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ABSTRACT

The trend of global urbanization has put

the contemporary cities in identity crises by
accelerating place transformations, particularly
in the thriving ground of China. This paper
explores ways of conceptualizing place identity
in relation to rapid urbanization in contemporary
China. After a revisit of the main theories and
studies on place identity from both the social
sciences and design professions (in China and
the West), the paper asserts a philosophical
concept of place identity as a pluralistic and
temporal construct. Drawing on this philosophy,
the paper provides further observation and
critique upon place identity construction praxis
in China through three case studies. These
cases together approach a holistic reading of
the complexity of place identity construction in
China today. Taken as a whole, the paper argues
that construction of place identity in China’s
urbanization should account for its pluralism
and temporality in identity claims, multiple
scales, and transformation of identity through
time. The study of place identity issues in
China’s urbanization leads to a critical reflection
on not only the rapid urbanization of the recent
past, but also that taking place now and likely to
occur in more than a thousand small towns and
villages in the future.
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It is suggested that
these highly related
expressions are

often confused in the
literature of place
identity concept in
design professions;
meanwhile, there is

a limited consensus
on the Chinese
counterpart of place
identity, which is often
translated to “chang-
suo ren-tong"” "di-yu-
xing ren-tong” “di-fang
ren-tong.” The first
translation is widely
seen in literature from
design professions,
and the latter two
have been adopted
extensively in literature
from geography

and environmental
psychology.
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1 Introduction

The breadth of existing theories with place identity, otherwise
referred to expressions as character of place, sense of place,
or spirit of place (genius loci)”, can be traced through

[4]~[6] [71~[9]
, and

philosophy'"™"* human geography, urban design
environmental psychology'"”. Whereas this mid to late 20th
century discourse seems to have run its course in the West,

in China where rapid urbanization is occurring, it is highly
topical! 1",

Driven by global connectedness and liquidity tides, the
contemporary urbanization is constantly putting cities into a
dilemma of being identified as cosmopolis, or rooted in their
cultural raison d’étre. This growing concern with place identity
among Chinese scholars, public officials, urban planners, and the
public is complex and varied. As this essay attempts to reveal,

a deep reading of place identity construction in China leads to
subtle and complex questions of both individual and cultural
identity that somewhat elude the established western methods
of creating place identity. The study of place identity issues in
China’s urbanization leads to a critical reflection on not only
the rapid urbanization of the recent past but also that which is
taking place now and likely to occur in more than a thousand
small towns and villages in the future!™',

First, in broad terms this essay asks how we should
conceptualize the idea of place identity today. Then, specifically
in relation to China, it asks how design professionals can
translate such new conceptualizations of place identity into real
places, affecting real lives. In response to these questions, the
author first reviews a selection of existing place identity theories
and research studies in both Western and Chinese scholarship.
This historical overview of place identity studies reveals limited
consensus on both the terminology and definition of this human-
place bonding among different knowledge traditions, and
outlines a significant disparity in place identity theory between
the social sciences and the design professions.

Secondly, the author outlines his own emergent theory of
place identity, one which is necessarily a pluralistic and temporal
construct, arguing that any construction of place identity in a
certain locus should account for different identity claims and
multiple spatial scales. Additionally, it should include sociology
and psychology, and open out on to the transformation of
identity through time. By developing this temporal and pluralist
conception of place identity, the author seeks to transcend the
dualistic and simplistic notion that a place either has a clear
sense of place, or is alternatively “placeless.”

Thirdly, to link theory to praxis, the author explores three
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examples of place identity construction in contemporary China:
the Datong Ancient City Revival Project, architect Shu Wang’s
practice on place identity construction, and the rehabilitation of
Macha Village on the Loess Plateau. All at different scales, these
case studies present a breadth of issues and particularities that
approaches a holistic understanding of place identity issues in
contemporary China in relation to rapid urban growth.

Finally, the paper offers a conclusion of the complexity and
particularity of issues related to place identity construction in
contemporary China. A rephrasing of the asserted philosophy
of place identity along with its envisioned approach to the place

theory and practice is also summarized.

2 Theories Related to Place Identity

2.1 Urban Design Theories of Place Identity

In late 20th century urban design discourses, most theories
of place were constructed through and limited to the twin lenses
of the landscape and architectural characteristics of a given
location. The concept of place identity and its related ideas
stem from Kevin Lynch’s substantial urban studies gathered in
The Image of the City"”'. This was followed almost immediately
by Gordon Cullen’s The Concise Townscape in 1961, Both
books championed the importance of visual perception and
stressed the ways in which urban form impresses itself upon our
cognition and from which we can construct coherent narratives
of collective and individual identity.

In his analysis of the concept “environmental image,”"”’
Lynch defines the identity of a place as a necessary sub-structure
of a workable image, which distinguishes an object in its
identification. Through his phenomenological studies in Boston,
Jersey City, and Los Angeles, Lynch explicated the correlations
between the visual perception of urban environment and
people’s identification with the place through the concepts of
“imageability” and “legibility.” This research model on identity
was so exciting and pioneering that it associated with the
commitment of social sciences, by illustrating the psychological
functions between self and place in urban environment.

However, despite a substantial number of interviews and
data, the result could only reflect a single static section of urban-
related identity. Time, not the duration of individual experience
from nodes to nodes, but the process of the identity formation
and transformation, was certainly overlooked in Lynch’s theory.
Without the parameter of time, there is a limitation on reflecting
the historical meaning of urban identity through individual
memories and their potential correlations among the collective
“mental maps.” Additionally, Lynch’s construct of identity
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relied too much on people’s visual perception in recognizing the
distinctiveness of built environment to extend the horizon to
other sensibilities and dimensions of urban landscape.

Lynch’s work opened a floodgate of interest in place-
based design as a cure-all for what was upheld as the modern
pathology of placelessness. Some of the leading endeavours
include phenomenologist and architect Christian Norberg-
Schulz’s elaboration of “genius loci” (genius of the
place)", Christopher Alexander’s empirical efforts in A Pattern
Language”" and his later generalization of principles of order!"),
leading to theories and practices directed by Nordic scholars
emphasizing life in public spaces'”!"®. Although these streams
of inquiry and the design methods they inculcated grew out of
links to the social sciences, they were evidently more concerned
with how designed space affects people, than how the people
make space. In any case, the intention to create “a sense of
place” in the face of relentless modernization that they all held
in common has by now served its purpose and for better or
worse, become mainstream in the developed world.

In recent years, the constant reflections of orthodox urban
planning and design on place identity include the “gradient”

I i questioning the dualisms, and “Place Maker,”

theory
an empirical method of mapping and analysing place identity

in the complex design context”'. However, in comparison to
the literature of late 20th century, it appears to be a paucity in
making significant breakthrough among the theories and studies

of place identity in design professions since the 21st century.

2.2 Phenomenological Theories of Place Identity

Heidegger’s etymological explorations on the intrinsic
meanings of human-place bonding through “to build,” “to
dwell,” and “to be”!"'have underpinned phenomenological
quests to find the essential nature of place identity!*22-3],
The phenomenological model of place identity performs a
hypothetical and descriptive role through the qualitative
inductions. It is a central aim of phenomenological research to
accurately describe what the place means to the residents before
designers’ prescription'*. This point of view was also supported
by the researches and praxes of Cliff Hague and his colleagues,
who stressed the importance of narrative in interpreting place
identity through physical realities, which is as they described,
a process of “receiving, selectively reconstructing and then
re-communicating a narrative that constitutes identity and
transforms a space into a place”’..

Influenced by Yi-Fu Tuan, geographer Edward Relph'
emphasized meaning as an essential component of place identity
that is created through human experience and intention toward
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the place. In his significant book Place and Placelessness, Relph
created a series of dualisms through his inquiry into meanings

in place identity, such as placeness vs. placelessness, insideness
vs. outsideness, and authenticity vs. inauthenticity. For Relph,
place identity is interpreted as a basic feature that interplays with
people’s experience of places'®, and it is only maintained with
“authentic” meanings from local materials, crafts, and traditions.
Relph’s observation on the post-industrial landscape under
globalization triggered the further question of “how to determine
the ‘authenticity’ of the globalizing places over time?”

Similar foci on the meanings in local material culture and
symbolic values were found in Norberg-Schulz’s Genius Loci”. In
his elucidation of genius loci in relation to the conceptualization
of place identity, the genius was objectively given by the nature
and cultural landscape. The existing geography, hydrology, terroir,
and local materials and crafts were all recognized as the narrative
of that genius of the place. This concept focused on material
culture and concrete substances, and ignored different individual
narratives among the residents. In his description, people were
treated with equal desires and visual aesthetics without giving
distinctions over age, gender, and social background”. Moreover,
most phenomenologists tended to be constrained as an observer
or discover of genius loci. Nonetheless they overlooked the role
of designer played in prescribing the place with his or her own

special interpretation of the “genius”'*’),

2.3 Sociological and Psychological Theories of Place Identity

In social sciences, the expression “place identity,” seen as an
extension of self-identity, was coined by Harold M. Proshansky,
Abbe K. Fabian, and Robert Kaminoff working in the field
of environmental psychology'”. In contrast to the urban
design related disciplines, from the mid-20th century till now,
scholarship on human-place relations among social scientists has
grown exponentially. Although the psychological foundations
of people’s emotional ties to place are widely studied”*®"! the
literature in the social sciences indicates limited engagement with
intentionally designed environments"?,

A combination of quantitative instruments and qualitative
observation offers longitudinal study possibilities for
environmental psychologists to answer questions more than
“what place identity is,” but “how place identity develops” and
“what might affect this development.” Developed from Glynis M.

5 [33][34]

Breakwell’s “identity-process theory, place identity is largely

recognized as a developmental process among the scholars in
social science.
Drawing on self-concept theories and urban sociology

[36]

approaches, Marco Lalli”® conceptualized urban-related
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identity as an aspect of self-identity, a “complex association
between self and urban environment” and as “the result of

a social construction process” affected by “physical-spatial
circumstances”"”®. His speculation was built upon a clear
differentiation of the subjective identity from the physical
identity of the place per se, where the latter is largely recognized
as a normative commitment in design profession. In contrast

to Lynch’s “mental maps,” Lalli intends to conceptualize place
identity as a developmental outcome more of social environment

than physical.

2.4 The Epistemic Disparity

Besides the few consensuses on the terminology and
expression of the theories, we must be aware of an epistemic
disparity on place identity between the social science traditions
and design traditions. Social scientists recognize place identity
as a coherent concept extended from self-identity!”'*; however,
by centring the site in their interests upon material culture, the
designers and some phenomenologists tend to interpret the
term as “identity of place,” a distinctive physical property and
material totality of the certain locus”"®!,

We could roughly attribute this cognitive difference to their
divergent commitments of the two traditions. In social sciences,
environment is given, which is considered a known factor in a
study area. Hence the scholars focus on the dependent variable
— human perceptions, actions, and emotions. This also explains
their foci on post-occupancy and less interests in the prophecy
of the physical setting. On the contrary, the design traditions pay
more attention on their commitments for the present and future
possibilities on the site. Designers are ontologically dedicated to
shape the physical settings. For them, environment is certainly
the dependent variable to be changed. However, the bias is that,
from a designer’s stance, the difference and diversity in human
desires, perceptions, behaviours are easily to be simplified or
even neglected.

The salient difficulty in tackling the two interdependent
variables in human-place relations (human and place) has
facilitated some scholars in seeking the inherent orders or
natural laws embedded in this conundrum — Alexander’s A
Pattern Language and Nature of Order were the most significant

efforts ever made”"*! —

but temporality was not included,
leaving the world depicted as a constant abstract.

Moreover, this cognitive disparity also segregates the
empirical methodologies and findings in social sciences from
a promising application in design practices. Therefore, from
the stance of design traditions, we need an update on our

philosophical premises of place identity that will lead the place-
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based design towards an investigative process and a compatible
framework that allow the designers to manage place identity

with the collaboration from social scientists.

3 Place Identity Studies in China

Place identity research in China is following Western
scholarship. Lynch’s urban identity model has had a huge
influence on urban design and planning in China. The panoramic
schema of urban perception posed by Lynch has been simplified

and transformed into an efficient lexicon, which comprises

< 2 <

“nodes,” “corridors,” “axes,” “landmarks,” etc. in directing
urban design and planning in China. The efficiency of top-
down execution is driving the urban practices in China towards
a utopian idea of feigning place identity on the masterplan and
the aerial rendering, without touching the real feelings and
perceptions of the living ground.

Additionally, the complexity of terminology exists among
the government documents and academic discourse upon
place identity. The term “Te Se,” the Chinese counterpart for
“character” or “distinctiveness,” has been the most frequently
used in official documents in referring to place identity. In
design discourse, there is lack of clarification on the meanings
among the terms “cultural identity” (“wen-hua ren-tong”), “place
identity” (“chang-suo ren-tong”), “locality” (“di-fang-xing”), “ad
locum” (“zai-di”, “ben-tu”), and other highly related concepts.

Reacting against the Chinese propensity for misappropriation
of Western models in his earlier writing, the architect Shu
Wang'""! focused on traditional Chinese villages as a way of
countering the conventional planner’s omniscient view of
the city. In this vein, Doctor Rong Zhou has also provided
significant critiques on contemporary China’s urban practices
and modernization in terms of “locality” and “identity”!"*!'"*,
Through a discourse on “environment-based memory” and
“environment-based culture,” Zhou conceptualized an anti-
utopian framework of “architecture ad locum” in exploring a
connection between the place memory and significance!"”.

Overall, there is limited literature providing systematic
critiques on place identity issues and practices in China’s
urbanization. The related discourse in Chinese scholarship
lacks historical overview on the imported concepts of place
identity and their theoretical contexts, which has resulted in

misinterpretations of the concept.
3.1 Place Identity as a Pluralistic and Temporal Construct

The paper is not to give a more distinctive or determinative
definition of place identity than the existing theories; it offers a
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storytelling creatures
and should have been
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new perspective to conceptualize place identity as a pluralistic
and temporal construct that transcends the dualisms and the
disciplinary margins. Place identity as a concept referring to
human-place bonds is never an exclusive monolithic block.
Place is widely acknowledged as a concentric idea that is
applicable to multiple scales””, from home to neighbourhood,
district, city, region, nation, and world. So too to place identity,
which relates to different spatial levels”®. When identifying a
certain place, surely we refer to multiple scales of that place:
what we identify with the neighbourhood we live could be
inconsistent to the workplace, and therefore, a place can

have multifaceted identities to an individual. Furthermore,

the identity that distinguishes one place from another is

based on plural individual perceptions, experiences, and

claims. Humans are certainly natural storytellers, the “Homo
narrator”®?”, Despite the unique narrative that represents
individual interactions with the place, we should not deny the
existence of common identifications in the collective narratives
of regional geography, local climate, and the distinctive culture
of that place. Nonetheless we should admit that its pluralistic
nature determines the diverse narratives of place identity with
collective meanings. For instance, a largely claimed perception of
“placelessness” in a town could be regarded as one shade of its
identities, if only this “placelessness” distinguishes the town in a
region. Apparently, “place identities” is a more appropriate term
here, underlining that a place possesses multifaceted and even
contradictive identities.

To view place identity as a temporal construct is to accept
that it has a longitudinal duration and develops over time. The
temporal nature of place identity also requires a pluralistic
perspective. History is a narrative of the past, therefore the
history of a place is a narrative centered on the past of that
locus. Many studies show that place identity and its perceptions
are in relation to the past of the place, as well as the continuity
of individual’s place identification from the past!**!**I1%],
However, place identity is not only pertaining to the past, but
more of a continuum of the past, the present, and the future.

The acceptance of pluralism in conceptualizing place identity
is by no means admitting the irreconcilable identity respects and
claims, rather it brings in an extensive understanding of place
identity in a changing continuum. Breakwell’s identity process

¥ has put a light on the sameness and continuity of

theory
identity and its maintenance and development. Understanding
its temporal nature will allow us to focus on the change of place
identity rather than being distracted by the static characteristics
and symbolisms. Through Breakwell’s construct, if we accept

place identity as a verb-form instead of a noun, we could thence
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interpret and understand the place en mouvement through its
identity narrations, whose temporality and abundance would
navigate design professionals to avoid monism and stereotypes
in the grounds of history and memory. Michael Southworth and
Deni Ruggeri'” proposed a “gradient” model for place identity
in stressing its pluralism against the dichotomist ideas, but the
neglect of temporality in these dualisms was not discussed.
Indeed, it is the intrinsic temporal nature of place identity

that divorces it from the dichotomy. For instance, one of the

significant dualisms, “authentic vs. inauthentic”'®!

, would appear
fallacious if we admit place identity is a temporally developing
construct, for the once inauthentic would become authentic over
time.

Place identity exists in the living memories of the place;
Despite a sense of stability and belongingness that it offers,
place identity is not an entity to be discovered or preserved, but
an ever-changing process to interact with. This interaction with
change is the biggest challenge for all who are involved in place-
based design praxis and theory. Through an observation of place
identity construction of China’s recent past, this philosophy
of place identity that built upon pluralism and temporality
is employed as an anchor to draw the further critiques and

reflections on those praxes on the rapidly changing grounds.

3.2 Place Identity Issues and Praxes in China

The place identity issues in relation to China’s rapid
urbanization appear by such complexity and particularity that
one cannot apprehend from a single event and scale, neither
from a sheer western cognisance. First, we cannot ignore a
background fact that the decades of urbanization in China have
seen the phenomenal rural-urban identification shift, which is
involved with about a 340-million population®?”. The dramatic
rural-urban land conversions have facilitated the rural residents
to become urban, along with their living memories and cultures
rooted in the thousand years of agricultural society. The urban
population in China has taken up as 56.76% of the total by
2016". The growing urban population is entangled with the
spatial production caused by the grip for plot ratio and land
value in China’s cities. These spatial productions have alienated
the residents’ identities with their once familiar childhood
places.

Secondly, the construction and intervention of place
identity occur in the praxis of multiple spatial scales as well as
different social dimensions, which requires observation upon
cases selected from a wide range of scales. On the other hand,
urbanization has changed the both physical settings and social

networks of China’s cities. We should notice that many issues
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of city-scale identity operations were from the neglect or
intentional simplification of identity management in the sub-
scales. Indeed, constructing the stewardships of place identity
and minimizing the negative impacts upon the existing social
networks has become one amongst the greatest challenges in
China’s urban practices today.

Thirdly, the unique political ecology in China empowers
local governments to play a ruling character in the urbanization
process. The forced relocation under the executive authorities
in both rural and urban areas is never a mild operation, neither
a bilateral communication, putting millions of involuntary
relocatees in significant identity crises with their bulldozed
homesteads and challenges of resettlement. To understand the
radical approaches in place identity constructions, an inquiry
into the terminologies and narrations from government’s official
documents is necessary and helpful. This observation also leads
to the critiques on the government’s grandiose narrative in place
identity operations and the confusion with the cultural identity
and historical identity.

With the following examples of place identity constructions,
the paper reveals a breadth of landscape and a more nuanced
understanding of how place identity is operated through
various philosophies and approaches at different circumstances
and scales, and what the related issues that each case targets
and generates, as well as how they altogether reflect the
pluralistic and temporal philosophy of place identity concept.

3.2.1 Datong Ancient City Revival Project

One recent compelling practice of shaping urban identity
in China, perhaps the most controversial concerning its
interventions, is the Datong Ancient City Revival Project
(DACRP), which was orchestrated and facilitated by Datong
city government. As a case demonstrating place identity
construction from a top-down administration, the project was
premised on the city’s glorious past — Datong was the ancient
capital in northern China 1,600 years ago — as its dominant
identity claim and has sparked wide discussion on historical
conservation in urban transformation. Whereas the enthusiasms
of place branding among many historical cities in China, this
case is to question the ruling history of monism in claiming and
operating urban identity over the living place memories.

The economy of the city has relied on the coal for a long
history. Facing the fact of less than 30 years of extraction in
city’s coal reserves and the crackdown on coal overcapacity
from China’s central government, the city is struggling with
economic transition from its unpromising and foundering
powerhouse.
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DACRP started since the new mayor’s administration from
2008, which was dedicated to an ambition to shift the city’s
identity from coal industry into a city of culture, art, and
tourism*’’, DACRP aimed at reviving the old city by restoring
the Liao Dynasty city wall destroyed during wars, covering an

area of approximately 324 hectares in the center of the city""

(Fig. 1). A substantial number of housing area®*"*!

were
demolished for the restoration and the construction of perimetric
green belt (Fig. 2). Due to DACRP, the land for commercial

use has decreased by 42% inside the city wall, along with the
land for office building dropping by 93%, and residential land
by a reduction of 61%"**"**, Most buildings inside the wall
have been renovated into traditional courtyard fabrics and
skyscrapers were erased to brighten up the “ancient cityscape”
(Fig. 3).

In a manifesto for DACRP'*| the construction of the identity
of the city was stated as an agenda to “develop a special Datong
model of ancient city preservation,” to lead the city to “a cultural
renaissance” and “extend its identity.” This declaration depicted
a political narrative in spatial management, which was driven
by economic motive, historical nostalgia, and the authoritarian
leadership.

In DACRP, the fallacy in the decision makers’ philosophy of
place identity is that they replaced the place histories and living
memories with an absolute historical artefact. Place identity,
however, is not historical identity. In this case, the conception of
place identity was misinterpreted as a single crystallization of
historical identity for the city’s multifaceted living networks, by
overriding the diverse environment-based memories with a static
image of ancient cityscape.

The difference between history and memory must be clarified
to understand this misconception of place identity. Pierre Nora!*!
gave an incisive exposition between memory and history, where
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Due to the DACRP,
approximately 500,000
residences have been
and will be relocated,
accounting for nearly
30% of the city's
population. During
the first year since
the project started,
17,230 households
were relocated, about
140 hm” buildings were
demolished due to the
city wall project. See
Ref. [42]~[45].
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A 90-meter-high
building adjacent to
the ancient city was
demolished in Datong
on August 8, 2016.

DACRPHY,  “ily” 3 87 B REESEHR 2 008 RIERIC Iz
HENLAE— R X RERICAZ I T s 22 1 AT A% 135 i
M2

HK, S FTNIR A IR S W Ty R s 52 ik m iy
X F YA A AL 2 0 RIS HATIMETIAE . FEDACRP T IZAAAEXTF
By BTN R A M DR —— 1 24 3 UOCED ACR PR A5 3805 1 1 S0 38t
A S S TR T e e SOR FMRET (AR R R TR
[vi) 7 T DA ) e A P Ay, RSB 3o ELA S [ D S R AE 2 . R
BEJdA DTSR IX L BN ASORR BRI A 7 sk AR, A e
T OA [ ) 1) SR S 0 22 T A T A 0 TP A S R R 4 2R
Bl =2 G 3 3R T LR, g s N AR SRR Tl 0 58 T vk P AT 9
A —— 2R 5 4

BeAh, FRATLA R ENKG BOA B 2 S HE A 1 R B AR S A RT
AR o R TTINFEA T [ — A2 R S A A, i AT
WNFEVRR W B — B8O G . A Z & BB, 17 B TS
XA AT A AL S — A T e T AL TS S A
BB, XAk 2 50 5 a2 A FATTSE N A H H R
T A2 2 P A RIALER (DA ) e b AT S R AL R A5

ﬁ/;I‘ o

3.2.2 FiH AR S

38 3o F T A SR S R A B TR E A =R I R
AR SCERE T Wl 3 sk 5 v B 20K s R B AR AR 0L (SR ) 7
FEAY ) MG BRI L ZREEZPHARS, KRR T 2%
P, EEXTE R ARG L A rp E K A A AR

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / PAPERS

he interpreted memory as daily life and living societies that still
evolve through time, “a phenomenon of the present”; on the
other hand, Nora construed history as incomplete reconstruction
and representation of the past. Nora’s explication on history
and memory indicates that historical identity is more a partial
and static abstraction than living memories, and therefore place
identity cannot be simplified into a single profile of history.
In DACRP, a “new” identity of the “old” was built upon a
history that beyond the generation’s memory by wiping out the
accessible collective memories in the existing communities; the
social nature of place should necessarily be considered.
Furthermore, place identity construction is not about historic
preservation or restoration; it has extensive responsibilities on
taking care of the present social networks. While this conceptual
misunderstanding of place identity largely exists in the discourse
upon DACRP — many scholars focused on whether DACRP has

Vin restoring historic

followed the principles of authenticity'
heritages*"**!*’l_Some scholars proposed plans in managing
identity of Datong by adopting Lynch’s model, illustrating
historical identities with axes, landmark temples, historic
districts, paths, and knots referring to different historical

eras'*. All these plans for shaping city identity neglected the
contemporary social networks in the urban life. Without the
living fabrics, the historical artefacts and tourism alone can no
longer buy the same prosperous cityscape that once represented
the living identities of the city.

Additionally, we must be aware of the risk of combining one
exclusive identity claim with the executive and ruling power. The
urban identity is by the very nature of a multi-layered complex,
upon which people’s claims are often both accordant and
conflicting. It is impossible to administer and unify identities by
powers without rational transparency®””. Concerning on the
political ecology behind the urbanization in China, a pluralistic
and temporal perspective of place identity could allow us to
return to identity in daily life and social networks, avoiding
from operating identity solely in historical abstractions and
symbolic forms.

3.2.2 Shu Wang’s Practice on Place Identity Construction

By dissecting three design cases by architect Shu Wang
and his Amateur Architecture Studio, the paper explores how
place identity was operated via the image and craft related to
Chinese art history and collective place memories, as if the two
media the architect relies on"". According to Wang, the image,
which is distinguished from Lynch’s “imageability,” associates to
11th century’s Chinese landscape paintings and the architect’s
individual perceptions from his experiencing in classical Chinese
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gardens and traditional villages during his earlier studies””; on

the other hand, the craft refers to the locus, particularly the local
architectural materials and tectonic craftsmanship.

One best example of operating place identity with craft
and memory is the architect’s first magnum opus, Ningbo
Museum, where he anchored the collective place memories
with the familiar concrete artefacts in the residents’ past daily
lives. Given the site a large municipal piazza built upon the
demolition of vernacular villages, the architect cladded part of
the concrete facades with recycled terracotta and clay tiles from
the villages (Fig. 4). This clay tile cladding technique, a local
tectonic used in traditional houses, was advanced with the help

of native craftsmen in adaption to the walls in an augmented
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In Ningbo Museum
project, given the site

a large municipal
piazza built upon

the demolition of
vernacular villages, the
architect cladded part
of the concrete facades
with recycled terracotta
and clay tiles from the
villages.

The architect’s
imaginary ideal is
abstracted and turned
out at the entrance,
where an experience of
entering the mysterious
mountain was
designated through an
expanse of water.
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dimension. This surface cladding with clay tiles has won him a
“bravo” from the residents in recalling the memories in their
old villages. In addition, the architect explored an approach

of shaping the place identity with cultural image represented

in the forms and experiences. The colossal form of building
mass alludes to a cultural image of mountain in classic Chinese
landscape paintings, also responding to the demands of multiple
large-scale exhibitions and storage spaces. This imaginary ideal
is also abstracted and turned out at the entrance, where an
experience of entering the mysterious mountain was designated
through an expanse of water (Fig. 5).

Speaking of the philosophy and methodology, contrasting
to Datong’s historical monism and nostalgic consciousness in
restoring the ancient identity, Wang employed an open and
pluralistic approach in managing place identity in Ningbo
Museum. By reusing the tiles and terracotta, the living memories
were represented in an expressive form, to some extent
mitigating the dramatic place identity transformation due to
the urbanization on the site. The reactions from the public have
demonstrated that operating identity with concrete embodiment
based on accessible collective memories appears more effective
and sustainable than by restoring historical identity that too far
to reach in local memories.

According to Lynch!”, urban identity is obviously built
from a planner’s view, a panoramic perception of the city over
a continuous experience. From a stance of architect, however,
Wang on the contrary accounts the perception of place identity
in a continuity of parts and fragments than a panoramic
apprehension. Based upon this premise, Wang aims at formal
operation of the prototypical images that extracted from
spatial and historical experience in classical Chinese gardens
and traditional villages, which is legibly displayed through the
architect’s conceptual sketches.

Another compelling invention of place identity by employing
traditional prototypical images as a cognitive schema of reading
the site is China Academy of Art Xiang-shan Campus. Located
in a rural area under dramatic urbanization, the site elicited
nothing about its vernacular past. The annihilation of the village
fabrics on the site allowed the architect to graft to the place with
a cultural identity of the space and scene in traditional villages
in this region. The campus was designed in a way the narrative
of the parts determines the ensemble based on a flaneur’s
continuous walking experience from buildings to buildings. The
twenty-five faculty buildings encompassing the hill centred in the
campus plan were placed intentionally to organize the borrowed
landscape views and winding paths through the buildings (Fig. 6).
Although the intent to create such exciting experiences resulted



TP E BAR A DTS, i NS A T R S A T
Bro LTI O DA AR LT 0 P 2.5 8 280 U e o A S5 ) P A
SR FEE AT ) BR AR A BUE—R (Kl6) — UM A &
D AR SR A TR, 7 A T — S A] B IR B 5 B FGE
O EE R T R AR S BRI G A R, 52
EERR T IE R LI T X, R B, AR RIS TR
G T2 B BHE R RS BT SRR BB L (1|7) , il
I\ rm FRAE B BH AR A 98 FUfk iz A Szl B REBOBORIY T 40%
B NG EARTRSEH R ORI AT R 451, LR 1
SR BT R Bl AR b T A7 25 55 T S X S KU 6

FERU Hh L T — Il et Sk, T Dy A A AT
PRI P P il S OB DU A B 1 e SR 0T 37 B A Tl R ] 1 2%
o TR ZERE, ARIFSCE T — RS0 B E LA RS B ik
TNV B T30, AR e BB Z B AT A e A Ry A L Kb
AT ki B R B R R — 2 TSR N, DAROHE H0 9 B A SR AR Ae]
A RPRTAYAA O it A H AT b 37 B oA TR 78 22 SR
OERT, Fg TGRSR, SO TR
P O RO A TN ) A A

022

25 RIS B 6]

The faculty buildings

9 AF B SR A0 BE 4 ek 3T were placed
RIBRIRERTE—HE, intentionally to organize
EHTZRMMRERR the borrowed landscape
FXMRAFR P ER views and winding paths
. through the buildings.

7. Traditional crafts
and materials were
transmitted into
modernist and
expressive forms.
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with somewhat redundancy of stairs and ramps"”), it successfully
presented a vernacular walk orientated by specific views in
contrast to the straight and insipid circulations of urban streets.
At the building scale, traditional crafts and materiality were
transmitted from their original context into contemporary and
expressive forms (Fig. 7), such appear on the longitudinal eaves
with vernacular tiles, the facade with enlarged tracery window
patterns, the overarching timber trusses roof with its typical
structure inspired from vernacular bridge, and the irregularly-
shaped apertures on the wall that represent the cracks and gaps
of Chinese limestone.

In an urban design practice, Zhong-shan Road Renovation
in Hangzhou, Wang’s premised principles designated for the
historical promenade renovation respected place identity as a
temporal construct. When accepting the commission, the architect
insisted on a series of pre-conditions to curb the interventions
on the existing urban fabrics. These conditions granted a six-
month survey prior to the overall design; constrained the length
of the promenade renovation within one kilometer; and rejected
any relocation and kitsch restoration in relation to the street"’.
Instead of radical demolition and restoration, the current place
identity in the communities were cared by the architect, by which
the design intervention was limited to develop the identity in a

mild incremental transformation.
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Via the approaches of image and craft, Wang engendered a
lexicon of prototypes and formal organizations that rooted in
traditional cultural identity and vernacular experience, which
helped him operating place identity in confrontation with
dramatic urbanizations. Through his philosophies and practices,
however, we ought to be aware that Wang’s effort in seeking an
ideal urban habitation in contemporary China is entwined with
his inclination of leading the place identity towards a cultural
identity, an imaginary ideal that reflects his reminiscence of the
culmination in Chinese art history. Therefore, when reviewing
Wang’s practice, one must distinguish Wang’s pluralistic standing
in his place identity practice from his singular narration of
cultural identity and artistic representation of the non-place-
based traditional culture.

3.2.3 The Rehabilitation of Macha Village

Not every design is to articulate or “invent” place identity,
as in some place the identity is urgent to be “rescued” and
strengthened. As a volunteering architect, the author was
involved in a long-term village rehabilitation project on Loess
Plateau, where the design team helped the villagers maintain
their place identity with the landscape of vernacular earth
architecture.

Macha Village in Gansu Province is in a state-level poverty-
stricken county on China’s Loess Plateau. The locals have built
with mud for thousand years in this arid region (Fig. 8). After
the earthquake in 2008, most of the village houses built with

traditional earth architectonics were in a state of disrepair.
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The social stereotype of building with mud as old-styled and
backward also fuelled the residents’ motivations to rebuild
with brick and mortar. Started from 2010, Doctor Jun Mu led
a team of specialists and volunteers sponsored by Bridge to
China Charitable Foundation to help the villagers of Macha
rebuild their houses with the advanced local craft. The team
believed a better way to maintain the identity of earth housing
in the village was to educate the local residents with skills of
modern rammed-earth architecture than offering the house
by our architects. Through a series of training workshops and
lectures, the team worked with the villagers to prove the beauty,
stability, and higher habitability of houses built from their old
craft with advanced techniques (Fig. 9). With more houses and
facilities rose with the local team, the villagers’ confidences
were remarkably boosted, along with their identities with the
traditional building craft in a contemporary adaption.

This case reveals how urbanization has influenced the
tectonics and envisions of rural lives and the significance

of creating a sustainable stewardship of place identity in
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Topos is a word, rooted
in Greek mythology,
referring to the concept
of mythological
landscape as the
dwelling place of gods.
This word is adopted
here to describe

the place with close
meanings in oriental
counterpart that the
dwelling place of clan-
based society managed
by the stewardship of
ancestral temple and
patriarchal rules.
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community intervention. One important lesson we could learn
from this practice is that residents are not always clear and
confident about their place identity claims, and one’s standing
on identity change is also strongly influenced by socio-economic
factors. Evolving with multiple factors, place identity stays only
when it adapts. Without an advancement on the rammed-earth
tectonics, the old craft could not have convinced the villagers
and the remarkable landscape of dwelling in earth would not
have been maintained in Macha. Whether to maintain or to
transform, a better place identity management requires mutual
communication with the involved community and a sustainable
stewardship among the residents.

4 Conclusions

Prospecting a transdisciplinary filed of place identity
construction and management in future urbanization, the author
argues for the need to update the philosophical premise of
place identity in design professions, where the conception has
been intentionally or unintentionally interpreted as the physical
properties embodied by the environment itself. This premise
misleads our understanding and practicing of place identity with
a dualistic and static visual section. In response, the paper argues
a philosophy seeing place identity as a pluralistic and temporal
construct, highlighting the significance of living memories and
multifaceted narrations in identifying with place.

Drawing on this philosophical conception of place identity,
the paper provides a subtle reading and critique on China’s recent
past place identity construction through three case studies, which
are envisioned to approach a holistic view of the complexity and
particularity of place identity issues in China. From a pluralistic
and temporal perspective, the related issues and concerns are
concluded with two profound ambivalences of identity. On
one hand, a social ambivalence rises from the decades of rapid
transition from the agricultural society to industrial. With a
tacit privity of FAR-based land value between local government
and developers, this efficiency-driven process is profoundly
transforming the clan-based social structure to an atomized
society through the spatial production of power and capital.

A clan-based agricultural society is organized in a bottom-

up autonomy, by which the incremental and negotiable place
transformation maintains a stable identity and coherent memories
on the topos”. By contrast, in an absence of laws curbing

the developer’s responsibility and resident’s rights, the high-
density urban development with short project period declines

the possibilities in operating place identity with community
participation. Additionally, the urban communities in China
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lacks mature organizations and faculties in articulating and
defending local identities among individuals and communities.
Given the political ecology in China, one feasible move to
establish a pluralistic platform to include multiple identity claims
in the place intervention would rely on the local government

to open the unilateral top-down approach into a multilateral
participatory process.

On the other hand, a cultural ambivalence of identity issues
merits attention, which is not so much a competition between
Western and Chinese culture as a contradiction between
contemporary urbanism and traditional cultural identity.
Cultural identity has a large intersection with place identity, yet a
conception from other dimensions. The former is a complex sense
of belonging that largely attached to palpable identities of cultural
geography and territory. With remarkable cultural crystallizations
rooted in the thousand-year agricultural civilization, its glories
in the past somewhat distort our observations of contemporary
cultural identity of China. Whereas from a pluralistic perspective,
the discourse of representing cultural identity in the locality is
more than a debate on aesthetics, but a question of the existence
and adaption of traditional culture in contemporary society.

Regarding this dilemma, we should agree that place identity
cannot be understood by reference to historical forms and
symbolisms only. Creating imaginary ideal and abstraction
of cultural identity is a cul-de-sac in recalling place identity
if there are no longer social soils nurturing and maintaining
such traditions. Other than “what are the identities” or “what
language to represent the identity,” design professionals should
return to “who identifies with” and “how it is identified over
time.”

In the end, the author reiterates that this paper calls out
an update on the very premises of place identity theory in
design profession. It cannot be denied that there is no universal

®15% in operating place identity. However, given the

paradigm
increasing voices calling for spatial and environmental justice in
the speeding global urbanization, this philosophical concept of
place identity is constructed with a transdisciplinary envision in
responding to complex identity claims and circumstances, aiming

at diverse local answers to this universal challenge. LAF
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