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Abstract / With a population of 1.3 billion, it has not been easy to achieve
the level of urbanization that China has today. However, Chinese cities are
facing a severe problem — lack of diversity of cityscape. China’s cities are
almost homogenous across the country. That is not saying they only have
one appearance; instead, they have assorted mixes of aggregated chaos.
Contemporary Chinese cities tend to mimic each other and look alike.
Homogenization of cities has become a negative side effect of urbanization,
and this is going to be the core issue to face in the future of the urban
development in China.
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What do you think is the biggest problem in the rapid

urbanization in China over the past 30 years?

Difei JIANG (JIANG Hereafter): During the past 30
years since the beginning of Chinese economic reform, the
speed of urbanization in China has been unprecedented,
and will never be repeated in the history of urban
development. The explosion of urban growth in China
overturned the urban development pattern seen over
hundreds of years in Europe. With a population of 1.3
billion, it has not been easy to achieve the level of
urbanization that China has today. Nowadays, the gap
between cities in China and those in Europe and in
the U.S. has become smaller and smaller in terms of
“hardware” or physical infrastructure. However, Chinese
cities are facing a severe problem — lack of diversity
of cityscape. China’s cities are almost homogenous
across the country. That is not saying they only have
one appearance; instead, they have a similar appearance
as assorted mixes of aggregated chaos. Contemporary
Chinese cities tend to mimic each other and look alike.
Homogenization of cities has become a negative side
effect of urbanization, and this is going to be the core
issue to face in the future of the urban development in

China.

What do you think caused this chaos?

JIANG: There are many reasons. First, the urbanization
in China can reference neither history nor experiences.
Urbanization in European cities has a history of over a
thousand years. The cities in Europe today had gradually
developed and formed from old polises; in contrast,
Chinese cities were developed out of an agrarian
society. Our city managers, citizens, and even scholars
— the majority of scholars come from rural areas —
lack experiences of urban life and standards to evaluate
positive and negative qualities of cities. Nobody knows
with certainty the direction urban development in China

should be heading.

Second, our aesthetics and value system are complex
and mixed. We have not yet formed consensus on shared
values; and thus cityscape varies.

The third reason comes from our current
governmental regime. Every mayor is a manager of
city development. With the designated five-year terms,
urban development encounters rifts every few years.
Meanwhile, a unified implementation and evaluation
system is missing from our city planning and urban
design.

This assorted chaos is happening in all cities
throughout the country, from the north to the south.
Because we construct buildings with the same materials,
the same techniques, and the same operational process;
the designers have been designing with the same method
in every place, in other words, “one-size-fits-all”. In
comparison, some designers in the U. S. make designs
in a few cities or even one city only for their entire lives,
which gives them deep knowledge and understanding of
the areas and the particularities of their sites. Nowadays,
the focus of China’s urban development has transformed
from extensive growth to quality improvement. With
this transition, every city should seize the opportunities

to establish its own unique identity.

What aspects do you think we should look at to build

cities’ identities?

JIANG: First, a city’s development should emphasize
its own unique natural landscape character. The
landscape framework is the basis for a city, and it is also
what makes it irreplaceable and unique compared to
other places.

The second aspect is that our city as a whole should
look like a park. City plazas, streets and important nodes
should be connected into an integrated system by green
corridors. These green corridors can also reflect a city’s
local characters — vegetations in different climatic
zones and various humidity conditions show diverse

appearances. In the past we used to plant southern
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species in the north. We can call this action as “Cultural
Replacement”, and we must end this practice, instead
using native plants as much as possible.

Third, we should try to maintain a city’s historical
heritage. Moreover, we should develop a new cultural
perspective on interpreting our histories — instead of
focusing on certain delicate historical buildings, some
coarse or recent remains also tell stories about the
urbanization process, and we should also give attention
to these.

Fourth, there should be an overall guideline on the
buildings of a city, to control the heights, colors, scales
and forms. A city cannot be filled with dazzling buildings.
In order for a city to form its own characteristics, a rule
is the priority, and the rule needs to be long term carried
on, no matter how many mayors come to govern.

Fifth, the natural environment is the matrix to a
city to develop, and its growth is driven by the social,
economic, and cultural dynamics. I believe cities should
provide lively neighborhoods for civic life. The beauty

of a city lies in its civic life.

The final aspect is about rural development:

over the past 30 years, our urban development has
achieved encouraging results, but the construction in
countrysides has been devastating to our cultural and
historical heritages, and the rural areas are in a scattered
condition. How to develop the rural areas in the future
urbanization process is an issue that we need to think
thoroughly about. For example, many places are
carrying out “village mergers” nowadays, how can we
make reasonable mergers and let them form into new
clusters? It is definitely not right to simply gather all the
peasants and relocate them to live in high-rise buildings.
We should maintain the agrarian culture. On top of this,
although we have plenty of sound researches on the
rural area, innovative design and a guiding model for

rural development are in great need.

You have been dean for the design institute, and are also

a scholar and a city decision maker. What do you think

is conflicting or missing between theory and practice of

China’s urbanization process?

JIANG: I have worked for several decades across
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1. Aerial view
of a city in
Western China:
homogenization of
cities has become
a negative effect
of urbanization.
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2. An assorted mix

of aggregated
chaos shaped by
dazzling buildings:
the "funny
looking" buildings
in the Bund,

at where the
Shanghai World
Financial Center
and the Jin Mao
Tower, the "bottle
opener" and
"syringe" called by
Chinese netizens,
are located. © J.
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industry, academia and government. My personal
feeling is that these three fields are disconnected from
each other. In fact, a lot of government officials are
willing to manage the city well. But they do not know
how to realize it in practice, and have to discover by
themselves, or learn from successful cities or areas.
However, these “successful” experiences are based on
considerations on the sites’ specific natural, social, and
historical contexts and cannot be borrowed directly.
Officials are also longing to see some mature theory
or model that can guide them, but scholars often do
ivory tower research, and do not carry out research
on real practicing issues. We need more than theories
and critics; how to make it work is more important to
us. When [ was in charge of the urban construction in
Zhuzhou City, I often felt it very difficult. On some
issues | was greatly hoping that some experts can make
suggestions. We have held many experts reviews, but
most of which became empty talk. Meanwhile only few
designers can focus on one region and make designs
based on thorough research of the culture and economy
of that area.

In China, large-scale, two-dimension city planning
often lacks the relationship with individual buildings’
design. The inability to control the city space three-
dimensionally at a medium scale has made city
planning just wall hangings. Currently in the process of
urban construction driven economic development, an
authoritative and operable plan is needed — to guide
development projects in detail, to regulate and control,
to work out how to tie city’s development projects with
the national economic plan, and to solve the issue of
optimizing the relationship between land availability
and the city’s spatial framework. However there are
currently too few discussion on these topics. If the
academia can accomplish more systematic researches,
and some design and research institutes in the industry
can conduct research quantitative research on specific
issues, government decisions will have much stronger

foundations.




