
a city is mainly formed by buildings, and the appearance of a building
is determined by its architects. Then it could be said that the image of
a city is mostly decided by architects since they decide on the image
of the buildings. In other words, we can choose the image of a city by
choosing the design style of the buildings.

Thirty years ago when I graduated from my architecture department,
I had a firm belief in this. At least, I thought 80% of a city’s image
depended on the design of the architects. However, 20 years ago, after
working on urban planning for 10 years, I am not so sure any more. But
at that time, I still believed that 50% of a city’s image was dependent
on the style its architects had chosen. Now I take an opposite opinion.
I believe the designing style of the architects can decide no more than
20% of a city’s image. The essence of a city’s image has been decided

before the architects start their work.

2

In recent years, more and more Chinese cities have invited top-level
foreign designers and their works. With the improvement of building
technologies, construction materials and, in particular, the advancement
of economic, the design by Chinese architects has been getting close

to the “international level”. However, the convergence in architecture
does not lead to the convergence in urban image between Chinese and
foreign cities.

Many Chinese people complain about the similarity of Chinese
cities. However, if you have stayed in a foreign country for a while
and visited enough cities, you will find, surprisingly, there are many
“similarities” among the foreign cities. In fact, even foreigners get
confused by their cities. However, with half an eye we can distinguish
English cities from the others from North America. Culturally and

traditionally, the urban characters of these two countries should be

quite easy to differentiate. Apart from the departure in history, it is
such a surprise that the road network in the new continent shifted from
the original style of the Great Britain to the sheer checker-board style
without any transition.

Such similarity and difference between cities show that a city’s
image is far from being decided by a single factor of architectural
design. Although architects are imitating each other, the cities are
often very different in character. The architects might be able to design
buildings of similar style in different cities, but after they are built in
different cities, they become part of the fabric of the city. Apparently,
architectural design is not the only factor influencing a city’s image,
even not the major factor. Under the skin of architecture, there must be

some other stronger factors that are deciding the image of the city.

3

The influence of technology upon urban image has been noticed by
many people from different perspectives. Edward Glaeser pointed
out in Triumph of the City: “Transport technology has always played
a decisive role in the form of a city”. He noticed that “when people
have to walk on foot, they try to walk as close as possible”. Streets in
the ancient times were narrow and winding, with shops crowding on
both sides and a very clear center. “A city with cars is quite different,
expanding and extending out horizontally in a basically similar way.”
“Cars make it possible for residential areas to be constructed in large
scale and with medium density.”

In addition to transport technology, the advancement in engineering
decides, to a great extent, the skyline of a city. A half century ago,
residential buildings in China were mostly no more than 3 storeys.

The height of the buildings was limited by the construction technique
of brick-wood structure. With the popularization of brick-concrete
structure, multi-story buildings has become the dominant form for
residential mansions in China. Up till the 1980s, most of the residential
buildings in China were 6 to 7 storeys high, because elevators are
required for buildings higher than 6 storeys according to the related
standards. In a time when elevators were still luxury goods, the limited
budget could only afford a building no higher than 6 storeys, or at most
7 storeys with mezzanine.

As the economy develops and technology advances, the percentage
of the cost of elevators of total project cost dropped dramatically. In

particular, as the cost of land increased, building height has become the
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important means for increasing the floor area ratio. Since the 1990s,

there have been more and more high-rise buildings. Again, the height of
buildings are limited by some regulations. Among them, height limits
for firefighting and aviation safety are two major factors.

With all types of “height limit”, the domination of a city’s skyline
is not simply dependent on technology, but the point of intersection
between the technological curve and the curve of urban development
— the technological level of a city at the stage of fast development.

A technology, if matured when the main part of a city has already
been constructed, will have less influence on the skyline of the city.
This explains why, with similar vertical transportation technology, the
skylines of London, New York and Shanghai are totally different.

In addition to external technology, the “standards” of urban planning
can play an important role in sculpturing a city’s image. An attempt
had once been made in promoting the design of continuous street walls
in Xiamen’s new business center, but was later found that such design
was limited by the existing technical standards. For example, a setback
is required in the technical specification for a building, but the length
of setback is determined by the level of road and the height of the
building. At the same time, the firefighting standard makes it necessary
for a high-rise building to have a roadway surrounding the building and
at least three walls for fire rescue. These regulations make it impossible

to form a continuous street wall that resembles the Wall Street.

Compared to the technical restrictions, the property ownership
system has a greater and more latent influence in China. Many foreign
architects find it difficult to understand why Chinese people concern so
much about the orientation of the buildings, particularly the residential

buildings. The south-north architectural orientation has formed the

most important feature of urban image throughout the country. In fact,
in the traditional cities or even the rural areas in China, architectural
orientation is not the biggest concern. Then why, in just a couple of
decades, does “orientation” become the common preference of the
residential buildings in China?

One interesting explanation points to the housing distribution
system back in the times of planned economy. In the past, the main and
guest rooms of different orientations were easily distributed among
the family members and according to different functions. Maximal
utilization of space resources is the primary concern of traditional
houses. In the welfare-oriented public housing distribution system,
there were two extremes for the houses distributed to different families:
the house with the best orientation and the house with the worst.

While the distributed areas were calculated according to a series of
standards, the floor and orientation become the largest problem in the
process of housing distribution. This has made it a main principle for
designing these public houses to avoid east-west orientation. After the
commercialization of housing, the amplified orientation preference
has been inherited. Since orientation results in the difference of house
prices, the property developers have tried their best to avoid projects
with east-west orientation. The result is, the single architectural
orientation has become the common image shared by almost all the
cities in China.

Another system, which also has profound influence on the image
of Chinese cities, is the “public institutions” (as "Dan Wei" in Chinese)
established during the times of planned economy. Back then a large
part of the public services in the urban areas were not provided by the
market, but these “public institutions”. Public institutions with “good
welfare” had their own residential buildings, dining hall, bathhouse,
medical treatment room, and even cinema, school and hospital. These
exclusive facilities, for internal welfare only (certified through internal
notes), inevitably led to growing “compound” and expanding “block”,
resulting in the disintegration of “dense network of small roads” in
traditional cities and the formation of Soviet Union-style large block
and the network of “main-supplementary-branch” roads.

After the reform of market economy, most of the public services
have been provided by the market. As a result, the “property developers”
has replaced the “public institutions” to become an important player
in modern China’s urban system. To widen their advantages over their

competitors and increase the value of their projects, the developers vie
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with each other in providing exclusive services for their residential
buildings from big garden to clubs, swimming pools, shops and even
excellent new primary and secondary schools. Such development mode
further internalizes public services in urban areas and expands the

street blocks. The internal public spaces and roads occupy the resources
which should belong to the city, resulting in the growing shrinkage of
branch road system and public green space. The developers take the
place of the government to provide exclusive public services and extend
the urban landscape of “public institutions” on a higher level.

Public services, which should have been provided by the
government, have been taken up by the property developers and offered
to the residents within a community in an exclusive way, fragmenting
the continuous urban texture and making self-sustaining communities
which are more like “lonely islands”. Street life is disappearing, and
the privatization of public services has led to the widening of the gap
between the rich and the poor in the urban areas. Although planners and
architects have been calling for the reconstruction of street mode with
“dense network of small roads”, cities still spread and expand according
to the logic featuring a Chinese characteristics. Apparently, as long as
the developer-dominant public services and housing supply practice is
not changed, it will be impossible for the western urban street image to
be formed in China’s cities, nor will it be possible even to return to the
traditional Chinese image (such as the “Siheyuan” in Beijing and the
streets in Gulangyu, Xiamen) — no matter how nostalgic people are for

the “poetic living”.

Back to the beginning of this criticism, why there is such a
similarity among cities in North America? From the institutional
perspective, the reason is that these cities had similar construction
technology and standards at the preliminary stage of urbanization,
and their property ownership systems were similar with only slight
differences. Likewise, the reason why the road network in North
America is so different from the cities in old continent is largely that the
urbanization of the old continent was launched based on its complicated
and steady private land ownership system, and the road network must
be extended along the roads with the lowest transaction costs. While
in the case of cities in North America, most of the lands were publicly
owned when urbanization started, enabling the government to apply the

easiest method and cut the lands with a road network resembling the

checker board.

Urban system is basically the system about land rights — including
the transfer and updating modes of lands. The essence is to set the
boundary between rights of the land owners and the other people.

The division of these rights has an influence upon the urban image far
larger than we had imagined. Known or unknown, the rules, laws and
regulations related to the land systems are influencing a city’s image
behind the urban buildings in a hidden manner. If we want to change the
image of a city, we need to first redesign these systems hidden behind

the buildings.

Buildings are never the product of the architects’ free will.
Institutions play a crucial role in urban landscape. When architects
are reflecting on the theories of design and comparing the differences
between Chinese and western cultures and ideologies, few people
realize that all these things have been programmed at the time we select
the city’s development. Although, on the microscopic scale, we can give
a “cosmetic surgery” to a city through architectural design, the oriental
“urban face” still maintain stubbornly the enormous difference between
the western and the eastern cities. The architects’ design can influence
the appearance of the city we live in, but can never decide the historical
landscape of the city. They arrogantly believe their personal style has
determined the appearance of a city, but under the appearance it is the
intrinsic institution that decides the difference of urban landscape —
it is the urban system that decides which architect can eventually be
the winner. If we consider a city as a living body, then its institutions
are like the gene of the city. Like genes, similar institutions carry the
hereditary code of a city, copying one after the other urban “ethnicities”
that are different and yet similar.

As our understanding of institution gets deeper, institutional design
might be included into the disciplinary scope of urban planning and
architecture to become equally important, or even more important than
physical design. At that time, we not only will know how to shape
our city with physical design, but also the way to repair the damaged
institutional genes with institutional design, in order to influence the

growing and changing city.




