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ABSTRACT Considering housing in Shanghai,
but possibly addressing recent Chinese urban
development issues more generally, this short essay
proposes the following: 1) The design and organization
of housing groups provide the single strongest
influence on the urban charactwer of a city. 2) The
traditional housing of Shanghai is lilong compounds
with surrounding, protective shop-houses. When
occupied at their intended population density, the
lilong provided both high quality dwellings and an
active, supportive, and congenial urban organization.
3) Current social and economic demands preclude
restoration of lilong, or even the direct use of the
lilong as a model, except in special, rare conditions. 4)
These same demands have led to two housing types:
a) the maintenance and continuation of parallel slab

blocks with south orientation (the common type in the
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new China); or b) the dominance recently of high-rise
towers in ill-defined green space. 5) Both these types,
particularly as they are walled or fenced against the
activity of the city, do not create active, supportive and
congenial urban space. 6) The combination of current
development practices, government regulations
and engrainewwd views of what Chinese tradition
requires combine to make it difficult to move away
from the existing types. This essay asks: Can existing
rules, traditions and practices be relaxed in order that
new types of housing that better support positive city
building can be accepted.

KEY WORDS Development Practices; Government
Regulation; Housing Types; Lilong; Shanghai; Tradition;
Urban Space.
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This speculative essay takes as its subject recent urban
development in Shanghai. Shanghai is admittedly a
special case, yet the thoughts here may have more
general applicability.

| begin from a first proposition that is familiar but
important: The design and organization of housing
groups provide the single strongest influence on the
urban character of a city.

The traditional housing of Shanghai, the lilong
compounds, when occupied at their intended

population density, provided high quality dwellings on
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lanes that were constricted but nevertheless proved
resilient and supportive of communal life. Lilong
compounds are typically surrounded by shop-houses
that serve doubly: they secure privacy for the lilong
and create an active, supportive street-life for the city.
This is particularly true in what is the typical condition:
the street is of modest width, with shops or other
communal services to both sides, and framed by trees.
The lilong was the fundamental unit in building the
positive urban space of historic Shanghai.

Yet one concedes that Shanghai had to move
beyond the lilong. The existing lilong were built with
minimal infrastructure. Decades of overcrowding and
limited maintenance resulted in far too great a cost for
restoration, and this for a resulting population too low
to support that cost or justify this use of precious land
in the center of a burgeoning city. As precious as the
restoration of lilong would be, this must be a rare and
special case.

As the liberalized economy of China began in
the 1980s, the other common, existing housing
type was the walk-up slab block arrayed in parallel
rows, at spacing sufficiently generous for light and
privacy. This was a type (Zeilenbau) generated in the
rationalized housing programs of European architects
in the interwar period. In China the broad fronts faced
south. In Shanghai, such housing has been largely
maintained, and extended in higher, elevator-serviced
examples.

In recent decades, in the interest of still higher
population densities, the basic housing type has
become the internationally known high-rise tower,
spatially deployed with sufficient space for sun
and privacy. Let's look at the rationale for such
development.

Land prices, not just in central commercial areas,
but throughout a city such as Shanghai are very high.
Recovery of that high cost in development requires
high density. The expedient way to achieve high
density is with high-rise buildings. It then seems
an obvious good that Chinese sunlight regulations
preclude a close packing of high-rise towers, thus
yielding open, often green space between the towers.

Consider this comparison. In 1971, changes in
New York zoning were introduced in pursuit of the
same evident good — urban open space, in this
case particularly in relation to commercial towers.
Developers of high-rise office buildings were offered
bonuses in the height of their towers if they would
preserve open plazas at street level. The height bonus

and the ensuing simplicity of the built form were
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sufficient to lead many developers to avail themselves
of the opportunity. The result can be seen on Sixth
Avenue as it was developed in the 1970s. These taller,
more intensely used towers needed, more than ever,
generous space for elevators and lobbies. Activities
that would enliven the street-level experience of the
city — commercial or communally-active institutional
uses — were fundamentally precluded from the
built and unbuilt ground level of the site. This was
the unintended, but hardly surprising, result of the
zoning rule. The street was windier, temperatures
more exaggerated, urban experience withered. Neither
was there available room at the ground level of the
towers for active spaces, nor, had some space for such
activities been found, would there have been adequate
proximity of these spaces to the urban pedestrian flow
to make them viable. Sixth Avenue became an urban
desert, wholly unlike the active streets of traditional
New York urban development."”

The result in Shanghai is very similar, though we
are speaking of unused green spaces and a failure of
urban amenity for apartment dwellers.

In my admittedly limited experience in Shanghai,
I find that architects, planners, and academics are
prepared to share in doubts about the efficacy of the
high-rise housing model. They are willing to enter into
speculation about the possibility of denser mid-rise
high-density housing that could potentially provide
housing groups with more efficacious communal
development as well as an integration of vehicular and
pedestrian circulation with commercial, institutional,
and communal activities.

Yet, at a certain point, established views reassert
themselves:

1) Chinese cities are confronted with intense levels
of population growth.

2) This and other factors place a very high value on
land.

3) The high value of land requires a very high
population density.

4) Towers can always be driven to a height that will
exceed the density provided by mid-rise high-density
prototypes.

5) Thus, land values are so high that one is driven
back to the high-rise tower solution.

6) Chinese regulations and tradition demand a
distribution of hours of sunlight to every dwelling
unit that is easily achieved in towers but easily
compromised in dense mid-rise housing.

7) Chinese regulations and tradition favor a

protected enclosure for groups of housing units — an
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enclave, what in the West is called a gated-community.

If all these views are taken as rules, one soon
reverts to the existing types: parallel slab blocks of six
stories (walk-up) or twelve-story elevator blocks; or
towers in ill-used green space - in either case walled
or fenced against urban space. One reverts, that is, to
known housing systems that are not providing active,
congenial urban space as is common in so many cities
of the world and, formerly, in Shanghai.

Can one question the constantly reasserted
positions just listed? The most difficult of these issues,
and the one for which | am admittedly least prepared is
this:

Chinese cities are confronted with intense levels of
population growth.

Yes, and this is notably so in the case of Shanghai.

"

Yet this is not entirely a “natural” phenomenon.
Government actions, at various levels, have
encouraged this growth.

May | risk comparison with American experiences?
The American people have long been very mobile,
and free to move wherever they please. In the choices
they make, no doubt jobs and economic opportunity
are fundamental factors. Yet in an example such as
the rapid growth of Phoenix, Arizona, an area with a
demanding desert climate and limited water resources,
the economic opportunities created have in large part
been a result of population growth itself. Boston is
quite different. Though a long-established city with
fundamental economic and cultural resources and an
agreeable setting, Boston has for decades been stable
in its population. There has been little pressure — or
opportunity — from population growth. New York
has grown, but not at the rate of established centers
in the developing world. California, throughout its
American history, has been seen as an environmentally
favored state whose potential was realized through
rapid growth. Yet today there is a recognized outflow,
particularly to the mountain states that have had little
urbanization.

Again acknowledging the fundamental role of
economic opportunities, my point is that even with
unconstrained opportunity of movement, people
will choose quite different locations - decisions that
are also based on culture, climate, environment and
other factors, perhaps even the relative absence of
population centers. Cannot China, with strong central
controls, stimulate successful urbanization beyond
the favored eastern areas and thus diminish the
pressure on cities such as Shanghai? | am aware that

such pressure is wide-spread in China and that the

government has supported the rapid growth of other
established cities and created new towns and cities,
but is other regional development possible?

| have risked speculations about fundamental
development issues and would expect very
challenging responses. However that may be, | would
ask for an open-minded consideration of the other
issues | raised above:

1) Chinese cities are confronted with intense levels
of population growth.

2) This and other factors place a very high value on
land.

3) The high value of land requires a very high
population density.

4) Towers can always be driven to a height that will
exceed the density provided by mid-rise high-density
prototypes.

5) Thus, land values are so high that one is driven
back to the high-rise tower solution.

If the government agents were to establish their
goals in a wider perspective, the situation might be
quite different. What if the leases on land being given
over to residential development were not seen as
“cash cows” for maximum return from developers,
but rather as a fundamental step in the building of
a better city. Objectives might be: still high density,
but less so; better integrated communal spaces and
activities that then may not need to be provided,
less effectively, elsewhere; commercial space that
enhances urban space while providing services and
a tax base. The government's return from the lease
might be somewhat diminished, but the result is a
better housing and urban environment supporting a
better urban life. Chinese developers are working on a
capitalist basis; they will surely want the development
opportunities that are offered and will say what
American developers say: “Just tell me the rules and
don't change them (in this project); I'll make money.”

6) Chinese regulations and tradition demand a
distribution of hours of sunlight to every dwelling
unit that is easily achieved in towers but easily
compromised in dense mid-rise housing.

Is tradition so rigid? Surely the Chinese people
have encountered change and sometimes embraced
it. The European originators of the Zeilenbau preferred
to give their slabs an east-west orientation: all rooms
received sunlight and at times of the day when
working people were more likely to be home. The
increasing provision of heating and cooling, diminishes
the priority of southern exposure. Chinese regulations

already recognize that non-residential uses, and
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even some residential uses, need not have southern
orientation.

Regulations can change; | have observed them to
do so in positive ways in my few years of exposure to
Shanghai. Also consider whether the regulations are so
easily fulfilled in high-rise towers. One sees that many
towers, in order to meet the sunlight regulations, have
extraordinarily complex plans. Twenty-four corners,
anyone? They are being built, yes; but there is a cost
that could have gone for the realization of other goals.

One can easily fulfill the sunlight regulations in
mid-rise buildings. Shanghai is full of slab building,
with broad south faces, placed at a distance from one
another equal to their height. But this has not resulted
in desirable urban space. Why not, to some degree,
relax the sunlight regulations and explore potential
advantages for the city and its life.

7) Chinese regulations and tradition favor a
protected enclosure for groups of housing units — an
enclave, what in the West is called a gated-community.

Privacy and security are surely legitimate concerns
for every community, but these can be sought at
various levels and in different ways. A lilong compound
in Shanghai is surrounded by a ring of shop-houses
with a limited number of entrances. These entrances
are marked architecturally such that one is aware of
crossing a threshold. Yet, at least as lilong are used
today, public access is quite uninhibited. The residents
are receptive of the visitor, while no doubt also
assessing whether they need to act otherwise.

In the West, security is often recognized in the
activity of a street — or its absence. Another measure

is “eyes on the street” — is there commercial or
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residential use where its occupants show concern for
events in the public space?

The intent of the above observations is simply this:
The two current, almost universal types of housing
development in Shanghai are not contributing to the
construction of a vibrant, supportive and congenial
urban environment that includes public, semi-public,
and semi-private space. Indeed, they are eroding such
positive urban space as survives from earlier stages of
urban development in Shanghai. If such desirable goals
are again to be sought, there must be new or renewed
housing types that generate positive urban space. To
achieve this, we should be open to opportunities even
when they require changes in the rules or challenges to
received tradition or opinions.

In recent years, MIT students and | have
collaborated with colleagues and students at the
College of Architecture and Urban Planning at Tongji
University in studies of the urban space implications
of mid-rise, high-density housing — both prototypes
from other cities and cultures and design exercises
by the students. These have been projects of less
duration than the typical studio programs of schools
of architecture, and are certainly to be weighed more
for their pedagogy than for their resolution of urban
problems. Further, it is perhaps unwise to introduce
one student project in what is meant to be a general
argument. Nevertheless, | would like to introduce a
recent project by an MIT student.

Joseph O’Connor participated in a “workshop” that
designed propositions for housing within a context of
commercial, communal, and institutional space on a

site currently slated for development in the southern
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part of Shanghai. Emphasis was placed on the design
of urban open space. | will emphasize only a few points
that relate to the thrust of this essay.

O’Connor’s design (figs. 1-5) is based on a six-
story walk-up housing block of twelve units (averaging
61 sq.m, but this could be enlarged). The higher FAR
required for the site involves the introduction of
modest twelve-story towers. As such housing parallels
the most public thoroughfare of the site, there is an
intermediate zone of commercial and communal
uses that might well be more densely developed than
shown here. The FAR for the entire site, including the
thoroughfare, is calculated to be 2.3.

What then of the characteristic requirements of
sun and security? In large part, the units meet standard
sun requirements. As argued above, the differential in
this requirement might be met in various ways: types
of residence that are free of the standard requirement;
communal or small office/commercial spaces; facetted
facades; tolerance of sun received from other than
south orientation — changing the rules!

The circulation system and security seem
advantageous. The housing is located off the main
thoroughfare, but not separated from it. Moving
into the residential area, there is a hierarchy of open
spaces through which the pedestrian moves. Large

“courtyards,” or what one might term “piazzas,” are

open to the public, yet are the possession of this
community collectively (not exclusively to those
who abut the piazza). Then a next level of “mid-block
common spaces” (fig. 4) leads to the lanes (fig. 5)
that access individual housing groups. Finally, and
importantly, a semi-private, walled open space serves
as a kind of lobby to each of the six-story housing
units (at the left in fig. 5). The taller blocks would have
more conventional elevator lobbies. Overall, there is a
balance of the publicness of urban space and adequate
security for the dweller. Overall, there is some similarity
to the lilong prototype, but with more open and varied
circulation and habitation.

This student project is an initial result of a
short design program; it is promising for further
development. | don’t want to place undue weight on
an exploratory design, yet | think it does serve to invite
open-minded search — search for alternative housing
forms that may generate supportive and congenial
urban spaces for both the general public and local
dwellers.

( Project by Joseph O’Connor in the Spring 2010 “Shanghai
Workshop” taught at the Department of Architecture,
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge, Massachusetts,
by Professor Stanford Anderson in collaboration with Professor
Wang Yi of the College of Architecture and Urban Planning, Tongji
University, Shanghai. The site is Plot 143, near Shanghai Stadium

and not far from the commercial hub of Xujiahui.)
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2. Site Plan. The site is near elevated highways and major streets, but
fronts none of these. The site is crossed by a low-intensity street
that leads to Metro stations in both directions, appropriate for
local commercial and pedestrian activities.

3. Axonometric of the project

4. "Mid-block common space", connecting the "lanes".

5."A lane" connecting the residential buildings; a "threshold" giving

access to the private dwellings is at left.
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ERMSE I : Notes:
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N BREMENZAFENTELER TSN - Fo5H, “BR
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HE (I, BRE . HRAIETHARGE, 1978) 138 - 139, &
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[1] The negative result of this particular use of incentive zoning is
recognized in Thomas Schumacher, “Buildings and Streets: Notes
on Configuration and Use,” in Stanford Anderson, ed., On Streets
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1978), 138-139. For more extensive
discussion, see Robert A. M. Stern, Thomas Mellins, and David Fishman,
New York 1960: Architecture and Urbanism between the Second World
War and the Bicentennial (New York: Monacelli Press, 1995): 410-416.
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Stanford Anderson, AlA, is a registered architect and Professor of History and Architecture
in the Department of Architecture at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge,
Massachusetts. He co-founded and directed MIT’ s pioneering PhD program in History, Theory
and Criticism of Art, Architecture, and Urban Form from 1974 to 1991. He served as Head of the
Department of Architecture from 1991 to 2005. Anderson was the 2004 AIA/ACSA Topaz Laureate,
the highest American award in architectural education. Anderson’ s research and writing concern
architectural theory, modern architecture in Europe and America, urbanism internationally,

epistemology and historiography.
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