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THE ERA OF MASS-AUTHORSHIP

COLUMN HOST

LU Xiaoxuan
Assistant Professor of Landscape Architecture at the University of Hong Kong

Following Jane Jacobs’ critique of modernist planning policies in the 1960s
that ignore local communities in favor of “grand plans” envisioned by leading
planners and architects, alternative ways of thinking about and designing
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built environments characterized as “bottom-up,” “inclusive,
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spontaneous,”
and “participatory” have flourished. For example, in his 1964 exhibition and
publication Architecture without Architects, Bernard Rudofsky criticized the
narrow orthodoxy of a discipline preoccupied with “architectural nobility”” and
highlighted how the know-how and philosophy of untutored builders present
an enormous, untapped source of inspiration’!. Taking an artistic approach,
conceptual projects such as Yona Friedman’s Ville Spatiale (1958 — 1962)

and Constant Nieuwenhuys’ New Babylon (1959 — 1974) sought to empower
the users with reconfigurable structures, in which the infill components of
megastructures were open to myriad modifications driven by the occupants’
needs, desires, and preferences. In A Pattern Language: Towns, Buildings,
Construction, Christopher Alexander and colleagues from the Center for
Environmental Structure of University of California, Berkeley offered 253
timeless “patterns” functioning as working documents that could be mixed and
matched, adjusted and supplemented in an “open-source” methodology giving

people a say in designing their own environments™.

Ideas of mass-ownership and mass-authorship embedded in these 20th

century projects persist into the 21st century, and are further amplified with the
advancement of participatory technologies that augment urban governance, by
giving citizens and local communities a voice in the process of making their cities.
In addition to the local and traditional knowledge celebrated by Rudofsky, real-time
knowledge contributed by citizens concerning what is actually happening on the
ground enables timely intervention and rapid crisis response at both the individual
and collective level. Moving beyond the megastructures envisioned by Friedman
and Nieuwenhuys, new types of physical and digital platforms for soliciting the
participation of users and residents have been generated, shifting resources
back and forth between cyberspace and cityscape. Design toolkits such as those
included in A Pattern Language are evolving into new forms of knowledge
resources for various city making initiatives, enabling bidirectional knowledge
flows and nurturing community ownership and authorship. Focusing on old city
regeneration in Beijing and smart city development in Shenzhen respectively,
the two projects featured in this issue take advantage of information and
communication technology to provoke innovative ways of involving a city’s
inhabitants in conceiving, constructing, and remedying their city within the

specific socioeconomic and political context of China.

In Urban Regeneration with Community Building: Dashilanr Micro-
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Regeneration Handbook, Lyu Wanyue et al. from School of Landscape
Architecture at Beijing Forestry University reflect on their Dashilanr Micro-
Regeneration Handbook, which received an Award of Excellence in the
Communications Category of the 2019 ASLA Student Awards. The handbook
drew from an extensive process of public participation at Dashilanr, a centuries-
old district at the very center of Beijing. Over the past two decades, the
preservation and redevelopment of China’s historic districts have received wide
social attention. In response to critiques of wholesale destructive redevelopment
and concerns over the deteriorating historic districts’ built infrastructure, a series of
“micro-regeneration” projects have recently mushroomed across the country. Lyu
and her team focus particularly on Dashilanr’s public spaces. They have devised a
participatory process made up of 5 micro-regeneration systems, helping strengthen

community ties and improve living conditions in the old quarter of the city.

In The Accelerated Smart(-ification) of Cities Post-COVID-19, Christopher
Kelly and Liam Mouritz from Hassell foreground inclusivity, diversity,
collaboration, and resilience as quintessential qualities of good (smart) cities
and examine how this idea undergirds their 2019 prizewinning masterplan
for Xinqiao District in Shenzhen. The smart city pilot project proposed by
the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development in 2012 kick-started
an official movement of Smart City Construction in China, with more than
500 smart cities now under construction across the country. Known for its
technological prowess and startup culture, Shenzhen is spearheading China’s
Smart City Construction and is serving as an urban laboratory to test out
different forms of interaction between human and technological systems.
Hassell’s proposal for Shenzhen’s Xingiao Open Source City is essentially an
innovative urban ecosystem, which engages citizens, connecting them into an
information feedback loop that assesses the quality of the city and can adjust its

systems and services accordingly.

Carried out in two distinct Chinese metropolises, both projects enthusiastically
take on the challenge of facilitating a co-created environment with inherent
social adaptability and resilience. Engaging citizens in the decision-making
processes of conceiving, constructing, and managing their environments will
nurture community ownership and authorship, contributing to our survival in an

increasingly unpredictable world. LAF
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