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Introduction

THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM

‘Do you like shopping malls?’ I have encountered this question more than any other over the course of writing this book. It is one that I would like you to ask yourself also. How do you define your relationship with the shopping mall? For my interrogators I suspect that their line of enquiry was a cunning ruse, a way to navigate straight to the big revelation and avoid the turgid explanations in between. Moreover, this question cuts to the nub of the love-hate relationship between modernity and the shopping mall. Who can deny the convenience of the mall and its ubiquity in everyday life? But who, in the rarefied fields of architecture and academia, truly loves it?

I have no desire to make you wait for a denouement that will disappoint. The answer, at its most fundamental level, is no, I don’t really like shopping malls. As an architect, any latent joie de vivre associated with being in a shopping mall has been bludgeoned into oblivion by seven years of training in the art of wearing black and the correct use of right angles. Consumption and capitalism contrast starkly with the quasi-socialist value system that generally informs architecture’s agenda of good intentions. You may ask what kind of perverse imagination would taunt itself for half a decade by studying an object of architectural derision. My answer is that I find the shopping mall genuinely interesting because, as an architectural form, it is so problematic. It asks architecture questions that the profession would prefer to ignore.

Life is of course rarely black or white. Yet the relationship between the architectural profession and the shopping mall has been polarized along such lines for half a century. A high-low cultural divide is commonly acknowledged throughout the profession. High cultural institutions and one-off showpieces conventionally occupy the oeuvre of architecture’s great and good. From there, it is a slippery slope into a morass of commercially oriented building ventures. And then the shopping mall appears to occupy the landfill at the very bottom. As a result the typology, for architects at least, has found itself in a catch-22 scenario. If opposed value systems make the shopping mall an entity that is difficult to talk about, cultural snobbishness has fortified the profession against sustained experimentation with its architectural form. Research has similarly failed to provide much meaningful insight into shopping mall design. Writers have tended towards a limited selection of pigeonholes. Historical lineage occupies the work of Longstreth and others.1 Semiotic awe overrides the work of Baudrillard and Kowinski.2 Formerly edgy writer/practitioners such as Rem Koolhaas occupy themselves with superficial attempts to use malls for defining the zeitgeist.3 Least helpful of all, writers such as Betsky resort to outright dismissal.4 Each of these examples displays, in different ways, the failure of architects to harness the shopping mall as the locus of social production that its scale and programme so clearly imply. Architects, it would seem, need to broaden their conception of what culture is.5

Broader theoretical enquiries into urban morphologies and power structures have yielded more interesting perspectives on the shopping mall.6 These, however, tend to treat the mall as part of a larger field of enquiry into consumerist society and as a result do not provide a complete typological picture. Beyond architecture, social sciences have asked some more taxing questions of the mall typology.7 I have also written elsewhere on Britain’s suburban shopping malls in an effort to establish a more relevant existential base for their theoretical exploration.8

Pertinent or impertinent as they may be, these academic enquiries deal with a particular historical condition. They explore the shopping mall as an essentially suburban entity. As such, it is seen as having provided a focused hub of amenity in the sprawl of post-war suburban growth. As a result of its autonomous form in this setting, the shopping mall has been naively likened to a modern-day agora, or to a cathedral of consumption. Such analogies speak of a ‘place for the people’. But the business of selling has a tendency to strip the people of all but their most immanently empirical characteristics. In this way the shopping mall separates itself from forbearers that occupy more conventional histories. Its agora is blighted by aporia.

Despite its unquestionable popularity, the suburban shopping mall is now on its way out. Widely discredited in Europe and the USA as the slayer of the high street, the shopping mall had seemingly reached its logical limits with the end of the out-of-town boom. Extinction did not follow architecture’s ignorance of the elephant in the room, however. The rejection of the out-of-town model and the explosion of internet retailing offered the shopping mall a simple choice – evolve or die.9 It clearly chose the former. As many Western cities now attempt to undergo an urban renaissance, the shopping mall has ingratiated itself back into their historic cores as a constituent of regeneration. Far from disappearing into the annals of history, the shopping mall is here to stay. Furthermore, its change of location from suburb to city centre casts a spotlight on the often complex, but suppressed, social tapestry that weaves through the shopping mall eco-system. Accordingly, this new urban condition must be acknowledged and a different set of questions developed to address the architectural and existential relevance of this context.

In this rebirth there is, however, a missing history of cultural hybridity, which this thesis will explore. Modern metropolitan shopping malls may still be something of a novelty in Western climes, but in other parts of the world they have acted as an urban cornerstone for some time. Nowhere exemplifies this trait more than contemporary China. The shopping mall has been central to its urban revolution over the past 35 years. Its import must be understood. To truly grasp the local, a global, culturally hybrid, perspective must be adopted, and this is why this book focuses squarely on what has been happening in China.

THE WILD EAST

China’s appeal to the world’s imagination is easy to understand. Yet, as an object of Western wonder, it is often misunderstood. Much of this misapprehension stems from so much having taken place in so little time. Since 1978, China has occupied itself with carrying out the largest urban expansion in world history. For the world of architecture, this has presented hitherto unimaginable opportunities. Architects and commentators have preoccupied themselves with reflecting this emerging urban condition. Yet to truly grasp the nettle, however, a longer timeline is required.

For much of the last 200 years China’s destiny has been shaped by its exposure to the wider world. The real tipping point was the 1839 Opium War. This was the moment at which tensions with international trade – tensions born of the Middle Kingdom’s hermetic pursuit of autonomy – transformed into outright aggression. From this juncture, China experienced a century of subjugation at the hands of competing colonial powers, which culminated in expansionist Japanese aggression during the Second World War. Japan was eventually ousted by an uneasy alliance between China’s Nationalist and Communist parties. A four-year civil war followed. The Communist Party prevailed and in 1949 Chairman Mao Zedong founded the People’s Republic of China.10 Mao’s Communism was far from liberating, however. Over the next three decades China progressively withdrew from the world. Isolation led to widespread famines and ideological purges11 which ensured that by:

1975 – the nadir in well over a thousand years of economic history – Chinese earned on average just 7.5% of the income of Western Europeans.12

Mao had already realized as much, and from 1971 had been in dialogue with the United States of America about China’s re-entry into global affairs.13 His death in 1976 meant that he did not see the realization of this switch in policy. It was Mao’s successor, Deng Xiaoping, who reopened China’s doors in 1978, and is widely seen as the architect of its meteoric rise to today’s position of global pre-eminence.14 Deng had lived through China’s all-time lows. If these had resulted from Chinese obstinacy in the face of globalizing currents, he now realized that China’s future must grasp the obverse face of this historical coin. Modern China has harnessed this opening up with seemingly unbridled abandon.

Longer and more complete histories are available elsewhere, so I will not repeat them. Rather, this brief exposition provides some context to the China that will now be under discussion. Its recent history has been equally tumultuous. But the trajectory has been largely upwards. China, desperate to escape the historical mire into which it had fallen, has been playing catch-up in rapid fashion. In this period, it has concertinaed a process of economic development that took over 200 years in the Western world. Accordingly, its urban landscape resembles a bewildering potpourri of conditions. Hyper-modernity and antiquity nestle side by side, as do opulence and poverty. Development is constant. The territory outdates the map before it can even be drawn.

Much commentary, and architectural production for that matter, appears to be seduced by the speed and scale of this condition.15 For example Nancy Lin, under the umbrella of the Masters programme run by Rem Koolhaas at Harvard, has described how ‘architectural design is produced ten times faster in China than in the US’.16 But for all their romanticism of modern China’s flux, these commentaries rarely leave one feeling less baffled at their conclusion. Furthermore, they infer an idea of Chinese development that is wilful and chaotic. On the ground this may, at times, appear to be an inviolable criterion of the Chinese urban experience, but the reality is far from the case. Overseeing all is the panoptic eye of the one-party state and its development mantra of: ‘Socialism with Chinese characteristics’. Deng Xiaoping outlined its aims succinctly:

Socialism means eliminating poverty. Pauperism is not socialism, still less communism. The superiority of the socialist system lies above all in its ability to develop the productive forces and to improve the people’s material and cultural life.17

China’s social landscape – and the architectural forms through which it is lived and represented – is instrumentally guided by the state. Its built environment is no accident. Architecture both guides, and is the product of, this developmental imperative. If the shopping mall is now a keystone of Chinese ‘public’ space, it is riven with the seeds of China’s future and the tensions embodied in its ongoing evolution. As such, it offers the possibility of a more nuanced understanding of China’s architectural modernity and, in turn, a richer set of ideas about what a shopping mall may be.

PLAN OF WORK

My enquiry, therefore, occupies an intersection. As an urban entity in China, the shopping mall is forced to make connections above and beyond those that are considered intrinsic to its more customary situation in Western suburbia. In embracing the complexity of the Chinese urban condition have new spatial and programmatic characteristics evolved within the typology, and do these serve its betterment? Transposition out of its Western comfort zone also provides an opportunity to evaluate the mall’s typological relevance in a set of specific socio-cultural conditions that fascinate the global architectural community at large. To explore this transposition therefore requires a balancing act, between hermetic concerns that are specific to the shopping mall typology and broader questions concerning urban conditions and architectural production in China as a whole. Moreover, these enquiries are circumscribed by a key question – whether this book reads the shopping mall through China, or China through the shopping mall. Inevitably, the answer will be something of both – the relationship between China and the shopping mall will interweave with multiple, changing emphases as different facets of its being are explored. Nonetheless, the shopping mall sets a conceptual and physical limit to my reading of China. This is deliberate. There are, already, far too many Western authored theses that attempt to grapple with China as a totality.18 Inevitably, generalization replaces genuine insight and such enquiries often stumble when confronted with fundamentally alien cultural practices. The best work acknowledges these limits.19 The worst,20 however, descends into well-worn tropes of orientalist arrogance that have been long maligned by Bhabha, Said and others.21

For me, the shopping mall is an agent that allows me to enter a complex culture that is not my own; it allows me to attain a degree of understanding of that culture. An appreciation of the shopping mall in a Western context is the platform from which its degrees of difference in a Chinese situation can be understood. It presents both a limit and a benchmark. A conceptual limit must not throttle the scope of enquiry at hand, however. The forces and relations of production shaping modern China’s pseudo-capitalist spatiality reach into many areas of its social composition. The form that my investigative structure takes must therefore acknowledge and make room for the exploration of these attributes.

Although China is the primary focus of this study, it is also important to acknowledge that any discussion of China, and the shopping mall for that matter, intersects with global concerns. If China now ‘shakes the world’22 it is equally the case – as the preceding brief history illustrated – that is has been shaken by the world. This speaks of a pre-condition and post-condition, both of which are culturally hybridized: the former by the imposition of colonial occupation, the latter by China’s increasing global preeminence. Viewed in parallel with the picture of the shopping mall afforded by this intersection, these pre-conditions and post-conditions assume vital importance to the construction of a more informed critical history that concerns the typology as a whole. Accordingly, this study will contextualize matters by looking at the shopping mall’s pre-conditions in the USA, Britain, Singapore, Hong Kong and Japan to understand the factors that have influenced its hybrid form on the Chinese mainland. From here, the development of a distinctly Chinese shopping mall will be explored. This exploration will conclude with a discussion of post-conditions that may result in the future via the export of this hybrid typology into the milieu of modern, global shopping mall development. Therefore, while a significant portion of this book will discuss global issues, its aim is always to further a more nuanced understanding of the shopping mall in the context of China.

Stuart Hall’s essay, ‘Encoding, Decoding’, provides a number of useful cues, describing the circulation of globalized media as:

a structure produced and sustained through the articulation of linked but distinctive moments – production, circulation, distribution, consumption, reproduction. This would be to think of the process as a ‘complex structure in dominance’, sustained through the articulation of connected practices, each of which, however, retains its distinctiveness and has its own specific modality, its own forms and conditions of existence.23

Transposed to the mall, whose socio-spatial framework and re-contextualization within the Chinese heartland echo this ‘complex structure in dominance’ a critical analysis that parallels Hall’s framework is proposed. Broadly speaking, Its concerns also coincide with the perceived/conceived/lived trialectic pioneered by Lefebvre.24 By defining these ‘moments’ and exploring the discursive relationship between them, this critical framework will allow us to dematerialize the invariance of built form. The following nine chapters will thus comprise an interdisciplinary investigation through which the Chinese shopping mall can be deconstructed. It is worth describing this structure in a little more detail.

Chapter 1, ‘A Brief History of Malls’, is, more accurately, a critique of the shopping mall’s history. Its purpose is to set the theoretical tone by digging beneath the surface of more conventional histories to get to the root of the more fundamental factors behind the shopping mall’s architectural production. As such, it as much historical critique as it is history. Drawing on my own previous research25 I identify the spatial characteristics that have ensured the Western shopping mall’s longevity. Employing various spatial and social theories, I explain what these architectural devices mean for the shopping mall’s existential constructs.26 These will be the benchmarks against which the dimensions of difference inherent in the Chinese shopping mall can be measured.

Chapter 2, ‘Eastern Promises’, explores the locations within which architectural production of the hybrid shopping mall now prevalent in urban China initially took place. Accordingly a number of Asian antecedents to the Chinese mall are discussed. Assimilations of metabolist theories in Singapore,27 adaptations to the challenging topography of Hong Kong, and Tadao Ando’s concrete austerity in Tokyo form the basis of this investigation.

Chapter 3, ‘A New Breed’, turns to the production of the Chinese shopping mall itself. China’s extant urban conditions are initially discussed as a means of understanding the more generalized spatial conditions that have acted as a precursor to the shopping mall’s integration into its metropolitan cores.28 From here I turn to the identification of the spatial characteristics that define the Chinese mall typology.

Chapter 4, ‘The Rub’, discusses the shopping mall’s circulation as a totem of China’s economic potency. In particular, this chapter explores how divergences between the communist and capitalist ideologies that guide China’s development attempt a degree of resolution in the space of the shopping mall. The erasure of China’s past in service of its future will be explored through the spaces of Dongguan’s South China Mall – the most plausible contender for the title of the largest shopping mall in the world.29 This edifice of consumption also suffers the ignominy of being one of the world’s most spectacular real-estate failures.30 Its near total vacancy reveals a number of fissures in the forces and relations of production that have underpinned China’s rise. Accordingly, its investigation may reveal more clearly the value systems that guide the one-party state.

Chapter 5, ‘A New Day’, moves the discussion to Chinese shopping malls where business is truly booming. Here, circulation and distribution of the Communist Party’s message becomes spatialized. The unique characteristics of these spaces are bound to pivotal moments in China’s growth and the tensions it experiences with competing economic powers.31 Moreover, its all-pervasive urban presence is discussed as the basis for articulating an emergent Chinese class structure.32

Chapter 6, ‘The City Reified’, looks at the spatialization of China’s nascent class structure throughout the whole urban field. The shopping mall can be seen here as a key agent for the distribution of this ideological web. Changing conceptions of China’s gated33 urban formations are explored through the shopping mall’s segmentary structure.34 This scenario, in turn, implies the creation of distinct spatial networks35 formed on the basis of class lines. Is the right to the contemporary Chinese city based solely on ones ability to consume?

Chapter 7, ‘The Bleed’, explores the lived dimensions of the Chinese shopping mall – the means by which it is consumed by its users. Aberrant behavior is the dominant object of analysis here. In identifying where the mall fails to follow a pre-programmed agenda of consumption, the potential for a broader cultural orientation is possible. A disturbing branch of insubordination has manifested itself in acts of suicide that have exercised a particular kind of architectural violence36 on China’s shopping mall atriums. These acts reveal the anomic tension37 that characterizes inhabitation of the Chinese shopping mall for many. They also spur a more in-depth exploration of the many other lived dimensions of the mall.

Chapter 8, ‘Going Down to Chinatown’, discusses architectural form itself as an object of consumption. An initial exploration of the broader landscape of architectural production in China establishes a framework within which the architectural language of the hybrid shopping mall can be contextualized. By looking at the ephemeral, affective surface language of the Chinese shopping mall, its aspirational dimensions can be understood as a broader reflection of currents that inform an emergent urban vernacular. Tensions between modern and nostalgic architectural representations are explored through the post-modern tropes that more conventionally blight the shopping mall.38 The meaning of this affective language is ultimately cast as a filter that informs attitudes to China’s environmental and social conditions.

To conclude, I review the salient points gleaned from the previous chapters. From this vantage point I discuss the relevance of the Chinese shopping mall’s culturally hybrid architectural forms in global and local city production. Finally, I propose further streams of critical thought and practice that will hopefully promote more productive readings of the shopping mall typology both in China and at a global level.

Identification of the nodes at which the Chinese shopping mall’s planning and design characteristics are strongest is fundamental to this analysis. Similarly, these sites provide scope to explore the tensions between China’s socialist/communist political framework and its exposure to the impetus of globalization. The focal points of China’s opening up and the development of what Cook describes as the ‘internationalized metropolis’,39 offer the most fruitful areas for study. Beijing, Shanghai and the Pearl River Delta will thus provide geographical focus; each having boasted the location of the world’s largest shopping mall at some point since the turn of the millennium.

Beijing will occupy centre-stage. As the seat of political power it provides an opportunity to evaluate the urban shopping mall in the heart of China’s socialist market economy. Beijing’s historic city plan represented an idealized Chinese metropolis and enshrined many important ideas about urban space.40 The impact of these ideas on the Chinese psyche41 plays an important part in understanding the widespread adoption of the shopping mall in this part of the world. Beijing remains the fulcrum around which China experiments with the future of its society.

Shanghai was, for centuries, the centre of global trade in mainland China. As a result of the internationalization that this status brought, Shanghai has often been considered ‘ahead’ of other Chinese cities. Does Shanghai therefore reflect the cutting edge of shopping mall design in China? Or does its prominence on the global stage result in the internationalized homogenization of urban space?

The Pearl River Delta and its special economic zone is defined by a symbiotic relationship between the former colonial territory of Hong Kong and the manufacturing hubs of Shenzhen, Guangzhou and Dongguan. It brings China’s seemingly polarized facets of production and consumption into close proximity and asks some awkward questions of the shopping mall’s societal relevance in this context.

A study of the shopping mall in contemporary China presents an opportunity to provide meaningful insight into a much-maligned building typology. Evolution, in terms of this architectural form, has taken place in little over 50 years – as opposed to the centuries, even millennia, of trial-and-error evolution that have defined most of the building classifications we take for granted today. Much architectural criticism of the shopping mall fails to find a vocabulary that is able to address the levels of meaning implicit within its built manifestations. Yet the shopping mall endures. To remain a relevant social art architecture must foster a more holistic understanding of this phenomenon. This is a necessary and integral part of the process of adapting to globalizing forces. An investigation of Chinese malls offers an excellent case study, indeed a microcosm, of what is happening in all our cities today.
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1

A Brief History of Malls

Beginnings are the bane of the writer. And histories are blighted by the spectre of fiction. Furthermore, an edifice of bewilderment surrounds architectural histories of the shopping mall. Where, then, may I begin?

Just as Proust begins the story of his life with an awakening, so must every presentation of history begin with awakening; in fact, it should treat of nothing else.1

For Walter Benjamin, the arcades of nineteenth-century Paris were a medium whose exploration would awaken a dreaming collective.2 His intention, sadly unrealized, was a historical-materialist expose of the socio-spatial and subjective psychological conditions of nineteenth-century capitalism. Benjamin sought to unravel what he saw as a crisis of historical representation – one that had channeled the myth of progress as a means of legitimating the advance of high capitalism.

The concept of progress had to run counter to the critical theory of history from the moment it ceased to be applied as a criterion to specific historical developments and instead was required to measure the span between a legendary inception and a legendary end of history. In other words; as soon as it becomes the signature of historical process as a whole, the concept of progress bespeaks an uncritical hypostatization rather than a critical interrogation.3

Time’s passage has done little to dampen the imperative of treating Benjamin’s original expose as a starting point, this time for the construction of a brief, critical, history of the shopping mall. Not only does the shopping mall represent a direct typological evolution of the Parisian arcade. Its titular position, at the forefront of globalized capital’s unrelenting march, also masks the more unsavoury facets of the ‘free’ market – manifest inequality, cynical profiteering and transient fashions – beneath the banner of progress. The endeavor of this opening chapter is thus an exegesis of the shopping mall’s historical advance over the late-twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries.

[image: images]

1.1 A Parisian arcade in the present day. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

IS THIS HISTORY?

What do we mean when we use the words ‘shopping mall’? When did these words first attain significance in describing the man-made landscape of modernity?

shopping mall n – a large enclosed shopping centre.

shopping centre n – a complex of stores, restaurants and sometimes banks, usually under the same roof.4

The difficulty with definitions as open-ended as those given above is understanding just when, historically, the shopping mall entered the modern psyche. Any number of antecedents can be identified, ranging from citations of the seventh-century Damascene Souq Al Hamdia as the first shopping mall, to more recent nineteenth-century examples such as London’s Burlington Arcade or Milan’s Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II.5 Spatial qualities displayed in the nineteenth-century Parisian arcade also inform this typological lineage. Gilloch, for instance, notes that:

the construction of the arcade involved a particular alteration – or, rather, invasion – of space: the street, that which is exterior to the building, became interiorized, was made part of the building itself.6

This statement is as true of the modern shopping mall as the objects of Walter Benjamin’s analysis. The danger of such ‘linear’ histories, however, is that they become bogged down in minutiae. More meaningful illuminations can be lost. Rather, my starting point is the location in which the shopping mall took definitive shape – in the car-borne suburbia of North America in the middle of the twentieth-century. Even here, there were a number of antecedents to the ‘real thing’. Richard Longstreth provides one of the most complete accounts of this experimental condition. His work faithfully records the prototypical architectural forms that emerged within the early-twentieth century sprawl of Los Angeles. These shaped the modern American landscape, and included a number of early experiments with the shopping mall.7 The decisive shift, however, was realized in Detroit, ‘Motor City USA’, and has defined the paradigm ever since.

The origins of the covered shopping mall as a building type can be traced back to the early 1950s and specifically to the Northland Shopping Centre, Detroit (completed 1954) by Victor Gruen. Situated on the outskirts of the city, the centre was designed almost exclusively for the car owning public. The inward-looking complex sits in a sea of car parking – a self-contained shopping city divorced from any urban context. The type proved to be so successful that it quickly became the norm for large scale shopping developments all over the USA, with ultimately disastrous consequences for the social and economic wellbeing of American cities.8

Considered in this sense, the shopping mall represents one of the most recent additions to the lexicon of built forms that constitute a sense of formal order in the modern, man-made landscape of Western capitalist societies. In 1950s America, its early development is largely attributable to a single architect, the Austrian émigré architect Victor Gruen.9 He saw that the motorcar was ‘the means by which the last vestige of community coherence was destroyed’.10 Yet he also understood that the car was a necessity for modern living. More than anyone, he saw the shopping mall as the means to provide America’s car-borne suburban population with some of the benefits and amenities of urban life. Gruen described the mall as:

a place that not only provides suburbanites with their physical living requirements, but simultaneously serves their civic, cultural and social community needs, [and as such] it will make a most significant contribution to the enrichment of our lives.11

Two decisive criterion therefore separated this typological advance from its historical antecedents – its increased scale and suburban situation.

Gruen’s intention was to create a focused and coherent ‘urban’ centre within the sprawling anonymity of America’s suburban landscape. Founded on the most noble of motives, the question must then be asked of the shopping mall: where did it all go wrong?

Riding on the success of the Northland Centre and the design of further enclosed malls – such as the Southdale Centre, Minnesota – Victor Gruen’s major book and manifesto, Shopping Towns USA, was first published in 1960. It served as the benchmark for the evolution of shopping malls, assuming an almost biblical significance for architects, planners, developers, engineers and others involved in their design and construction. Many of the planning innovations displayed in the book remain prevalent today. What Gruen proposed was an improvement to the typical strip developments that existed on the outskirts of American towns and cities. Typically these fell into two categories. Either a series of stores located along a major highway – whose viability depended on car access and the volume of parking spaces they could offer – or a stand-alone ‘big-box’ warehouse which offered a wide range of competitively priced goods under one roof. Gruen’s solution was to unite the positive qualities of the two in a format that seemingly transcended their limitations. As Longstreth notes, the result was ‘a total environment made feasible only by widespread automobile use while excluding the negative effects of traffic’.12 By assimilating the variety of stores offered in strip developments and the convenience of the ‘big-box’ warehouses, Gruen conceived the shopping mall as a safe, sheltered, climatically constant, traffic-free, pedestrian environment.

Gruen’s most significant innovation, however, was the balance that he struck between the desires of the consumer and the demands of the retailer. As a result, the physical materialization of the mall was governed by a devastatingly simple and effective plan form that was christened the ‘dumb-bell’. It consisted of a single internal shopping street with two large ‘anchor stores’ acting as ‘magnets’ at either end of the route. Instantly beloved by developers everywhere, the giddy, weightless effect of this layout on the American consumer was named after its creator. Dubbed ‘the Gruen Transfer or Gruen Effect, the theory holds that shoppers will be so bedazzled by a store’s surroundings that they will be drawn – unconsciously, continuously – to shop’.13 And herein lies the problem. The clarity of thought and detail of market analysis that Gruen offered in support of his innovation exacted a terrible consequence. Rather than offering, as he had naively and optimistically wished, an antidote to the ‘placelessness’ of suburban America, his vision led to the reduction of mall design to a formula-driven planning exercise. Alex Wall describes this downward spiral:

As the formulas became standardized, developers began to dictate to their architects; an individual project would only be as good as the developer and the developer’s support for his architect. With some exceptions, developers reduced the investment in public spaces, community services, landscape, and art and made the regional shopping centre more and more what Alfred Taubman, the renowned shopping-centre developer from Detroit, had called it: ‘a machine for selling, not an architectural problem’.14

Gruen did not submit to this state of affairs meekly, however. He was, at heart, a committed urbanist – a fact demonstrated most notably by his unbuilt masterplan for downtown Fort Worth, Texas. Lauded by Jane Jacobs15 this project predated Shopping Towns USA by five years. It reflected Gruen’s desire to adapt the shopping mall to the town centre in order to provide a focused, integrated, pedestrian urban realm. Yet the intersection of private capital and state politics necessary to realize such a vision never materialized. This project, however, established a theme that informed his later written work – The Heart of Our Cities in 1964 and Centres of the Urban Environment in 1973. Both of these books acknowledged the damage caused by suburban shopping mall developments throughout America and explored a more critical architectural practice that might reconcile the mall with the city.16 Critical practice, however, remained on paper. As a device for capital accumulation the shopping mall was in rude health and its mechanics were well understood. The property developers that funded these developments thus had little need for architects, particularly those that might challenge a highly profitable status-quo. Capital was now positioned to marginalize architectural critique before it had any opportunity to manifest itself in built form. As a result, endless repetitions of the dumbbell have bound the shopping mall typology into a stasis of non-evolution that has metastasized across America’s sprawling landscape and much of the western world. As Hardwick states:

while Gruen cannot single-handedly be credited with all the clanging of cash registers and swiping of Visas in the last half-century, more than any other invention Gruen’s realized vision of the mall has been the venue where Americans have acted out their love affair with shopping.17

By 1980, there were 28,500 shopping malls across the USA.18 In the same year, Gruen, broken by the Faustian pact he had enacted with his creation, died in his native Vienna.19 Far from a distinctive ‘place’ that gave a sense of local identity to an otherwise indistinguishable suburban environment, the mall had become as much a standardized product as any of the commodities sold within it. Simultaneously it had contributed to the decline of many urban centres with which it was now a direct competitor. This replication made the shopping mall a phenomenon whose mass-produced anonymity and placelessness typified to an even greater extent the ‘illness’ of the landscape that it was supposed to cure.

ON THE ROAD TO NOWHERE

One may dwell on what might have been. This rather privileges the perspective of the architect as one that has access to a higher truth, over and above commercial concerns. Rather, I would posit that this scenario points towards an architectural profession whose ideological preoccupations are frequently ignorant of the capitalist societal context in which they operate. This is not to say that either is right. Capitalism is far from perfect. Similarly, great architecture is not perpetuated by simply reflecting things as they are. Nonetheless, an architecture that fails to grasp the nettle of the social context in which it operates – particularly in the case of a building as nakedly capitalistic as the shopping mall – is one that risks obsolescence. If a more enlightened perspective is to be applied to the history of the shopping mall, an unravelling of the pseudo-science behind its spatial formula must therefore be the first port of call. From this baseline a more informed discussion, concerning how and where this spatial formula is now developing, can then proceed.

Jean Baudrillard captures the global appeal that has overridden the concerns of the shopping malls most vociferous detractors:

A new art of living, a new way of living, say the adverts – a ‘switched-on’ daily experience. You can shop pleasantly in a single air conditioned location, buy your food there, purchase things for your flat or country cottage – clothing, flowers, the latest novel or the latest gadget. And you can do all this in a single trip, while husband and children watch a film, and then dine together right there.20

As a convenient lifestyle choice, one that concentrated the desirable elements of consumption within a single protective and intelligible environment, the ‘classic’ American mall offered itself as an alternative to the city centre. Moreover, it was a choice that was coupled to perceptions of the motor car as a symbol of suburban freedom. Validation was derived in opposition to the congestion, confusion and threat implicit within the traditional urban core. The shopping mall offered the convenience, comfort and security that the urban realm theoretically could not. But a significant problem lay in the structural characteristics that underpinned this alternate urbanity.

Victor Gruen described the mall as:

a conveniently accessible, amply stocked shopping area with plentiful and free parking. This is the purely practical need for which the shopping centre was originally conceived and which many centres most adequately fulfil.21

Yet the infrastructure that this requires – the acres of asphalt required for the car-based approach journey and ‘plentiful and free parking’ – has little to do with the ‘new way of living’ suggested by Baudrillard’s description of the shopping mall experience. Instead a scenario is presented in which the mall, having embraced the car in order to provide an ‘alternative’ to the city centre, must immediately effect a cognitive severance between ones mode of transport and the total pedestrian environment offered on arrival. In these first steps there exists an irreconcilable existential schism between the building and its site.
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1.2 Approach road to Brent Cross shopping centre, London. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

This schism is the instrument that has allowed the mall to create its global shopping environment, editing out the problems of urban life in favour of a sheltered utopia of consumption. The split between context and building is total. As a result, the zones surrounding the mall reinforce a language of exclusion that guarantees spatial autonomy. A sense of place, at least of the kind asserted here, embodies the notion of security only with one’s own kind and breeds an intolerance of others.22 As Kim Dovey notes, the mall ‘embodies the contradiction of a “private community”. As a space of private control coupled with public meanings it relies upon the illusion of public space’.23 Universality and stasis is made into something that is otherworldly, eerie and paradoxically threatening.24
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1.3 Approach to Bluewater shopping centre, Greenhithe, Kent. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

These principles have underpinned the universal image of the shopping mall as a ‘global product’. While the choice of which mall to frequent is left to the individual, its existential foundation is the construct of a ‘model mall’ that is universal in the environmental values it offers. A cursory examination of the location plan of any major out-of-town ‘regional’ mall makes this apparent. Here, as Victor Gruen stated, ‘planning and design characteristics appear in their strongest and purest form’.25 The same basic ingredients exist in all, from the Northland Centre through to current behemoths such as Canada’s West Edmonton Mall or the USA’s Mall of America. A perimeter of major roads feeds an interstitial (though sizeable) belt of car parking, and at the heart of it all sits the walled, internalised environment of the shopping centre. Everything is focused toward the centre, centripetally, fetishizing the interior.

Here the power exerted by the mall’s mythical spatial constructs becomes abundantly clear. If a person is asked to express the shopping-centre experience, it is doubtful that their first response would be one that describes motorway exits and acres of car-park. In the relationship between building and site, despite their interdependence, there exists an air of willed and illusory detachment. The ‘universal model’ of the mall, by virtue of its values of internalization, exists primarily as an ideal. It is the totem of a consumerist belief-system. The experience that it offers is not site specific, but rather universal. In this sense, ‘by eliminating the site [it] makes architecture into an object relatively independent of place’.26

For malls to differentiate themselves within a fickle and ruthless consumer market, they must transcend their common global values. Assertions of individuality are made on the basis of ‘branding’ a particular lifestyle. The mall offers an experiential idea, or at least the promise of that idea, divested of the trappings and limitations that define the physical reality of a product. Accordingly, our first contact with the mall is not with its ‘real’ physical environment. Instead, it enters our consciousness as a branded image, which captures and makes explicit its experiential values.

Photography does for architecture what the railway did for cities, transforming it into merchandise and conveying it through the magazines for it to be consumed by the masses.27

As the process of arrival recedes into memory, the question turns to what awaits the consumer as they cross the threshold to the mall’s interior. How does the outward projection of the brand translate into reality?

We feel the influence of the mall, and perceive its identity, far beyond the limitations of its physical structure. This is essential. While a mall is normally situated in a location of ‘maximum infrastructural promise’, it is not, by virtue of its self-contained form and the volume of land that it requires, usually in a space that can be ‘accidentally discovered’. Once we have arrived, however, the mall must make good on the promise inherent in its branded image. In bridging this gap, the mall must confront the tension between singularity and mass-production at the heart of its existence. Faced with an uninspiring combination of standardized architectural form and the erasure of all immediate context by an asphalt hinterland, it is clear that the branded image through which we first appraise the mall does not reflect an extant architectural reality. On the contrary, delivery of its promise means that the mall’s internal environment must reflect the values inherent within the image. Moreover, its privilege of the interior domain frees architectural language from the performative technological concerns that require a robust, permanent materiality. In essence the roles of physical form and photography are reversed. The identity of the mall becomes, in effect, that of a photomontage. Seamlessly grafted onto the values of the ‘global product’, its status is acquired through a re-assembled image of cultural artefacts. The montage of fragments that constitute ‘identity’ are a reminder of our own individuality in a world whose technological advances increasingly undermine a sense of rooted stability. A visual smokescreen, whose continued effectiveness is given testimony by the mall’s eternally ringing cash registers. What we perceive as the architecture of the mall, and hence its identity, acts ‘as a cultural sponge, soaking up and morphing to its surroundings’.28 Ultimately, the thing we identify in the image of the shopping mall is not a place, but ourselves. The ephemeral nature of this architectural identity is not without its problems, however:

Manufacturing products may require drills, furnaces, hammers and the like, but creating a brand calls for a completely different set of tools and materials. It requires an endless parade of brand extensions, continuously renewed imagery for marketing and, most of all, fresh new spaces to disseminate the brand’s idea of itself.29

Naomi Klein identifies the nature of the brand as a fluid evolving entity. Following this logic, we can see the difficulties faced by the shopping mall in maintaining its branded modernity once it is rendered physically static by the invariance of built form.30 While its branded image differentiates a given mall within a sea of otherwise identical alternatives, it exists as a surface dressing whose immersive novelty will be eclipsed by next season’s fashion. To keep pace with the times, it too must continuously adapt and evolve. Accordingly, identity – and hence the mall’s surface language – is subject to perpetual erasure and renewal. Space remains permanent while architectural form enters the realm of transiency. The two are necessarily divorced.

This asks a number of troubling questions about the existential relevance of the environment that is offered. Walter Benjamin captures the nature of this conundrum:

Where in the new does the boundary run between reality and appearance?31

Considered in the context of the identity constructed by the mall, it is the nature of ‘transiency without progress, a relentless pursuit of “novelty” that brings about nothing new in history’32 that troubles me here. A further exposition is required, one that is concerned with:

the fact that on the face of that oversized head called earth precisely what is newest doesn’t change; that this ‘newest’ in all its pieces keeps remaining the same.33

Underlying its visual smokescreen is the mall’s spatial structure, made manifest only as the shelf life of the brand begins to expire. It is this that coerces the consumer into prolonging their stay within its walls. In spite of increasingly elaborate attempts at camouflage, the dumbbell plan form once again comes to the fore.

IMPULSIVE BEHAVIOUR

When establishing the configurational principles of the ‘mall genotype’, Victor Gruen made the observation that the ‘exposure of all individual stores to the maximum amount of foot traffic is the best assurance of high sales volume’.34 Recognising that not all shops would have the same ‘pulling power’, Gruen saw it as essential to identify stores that would act as the main ‘regional attractors’ of the general public. The position of these stores within the overall configuration was soon realised to be critical to the success of the mall. Gruen termed these units as ‘anchor stores’. Anchor stores are usually a branch of a national chain of department stores, whose appeal lies in the diversity of goods that they sell and in the assurance of quality possessed by their brand name. Gruen noted that the strategic placement of an anchor store at either end of the shopping mall’s linear axis meant that each customer traversing this route would have to pass all of the smaller product-specific or boutique-type stores. Every unit in the mall would then be exposed to the same potential customer footfall as the anchors. The anchor became a ‘magnet’ that drew visitors past all the temptations and curiosities of the mall, and heightened their psychological desire to engage in acts of consumption.

Diversion and intrigue thus frame the linear route between the ‘destinations’ of the shopping mall’s anchor stores. In this way the mall attempts to transcend the monotony of its physical structure. The desirability of the object becomes all in the immediacy and contextlessness of this environment. By placing elements that purport to cater for consumers’ needs at its extremities, the individual is forced along a long path made appealing by the promise, at its end, of reaching one’s destination. For every one destination, a hundred possibilities flower in a consumer’s mind as they follow the route. The mall becomes an ‘addictive environmental drug’.35 It allows the consumer to transcend the limited possibilities of the mall’s physical form by engaging in a sustained and continually evolving fantasy. In this way the mall reinforces its status as a preference to the experience of city-centre shopping, where unplanned and ‘stretched-out’ destinations preclude the possibilities of a concentrated focus on leisure and consumption.

Although perceived as an improved slice of metropolitan entertainment, the symbolism that underlies the mall’s strong axiality is analogous to traditional urban patterns whose purpose is very different. Bill Hillier makes a clear distinction between the roles of ‘instrumental’ and ‘symbolic’ axiality within the urban environment. He says that instrumental axiality characterizes everyday movement within the ‘working city’. The physical nature of this type of axiality is embodied in a sense of continuity, with lines of sight striking buildings at certain oblique angles, emphasizing social potentialities rather than singularity of purpose. The emphasis becomes one of ‘social production’. Symbolic axiality, on the other hand, serves to emphasize the power of a single, often sacred object over the individual. The right-angled relationship that the object has with its visual axis terminates this vista. Fixity and stability are implicit in this formal hierarchical expression and prevail over the fluidity of spatial movement and communication. As such, symbolic axiality characterizes spaces that are usually of great religious or political or bureaucratic significance. Hillier writes that the emphasis in such cases becomes one of ‘social reproduction’, that of recreating meaning rather than of serving function:

By placing an observer moving through space on the axis of symmetry of the building façade, and extending the spatial axis as far as possible away from the building at a right angle, the presence of the symbolic building becomes more pervasive and more invariant.36

Using Hillier’s categories to analyze the shopping mall’s interiorized world, a clear emphasis can be observed, that favours socially reproductive space over socially productive space. This emphasis is both organizational and affective. Safety and intelligibility, together with the shopping mall’s manipulation of our desires, is achieved by contriving a model of ‘behavioural constancy’ – one whose socially reproductive agenda is imprinted in the dumbbell typology. To this end, the dumbbell appropriates the formalism and social conditioning of models of symbolic, rather than instrumental, axiality. The ‘positive attractor’ of the anchor department store, which substitutes for a religious or civic monument, acts as a destination to mark the end of – and thereby reinforces the limits of – the mall. By adopting the spatial language of that which is sacred, the mall implies a kind of enlightenment for its ‘pilgrims’ as they arrive at their final destination. Moreover, its spatial roots supposedly guarantee compliance with a social contract.

Notwithstanding these pseudo-religious overtones, it remains the fact that the social reproduction symbolically inscribed in the mall’s spatial configuration has little basis in events of civic importance. Its true origins lie in the desires of faceless multinationals to manipulate consumers’ desires for profit. While the mall may deliver the values of safety and comfort that are outwardly offered, it does so at a cost. Using the pressure of continuous linear movement to ruthlessly atomize the groups of consumers that inhabit it, the mall ultimately serves as a springboard to enact individuated fantasizes of consumption. As Miller observes, shopping is viewed with ‘different degrees of pleasure, according to the degree of autonomy that consumers exercise over the activity’.37 The shopping mall’s coercive structure actively elevates this degree of autonomy to a level that is theoretically impossible to achieve within the ‘unpredictable’ urban realm. While the outward-looking, interconnected nature of the urban environment can never eradicate its productive qualities entirely, the inward-looking shopping mall has seemingly removed all conceivable obstacles to their suppression. Social reproduction, filtered through the dumbbell plan form, therefore equates to a willed lack of interaction between the mall’s inhabitants, whose focus resides entirely on the immanence of its worldly goods. Safety and comfort become by-products of glacial disconnection on the part of the consumer – an uninterrupted replication of predictability rather than a re-invigorated sense of community coherence. As long as this remains the case, any socially productive value implicit in the shopping mall will stay suppressed.
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1.4 Mall axis at the Trafford Centre, Manchester. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

BETWEEN A ROCK AND A HARD PLACE

While the financial health of the American mall went from strength to strength – and facilitated its export to nations looking to the USA for a cultural lead – architectural experimentation with the typology became limited, to say the least. And it would appear that the incarnation of the shopping mall which has endured provides the bitterest of vindications to Benjamin’s critiques of capitalist ‘progress’.

Outwardly, typological progress can only be portrayed in a superficial light. Most commonly this discussion focuses on increasingly elaborate surface branding techniques. These range from the pseudo-contextual authenticity of ‘shopping malls for people who don’t like shopping malls’, such as Bluewater in Kent, to the extreme artifice of the Ibn Battuta mall in Dubai, which ‘re-creates’ the travels of its historical namesake. At either extreme (and in between for that matter) these environments reduce themselves to a phantasmagoric montage of cultural fragments, contrived in order to appeal to the transient fashions of a target demographic.

Equally, the mall is portrayed in terms of ‘the measure’. The moniker that ‘biggest is best’ brands malls around the world, from the Mall of America to the Dubai Mall, as each attempts to outdo the other and assert pre-eminence within globalization’s capitalist framework. This is as direct an example as one could wish for of the self-legitimating myth of capitalistic progress. Perversely, it is also one whose records are subject to constant revision. These shifting sands render its mark as ephemeral as the surface language with which the shopping mall is branded.

Inwardly, architectural experimentation is oriented toward refinements of the deadly equation between diagram and dividend originally pioneered by Gruen. As the scale of global mall developments has grown, the generic dumbbell formula has been forced to develop a number of variants to counteract the fatigue that its symbolic axiality can produce. The success of the dumbbell depends on a balance between directional movement and the behavioural constancy facilitated by the ‘magnets’ at either end of its ‘symbolic’ axis. As Hillier notes, the formality of the symbolic axis becomes increasingly dominant as its scale and importance is increased. In the context of the mall, whose evolution appears to be governed by the maxim of ‘bigger means better’, the paradox of its configuration will result in a tension between the large and the small-scaled elements of consumption; in other words, a tension between destination and impulse. Beyond a certain size, the models of behavioural control that were so efficient in the mall’s earlier manifestations become ineffective, with worrying consequences for its economic viability. Shoppers, in their desire to reach a specific destination, simply have to increase their walking speed, the result of which is that they increasingly ‘block out’ the visual stimuli of desire presented by the small shops that flank their route. The question becomes this: since the increasing size and length of the mall act to diminish the influence of these diversionary elements, emphasizing the singularity of the ‘destination’ store, how might the mall redress the balance back towards its smaller units of consumption?
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1.5 Bluewater shopping centre, Greenhithe, Kent. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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1.6 Ibn Battuta shopping mall, Dubai. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

In a mall, thou shalt never let a shopper see how far it is to the next anchor store. Thou shalt break her line of sight. If you make her aware of how much walking she is really doing inside a mall, she will leave the building and take her car to the far end rather than walk. And once you’ve let her out of the building and into her car, there is a significant chance she will say forget the whole thing and go home.38

It is a very real problem for those involved in the design of shopping malls. Attempts to deal with this problem can be seen in geometric refinements to the dumbbell plan form that seek to counteract the economically destructive effects of formal processional movement and symbolic axiality. Meadowhall shopping centre in Sheffield, England deliberately disrupts the axial line of sight along its malls by physically ‘cranking’ each end of the linear route through an angle of 45 degrees. Although visual continuity still exists within each of the three sections that the mall is broken into, the disruption of absolute linear axiality has a curious effect. The consumer’s attention is diverted away from a specific destination by the very fact that it is now rendered ‘invisible’, and exists only as a ‘promise’ at the end of the journey. In doing so, Meadowhall masks its regime of social reproduction by making a limited concession to the instrumental axiality that is more characteristic of the socially productive ‘working city’. Control of the social and spatial experience, is further masked by implementing a kind of territorial regionalism within the mall, distinguishing each of Meadowhall’s zones within the continuity of its physical structure. Shops are carefully grouped within these regions, giving each a kind of destinational theme that informs its ‘character’, and presenting the consumer with:

smaller, more manageable, chunks of visual information [that build] an exterior space for the area, distinct from the interior space of the individual retailer.39

The Trafford Centre in Manchester displays a further refinement of the ‘cranked dumbbell’ typology. While following the ‘rule of thumb’ that breaks direct line of sight from one end to the other, the Trafford Centre creates a much stronger blend of immediacy and continuity. What was a harsh, angular disruption of the linear axis at Meadowhall becomes a shallow, smooth arc that gives a much stronger sense of extended movement as it disappears into the distance – precisely because of the fact that it consists of an unfaceted continuous form. The non-linearity of the axial route in the Trafford Centre heightens awareness of the shops that flank it. The consumer’s line of sight, limited in either direction by the mall’s curving form, is diverted towards constantly shifting oblique views of shopfronts as they arc into view. The shallow curve of the major axial route through the Trafford Centre thus mediates between its enormous scale and the tension between destination and impulse, the balance that is so key to the economic viability of any shopping mall. And there are further diagrammatic twists.
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1.7 Evolution of the shopping mall plan form. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

In his refinements of the shopping mall plan form, the American architect Eric Kuhne has emerged as a worthy heir to Gruen’s throne. More than many, Kuhne has realized the importance of balancing perpetual movement with manageable chunks of visual information as the key to subtle manipulations of this formula. In his design for Kent’s Bluewater mall there are three shallow curving dumbbells joined at oblique angles in a centripetal arrangement. At the Bur Juman centre in Dubai – another of Kuhne’s designs – a figure of eight plan form is used. Each takes the form of a closed loop – derived from the boxy, ‘racetrack’ plan form seen in malls such as Minnesota’s Mall of America or Westfield London – that stimulates an effortless, repetitive cycle of movement. Unlike the more rigid axial qualities of their predecessors, they appropriate the properties of instrumental axiality as a motif of social production. The reality could not be further from the truth. Using their curved malls to break the consumers line of sight, attention is diverted onto the immediate, while the promise of further riches, just out of view, stimulates further exploration. Of course, Kuhne would never discuss his projects in such terms, preferring to refer to his work in the empty rhetoric of pseudo-contextualism. Bluewater is thus described as ‘100 Australians and a handful of Americans trying to interpret your culture’,40 while ‘Bur Juman Gardens [sic] celebrates the diversity of science, arts, and letters that the Arabic World has contributed to civilization’.41 It is clear from these examples, however, that the real innovation is the manner in which the coercive structure underpinning the mall has managed to render itself more powerfully than ever, while concealing itself beneath a far more elaborate cloak. If endorsement is required of Kuhne’s ‘talent’ for eking a little more life out of this formula it is in the wholesale adoption of the Bluewater plan form in mega-scaled projects such as the Dubai Mall (a shopping mall claimed by some to be the world’s largest), designed by DP Architects PTE. A successor to the dumbbell layout may have been found, but the Faustian pact between plan and profit continues to drive the architectural process.
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1.8 The curving axis within the Dubai Mall. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

While the ‘innovations’ explored above are almost entirely inward and, in many ways, anti-urban, the western shopping mall has nonetheless experienced a limited metropolitan history. Much of the first wave of shopping mall development on British shores, for example, was situated in the city-centre. Built before the out-of-town Thatcherite boom took hold, these projects act as anachronistic reminders of the single-minded mall developments that resulted from Britain’s import of post-war Americana in the 1960s and 1970s. Brent Cross, opened in 1976, proclaimed itself the first purpose-built regional shopping centre on these shores. A crude, boxy dumbbell, it has maintained a functional relationship of mutual alienation with London’s North Circular road over a 36-year lifespan. The bric-a-brac of its exterior belies a solely internal focus. While the diminishing attractiveness of its mall spaces has led to several internal facelifts over the years, its urban qualities have remained sadly lacking.

Similarly unloved is Manchester’s Arndale Centre. Following hot on the heels of Brent Cross, it opened in 1977 with ambitions of being Britain’s single biggest shopping centre.42 Its impenetrable, monolithic form was universally condemned upon opening as an example of how not to plan an urban environment. A rebirth of sorts followed the IRA bomb that eviscerated Manchester city centre in 1996. It was, however, an opportunity that was not taken well. While its repair and extension made it the UK’s largest urban shopping centre – at least until the opening of Westfield London in 2008 – its incongruous urbanism feels muddled and ad-hoc. Like Brent Cross, perhaps the only thing that could ever truly make Manchester’s Arndale centre beautiful would be to raze it entirely and just start again.

A more self-consciously ‘beautiful’ urban shopping mall is centre:mk in Midsummer Boulevard, Milton Keynes. The aesthetic treatment of the Milton Keynes shopping centre echoes the cool lines, gridded rationalism, and pure rectilinear forms of Miesian design. Its entirely glazed exterior breaks with the more traditional closed shopping mall form and allows daylight to penetrate deep into its internal spaces. It is a highly photogenic piece of architecture, or perhaps more accurately, an architecture that is designed to be photographed rather than used. Every surface is fanatically gridded, creating the effect of ‘a space that neither closes nor opens, but establishes relations between points and directions’.43 As such, the surface language of Milton Keynes mall is based (whether consciously or subconsciously) on the creation of a product that is only really communicable through visual manipulation. A number of typological innovations were spuriously claimed by the mall’s designers in the Milton Keynes Architects Department, however. The placement of delivery bays, servicing and car parking on the mall’s roof supposedly allowed the area around the shopping centre exterior to become a pedestrian-friendly space. This, however, is a rather ridiculous intention in a city centre consisting of roads designed for high-volume traffic. The open spaces around much of the centre’s exterior remain woefully underused and bereft of meaningful connection to the wider city. The idea of rooftop access and servicing was a cliché used in many American buildings in the 1960s,44 and this is just a lazy transference of such ideas to Britain. The true banality of the Milton Keynes shopping centre is shown by the use of the dumbbell configuration as the basis of its physical structure. Behind the grids and the mirror glass, nothing really changed.

Nonetheless, as the centerpiece of an Americanized slice of urban autopia45 it achieved grade II listed status in 2010.46 It was a significant victory for twentieth-century preservationists such as Owen Hatherley who observed that ‘listing declares that malls can be worthwhile pieces of public architecture’.47 But, if this accolade has ensured longevity it is not without its problems. Centre:mk’s deeply modernist visual language juxtaposes an aesthetic which represents a pure and essentialist lifestyle with a layout typified by hedonistic consumption. The two are more or less incompatible. What results is a disjuncture that renders this environment socially naked, leaving the consumer with only the dull sterile monotony that lies at the heart of the manipulative agenda behind Gruen’s prototype. Milton Keynes remains a bold experiment for sure, but wide of the mark as a successful public space. Moreover, as part of a self-consciously Americanized urban plan its syntax is rather different to that of many British cities today.

More committed attempts to reconcile the shopping mall with the urban environment have been explored by architects on both sides of the Atlantic in recent years. Dovey has noted, for example, how the smaller urban shopping malls in central Minneapolis have been linked together by a series of climactically controlled skywalks in an effort to counteract the corrosive effects of the nearby Mall of America on the downtown area. As he observes, however, this has simply led to an internalization of much of the city-centre, creating a privatized urban realm that has further damaged the metropolitan core.48 In essence the urban realm here has been subsumed by the language of the shopping mall.

In Britain, the untapped potential of the urban shopping mall appears to have been recognized by the architects and policy makers at the helm of its urban regeneration. In 2001, the Architects’ Journal acknowledged as much, reporting that:

the UK is undergoing a ‘sea change’ in its approach to the design of inner-city shopping centres, according to CABE chief executive Jon Rouse. He believes developers are already buying into the idea that retail complexes can no longer be dropped into the centre of towns irrespective of their street pattern […] According to Rouse, developers have for years got away with doing ‘bog standard’ shopping centres, both in and on the edge of towns. But new laws […] and a change of heart, mean that architects can now expect to be asked to respect the urban fabric – or even restore it after 30 years of blight.49

A number of major urban projects exemplify this condition. The Bull Ring in Birmingham is a wholesale replacement of a 1960s shopping centre of the same name, while the Australian developer Westfield has realized two major urban shopping malls in east and west London respectively. Liverpool One leads the vanguard, however.

Opened in 2008, this BDP-masterplanned ‘shopping district’ in the centre of Liverpool occupies a total area of 180,000 square metres. It comprises 130,063 square metres of retail space, a 14 screen cinema, 23,000 square metres of restaurants/cafes/bars, two hotels, 600 apartments, offices, a 5-acre park, 2,000 car parking spaces and, last but not least, a brand new transport interchange.50 The BDP chairman, David Cash, has gone as far as describing the project as his favourite of the practice’s buildings, observing that, ‘Liverpool One is much more than a shopping centre – it is a place for people’.51 If a more impartial endorsement is required, the awards group of the Royal Institute of British Architects nominated the project for the 2009 Stirling Prize. It didn’t win of course, but it was the first time that a masterplan has been put forward for this accolade. Furthermore, Liverpool One had infiltrated the armature of cultural snobbishness that normally undermines architectural discussions of the typology. It was an acknowledgement that the project differs from conventional shopping mall stock and is apparently better for it. Liverpool One appears to represent a shift from more ‘route one’ attempts to shoe-horn the mall into the city centre to a seemingly more holistic interaction with the urban world. Wading past the awards and statistics, it is therefore important to get to the root of its difference.

Rather than destroying pre-existing street patterns to feed the introverted logic of the typology, Liverpool One extroverts the mall form, giving continuity and extension to the city’s pedestrian street network. In such a way the ‘ground’ of the mall appears to fuse with the ground of the city. Moreover, a number of its characteristics echo those that were seen in Gruen’s later theoretical projects such as the Fort Worth masterplan. Most notably these are the preservation of historic city buildings within the mall masterplan and an attempt to neutralize the presence of the motorcar to deliver a large scaled programme of pedestrian space. So does this Anglicized hybrid pass muster?

Appropriating the southern end of Liverpool’s Paradise Street – the development coined a working title of ‘The Paradise Street Project’ in early design iterations – Liverpool One taps into the city’s main pedestrian shopping street, claiming the triangular chunk of urban space below the east-west axis of Lord Street and Church Street. Peter Coleman, BDP’s director of retail design, outlines the approach further:

Dividing the area and connecting with the northern part of the city, Paradise Street forms a central spine to the masterplan. The masterplan incorporates two fundamental urban forms which correspond to the two areas either side of Paradise Street. The west side is formed from a newly made, urban fabric of large scale, contemporary mixed-use buildings (which define the Park, South John Street and the West side of Paradise Street). The urban form on the east side sits within the finely grained existing fabric of retained historic buildings and the mixture of creative new infill buildings […] The approach of largely adopting the existing street pattern, along with reforming desire lines, assists the integration and continuity of the new with the existing city. Furthermore, the network of combined streets encourages a series of pedestrian circuits which extend between the existing and newly regenerated parts of the city.52

This syntax is initially pleasing because it renders the shopping mall as something other than an alien object gazumping the natural order of Liverpool’s urban realm. Subtle touches throughout the development – such as continuity of finish to the ground plane – conflate the old and new, lending further legitimacy to the urban design credentials of the masterplan. In the gaps between old and new, however, the inward orientation of the shopping mall becomes clear. While the complex remains open air, the limited porosity of the three-storey South John Street – which dominates the westerly portion of the masterplan – reveals itself as the most hackneyed of shopping mall stereotypes: a dumbbell layout. Its three storeys are the principle means by which topographical elements and infrastructure surrounding the site are given a sense of order. In essence it becomes the organizational hub of the development. In turn this reveals the vectoral clarity that underpins the masterplan as a whole. A superimposition of mall diagrams sets up a series of expanding centripetal circuits through the masterplan that begin and end at South John Street. Their mechanics of persuasion are hidden by the changing urban qualities of each of Liverpool One’s sub-districts, but their presence remains clear. Therein lie the fundamental characteristics of this city ‘ground’. Each loop renders, and reinforces, movement that is internal to the masterplan. Streets and axes are left open-ended to supposedly forge new connections, but the moment one moves off of the principal path of vectoral movement things feel remote and disconnected. The perceptual limits of the mall masterplan remain all-too-clear.

Liverpool One, along with the other urban regeneration projects mentioned above, remains under the thrall of the manipulative spatial diagrams that all-too-often undermine more meaningful social praxis within the shopping mall typology. It is, in effect, an urban archipelago. Within the context that it operates it is an exception to the urban condition rather than the norm. By extroverting the dumbbell, Liverpool One has simply transposed this logic into a wider urban realm. In breaking down the walls of the shopping mall’s internalized world, its spatial diagram is simultaneously harder to discern and more potent. While the putative friendliness of its urban niceties may go some way to assuaging such concerns, there remains little doubt that public, for Liverpool One, is a space and demographic to be manipulated for maximum profit. The plaudits associated with the Liverpool One development stem principally from its sensitive preservation of Liverpool’s historic urban fabric. These are genuinely the most successful moments. They have, however, changed the character of the streets in these areas. Privatization and careful demographic sorting, via strategic selections of retailers, have stripped the city street of its everyman status – even in the preserved lanes. And these are far from its most representative moments. They simply feed the main event, whose most significant achievement appears to be finding a new means to perpetuate the status quo. The shopping mall may have made itself the centre of the regenerated city, but any hope that it might take on a more egalitarian set of urban qualities is left wanting.

In the face of such an apparently non-ideological, nakedly capitalistic, approach it is hardly surprising that those architects held up as luminaries of the profession are almost totally unwilling to engage in shopping mall design. Where they do, their work is often reduced to the role of a visual stylist rather than a master of space. A good example is the prosthesis (accommodating Selfridges’ department store) that Future Systems added to Birmingham’s Bull Ring. Although its sparkling aluminium discs and otherworldly blobbyness add a certain cool factor to the image of Birmingham’s regeneration – the project even attracted a RIBA design award in 2004 – it adds little to the mall or department store typology beyond external exuberance. Up close, where the decorative uselessness of Selfridges’ shiny scales is apparent, it is the painted concrete shell behind that truly governs the interactions between the building, the city and its public. It would appear that a challenge to the technocracy governing the shopping mall’s spatial characteristics is an arena too far. Behind the mask the familiar clichés of out-of-town shopping mall design have simply been reassembled to suit a new condition.

[image: images]

1.9 South John Street, Liverpool One. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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1.10 Future Systems curved façade for Selfridges at the Bull Ring, Birmingham. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

All of this points towards a difficult truth. The idealistic and often naïve nature of architectural theory operates in an intellectual territory that contrasts starkly with the complex and manipulative capitalist society in which we live. This schism all-too-often manifests itself as a form of cultural elitism within architectural circles instead of an attempt at social reconciliation.

Architects such as Rem Koolhaas have at least attempted to engage more meaningfully with the mall. On a theoretical level his intention is to empower the architect with an understanding of the socio-economic determinants of mall design, and thus allow a subversion of the typology from within.53 Such ‘covert operations’ inside the alien world of the mall developer would be a lot more convincing if the analysis and designs presented by Koolhaas (and colleagues) held up to any kind of rigorous interrogation. The shopping mall at the heart of the Euralille masterplan – on which Koolhaas collaborated with Jean Nouvel – is a case in point. Here, Koolhaas was cast as urban designer while Nouvel assumed the role of architect. Conceived as a gateway between a new international rail terminus and the old city of Lille, a number of axes were cut through the shopping mall to foster this urban linkage. In conception the hegemony of the dumbbell is undone, recasting the mall as a piece of connective urban tissue. However, as Dovey notes:

While these axes are aligned with and connected to public space, they are not ‘public’ and they are not used as thoroughfares – indeed one of the entries is locked. The pedestrian traffic within the mall is almost entirely generated by traffic to and from the car park and the old city, with the anchor store as the single attraction. In other words, the mall works like any other private mall as a cul-de-sac rather than a thoroughfare in the urban fabric.54

Euralille is, to date, the closest Rem Koolhaas has come to designing a shopping mall. The remainder of his work in this field is theoretical. What the failure of Euralille as an urban agent reveals is the insubstantiality of his work with the typology as a whole. His theses are a lot further from operating in the world of concrete reality than they would like us to think. Perhaps what they best reveal is the difficulty of being able to think about the shopping mall in conventional urban terms at all.

A more cohesive critical practice is needed if the shopping mall is to be reclaimed as a sentient realm of social interaction. Moreover, the prevalence of the typology in the day-to-day lives of millions of people around the world demands that this calling be taken seriously. The question, is where one might ground this critical practice.

Putting aside, for a moment, the lamentable record displayed by modern architectural practice in addressing the shopping mall typology, far more interesting dialogues have been opened up in a number of other academic fields. Meaghan Morris, for example, notes that while ‘shopping centres produce a sense of space for economic, “come hither” reasons’,55 it does not follow that we can ‘derive commentary on their function, people’s responses to them, or their own cultural production of “place” in and around them, from this economic rationale’.56 Similarly, Miller writes of:

identity as a social process that shifts according to social context […] identities can be expressed in relation to particular places and particular material goods. In other words, we approach identity as a discursively constituted social relation, articulated through narratives of the self.57

A richer picture of the shopping mall is clearly possible, riven with a sense of social purpose that runs deeper than the models of behavioural constancy on which it is outwardly based. Moreover, it is territory with which architectural theory is, at least, familiar. As Bernard Tschumi has stated, ‘there is no cause and effect relationship between the concept of space and the experience of space, or between buildings and their uses, or space and the movement of bodies within it’.58 On this basis it is possible to return to the critical techniques employed by Walter Benjamin in the Arcades Project as a means of unpicking the problem of the shopping mall. Benjamin used ‘montage as the formal principle of the new technology […] to reconstruct an experiential world so that it provided a coherence of vision necessary for historical reflection’.59 In the case of the shopping mall a montage that positively engages with the layers of social meaning palpable beneath its surface could lead to a far more productive reading of the typology.

There is, however, a ‘but’ in all this – one which relates to the capacity for these more innovative theoretical readings to filter into the processes of architectural production. It is a scenario borne out of the dialectic between transgressive action and the nature of the peripheral, insular situation of the shopping mall experienced in Western modernity. On one level, horrifying events, such as the abduction and murder of Jamie Bulger from a shopping centre in Liverpool60 or the accidental death of Samuel Adams at the Trafford Centre in Manchester,61 undermine the values of familial safety projected by the shopping mall. On another, the exceptional nature of these events is used as a justification to re-double efforts aimed at editing out all things unpredictable. Above all else the mall cannot be seen to falter on its most fundamental of promises. It becomes acceptable to banish even the lowest levels of transgressive behaviour,62 or the merest potential for it, safe in the knowledge that nothing representative of genuine urban contamination could ever be possible here. The kind of situationist appropriations of space envisioned by Tschumi et al – poetry readings in a Gap store or a Marxist play about disenfranchized coffee bean farmers held in Starbucks – remain mired in the realm of fantasy. Excellent as a number of sociological readings of the mall are, they deal with the mall as it is and techniques by which we negotiate the mall as it is. Meanwhile the typology insulates itself against change under the self-legitimating banners of giving the public what they supposedly want63 and, of course, its unquestionable need for profitability.

GOODBYE TO ALL THAT

Any relationship between a building and its users is one of violence, for any use means the intrusion of a human body into a given space, the intrusion of one order into another […] What must first be determined is whether this relation between action and space is symmetrical – opposing two camps (people versus spaces) that affect one another in a comparable way – or asymmetrical, a relation in which one camp, whether space or people, clearly dominates the other.64

Considered in the context of the shopping mall, this ever-present tension between space and lived action is a relationship clearly dominated by an asymmetrical balance of power that favours a pre-determining spatial arrangement. In this predicament, ‘violence exercised by and through space is spatial torture’.65 Relationships between space and action descend all too easily into reproduction rather than dynamic, dialectic reciprocation. There is a danger that theoretical enquiry can also be polarized by, or within, these terms.

The fundamental point here concerns design intention. Framed within the polemic terms outlined by Tschumi, this intent could all too easily be read as an isolated moment within a hermetic architectural discipline – one that is diametrically opposed to the unplanned and spontaneous nature of human habitation. This is not to say that Tschumi fails to acknowledge alternatives – far from it – but an intellectual cul-de-sac can be arrived at all too quickly if this text is viewed within fixed disciplinary terms. Surely the point is to cast the net of enquiry a lot wider, to make explicit a larger dialectical process that doesn’t privilege design as an isolated moment preceding all others. Rather, it must be acknowledged that design intent is rarely the stuff of autonomous individual will. Myriad factors – social, climatic, geographic, economic, infrastructural – all too often determine the nature of ‘intent’ before the architectural process has truly begun. As such, the nature of this bigger picture must be considered.

A machinic assemblage is an interstratum in so far as it regulates the relations between strata, as well as the relations between contents and expressions on each stratum […] A single assemblage can borrow from different strata, and with a certain amount of apparent disorder; conversely, a stratum or element of a stratum can join others in functioning in a different assemblage.66

While the dense nature of Deleuze and Guattari’s writings can often feel too abstract for practical application, their idea of machinic assemblage has sufficient breadth to accommodate the mall as an agent, or interstratum, with an open-ended and mutually determining set of relationships between contents (space) and expression (lived action). In more simple terms:

an ‘assemblage’ is a whole whose properties emerge from the interactions between parts. It is perhaps best seen as a ‘state of affairs’ in contrast to a ‘thing’ or a collection of parts […] The parts of an assemblage are contingent rather than necessary, they are aggregated, mixed and composed; as in a ‘machine’ they can be taken out and used in other assemblages.67

Critically, this framework frees the idea of ‘intent’ from the intellectual baggage that situates it within an architectural ivory tower. As David Harvey observes:

technologies and organizational forms do not descend from the sky. They get produced out of mental conceptions. They also arise out of our social relations and concretely arise in response to the practical needs of daily life or of labour processes.68

Moreover, he observes that:

no one moment prevails over the others, even as there exists within each moment the possibility for autonomous development (nature independently mutates and evolves, as do ideas, social relations, forms of daily life, etc.). All these elements co-evolve and are subject to perpetual renewal and transformation as dynamic moments within the totality.69

Nonetheless, it remains the case that consideration of the wider assemblage may still arrive at the same stultifying set of conclusions. The remote location of the Western mall; its reliance on car-based transport; its privilege of the individual over the collective; its putative opposition to the city; and the Faustian bargain behind its planned environment that determines built form before ‘design’ even enters the equation; create a conspiratorial alliance weighted against lived action and progress of any meaningful kind. It is as if the mall seeks to close all avenues through which the idea of an open, dialectical assemblage may be possible. But if the paradigm is to be altered, it is surely within these prefiguring moments that we must look for some kind of change.
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1.11 The world’s largest shopping malls by square metres of gross leasable area. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Deleuze and Guattari also talked of an ‘involutionary’ perspective ‘shot through with lines of flight testifying to the presence within them of movements of deterritorialization and reterritorialization’,70 and this is a concept that helps us here. What is needed is a contextual shift whereby the limits of our collective preconceptions concerning the shopping mall may be overcome in order to explore more compelling alternatives. Where then, might this shift of perspective be located?

Ironically, it is in reading between the lines of ‘the measure’ that a series of clues are found to challenge the orthodoxy of perceptions concerning the typology. While the validity of ‘the measure’, in the context of the international mall ‘arms race’, will be taken up later in the study, a brief perusal of any list of the world’s largest shopping malls throws up a number of important points. Firstly, few of the behemoths on this list are actually located in the spiritual home of the shopping mall, the USA.71 Rather, reflecting the increasing shift of capital to the Far East, ‘Asia is home to eight of the world’s 10 largest malls, six of which were built in the last three years’.72 Cynics may say that such a statistic is simply reflective of an Asian economy attempting to compete with, but emerging in the shadow of a hegemonic, Americanized, definition of what success may mean. Reduced to a statistical absolute within an externally derived framework of ‘success’, it is a scenario that could easily echo Benjamin’s observation that ‘nothing is more typical of the test in its modern form as measuring the human being against an apparatus’.73

Nonetheless, it would appear that the possibility of critical redemption is at hand. A fundamental change of situation for many malls – leaving behind suburbia to become a keystone in the delivery of modern urban space – presents an interesting proposition. Realized at far a larger scale than many of its Western brethren (for whom scale is more traditionally a factor of packing as many competing facilities into an ‘opposite’ of the city as possible), the Asian mall has become a part of the city rather than its wholesale opposite. It is the rule rather than the exception. It is, theoretically, a building block within an urban whole rather than a poorly integrated latecomer. Whether located in China, Dubai, Japan, Singapore, The Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia or Indonesia, it is this more fundamentally urban characteristic that is dominant. Such a scenario points towards an elemental shift in the formative moments behind Asian models of the mall. In ideology and situation the mall has performed a spectacular volte-face – by becoming part of the urban core to which it has traditionally been opposed. Moreover, it points towards what de Certeau described as ‘an Icarian fall’74 from a removed position on the part of the designer, defined (particularly in the case of the shopping mall) by a ‘scopic drive [that] haunts users of architectural productions’.75 As the Asian mall bleeds messily into the city, and vice versa, the potential emerges to rebalance the asymmetry between designed space and lived action. If, via this shift in the paradigm, the mall can no longer control the experience of ‘oppositeness’, then the imperative must turn to the delivery of something different. A more existentially relevant dialogue between building and city must be possible, which can ‘locate the practices that are foreign to the “geometrical” or “geographical” space of visual, panoptic, or theoretical constructions’.76

The question turns again to design intention and whether it is now equipped with the tools to effect a more fundamental, game-changing intervention. To explore the promise inherent in this scenario a decision must be made as to where these pre-existing conditions offer the greatest potency. Studying locations such as Dubai and south-eastern Asian countries can often point toward the adoption of mall design on principally hermetic grounds – such as having to deal with the extreme heat of the desert or sub-tropical climates. This is clearly a relevant factor behind the adoption of the mall in any urban context, and one that I will return to. It is, however, China’s unprecedented urban expansion that appears to offer the most potent environment within which to re-balance the machinic assemblage of the shopping mall. Here, the assemblage implies an inter-textual relationship between the mall and the environmental, physical and socio-political conditions that it serves. Theoretically, in such a scenario, the mall can assimilate itself into the myriad aspects of urban life in a more complete manner – one that is perhaps closer to Victor Gruen’s original intention. Nonetheless, the model of the shopping mall that has materialized in China did not appear fully formed. A significant process of hybridization has taken place in the shopping mall’s transition from western suburbia to eastern urbanity. Contextualizing this process of hybridization must precede any in-depth exploration of China’s shopping malls.
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Eastern Promises

There is little doubt that the urban manifestation of the Chinese shopping mall makes it a fundamentally different proposition to its suburban Western predecessors. But the point of contention is China’s late appearance in the landscape of globalized consumption. Several Asian economies – Singapore, Hong Kong and Japan – arrived at the party earlier. Ian Buruma has identified Singapore as the Asian state on which China most models its modernization and urban expansion1 Hong Kong has now been subsumed by the Chinese mainland, but for years was an extra-national territory at its fringe, existing ahead of the mainland’s capitalist curve. Japan is the crucible of the Metabolist ideas that now suffuse the Asian shopping mall. It is the significance of how the shopping mall initially manifested itself in each of these locations that will inform any discussion concerned with its ongoing hybridization on the Chinese mainland.

METABOLIST DREAMS?

Where the shopping mall first made landfall in Asia is a question that does not have a straightforward or definitive historical answer. Rem Koolhaas can, however, be credited with identifying the historical crystallization of the Asian sub-typology as it is understood today.

In the late 1960s, Singapore architects – savagely synthesizing influences of Le Corbusier, the Smithsons/Team X, self-consciously Asian speculations derived from Maki, a new Asian self awareness and confidence – crystallized, defined and built ambitious examples of vast modern socles teeming with the most traditional forms of Asian street life, extensively connected by multiple linkages, fed by modern infrastructures and sometimes Babel-like multilevel car parks, penetrated by proto-atriums, supporting mixed-use towers: they are containers of urban multiplicity, heroic captures and intensifications of urban life in architecture, rare demonstrations of the kind of performance that could and should be the norm in architecture but rarely is, giving an alarming degree of plausibility to the myths of the multilevel city and the megastructure that ‘we’, in infinitely more affluent circumstances, have discredited and discarded.2

Koolhaas’s summation deserves further comment. Singapore’s growing status as an internationally recognized metropolis – since declaring independence from colonial British rule in 1963 – has been achieved almost exclusively under the rule of Lee Kuan Yew. It is this relatively compressed period of historical development; the prevailing theories of city form at its moment of genesis; Lee Kuan Yew’s autocratic vision; Singapore’s limited land mass; and the city’s often stifling subtropical climate, that have colluded to provide the conditions in which a prototypical form of the urban Asian shopping mall was able to develop.

As an embodiment of the city as a machine3 or a realization of Le Corbusier’s City of Tomorrow4 there can be few purer examples of this urban schema than Singapore. Unchallengeable political will and the tabula rasa conditions from which Singapore was born have allowed an uncompromising adherence to the key infrastructural characteristic theorized in Corbusier’s famous treatise – the total separation of the motorcar and the pedestrian. Layered patterns of autonomous circulation thus define the legibility of the urban experience in Singapore and liberate the pedestrian from the ‘shared’ space of the road that is familiar in the traditional Western metropolis. The immaculately manicured topiary that lines Singapore’s roads becomes a perceptual border and a reminder of the mastery of man and his machinery over nature. It is also the point where the discernable syntax of what we traditionally understand as city space alters fundamentally.

Motor traffic is a new factor which will inevitably have far-reaching consequences for the great city. Our towns were totally unadapted for it.5

Having founded a truly modern metropolis on the bedrock of transport infrastructure that acknowledges and aids the free movement of the motorcar, Singapore has also answered Le Corbusier’s challenge that ‘we must create another type of street’.6 The question turns to how the pedestrian is accommodated, how the city is humanized. Street-life, Jane Jacobs’s clarion call to the world of urban design,7 is seemingly undone here. Where we are used to the traditional idea of the street as an organizing vector for pedestrian and vehicle alike – brought to life as the vital social space of the city by the range of functions that animate its edges – the increased size of Singapore’s road network prohibits such integrated development. The scales of vehicular and pedestrian movement are no longer commensurate. Not that this should be a surprise, it was after all one of the driving convictions behind Le Corbusier’s theoretical designs. How to, quite literally, fill in the blanks is the matter of concern here.

The human quality which determines form has to do with the way of life, movement, and relation of persons in society. If the function of urban design is the pattern of human activities as they express being alive in cities, then the functional patterns are crystallized activity patterns. Le Corbusier limits generative human qualities in urban architecture to ‘air’, ‘green’ and ‘sun’ while exponents of group form find a myriad of suggestive activities to add to that list. The visual implications of such crystallized patterns of human activity become apparent. The way in which one activity changes to another as people move from work, to shopping, to dining, suggests the physical qualities which are used to express transformation in design rhythm, change and contrast.8

‘The City of Tomorrow’ proposed the abolition of the city street in favor of enormous park spaces, providing a pedestrian realm between its self-contained housing super-blocks – a key innovation that could only be supported by giving the city section a weighting equal to the normally privileged city plan. It was in the city section that Le Corbusier was able to atomize vehicular and pedestrian movement patterns – in theory ‘liberating’ the spaces of the city for the latter activity. As Fumihiko Maki points out, however, Corbusier’s rather limited notion of the human qualities necessary for modern city life failed to grasp the totality of the urban experience. Rather, as Koolhaas observes, the Metabolists’ theoretical explorations of new models of density in the proto-Asian city – spearheaded by the likes of Maki and Kenzo Tange – were the model for a richness of urban life that could sustain a modern metropolis.

Maki’s work is unapologetically concerned with ‘shopping’ – in the Asian context not a simple consumerist frenzy but an authentic essence of urban life, its equipment Asia’s equivalent of the agora. It is one of the signs of a new root of international architecture.9

A holistic understanding of the social practices that make the city tick – not to mention practices more congruent with the dominant capitalist geo-political order – provided the glue that held the Metabolist vision of the city section together. As Alex Wall has identified, these ideas chime much more closely with Victor Gruen’s later urban theories than the bulk of western mall designs indebted to his original spatial formula.10 Koolhaas, however, notes that the work of the Metabolists, much like Gruen’s urban speculations, remained largely on paper. It was the creation of instant chunks of urbanity in Singapore’s challenging sub-tropical climate that facilitated the transition from theory to practice.

Singapore’s centre is theorized as a prototype of the modern Asian metropolis: the city as a system of interconnected urban chambers. The climate, which traditionally limits street life, makes the interior the privileged domain for the urban encounter. Shopping in this idealized context is not just the status-driven compulsion it has become ‘here’ but an amalgam of sometimes microscopic, infinitely varied functional constellations in which each stall is a ‘functoid’ of the overall programmatic mosaic that constitutes urban life.11

Koolhaas’s architectural analysis focuses on two projects by William Lim and Tay Kheng Soon who, having originally collaborated as the theoretical group SPUR (Singapore Planning and Urban Research Group), formed DP Architects PTE in 1967. Completed between 1967 and 1973, the Golden Mile Complex on Beach Road and the People’s Park Complex on Eu Tong Seng are heroic formal experiments. They create the type of megastructure that Maki theorized as:

organic public places centering on traffic focal points throughout the city [that] would significantly affect the rehabilitation of city centres … In terms of urban design we must create city corridors, city rooms and transport exchanges at strategic points in the city; and second we must realize that these new focal points become urban energy generators.12

In both of these projects it is the manipulation of the city section that delivers the interiorized domain alluded to by Maki. The atrium is the architectural device through which this territory is realized. Although far from something new in formal or conceptual terms, the atrium is accorded special status here as a result of how hard it works. Transiting from showpiece to glue it becomes a vital, energizing force.

Linkage is simply the glue of the city. It is the act by which we unite all the layers of activity and resulting physical form in the city.13

Fundamentally, the multi-level space of the atrium becomes an urban nucleus. It provides a comfortably habitable public realm – one that the relentless heat of the city outside cannot. Furthermore, it efficiently combines horizontal and vertical movement patterns to process the multi-layered infrastructure of the machine city. In both projects, vehicular infrastructure arrives at ground level while pedestrian links are facilitated primarily at first floor level, or additionally in the case of People’s Park from the underground metro stop that has been retro-fitted into the complex. At no point do these differing modes and scales of transport mix. Above, and connected to, the atrium sits residential accommodation. In the case of People’s Park this takes a simple compositional form – a slab tower sitting over a block podium that contains the atrium space. At Golden Mile the form is more complex – a stepped, articulated, arrangement whose echoes can be found in brutalist schemes as far-flung as the paper projects of Paul Rudolph14 or the realized (and recently refurbished) Brunswick Centre15 in central London. Despite these varied forms – and indeed the commendable attempts to create vital external space at People’s Park – the atrium in both becomes the favoured realm for social interaction. And it is shopping that defines the blueprint of what social life may be in these urban enclaves. Shopping is the programmatic glue that augments the atrium’s spatial potency in this context. Unlike the solely destination-based bias of the Western out-of-town mall, shopping here is conceived along the lines of destination, utility, community and amenity. It provides multiple social and temporal emphases that defy the constraints of its forbearers. Seemingly it is a far more powerful mix. But after four decades how have these proto-forms fared?

Within the tabula rasa conditions of destruction and renewal16 that characterize Singapore’s urban predicament, the fact that these buildings still exist at all – not to mention fulfill their original function – may be considered testimony to their typological relevance. Four decades of physical history, and the perceptual development of what the capitalist spaces of modernity may be, have nonetheless taken their toll. But in this stripping back of the veneer of consumption, a more pragmatic view of the devices that make these spatial configurations tick is permitted. Time has been particularly cruel to Golden Mile. Described as a ‘vertical slum’17 and a ‘national disgrace’,18 its descent into hard times is evidenced by the sedate pace of life and emptiness of its internalized public spaces in the here and now. On face value this feels like a curious position. As an architect I want Golden Mile to succeed more. Its stepped, kinetic structure; honest expression of programme through form; clever facilitation of views; natural ventilation; natural daylighting; and theoretically extendable form, accord with my own romantic attachments to pure, brutalist expression and modernist conceptions of urban utopias. Nor am I alone. Reyner Banham venerated Golden Mile as an exemplary megastructure19 and Maki has described the complex as a built collective form20 – a physical manifestation of the ideas that the Metabolists could only theorize. The problem is the nature of the connections that Golden Mile proposes. Conceived as one part of a ‘metabolist mile’ along Beach Road, its public space is ostensibly open-ended, anticipating future connections to a series of similar megastructures that have never arrived. It assumes the form of a linear mall without the anchors that might terminate its pedestrian route. A heroic work in progress, but one whose incompleteness breaches a cardinal rule of shopping mall design. Unconvincing as a stand-alone urban enclave, its glazed ends provide neither a destination or continuity – merely the opportunity to contemplate the stark concrete romanticism of this putative utopia and what might have been. In the meantime, the more vital ‘life’ of the city has positioned itself elsewhere. It is a telling reminder of the opposition that can exist between the realistic limits of capitalist development and the unrestrained imagineering of homogenized architectural nirvanas.

Conversely, People’s Park benefits from a location that, whether strategic or simply fortunate, has positioned it closer to the apparent lifeforce of the city. As the de facto hub of Singapore’s Chinatown it is rendered distinct within the wider urban system as an identifiable enclave. As Grahame Shane points out:
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2.1 Golden Mile complex, Singapore. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

all great cities are necessarily built around such specialized districts, plan units, or enclaves as centering devices for flow systems […] All enclaves center, slow down, and store urban flows and energies, forming temporary node structures. The emergence of enclaves and enclave recognition is fundamental to the urbanization and settlement process.21

Understanding the enclave as a tool that structures the urban environment is also key to identifying the formal characteristics which allow People’s Park to succeed where Golden Mile fails.

The word enclave is derived from the same root as the verb ‘to cleave’, to cut, break or split off. Enclaves are bits of land metaphorically split off from their parent block and displaced to a ‘foreign’ location; they have an internal coherence that refers to a distant place, one beyond their immediate surroundings. Preserving this reference in hostile surroundings requires an interior order capable of compensating for displacement and exterior ‘chaos’ or contradiction.22

Perceptually, People’s Park functions in exactly the manner described above. In clearly defining a set of internalized limits, it is able to parcel a branded chunk of pseudo-public city space. Identity and a sense of ‘place’ become a direct function of enclosure. By contrast, the incomplete armature of Golden Mile feels like a transitory and un-centered experience. Etymology reveals a certain truth in the spatial manifestations of these models – namely the perceptual power of the territory that is the ‘park’ as a preferential leisure destination over the incomplete and infinitely extendable ‘mile’. Yet in order to create a sufficiently concentrated urban spectacle, People’s Park has synthesized one of the most familiar tropes of Western shopping mall design.

Its outer, brutal, boxy form gives way internally to two interconnected atriums whose formal structure is instantly legible and, in theory, liberating. The cut, in this instance, is literal. Mirroring the Western model of the out-of-town shopping mall, the external city is fanatically excluded. In its contextual transposition the interior order of People’s Park now compensates for the heat and exterior chaos of Singapore’s machine city rather than the hostile asphalt of a perimeter car park. But the perceptual game remains the same. People’s Park establishes meaning in opposition to its surroundings, reflecting a globalized neo-Corbusian vernacular that is derived from the spatial realities of a car-based modernity.

Nonetheless, the combination of atrium box and slab tower appear to provide a compelling answer to the problem of urbanizing Singapore’s machine city. Although it is now 40 years behind the sophisticated surface branding of newer, up-market malls such as ION Orchard or Paragon on Singapore’s Orchard Road, People’s Park maintains the sense of a vital urban nucleus. Functioning as a perceptible and clearly identifiable sub-centre it is a model that establishes ‘a clear and organic relationship that [links] together people, automobiles, goods and urban facilities’.23 Moreover, when the modern gloss of Singapore’s newer malls – both in the Marina and the aforementioned Orchard Road – is stripped away, it is clear that the formal structural principles of People’s Park pervade beneath the surface dressing.
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2.2 Mall atrium at People’s Park, Singapore. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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2.3 Exterior of the People’s Park complex, Singapore. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

As it stands, the Singapore model – sum, as we have seen, of a series of systematic transubstantiations which make it, in effect, one of the most ideological of all urban conditions – is now poised to metastasize across Asia. The sparkle of its organization, the glamour of its successful uprooting, the success of its human transformation, the laundering of its past, its manipulation of vernacular cultures present an irresistible model for those facing the task of imagining – and building – new urban conditions for the even more countless millions.24

Inevitably, questions turn to the nature and quality of the urban conditions that are produced. While People’s Park has conformed to type in its treatment of the ‘outside’ world, its inner realm marks a more potent typological leap. Bypassing the vectoral thrust employed by the Western shopping mall – and the Golden Mile complex for that matter – People’s Park eschews conventional plan format to morph to its bounded urban block. Indeed, while the two-dimensional diagram of the Western shopping mall can be understood with relative ease, People’s Park, and its offspring, present a less readily apprehendable figure. Although the atrium, at its most simplistic level, functions as an orientation device, the legibility of the building’s plan form is obfuscated by pronounced changes at each level. Rather than one instant delivery of spatial coherence, space here unfolds through progressive three-dimensional exploration. The syntax of how we traditionally see the city is seemingly changed. But if this points toward a richer spatial experience, there remains a nagging doubt. Such typological innovations are rarely borne of munificence on the part of shopping mall developers. After all, the mall’s spatial structure is founded on the bedrock of consumer manipulation. And the most effective form of manipulation is one which engenders the belief that an individuals actions are a result of their own free will. Can the seeds of such social engineering be discerned here?

Relative to the fixed footprint of its bounded outer block, the atrium carves a complex three-dimensional path through the People’s Park podium. Yet, the combination of these two elements reveals, on further analysis, the diagram that I am searching for. Like all shopping malls the trick is to retain bodies within this manufactured enclave. To do so, a process of centripetal motion is created, defined at each level by the shifting form of the atrium. In following the atrium path one never reaches a beginning or end. Rather, one remains in perpetual motion, fixating on the worldly wares of its gleaming shopfronts rather than the terminal point of an invariant linear axis. Varying the plan form at each level, the atrium frustrates the legibility of the complex as a whole while serving as a constant orientation device that offers tantalizing visual impetus to further exploration above and below. The vectoral emphasis of the traditional mall ‘street’ is rendered more potent and less obvious here by the series of racetracks25 that here circumnavigate the canyon form of the atrium. Its ever-changing section creates an internal coherence while distracting attention from yet another deadly equation between plan and profit.

As with a number of previously noted variants on the mall format, instrumental axiality26 is appropriated as a motif of social production. People’s Park, however, is very much a forerunner of these Westernized hybrids. Moreover, there remains a more potent germ of social production in its core form. Though we must travel beyond the confines of Singapore to apprehend it.

MOVING MOUNTAINS

Relocated to another entrepot of culturally hybrid experimentation, closer to China’s mainland, the typological innovations of the Singapore shopping mall were able to break further ground. And once again this was a typological leap borne of practical necessity.

Hong Kong’s extreme topography, and the question of how this can be tamed for human habitation, defines many of the city’s architectural qualities. In some cases this landscape is literally mastered by man. Norman Foster, with customary smoothness, has boasted of the ‘route one’ approach to flattening a mountain in order to make way for his Chep Lap Kok airport design, completed in 1998.27 This destructive dominance is not, however, the paradigm that I am concerned with here. Rather I wish to explore more holistic, if indeed that is the correct word, interactions between nature and the apparatus of modernity.

Hugging the base of Victoria Peak, Hong Kong Island at street level can seem to be a complex, discombobulating experience. The city is necessarily narrow – albeit that its breadth is increasing slightly with successive reclamations of Victoria Harbour28 – its streets often defined by a contoured rather than a gridded reality. Moreover as the island slopes upward into the Mid-Levels, the gradient of the street becomes far too extreme for many pedestrians. Man-made interventions such as the extensive mid-level escalators go some way towards taming this topography, creating a more accessible pedestrian strata above grade. And as infrastructure tames the city section the task turns to delivering a set of public spaces to accompany it.
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2.4 Hong Kong viewed from the Peak. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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2.5 Hong Kong’s mid-level escalators which are used to tame its fierce topography. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Interestingly, Shane describes a top-down approach to the provision of housing and public space in these challenging topographic conditions:

Hong Kong estates and new towns are themselves hyper-dense, multilayered megablock complexes unlike anything in Europe or the USA […] the Hong Kong model incorporates the mall and subway in the base podium of the towers, making a three-dimensional layered matrix […] Above the subway and mall podium a roof garden forms the base for the housing towers, while the podiums can be linked from mall to mall by skybridges to make an extensive, three-dimensional, interior, air-conditioned new city fabric.29

He goes on to observe that this:

layered, informational, urban design approach to podium and tower megablocks demonstrates the creation of new, three-dimensional urban spaces that mix uses in previously unforeseen ways, transforming both the enclave and the armature.30

In the case of Hong Kong this can be seen as the creation of a sense of urban utility that is borne out of necessity. In subscribing to the idea of city space as a three-dimensional layered matrix, Hong Kong uses its shopping mall podiums to weave over and under the steeply sloping lay of the land. Manipulating the city section in this way delivers far larger chunks of flat, pedestrian friendly space than the naturally existing gradient of the city could ever allow. And, as in the case of Singapore, this stratum of ‘public’ space is interiorized. But, if the fragmentation of Singapore’s metropolitan elements can outwardly appear as an oppressive totalitopia, Hong Kong, on the surface at least, uses these ingredients to liberate, and render intelligible, the metropolis.

On my first visit to Hong Kong this syntax was hard to grasp. As a lifelong user of the traditional city street I had no particular desire to let my preferred interface with the metropolis go. However, the cumulative effects of sub-tropical heat, the smell of pollution, extreme gradients and the illegibility of the street network soon drove me toward the conclusion that there must be an easier way to navigate the city. Yielding to the temptation of air conditioning I embraced the interior of the IFC mall in Central and discovered a different Hong Kong entirely.

If there is a beating mechanical heart to the consumption-driven sheen of modern Hong Kong then the IFC (International Finance Centre) Mall is surely it. Two IFC, the tallest man-made structure on Hong Kong island, renders the complex a distinct feature of the metropolitan skyline. The podium that this tower skewers is of greatest interest here, however. As the principal point of arrival from and departure to Chep Lap Kok international airport – you can even check in for your flight at the mall to ensure no valuable shopping time is wasted – IFC functions as a streamlined, ultra-modern transport hub that provides onward connection via train, metro, boat, bus, taxi or foot to the rest of Hong Kong, Kowloon and mainland China itself. That is, of course, if you ever choose to leave. Interchanging between these different modes of transport takes you through the three storeys of the mall – stepping down to the ferry terminal and up toward the commencement of the Mid-Level escalators. Arranged in a boxy racetrack format, which is softened by the internal curvature of each of its malls, the podium corners terminate in tower structures containing offices, residential accommodation and Hong Kong’s most upscale hotel, The Four Seasons. External amenity space is provided on the podium roof, removed from the traffic and served by restaurants that nestle in the base of each tower. If ever there were truly a ‘world in a shopping mall’31 this would surely be it. But what is most interesting here is the lack of an anchor store, in the traditional sense, to fully enclose the mall experience and exclude the outside world.
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2.6 Interior of the IFC Mall, Hong Kong. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

In the new urban condition that can no longer be called a city in the classical sense – a condition in which the prevailing sensibility is that of the industrial vernacular – that sense of a quiet, inner-directed order that once existed in the city is today formed inside individual buildings and building complexes. Buildings with public character today possess two different vectors: one directed outward in their capacity as transmission mechanisms, the other directed inward to form an internal order, and it does not matter whether a building is a commercial or a public facility.32

At the points where one would normally expect the mall experience to terminate in an apogee of wanton consumption it continues, horizontally, into the wider world outside. Surely this is pure anathema when measured against the cardinal rules of shopping mall design? The answer is, in fact, no. And the key is the manipulation of the shopping mall’s vertical dimension. This efficiently exploits the extended programme of mixed-usage patterns contained within the ‘bounded-city-block’ typology. While each corner of the mall infers horizontal continuity it also functions as a vertical tether. Corners become complex three-dimensional junctions – filters that inform and activate the first set of choices that visitors must make as they exit the mono-functional enclave of the office or the metro. As such, there is little need for retail anchors in the conventional sense. By tethering the processes of working, living and commuting to the consumption driven amenity of the shopping mall, pedestrian movement is captured and intensified within its layered network. Accordingly, each tether point, or filter, becomes a key nodal moment – as the individual is sucked up, down, or through this funnel – in negotiating a psychogeographic relationship with the city. It is a scenario that prompts some interesting questions. Kim Dovey observes that as:

a collective dream world of mass culture, the mall at once captures and inverts the urban. It is a realm of relative shelter, safety, order and predictability which is semantically and structurally severed from the city.33

Here, however, this is not the case. The mall is fundamentally, and literally, urban. And finally some tentative steps can be taken towards understanding how it performs as part of the connective tissue in Hong Kong’s city network. Onward then to discuss the greater mall of Hong Kong.
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2.7 High level walkway between shopping malls, Hong Kong. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

If the notion of a ‘Greater Mall of Hong Kong’ implies a degree of symbiosis between these conventionally autonomous cathedrals of consumption then it is necessarily so. This layered pedestrian matrix demands a level of interaction between its constituent parts in order to provide a sufficiently broad urban experience. But once again we are confronted with a proposition, in this case breadth, that is seemingly antithetical to the scriptures of shopping mall design. The precisely tailored demographics of a given shopping mall are founded on the creation of an insular, branded world in whose total immersion the consumer will surrender. Pinwheeling out of IFC onto one of the skywalks that, almost immediately, taps into the mall-podium of an adjacent block, there is a degree of choice, even competition, that the tightly controlled world of the Westernized shopping mall would never normally allow. One can transit from IFC to Exchange Square, The Galleria, Princes Building, The Man Yee Building, The Landmark and more on an artificially defined ground that is effortless relative to Hong Kong’s challenging grade. Cumulatively, this extended ground creates a consumption-based smorgasbord that is far more potent than any individual mall could ever be.

The Landmark is as typical as any. Built into a steeply sloping site, its section utilizes this terrain to provide entry from the street proper at all levels. Access is generally from the corners – whether from the street, from a skywalk, from above or from below. Internal movement is centripetal, facilitated by a racetrack format morphed to a given plot. Movement between levels is positioned strategically, never in the same place on successive levels, and always an event within a central atrium. One is always moving past the maximum amount of shopfront possible. This dynamic thrust is enhanced by the corner skywalks entering and exiting the malls above grade, using the energy of the pinwheel plan form to engender perpetual pedestrian flux. And it is effortless on this ground above ground. The linkage structures create a loose racetrack in themselves, running through all of the malls contained within the Central district. The malls function as events, or vortices, en-route. A momentary distraction can spin you round and spit you out in a different direction, while all the time creating a feeling that remains soothing because of the sense of easy movement, not to mention distraction, relative to the outside world. Meanwhile the larger, perpetual loop always ensures that at some point you will end up back where you started. It is the larger playground of consumption defined by this layered matrix of movement that must now be considered.
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2.8 Floorplan of The Landmark, Hong Kong. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

There are […] in every culture, in every civilization, real places – places that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of society – which are something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted. Places of this kind are outside of all places, even though it may be possible to indicate their location in reality. Because these places are absolutely different from all the sites that they reflect and speak about, I shall call them, by way of contrast to utopias, heterotopias.34

Michel Foucault’s definition of heterotopic space resonates strongly with the city spaces I have described. And, it is hardly a surprize that a number of sub-categories of heterotopic space have been applied to the shopping mall typology in the past. As Shane notes, following:

Foucalt’s seminal article, many scholars focused on heterotopias of ‘deviance and discipline’, generally neglecting the heterotopias of ‘illusion’. Among the exceptions were scholars of Walter Benjamin […] Benjamin understood arcades, department stores, and boulevards as places of ‘illusion’ and of consumption […] Later scholars, such as Margaret Crawford, updated this concept of shopping and ‘illusion’ as an ‘alternative social ordering’ and its organization around shopping-mall armatures […] Despite the prominence of the illusory side of such commercial heterotopias and the potential for ambiguous double-coding, many critics still emphasize these shopping malls as sites of ‘deviance’ and discipline.35

It is relatively easy to understand how each of these sub-categorizations can be applied to the shopping mall typology. In simple terms illusion pertains to the inward fantasies of consumption enacted in the thrall of the shopping mall, while deviance and discipline describe its ability to stratify a given demographic within a wider societal context.36 Moreover, it is easy to see how an individual shopping mall, as an isolated, introverted, entity can function very simply as a heterotopia. What becomes interesting in the city spaces of Hong Kong is how the shopping mall, forced to abandon its more conventional mode of spatial inversion, is used to knit together a wider heterotopic network of city space.

Inversion remains a key word in this context, but as an apprehendable quality it is also less tangible. Breaking the closed figure-ground pattern of Western shopping mall development, the manipulation of the city section instead represents a capture and inversion of the urban, which delivers a much larger heterotopic network, threading its way through central Hong Kong. And perhaps its most convincing illusion is integration; that this expanded urban matrix may represent a truly inclusive space of the city.

Social inequality in Hong Kong is obvious and spatial segregation is an old story. The British, for example, chose to live on the Peak, distancing themselves as far as possible from ordinary Chinese and the diseases that plagued lower-elevation, less salubrious areas.37

Herein lies the fundamental conceit in the liberated ‘ground’ of this extended and privatized urban network. Hong Kong’s unique topography fascinates architects and has yielded interesting quantitive studies, such as the book Cities Without Ground, which maps its hybrid public spaces.38 There is little discussion of its qualitative dimensions, however. Yet if the augmented city section is the device which emancipates a more hospitable pedestrian realm, it is also the mechanism that renders it a rarefied dominium. The difference between ground and ‘ground’ extends far beyond pedestrian convenience. Ground or grade is a bustling, noisy, fetid, sweltering experience, with much of the wares available at street level accompanied by a sense of squalor that serves to brand an underclass of migrant labour serving the city’s elites. ‘Ground’ is air-conditioned, flat and appears consummately effortless when contrasted against the ‘outside’ world. But its throng of luxury goods belies a price of entry that many citizens cannot afford.
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2.9 Mall atrium at The Landmark, Hong Kong. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

This asks some difficult questions about the nature of the shopping mall as a heterotopia. If it establishes a realm of difference within the city its ultimate goal is to breed a normative behavioural code in a docile, compliant stratum of consumers. At the moment the heterotopia achieves its goal it would appear to be robbed of its heterotopic potency. In reaching its apotheosis it ceases to exist. Accordingly, it may be useful to understand the categories of heterotopia outlined by Shane as temporal constructions – a moment in a dialectical process between space and its users.

The social and spatial consequences of this particular ‘heterotopia’ thus become clear. While this extended network may appear liberating, the openness, closure and direction of its ‘urban’ path are tightly controlled. In the figure-ground world of the Western shopping mall, its external walls are the exclusionary measure that enable such a scenario. In the hyper-dense environs of Hong Kong this negotiation between freedom and prohibition, based solely on ones ability to consume, is engineered via the literal stratification of the city.

One of the fundamental tasks of the State is to striate the space over which it reigns, or to utilize smooth spaces as a means of communication in the service of striated space.39

Deleuze and Guattari are often quoted erroneously in the name of architecture, but this extract, which negotiates the abstract space between the state and capital could not be more relevant. Dovey has done excellent work in deciphering the abstractions of the former noting that the:

term ‘striated’ captures the etymological links to the Latin: stringere ‘to draw tight’, linked to ‘strict’ and ‘stringent’. This is contrasted with the ‘smooth’, which is intended to be understood as an absence of boundaries or joints rather than homogenous […] Striated space is where identities and spatial practices have become stabilized in strictly bounded territories with choreographed spatial practices and socially controlled identities. Smooth space is identified with movement and instability through which stable territories are erased and new identities and spatial practices become possible.40

In this context I think it is possible to see the abstract space of the state/capital and the literal space of the city coalesce. Stated simply, the city section is the mechanism that striates Hong Kong’s urban form, creating perceptual limits for its underclass. Smoothness is the heterotopia above ground that represents unrestrained freedom to consume. Multiplied and networked over the city it is the smooth space of the shopping mall that demarcates a consumption led urbanity, while its tethers are the filtering points that striate this reified vision of city life. Such a reality would appear to be a damning indictment of the more inclusive agenda that Maki theorized as possible for such urban forms. Smoothness and striation, however, should be understood as a process of negotiation rather than fixity.41 In the aforementioned case it would appear that the latter serves the former with the sole aim of feeding the ‘war machine’ of capitalism.42 The question is whether we may find a more balanced negotiation between the two.

CONCRETE TRUTHS

It is a conundrum that confronts the tension at the heart of shopping mall design. Can a socially responsible architecture ever coexist with a spatial experience driven by the most rudimentary impulses of capitalism? For Victor Gruen it became an increasingly self-defeating endeavour that cast him as a disillusioned figure in his twilight years. Maki, like Gruen, has always acknowledged the role of capital, and moreover shopping, in the making of modern city spaces. In Japan, the theoretical home of Maki’s hybrid propositions, can a more balanced state of affairs be brokered?

Omotesando, Tokyo, is home to a number of high-profile engagements between architecture and consumption. Herzog and de Meuron’s jewel-like Prada store and Toyo Ito’s striated façade for Tod’s are both conspicuous examples. Beautiful objects within Tokyo’s sprawling cityscape they certainly are. As elaborate packaging to the experience of branded luxury, however, their architectural relevance, beyond immediate sensual delight, is slight in the context of this discussion. Omotesando Hills, the Tadao-Ando-designed shopping mall (which opened in 2005) at the heart of the district, provokes a more interesting debate.

The fact that Omotesando Hills, both inside and out, is very obviously the work of Tadao Ando seems to augur well. By contrast, many other starchitect engagements with the world of the shopping mall – such as Renzo Piano’s work on the Bercy centre in Paris43 – are limited to the design of the skin only. In such a scenario high-minded architectural exuberance is mere ornament, divorced from the more fundamental sum of plan and proceeds that define that shopping mall’s internal spaces. But here at Omotesando Hills, it is possible that architectural intent and the war machine may mingle more satisfactorily. As with all of Ando’s work, beautiful and rigorously controlled concrete is the basis of the building’s plastic expression. Its inner world of branded luxury is muted, subservient to this austere palette of architectural stringency. Occupying a steeply sloping site, Omotesando Hills, much like the previously described precedents in Hong Kong, augments the city section to facilitate pedestrian movement. But, unlike the artificial ‘ground’ of Hong Kong, it establishes a more literal relationship with its site conditions.
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2.10 Herzog and de Meuron’s Prada store, Tokyo. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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2.11 Toyo Ito’s façade for Tod’s, Tokyo. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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2.12 Omotesando Hills, Tokyo. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Rather than exorcising the grade of the city as an inferior layer of urban experience – literally and metaphorically beneath the shopping mall – Ando has fused building and site.

The structure’s height matches that of the zelkova trees that line the avenue […] it features an elongated central atrium surrounded by a spiraling 700-metre walkway inclined at a degree roughly matching that of the sidewalk outside.44

What results is an interior space that slopes with and tames its surroundings, employing continuous shop lined internal ramps over its nine levels – three below ground and six above – which are configured as a racetrack around a central atrium. This is the building’s core strategy for pedestrian movement. Martin Webb notes that the ‘attempt to replicate the sensation of strolling along the famous – if gentle – Omotesando incline is an original idea that distinguishes the building from other shopping malls’.45 As a solution to a topographic problem and a significant leap in terms of models for the manipulation of the city section it is truly ingenious. It also taps into a rich and relevant source of architectural influence.
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2.13 Ramped mall atrium at Omotesando Hills, Tokyo. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

The modernist inspiration in Ando’s work is stylistically obvious, echoing almost a century of Japanese experimentation with a culturally hybrid neo-Corbusian concrete formalism. As Maki notes:

Le Corbusier exerted influence on Japan not only through his architectural work but also, from the 1950s onward, through his urbanism; his utopian ideas for cities made a particular impact in Japan.46

However, in creating this pedestrianised, site-anchored, consumptionist heterotopia Ando’s work evokes not only the formal and theoretical influence of Le Corbusier, but also the work of another modernist master: Frank Lloyd Wright. The pioneering, avant-garde form of Wright’s Guggenheim Museum in New York is a direct precedent here. Conceived as a white spiral ascending from Fifth Avenue, its form was defined by a continuous sweeping ramp that took the visitor from bottom to top, through the buildings entire collection, in one unbroken sequence of movement. In effect an infinitely smooth spiral of art consumption. Wright described this inhabited ramp as:

one great space on a single continuous floor. The eye encounters no abrupt change, but is gently led and treated as if at the edge of a shore watching an unbreaking wave … one floor flowing into another instead of the usual superimposition of stratified layers.47

While the blocky rationalist form of Omotesando Hills owes more to Le Corbusier in its outward appearance, its spatial solution – delivering a single continuous floor – is most certainly synthesized from Wright. This indeed is its defining characteristic.

So what’s not to like?

Here we have the spirit of two modernist virtuosos channeled through a current luminary of the profession. Is the answer to the architectural ‘problem’ of the shopping mall, simply that we need to persuade more big-name architects to get their hands dirty in order to raise the stock of mall design? Sadly it could never be that simple.

If Ando’s appropriation of Wright’s spatial innovation creates a smooth, effortless experience apparently driven by genius loci, there remain questions about who it truly serves and how it serves them. The awkward relationship between architectural form and capitalism is the rubric under which this exploration of Omotesando Hills began. And the relationship between modernism and its paymasters highlights this tension more than any. As Harvey observes:

where corporate capital was in command (especially in the United States), it could happily appropriate every modernist trick in the architect’s book to continue that practice of building monuments that soared ever higher as symbols of corporate power.48

At a cost of $330 million and constructed under a cloud of controversy,49 Omotesando Hills investors, Mori Building Co., were always going to want a financial return. Here, the less savoury aspects of this modernist homage reveal themselves.

Wright was a great seducer and inherently understood the role of spatial, as well as formal, manipulation in his crusades of inveiglement within the built environment. The Guggenheim Museum may have been erected in the service of art, but Wright’s key innovation concerned its mode of consumption. By eradicating the physical barriers necessary to transit between the museum’s stratified layers – or floors in plain English – the visitor was coerced into taking a journey through its whole collection. Wright’s campaign of seduction began with the effortlessness of movement that this spatial device enabled. And like all great enticements the true nature of this coercion would only be clear when it was far too late. If at all.
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2.14 Stepping base to mall atrium at Omotesando Hills, Tokyo. Image courtesy of Craig Hutchinson.

Displaced to the world of the shopping mall – and specifically Omotesando Hills – the employment of such a configurational device is nothing short of devastating. Each of the typological mutations described so far has placed a dependence on perpetual motion to heighten and prolong the mall experience in service of the all-important Gruen Transfer.50 In the first instance these were two-dimensional, with a gradual emphasis placed on manipulations of the building section as the typology hybridized globally. Yet, vertical movement has always threatened to break the spell. Each transition between a mall’s floors necessitates a conscious choice, to change direction or to make use of (the not entirely inconvenient) lift, escalator or stairs that will effect this passage. In an effort to ensure the automaton-like state that this environment supposedly induces is not broken – one which Joel Garreau has decried as constraining the American shopping mall to no more than three storeys51 – the mall strategically situates visual events as a consumption-based carrot, drawing the consumer ever upward. Choice is obfuscated by desire. But desire is, of course, highly subjective. Omotesando Hills dispenses with such concerns by cracking the problem of perpetual motion in three dimensions. Drawing the consumer past every shop in an effortless, continuous sweep the deadly equation between plan and profit reaches a putative apotheosis. It may very well be the case that Ando’s design solution is rooted in an innovative, humane response to a challenging contextual problem. But one cannot escape the mental image of the project investors rubbing their hands together in glee, evoking Emile Zola’s fictional character Octave Mouret – owner of the equally fictional Parisian department store ‘Au Bonheur des Dames’ – who delighted in his manipulation of the consumer psyche:

First of all, the constant toing and froing of customers spreads them around, multiplies them and makes them lose their heads. Secondly, since they have to be taken from one end of the store to the other, for example if they want the lining after buying the dress, these journeyings in every direction make the store three times as large to them. And thirdly, they are obliged to go through departments where they would not otherwise have set foot, where there are temptations to catch them as they go by, and they succumb.52

Putting aside the romantic attachments to its modernist indebted form, does Omotesando Hills deliver a space that allows a socially responsible architecture to co-exist with the strictures of capital? In a capitalist world it is unrealistic to expect that the built environment will be untainted by speculation or the desire to turn a profit. And inevitably any architectural innovation in this climate will have a fiscal pay off. Clearly the equation between plan and profit has been refined exquisitely here. This does not necessarily mean it is a bad thing. But if, as Iain Sinclair notes, ‘culture is what happens between museums, on the street, in markets and pubs’,53 chunks of urbanity such as Omotesando Hills must capture and facilitate the culture of every day life. As interiors they must service a genuinely productive sense of public space. It is to the idea of social responsibility that I must now turn.

The cloud of controversy enveloping this mall’s construction gives some insight into the nature of public space that it provides. Its site was formerly occupied by the Dojunkai Aoyama Apartment Complex, whose Bauhaus-inspired facades dated from 1927.54 As Webb writes, it ‘represented one of the last extant examples of the housing built to accommodate Tokyo residents displaced by the great earthquake of 1923, and employed some of the most advanced civil engineering methodologies of the time’.55 Ando himself was moved to describe their ‘magnificent urban heritage’. But in spite of a spirited campaign for preservation, the dilapidated and unprofitable condition of the apartments meant that they were demolished in 2003.56 Elements of the previous complex have been incorporated into the new, including a number of shop tenants who occupied the site before its redevelopment, but is clearly the mall that dominates. The architectural niceties of Omotesando Hills to some extent, mitigate this loss. As Matthew Rusling points out, ‘to an observer with no attachment to the neighborhood and unacquainted with the finer points of architecture that the façade is said to have transgressed, the interior is a welcome departure from the overt showiness of the shopping districts in Shibuya or Roppongi’.57 Nonetheless, the spirit of what was lost hangs heavily over Omotesando Hills.

This is less a sentimental pining for vanished architectural heritage than the change of usage pattern that has been imposed upon the site. The Dojunkai Apartments were truly representative of a socialized, urban architecture. Omotesando Hills, in spite of its architectural pedigree, is a privatized space of consumption, a heterotopia of illusion whose ‘urban’ qualities are experienced as an interior. While Ando’s claim that ‘I have brought the outside slope into the building’58 may be true, the luxury brands that occupy the mall demarcate it as an urban environment stitched together only for those of fiscal net worth. Commensurate with the previously noted hijack of the modernist project by capital, the precise lines, beautifully austere architectural vocabulary and fanatical cleanliness of this shopping mall space speak a language of luxury and exclusion. For many the doors will remain permanently closed to this internalized ‘urban’ world. Social diversity and interaction are positioned as second fiddle to the engineering of a repetitive and reproducible circuit of consumption. While the shopping mall remains interiorized and demographically focused, its balance will always favour the maintenance of a capital-driven formula at the expense of richer socio-cultural qualities.

Omotesando Hills is a far cry from the aspirational designs of the Metabolists, inspired by Le Corbusiers ‘techno-utopia’.59 Indeed, Maki had viewed interiority as a more complex interaction with and layering of public space:

An important legacy of the passage was the creation of interiorized multipurpose spaces within the city. Although it was perhaps not immediately apparent to contemporary architects, this development would forever diminish the importance of formal typology in architecture by attacking the idea of formal and functional congruency in buildings. The traditional distinction between general activities taking place on the street and specific activities relegated to interior spaces began to be blurred over once both began to be accommodated in an enclosed but still topographically residual urban space.60

Perhaps a more satisfactory set of answers can be found within a socio-cultural context that has enshrined a layered concept of internalized public space within its historical patterns of human habitation.
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3

A New Breed

The […] thing that I have been constantly thinking about is what I call ‘urban swap’, where we borrow a problem from Paris and inject it into Los Angeles based on the hypothesis that a bacteria in one biological body could be a vaccine in the other body. Which means that cities start to trade problems, not treasures. Because poison can be extremely good. So it’s basically strong medicine, which could be poisonous to another city. Basically they just exchange problems.1

Qingyun Ma’s take on the nature of culturally hybrid architectural forms is a useful means of circumscribing discussions concerned with the transposition of the shopping mall into Chinese hyper-modernity. Furthermore, the acknowledgment by contemporary Chinese architectural practitioners of the promise inherent in such a swap, is one that provides genuine hope for a re-invigoration of the typology in this new Eastern setting. It is therefore important to understand the deeper origins of this cultural exchange. Climactic and topographic factors drove the adoption of the shopping mall in the locations explored in the previous chapter. Mainland China’s cities are not subject to the topographic constraints of Hong Kong, however. And while extremes of weather are not uncommon, the climatic drivers affecting Singapore cannot be considered a general factor here. Viewed through the terms of Ma’s conceptual outline the nature of the ‘biological body’, and as a result the ‘urban swap’, are different here; even if, as we will see, the nature of the ‘problem’ has been shaped by these previously explored scenarios. The starting point for elucidation of this process of cultural exchange is China’s urban and ideological heartland – its capital city, Beijing.

THE HEART OF THE MATTER

Exalted in its original form as a perfection of the art of city planning,2 the imprint of history remains legible in Beijing’s urban schema today – albeit in a radically altered state. In its conception, Beijing’s axial structure represented:

a functioning pyramid of authority on the one hand, and embodies a cosmological symbolism of authority as Son of Heaven on the other, contained as they are in social space and in formal ideological layout respectively which are compressed in one reality.3

Within ancient Beijing the foundations of an urban form that privileged the exercise of centralized authority over the individual were laid in place. At the physical centre of the city lay the Forbidden City, home to the Chinese emperor (or Son of Heaven) and the ideological heart of the imperial Chinese world. Broad processional axes extended out from the Forbidden City creating an orthogonal grid oriented to the points of the compass. These acted as a metaphorical representation of the emperor’s gaze and a physical structure for regulating the life of the city.4 Jianfei Zhu describes this as a horizontal architecture where:

the emperor obtained a panoramic gaze on his subjects and his country from above and could assert his control from the apex with great ease. […] The gaze was strictly one-way. While there was a gaze upon the outside, there was no visibility to the court from the outside. Both spatially and institutionally the centre of Beijing was invisible from outside, obscured by boundaries and a hierarchy of distances and various institutional, disciplinary means of denial and defence.5

Fragmented into manageable parcels, social life existed in the hutong neighbor-hoods that lay between and were subservient to this axial structure. The ‘perfection’ of the city plan lay in its apparent order, in the way that it organized the micro and macro elements of the urban plan into a coherent whole.

In the ancient city of Beijing, there was a coexistence of compositions at different scales, as most clearly evidenced in and around the imperial palace where large-scale courtyards coexisted with smaller-scale compounds. At the largest scale, the whole of Beijing was strictly organised with axes and reference to the four cardinal points; at the smallest scale, minute houses, courts and gardens were also well regulated with compositions relating to these axes and primary orientations.6

Coalescence of the urban populace as a whole was rendered almost impossible, as was any revolutionary impulse that might result from such a scenario. Beijing transposed and regulated the central ideas of imperial and Confucian ideology into its urban form, becoming a representational model for Chinese society as a whole.

Adaptations to this plan during the twentieth century underpin the public realm that Beijing offers today. It was the advent of Communism, helmed by Chairman Mao Zedong, that marked the first decisive shift.

Upon the inauguration of the People’s Republic of China on 1 October 1949, symbols and images of various kinds were needed to represent the new nation. Architects who had practiced in the ‘Old China’ and studied abroad, particularly in the United States, in a Beaux-Arts programme in and around the 1920s were called upon to serve the new Republic. They were now employed in state-owned universities and design institutes in a nationalization process. They were required to study Mao’s writings and Soviet Russion examples, to reform their ‘bourgeois’ thinking, to adopt a ‘proletarian’ worldview and, in particular, to conceive a design approach suitable for socialist China. In response, these architects re-employed Beaux-Arts design methods, integrated American and Soviet influences and created a Chinese ‘national style’ in the 1950s.7

This process of nationalization and modernization is best exemplified by Mao’s demolition of Beijing’s old city walls, with a ring-road (the second one) sitting on their footprint. And his acts of urban surgery went further, with stipulations that:

the existing orthogonal streets be ‘broadened, interlinked, and straightened’, and the addition of ring roads around the centre and radial avenues extending outward, for efficient communications in all directions.8

Coupled to monumental Beaux-Arts showpieces or huge factories carved from the extant urban fabric, the result was ‘a structure giving protean life to a socialist imaginary’.9

The centerpiece of this urbanity is Mao’s re-imagined Tiananmen Square, not only the largest public square on earth, but also one of the least inviting. A still palpable afterimage of the horrific massacre that ended the student protests in and around the square in 1989 would be sufficient justification for this accolade. Furthermore, the endless grey flagstones; the lack of any kind of seating or greenery; the constant police presence; the limited means of entrance and exit; and the broad, impassable roads that border its edges; give a sense of what this urban structure is really about. Its regulatory effect on individual behaviour is analogous with Foucalt’s evocation of the disciplined human body ‘entering a machinery of power that explores it, breaks it down and re-arranges it. […] Thus discipline produces subjected and practical bodies, “docile” bodies’.10 These metropolitan characteristics are far from unique. The hybrid Communist-Beaux Arts arterial network, contained by Beijing’s centripetal ring road structure (an eerie mirror of the site planning characteristics of the out-of-town shopping mall) further entrenches the mechanism of urban domination. Richard Sennett has described this approach to city planning in his analysis of the Paris that resulted from Baron Haussmann’s ‘urban surgery’, during the aftermath of the French uprisings of 1789, 1830 and 1834.
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3.1 Map of Beijing’s major metropolitan area. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

[image: images]

3.2 Tiananmen Square, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Sennett traces a lineage between the seventeenth century and William Harvey’s discoveries about the circulation of blood in the human body, the birth of modern capitalism, and the desire to purify a ‘squalid’ urban environment that reached its apotheosis in Haussmann’s Paris. When applied to the urban landscape of post-war China, this analogy could equally be read as a means of ousting a colonial legacy and counter-revolutionary sentiment. Even more pertinent is the agenda of social control that underlay these kinds of urban intervention, which used the pressure of linear traffic movement to ‘insulate and thin out space [to diffuse] the gathering of a purposeful crowd’.11

Beijing was undoubtedly changed under Chairman Mao. Where macro and micro had previously existed in a harmonious composition urban brutality now prevailed. By widening Beijing’s arterial structure and reinforcing the character of its islanded superblocks under the auspices of the collective work unit or danwei (often absorbing extant hutong neighborhoods), Mao sublimated the mechanics of urban control inherent in the historic city plan. The price was the loss of the nuanced interrelationship of micro and macro, of authority and everyday social life that humanized the otherwise repressive aspects of Beijing’s historic formation. In its transition to Communism Beijing’s city plan became a blunt instrument of totalitarian ideology.

Equally violent change has accompanied a further ideological shift, marked by China’s re-entry into global affairs since 1978. While China has remained putatively Communist, its urban landscape belies the degree to which wholesale modernization has been intrinsic to the country’s integration into a modern, capital-led world.

Acts of cultural vandalism, wreaked via the wholesale destruction of hutong neighbourhoods since China’s opening-up, are as pertinent to the changing psychogeography of Beijing as the Communist/Beaux Arts interventions of the 1950s. Jianying Zha has lamented the loss of this ancient relational structure, referring to Beijing as a ‘city without walls’.12 Similarly Michael Dutton has painted a picture of desolation surrounding acres of demolished hutongs awaiting new commercial development in the 1980s and 1990s. Furthermore, Thomas Campanella has described the conceit with which limited ‘show’ hutongs are preserved and auctioned off to the highest bidder. Meanwhile, their original inhabitants are displaced to vast complexes of apartment blocks on the city periphery – in essence destroying the community network that made the hutong such a vital component of the Beijing, and indeed Chinese, cityscape in the first place.13

The loss of this distinctly Chinese model of urban domestic praxis is not one to be taken lightly. However the usual historical/conservation-based rhetoric about the problem serves, in combination with the high/low differentiation that exists in architectural criticism, to hollow out much discussion on the more pervasive elements of modern Chinese urbanity. As Jianfei Zhu observes, the difficulty of the hutong is the nature of its extant spatiality. Poor construction standards and limited, confined access, define a condition that is frequently incompatible with the trappings of modernity – most notably the motorcar. Unlike European city structures that have been easier to adapt to the car, and were originally built in a more robust manner, this facet of China’s urban history has been all too easy to demolish.14 Rather than looking backward, perhaps the fact of an altered and expanded urban psychogeography should be acknowledged as a means of understanding the direction contemporary design practice should now take.

This being the case, the question turns to how the hybrid grid of Cosmological and Communist authoritarianism informing Beijing’s city plan meshes with the rapidly modernizing superblocks between its arterial infrastructure. If history has implied that ideologies appear to be interchangeable within this spatial template, then what is the nature of the modern city that results? Has contemporary architectural and urban analysis truly grasped the nature of this condition?

For some it is sufficient to revel in the apparent chaos emanating from this process of urban expansion. The most self-consciously ‘cool’ example of this type of architectural analysis – at least to the extent that architects can be when they are trying too hard – is the book by Adrian Hornsby and Neville Mars, The Chinese Dream, published by 010 in Rotterdam. As an opening gambit, Mars outlines a particular categorization of China’s changing urban environment:

Slick cities – clean residential strongholds fortified against their muddled surroundings. Compared to their predecessors, slick cities look and feel smooth, but there is a price to pay. Slick cities are by nature static. Their walled off space is unyielding to change. The public domain is reduced to the voids in between the buildings. Exploded in size, their architecture negates the necessity for planning beyond connecting arteries. The storefront, the interface of the city, is blinded. The streets, once the vibrant domain of public life, are reduced to technocratic transit space. Urban life as we knew it, so dependent on human interaction is dissolved.15

When applied to an existing urban structure, the nature of the slick city is described as one that generates:

schizophrenic urban growth. Across the river or train track on an empty plot of land the town is reinvented from scratch. Self-contained designs are implemented that ignore all previous incarnations. A split city is born. The new center rapidly turns its back on the old core. Prominent split city models include: The Vertical City (new looks down over old), The Ring City (old is encircled by new), Sprawl City (new scatters and flees from old) and the ‘Brand New City’. The most recent wave of residential satellites are actively branded and marketed as new cities. This is an important distinction when in effect every town, city and metropolis in China is new. Even existing cities are regarded as tabula rasae waiting to be cleared.16

The latter is a loaded statement that ultimately reveals the flaws behind the large volumes of information collected within this book. While these observations are in some respects valid (certainly these characteristics can be witnessed in many modern Chinese cities, including Beijing), it is the generalization of this set of symptoms as a cause and the simultaneous disavowal of this urbanity as one imbued with a complex web of social interaction, that presents a problem. Styled after a lineage of many of Rem Koolhaas’s publications – most notably the oscillation between theory and design proposals found in S,M,L,XL – it is in the rush to define the zeitgeist through a paranoid critical17 justification of the book’s own contextless design proposals that the ultimate insubstantiality of the theoretical positions on offer is revealed. What they demonstrate is an inability to forge more meaningful morphological links with China’s (and by extension Beijing’s) urban history. Arbitrary architectural language finds its validation in a complete break between ‘then’ and ‘now’, an approach that appears to surrender analysis of the Chinese city to willful chaos and undermines any idea of what a nascent urban syntax might actually be. Similar generalizations tend to blight the breathless approach of many other commentators, who are simply unable to look past factors of scale and speed in their discussion of this urbanity. A deeper reading is clearly required.

Questions of language or style must be secondary to achieving an understanding of the built forms that represent a praxis appropriate to the perpetuation of a modern, relevant Chinese society. As Bill Hillier has noted:

the act of building is inevitably a social act. As such it entails risk, risks that the forms will not be those that permit the society to reproduce its essential forms. Architecture persists both because society changes and must change its built world in order to perpetuate itself in a slightly different way to its predecessor, and because the risks to society are not posed at the level of the individual buildings or particular projects. These must always experiment with the future. The real risk is the persistence of error through time, so that forms inconsistent with the perpetuation of a good society become dominant.18

The appropriate question is the identification of what the spatiality intrinsic to Chinese urban praxis has been, the manner in which it has evolved and the attempts of cultural discourse – architectural or otherwise – to capture its nature in the here-and-now. From there the shopping mall can be situated within this dialogue.

BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

For the Chinese, the space beyond the places enclosed by the walls and fences in which they live and work and teach and learn, the space beyond family and community, is still primarily a ‘non-space’ or ‘non-place’, an urban void or ‘blank’ which at best has functional meaning, for instance as traffic space. We define this space as open space. Open space is a space that needs to be traversed or passed in order to enter another meaningful space ‘out there’.19

Dieter Hassenpflug’s analysis of China’s urban characteristics provides useful insight into the syntax of its ‘public’ spaces. Discussion to this point has identified the alienating physical properties of the type of city space produced in metropolitan Beijing. But if the analysis up to this point yields a picture of a hostile urban world, the imperative is surely to dig a little deeper. To render a complete representation it is necessary to understand the gradations of Chinese public space that make it different from the Western idea of the city, and the socio-spatial factors that have fostered the adoption of the shopping mall. While it would be fallacy to generalize a set of rules for everything everywhere – China is simply too large and subject to far too many external factors – a seed, or genius loci, can perhaps be understood to have been hybridized over its geographic territory.
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3.3 Beijing’s impassable road network. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Jianying Zha has observed that in Beijing, ‘the degree of maturity and sophistication classical Chinese city design had attained was so high, it had become a completely self-referential system, a perfect expression of a codified aesthetics that had gone static’.20 If we treat ancient Beijing as the ur-form of the classical Chinese city, the historical lineage of socio-spatial characteristics that influence its modern form can be understood. Again, Zha notes that:

the culture of old Beijing was a culture of walls. Walls had everything to do with the city’s aura of mystery and grandeur, with Beijinger’s strong sense of direction, space and class, their notion of privacy, and their claustrophobic prejudices.21

This statement is echoed by Jianfei Zhu who writes that a:

wall is a key element in the formation of space in the Chinese conception […] An open space, with its fluidity and continuity and its tendency to gather and to form a centrality, is missing in imperial Beijing. This space, instead, is dissected and fragmented, by city walls. In the absence of an open space, of a natural urbanity with continuity and centrality, is a world of walls dissecting and enclosing spaces. Beijing is a city of cities. Its fundamental constitutive element is not an open space but material walls. That is, at a structural level, it is constructed by a system of walls, not by a field of open spaces that are naturally related and congregated to each other.22

If, in a Western context, the syntax of a wall most typically denotes the boundary between a public exterior and a private interior, the walled world of ancient Beijing represents a more complex process of striation. In effect the habitat of everyday life existed internally. ‘Publicity’ and ‘privacy’ were realized via progressively deep layers of internal striation – each layer defined by walled enclosure. The space of the city, in this sense, was codified as an unfolding interior consisting of many grades of ‘public’. Each walled enclosure was a ‘container’ of urban life, a cell clearly demarcated from, but coexisting with, the larger organism of the city. Dissection and fragmentation of the larger organism was, at a structural level, a technique of panoptic control exercised by the imperial state over the common man. Its web sublimated the absolute dominion of the emperor.23 Conversely, the cities of the city achieved their own internal coherence, or smoothness, within the containers demarcated by this web. As Michael Sorkin evokes, these cities:

are almost purely pedestrian and often support an array of retail and other commercial activities, including offices and small scale manufacture. Each of these places is a little world, housing the necessities of daily life and powerfully conducing a sense of community.24

[image: images]

3.4 A typical scene from Beijing’s hutongs. Image courtesy of Murray Fraser.

Within what remains of Beiing’s intricate hutong alleyways, the means by which the monumental scale of the ancient city was broken down to form communities between its processional axes can be appreciated. These enclaves delivered the lived space of the city and comprised an order harmonious with the composition of the total urban environment. And they were far from unique to Beijing. If the lived forms of historic Beijing comprised hutongs and siheyuan, the lilong and shikumen housing of Shanghai, the jingyu blocks of Harbin, and many more25 fulfilled the same function elsewhere. While each was typologically distinct, the morphological link was shared.

Boundaries and divisions helped institutionalize the entire urban society.26

More recent history provides examples of how this approach has continued to inform Chinese city design, in the socialist-communist collectives of the Mao era. David Bray writes that ‘the modern danwei has been influenced by a long-standing Chinese tradition in which carefully ordered walled spaces are used to demarcate and regulate distinct social units’,27 going on to say that the:

wall operates as a positive technology for the production and bolstering of collective forms of social relationships and is therefore open to a broad range of appropriations. In this respect, it is the spaces produced by the walls, rather than the walls themselves, that are of primary analytical significance.28

Indeed, while the physical appearance of Beijing changed greatly under Mao, the syntax of tightly parceled and interiorized chunks of urban space remained very much intact. If anything the schism between ‘interior’ and ‘exterior’ was heightened. Mao’s acts of urban surgery were the bedrock of the almost impassable communist road structure that still defines the open spaces of Beijing today.29 Meanwhile, the Danwei functioned as a micro-city that housed life, work and the attendant services necessary to sustain both. Again, in the words of Bray, the:

danwei wall signifies, in clear unambiguous terms, the independence of the danwei from the surrounding city, while at the same time it produces the space within which a unique form of collectivized social life and socialist government operates.30

Broadly assimilating the morphological and ideological bases of its predecessors, the micro-city of the Danwei exploited enclosure to shape and regulate a collective socialist subject. It was the social condenser par excellence.

Open space, weak in meaning, differs decisively from closed space with strong meaning.31

Above all it is grasping this syntax, which captures and inverts what we understand as urban space in the Western world, which is critical to a meaningful exploration of the Chinese shopping mall. It is also a moment of comprehension that brings us full circle. Le Corbusier made no secret of his admiration for ancient Beijing’s urban plan in The City of Tomorrow.32 The hierarchy of open and closed space can be clearly discerned within his urban schema – ‘open’ vehicular space facilitates infrastructural movement while ‘closed’ pedestrian space is the human habitat of everyday urban life. Reciprocally, as Beijing’s city plan has modernized, its open axes and introverted urban spaces have increasingly begun to resemble Corbusier’s machine city. It is, however, the socio-cultural nature of these inverted city spaces that interests me the most here. Each wall infers a social contract – a degree of collective privatization of metropolitan space. The walled worlds of urban Beijing, much like the shopping mall, establish a sense of meaning in opposition to their surroundings. In their experiments with the creation of new social orderings and their resultant physical form these spaces appear to be imbued with the spirit of Michel Foucault’s heterotopia. But this is a term invented by Western academia within the institutions of the man-made Western world. While Beijing’s – and by extension, China’s – physically bounded micro-worlds display the structural characteristics of heterotopic space they do not exist as places of alternate social ordering. Rather, they break society into manageable chunks that perpetuate an overarching social order. Each iteration of the urban model has been founded on the creation of a collective utopia and, as such, the perfection of forms that could nurture an alternative social ordering in its service.

… each neighborhood is an urbanized village, a village-like community restructured according to the demands of urban life. Thus, each urban courtyard house, each introverted neighborhood, each exclusive urban palace, whether small or large, is an urban heterotopia.33

Contextualized as such, I would posit that a Chinese idea of heterotopic space exists less as a singular moment that opposes the prevailing social order. Instead, it is a compositional element serving the telos of a continual urban experiment with what its society may be. Like the shopping mall, its ultimate goal is to perpetuate a new mode of normative behavior throughout the urban field. In many ways this syntax practiced the idea of a fragmented urbanism34 long before Western academia was able to coin the phrase. And as Shane observes, the:

advantage of the fragmentary system of urban design was that a known urban formula could be repeated in a different location, with further improvements built into the new fragment, creating an iterative fractal or evolving fragment.35

A particularly idiosyncratic idea of heterotopic space is enshrined in the morphological and psychological foundations of the Chinese metropolis. This is the conceptual unit of the city. And in transition to an urban modernity it is a question of evolution, from one form of this heterotopia to another.

THE GREAT PRETENDERS

As China becomes increasingly globalized, this process of evolution all too often presents a picture of uncertainty in open urban space:

Chinese urban planners are absolutely aware of the problems regarding the lack in quality of open space [in Chinese cities] and the absence of a culture of how to use them […] As a result, the subject matter of public spaces receives increased attention within professional circles.36

… piazzas under open skies or glazed arcades have become a popular and ubiquitous design element in China. But the dormant potential they offer as public space is either not recognized or not considered worthy of appreciation. In contrast they are highly interesting to commercial enterprises, who aim to utilize every little bit of them. If you want to sit down and rest, you’ll have to do so in a restaurant or café – which are, by now, omnipresent.37

The quotes above speak of a Chinese society in transition, one whose ideological basis is in the throes of realignment and searching for a spatial fix. To smooth the shift from an insular, nationalized, self-sustaining Communist order to a globalized, capital-driven ‘Socialism with Chinese Characteristics’, spatial practice must necessarily be modified. If the picture on the outside is one of wholesale destruction – as hutongs and their variants are erased by audacious, mirror-glassed architectural fantasies – the picture on the inside is more complex. Traditional spatial patterns have effected a morphological shift into the most unlikely of places.

Galleries, passages, atriums, labyrinths, and scenically treated interior spaces are clearly expressions of a desire today for a private, inner city. Cities must not simply expose everything to view; they must satisfy the shared dream that somewhere within an unexplored domain exists.38

Straddling the potentially awkward gradations between public and private or open and closed space, the shopping mall represents a near-perfect vehicle with which to naturalize a sense of alternate social ordering. Its conventional form is interiorized – one must breach its walls to enter. Its ‘bigness’ allows it to exist autonomously – as Koolhaas notes ‘in the quantity and complexity of facilities it offers it is in itself urban’.39 It establishes meaning in opposition to its surroundings. Most fundamentally, the demographic sorting that double-codes the mall’s ‘urban’ experience makes it simultaneously of, and opposed to, its social context while naturalizing modes of spatial operation. It is, fundamentally, the space of heterotopia. So, what form(s) does the Chinese shopping mall take?

Walking a kilometre east from Tiananmen Square, beside the 18 lanes of traffic delineating the open space of Chang’an Avenue (The Avenue of Eternal Peace), I arrive at the closest oasis of consumption to Beijing’s epicenter – Oriental Plaza. Its site, intersecting the southern tip of Beijing’s most famous commercial axis, Wangujing, is charged with controversy. Formerly the home of the world’s largest (and China’s first) branch of McDonalds, it was the prolonged eviction of this renowned tenant – more normally the scourge of NIMBY’s40 everywhere – that began a saga of impropriety, ending in a 16-year prison sentence for Beijing’s then mayor, Chen Xitong.41 Amid the general hubbub of impropriety, one of Oriental Plaza’s more fundamental misdemeanors is its breach of the 30 metre height restriction imposed around the UNESCO World Heritage Site of the Forbidden City. Externally the result, realized at a final cost of $2 billion, is a monumentally insensitive, 500-metre long, 200-metre wide, stone and mirror glassed block rising from 49 to 68 metres in height. It is a brash statement of capital’s penetration into the forefront of the collective Chinese consciousness, seemingly at the expense of all else. Finally opening after numerous delays in 1999, the development boasted 880,000 square metres of floor area – the largest leaseable space in Asia at that time – incorporating a five-star hotel, eight office towers, two blocks of serviced apartments, a metro station and 1,900 car parking spaces. But it is the three-storey, 130,000 square metre shopping mall podium containing 360 shops, that is of most relevance to this study.

Sadly, there is little in the way of innovation on display here. Oriental Plaza’s internal world conforms to the most basic trope of shopping mall design – a long, straight, internal pedestrian route punctuated at strategic points by three storey atria. The only appreciable difference from its Western forbearers is the lack of a conventional anchor – the streets at its extremities and its metro station instead acting as ‘tethering’ points to funnel consumers. Rather than representing a positive first step, Oriental Plaza instead appears to assimilate everything that is wrong with Western suburban shopping mall design and brutally transposes it into an urban setting. As Broudehoux notes, the shock waves from the development have rippled beyond the confines of its immediate site, carving new open space through historic hutongs to provide service routes that will feed this beast.42 Far from liberating the closed spaces of the city in new and invigorating ways, Oriental Plaza appears to perpetuate their isolation and destruction. Indeed, for ‘those who had fought the construction of Oriental Plaza until the bitter end, the monumental building would remain a symbol of China’s new subjugation at the hands of world imperialists’.43
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3.5 Oriental Plaza, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Similar statistically fixated projects also display this stultifying lack of imagination. The colossal Golden Resources shopping mall – which could briefly claim to be the worlds largest44 – swallows two city blocks with 1,000 shops, occupying 557,419 square metres of retail space over seven floors. Surrounded by car parking its garish, boxy exterior and basic internal racetrack arrangement communicate an architectural approach out of scale with, and disconnected from, Beijing’s urban tissue. Once again it appears that Americanized suburbia has simply been grafted into the centre of the city. Cai Xunshan, vice president of the Golden Resources Mall has stated that ‘shopping malls are a new concept in China, and we are trying to find our own way to do it. We don’t think we can just copy the format from the US’.45 The built results at Golden Resources would not appear to support this sentiment. Rather, they belie the ease with which this suburban model can be incorporated into Beijing’s pre-existing urban structure. To identify a more relevant model of shopping mall design we must look beyond these crucibles of consumption.

This is not to say that the features displayed by these earlier Chinese malls are unworthy of analysis. It is more that they appear increasingly anomalous when considered against the predominant orders of social space produced within the Chinese shopping mall. The problem is one of scale. China may be a vast and populous country, but as Simon Blore of Benoy – a major international architectural firm specializing in shopping mall design – points out, successful shopping mall development reaches a natural limit at around 250 shops.46 Beyond this the synergy between demographically similar brands begins to unravel, and with it, the precisely tailored aspirational sheen of the mall environment itself. Furthermore, these mega-projects exceed the natural scale of the city itself. In a city environment expanding at such a phenomenal rate and in a seemingly acontextual manner, conventional ideas of scale may seem somewhat redundant. But the notion of scale that I am concerned with analysing deals with the ‘natural’ grain of the city. ‘Natural’ being defined by extant patterns of Chinese urbanity and, as such, rooted within a collective understanding of city space. How the shopping mall responds to the urban pattern on the ground; how it makes and denies connections with the wider urban tissue; preoccupies me here. Self-mythologizing and faintly hubristic models – such as Oriental Plaza and Golden Resources – have an ideological bent that will be explored in the next section. But in breaching the ‘natural’ urban scale they represent a certain naivety in the first waves of Chinese shopping mall development.47 Instead, I wish to uncover the characteristics that naturalize an overriding heterotopic model.
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3.6 Golden Resources, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Moving off Beijing’s major arterial routes yields a more interesting set of results. Progressing to the north-east from the Avenue of Eternal Peace the roads narrow down – albeit from 12 to 8 lanes – and in the areas ringing Beijing’s Central Business District (CBD) a number of more compelling typological experiments reveal themselves. My first encounter is with Shangdu SOHO, sandwiched between Dong Da Qiao Lu and Jin Tong Xi Lu. The project occupies an L-shaped 2.2 hectare plot, boasting 170,000 square metres of floor area that is spread over three linked volumes. These comprise an eight-storey commercial building at the site’s north-west corner, a 24-storey office building to the north-east, and a 29-storey apartment building to the south-east. An east/west split is created by the minor road – Jin Hui Lu – which runs through the site from north to south. As with the mixed-use patterns of Singapore and Hong Kong, the glue is a five-storey shopping mall consisting of one level below ground and four levels above.
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3.7 Shangdu SOHO, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

What immediately marks Shangdu SOHO apart is a contemporary architectural approach that puts the mirror glass and clumsy pseudo-contextualism of many Western shopping malls firmly in the shade. On deeper investigation, it is clear that this approach is led from the top down – in this case by the project’s developer, SOHO China. As Xuefei Ren notes:

the entrepreneurial developers at SOHO China [have] staged one architectural spectacle after another by collaborating with prominent international architects. With various publications in print media and on the internet, SOHO China constructed an image as a sophisticated patron of avante-garde architecture instead of a profit driven speculator.48

With such promising credentials, how does Shangdu SOHO deliver? Designed by LAB Architecture Studios, authors of Melbourne’s Federation Square, Shangdu SOHO is a sharply angled, faceted affair, displaying its de-constructivist credentials in the darkly coloured irregular glass and aluminium panels that characterize its material treatment. The mall is expressed as a podium that is cleaved in two by Jin Hui Lu and traversed by a sharply angled two-storey bridge structure. Internally the mall reflects this architectural treatment, apparently breaking the schism between interior and exterior that has traditionally blighted the typology. Each of the smaller scaled routes from the buildings entrances angle deep into its interior domain and echo the visual striation of its façade. The right angle is rejected in favor of gesturally oblique routes and views, which the mall’s designers describe as creating ‘the effect of a vertical hutong’.49 Materials are selected from a tightly controlled and architecturally subservient palette. Lighting, furniture and fittings follow this aesthetic stringency, creating an experience that, superficially at least, resonates as an architectural whole. Does this putative re-ordering of Beijing’s heterotopic space provide a compelling modern hybrid, however?

The main spatial events are the twin atriums in the north-west and north-east blocks respectively, which address Jin Hui Lu and are linked below and above ground. In a gesture to more ‘Westernized’ ideas of urban design, Jin Hui Lu narrows to two lanes between the building blocks with ample pavement to provide alfresco dining in the café’s and restaurants bordering this open space. A wide glass frontage allows the atrium of the north-west block – which explicitly takes the form of an ‘event space’ – to directly address the street. But at this moment of supposed urban generosity, architectural incongruity comes to the fore. The piano-key motif of the stepped, raking floor to this event space and the conspicuous branding of the ‘performances’ within it, break the spell of an otherwise immaculately realized architectural treatment. A sense of ‘event’ feels neutered rather than potent. In Westernized climes it is possible to imagine street and event space linked together, and this was seemingly the intent of the designers. It is, however, a misreading of the urban syntax with which they are working. While the wide pavements and narrowed road of Jin Hui Lu assume the air of ‘shared’ pedestrian and traffic space beloved of Western developments, in China they are simply open and unused. We have to fall back on the mall interior to provide a sense of urban grain.
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3.8 Internal signage at Shangdu SOHO, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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3.9 Piano key amphitheatre at Shangdu SOHO, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

A loose racetrack layout encircles the atriums at the levels below ground and above the street. Peeling off from these, intimate lanes cut through the narrower extremities of the block and terminate in frustrating dead-ends. The layout is largely the same at each level. And the inactive open space of Jin Hui Lu creates a void at the centre of the plan where there should be an ‘event’. This combination of repetition and anti-climax mean that space fails to unfold. It peters out before it assumes the status of an actively engaging experience. Moreover, an overprovision of shop units (450 of them, almost double the magic number of 250)50 results in many empty windows and a further unraveling of the architectural spell. Combining its misplaced urban syntax with the usual range of exclusionary measures to keep the poor out (this is, after all, the CBD), Shangdu SOHO falls short because its developers treat the commission of architecture itself as shopping. Its hybrid qualities take a deterministic and culturally mismatched approach to the nature of city life and are shown to be wanting. Architecture becomes disconnected – a shiny, enigmatic object rather than a living, breathing thing. A more enduring set of answers must fuse form, space and the city, rather than simply appropriating the former to facilitate brand recognition in the overheated property market of the latter.

Walking two kilometres north along Dong Da Qiao Lu, I pass the Beijing Workers Stadium and reach a compass-point intersection with the road of the same name. I have arrived in the Sanlitun district, home to many of Beijing’s foreign embassies. At its heart is a more alluring hybrid of global and local influences. Sanlitun Village was designed by an international consortium, headed by the Japanese architect Kengo Kuma and the Hong Kong-based master planner, The Oval Partnership. Owned by another Hong Kong developer, Swire Properties, it populates two sites that address the north-south axis of Sanlitun road and occupies a total plot area of 5.3 hectares. The two sites have resulted in two shopping malls – Village South (opened in 2008) has a gross area of 72,000 square metres and contains 145 shops, while the Village North (opened in 2010) accommodates a gross area of 48,000 square metres and 95 shops. The north-south split is home to a 99-room boutique hotel also designed by Kengo Kuma. Statistically speaking, Sanlitun Village represents a very different model of density to the previous precedent – accommodating approximately 30 per cent less floor area and 240 shops to the 450 at Shangdu SOHO – over a site that is twice the size. And while its angled, faceted facades bear a certain formal resemblance to some of those previously described, its urban language is markedly different.
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3.10 Unused open space on Jin Hui Lu, Shangdu SOHO, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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3.11 Sanlitun Village, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

We feel the Village stands out from the more traditional designs of shopping malls across the world. The idea of an ‘open-plan’ development, with the Village consisting of 19 separate buildings, interspersed with gardens, courtyards, and twisting alleys, helps to create an inviting environment, where visitors can mix activities from inside and outside throughout the day.51

The current main stream for urban development in the world is the combination of super-skyscrapers and plazas. However for this project, we tried to reproduce a human-scale, maze-like space within the city by producing medium rise architectures […] The project is divided into the South district and the North district. For the South district, a Chinese street style called Hutongs was referred to. The street is slightly curved and twisted to produce the maze-like characteristic. For the North district, a courtyard house called Siheyuan was referred to. Two enclosures were created, the exterior and inner closure, and at the centre of the two enclosures, a sunken garden with dense plants was designed.52

Where Shangdu SOHO appears to adopt historic Beijing’s urban morphology as a motif, Sanlitun Village tries to put it at the core of its site planning. First and foremost, Sanlitun Village grasps the disjunction between open and closed space at the heart of Chinese city planning. Unlike Shangdu SOHO, it does not try to dissolve the boundary between street and building. In contrast, its forms create a perceptual border with carefully sculpted oblique openings that draw the pedestrian deep into the city block. As the developer’s promotional spiel notes, the South and North village are ‘open-plan’ in their approach to the site. Consequently, much of their public circulation space is open to the elements rather than being enclosed beneath a glass roof, as is customary in the majority of shopping mall developments. But the sense of interiority remains as strong. This is a result, not only of recognizing the open and closed formation of the Chinese city, but also the differing scales and structural characteristics of these constituent parts. ‘Outside’ is a formal face with continuous rows of shops at ground level to address Beijing’s arrow-straight road axes and an order of vehicular movement. ‘Inside’ is the social space of the city. In the case of Sanlitun Village this is a wholly pedestrianized realm that counteracts the strict orthogonality of the formal city structure. The South Village is the more obviously successful. Narrow routes angle and curve through the site, widening to create oblique views and stimulating further exploration. A main internal square and smaller sub-squares become events, ringed on all sides by three storeys of stepping terraces. The business of shopping generally happens at grade, overlooked by drinking and eating on the al-fresco spaces above. At ground level the idea of a ‘diagram’ is rather diffuse. Rather the porous edges of the block filter the pedestrian into narrow lanes waiting until they are submerged deep within the block to provide orientating views, far removed from the formal face of the city. Below and above ground, the loosest of racetracks is formed, but in many respects it doesn’t matter. Sanlitun Village has tapped into something far more important. If the unbending axes of ‘outside’ represent the symbolic face of the city, the instrumental axiality53 displayed on the ‘inside’ resonates with the productive social space of the hutongs and thus a mode of spatial operation naturalized within the Chinese mindset. Le Corbusier states such a split succinctly:
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3.12 Sanlitun Village South floorplans. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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3.13 Blurring of boundaries between open space and mall interior at Sanlitun Village, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

The straight road or street is the best form for conditions of work. The winding road is more appropriate for recreation.54

Modern leisure space coalesces with modernist conceptions of city planning and historic spatial practice. Outside is work. Inside is leisure. And Sanlitun Village is not the only example. A more literal precedent is Xintiandi in Shanghai, which occupies two blocks of historic shikumen housing. Opened in 2001, Xintiandi’s statement of urban ‘authenticity’ is based on its preservation, by American architects, Wood and Zapata, of many of the original structures occupying the site. These have been converted into shop units. As Xuefei Ren notes, ‘Xintiandi has become the top entertainment and tourist destination in Shanghai and turned the surrounding area into the most expensive real estate in the city’.55 Although a large number of buildings were demolished to open up the complex – which, juxtaposed against the ubiquitous presence of global brand imagery can feel more than a little inauthentic56 – Xintiandi serves as a further example of how historic Chinese spatial practice has been appropriated in the service of leisure and consumption. And for those seeking a more veritable sense of old Shanghai a bottom-up shopping mall exists at Tianzifang, a couple of miles south of the glitz and artifice of Xintiandi. Tianzifang is a shikumen block that remains unaltered in form. Its residents have simply leased space at ground level to shops and restaurants, creating a bustling mall within its walled world. While its current incarnation is younger than the two previous precedents, it is indicative of how this confluence of pre-existing urban form and the machinations of consumption have come together in China.
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3.14 Tianzifang, Shanghai. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Each of these examples naturalizes the idea of the shopping mall ‘interior’ by conflating it with a more nuanced idea of unfolding closed space, garnered in turn from the heterotopic cells of the historic Chinese city. As with the Western shopping mall, instrumental axiality is sequestered in the service of consumption. But if in a Western context this axiality is a mere motif, disguising a coercive and reproductive spatial agenda, its Chinese situation, correspondent to the production of the social spaces of the city themselves, promises more.
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3.15 Xintiandi, Shanghai. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Indeed, the superficial experience of inhabiting any of these three malls is much more pleasant than a visit to one of their Western counterparts. Openness, complexity and variety replace the banal experience of the dumbbell layout and its progeny. Perceptual borders are reinforced without recourse to the paranoid sealing in of the enclosed Western shopping mall. Rather they are part of the more natural syntax of the city – albeit that this can be a somewhat oppressive experience – and already established in indigenous mental conceptions of what urban space is. It could also be argued that a sense of openness, in the permeability of their borders, begins to subtly introduce new ideas of what open ‘public’ space might be. But there are doubts. If the model of density on which these examples are based produces pleasing results it does so at a price.

On one level that price is diversity. By making a medium-rise, open-air complex devoted solely to shopping, previous uses have been forced elsewhere. Sacrificing mixed-usage in service of a mono-functional enclave of consumption means that the instrumental potency of these heterotopic cells is diminished. Brand and wealth conspire to create another type of perceptual border – one that groups ones own kind and smooths off the rough edges of genuinely productive encounters with different stratums of society. It would appear that the primary role of these spaces is to naturalize demographic groupings through the adoption and adaptation of familiar spatial practices. Another price of reduced density is literally fiscal. The lower the ratio of leaseable space to plot area, the lower the financial return. Many developers expect a much higher yield from their developments, and it is ultimately this that drives the form of the new breed that we can discover in China today.

A NEW BREED

If I have appeared to skirt around this ‘new breed’ rather than get straight to the point this is because each of the models visited, from Singapore to Shanghai, has some part in constituting what this variant of the typology may be. As a key component in the Chinese machine city it exists as an order within an order, a reified version of the heterotopic cell, which I will now elucidate.

My moment of epiphany came while lost in the cavernous Superbrand Mall in Pudong, Shanghai. Superbrand Mall is like so many others, from the malls on the Xidan strip west of Tiananmen Square in Beijing, to the garish malls that line Shanghai’s premier strip of consumption, Nanjing Lu. It is a collage of fragments from the urban laboratory of Asia, rendered specific to the Chinese city.

First, the morphology of the city must be understood as one of open and closed space with different orders and scales of circulation. Open space is now the vehicular order of the Chinese machine city, creating canyons between which its closed heterotopic cells exist. Their interconnection may be facilitated across networks of open space or via alternative networks of the closed order. For the closed order to function effectively it must negotiate its perceptual borders with the open spaces of the city and treat them as a moment of striation.

To do so an alternative notion of ground comes to the fore. Unlike Singapore, whose internal grounds exist because it is too hot to be outside, or Hong Kong where a flat pedestrian topography is hard to find, the grounds of the Chinese shopping mall cannot pretend to be anything other than a ruthlessly efficient sorting device. There are several, and each facilitates an important transition. Firstly there is the true ground of the city, the plane where openness and closure are defined. It is the initial moment of striation – presenting a formal façade to the outside world and an invitation to, or denial of, its smooth interiorized world. Simon Blore speaks of this moment as one that is a shop window, consciously different from the floors above and one that needs to ‘take care of itself’.57 This does not mean that fortune is left to fate. These moments exist before the coercive power of the mall diagram(s) can really get to work. As such they must have sufficient cache to act as a visual invitation and destination in their own right. They are a different idea of anchor, or tether. One that literally sets out the mall’s stall at street level. The net result is the presence of a global superbrand, given full license to express itself as loudly as possible in the form of sculptural protrusions and megawatts of light. Externally visual disjuncture becomes the order of the day, with a ground storey seemingly governed by a different set of architectural rules to the building towering above. It is the shop window in extremis.
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3.16 Atrium at the Superbrand Mall, Shanghai. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

As arresting as this phantasmagoric spectacle may be, the purpose is to drag us inward – to act as a filter that processes those deemed worthy into the mall interior. And the real aim is to drag you very deep inside.

The first ground of the Chinese shopping mall is a liminal moment between city and heterotopia. Once inside it is necessary to render the perceptual border that exerts the mall’s spell more powerfully. Entrance is accompanied by an event, typically within an atrium space, which draws the visitor away from the malls permeable borders and offers three-dimensional orientation toward the malls more pervasive ‘second’ ground. Sucked deeper into the plan, the visitor is quickly ushered up or down. And strategic placement of stairs and escalators means that it is much easier to navigate away from this first ground than back to it. Removed by a vertical layer from the street the deadly configurational diagram of the mall can start to do its work. Typically a curving variant of the racetrack comes to the fore, engendering perpetual horizontal motion and ensuring that movement between levels can only take place after traversing the maximum distance around each floor. This non-axial route uses its curve to break the consumer’s line of sight in customary fashion, ensuring a combination of maximum visual exposure to all of its shops and effortless, continual motion. It is the home of the Gruen-transfer, and this second ground may repeat for 2, 3, 4, 5 levels up and down or more.
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3.17 Diagram of the three-dimensional movement patterns and tethers within the new breed of Chinese shopping malls. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Things change again at the tethers. Below grade, the city’s subterranean metro system feeds directly into the bowels of the mall. This can open into the above-ground space of the retail podium itself or be zoned as a separate mall below ground, branded with a different aesthetic and targeted at a different demographic.58 In such a way a greater density of retail space can be shoehorned into a given site and managed in ‘friendly’ scientifically sized parcels. Using the true grade of the city as a sieve, an existential schism is created between above and below. Once a visitor is bored or tired of one mall they are sucked into another, prolonging the fantasy of consumption that little bit longer. Taking its cues from Singapore’s Orchard Road, below ground can become a space of pedestrian connection, with several malls sharing a metro stop. These urban cells negate the city above, making the pedestrian world one of interlinked malls – a syntax of closed city space that can be all too easily closed off and controlled at any given moment.

At the top of the atrium – as the world of the mall again becomes liminal, bleeding into the mixed-use programmes of housing and office – lives the culinary smorgasbord of the food court. Typically this leaches into a series of al-fresco spaces adjoining a larger roof garden. Neatly sandwiched by the functional requirements of the larger urban cell it becomes a collecting point, reinforcing rather than diminishing the call of the mall. As a point of transition it naturalizes the idea of leaving one type of spatial programme to enter another without ever vacating the closed confines of the city block. Obviating the need to go outside, into the open spaces of the city, building occupants are instead acclimatized to a further grade, several storeys above the canyons of the metropolis.

The manner in which ‘express’ modes of vertical circulation bypass true ground to reach these tethers – it should be noted that these never start or stop at this level – reinforces the manner in which the open space of the city is excluded and a focus on the inward mall diagram perpetuated. Although the historic syntax of closed urban space is theoretically continued in the Chinese shopping mall its nature is radically altered. While the hutong, siheyuan, shikumen, lilong, jingyu and danwei all exploited a closed urbanity they existed at grade. Open and closed space could theoretically coalesce, even if a repressive state structure would never allow it to truly happen. In the here and now, the retail podium and mall basement render this possibility ever more distant. Functioning as a series of separating layers they push the locus of city life away from the street and into the air. They divide and conquer. A literal example exists in the detached two-storey villas and gardens built on top of the Jintian International Square shopping mall in Zhuzhou.59 Transposed some eight storeys into the air the nature of ground is altered irrevocably. And while this supremely surreal image may appear to exist at the extreme end of Chinese experiments with urbanity it, in fact, typifies a mode of habitation more normally concealed within a set of towers subservient to an architectural whole. From Elements in Kowloon to Raffles City in Beijing, this prototypical three-dimensional neighbourhood is metastasizing across the landscape of the Chinese city as we speak. Architects are responding to this challenge. Benoy acknowledge the need for meaningful public space in their evolving developments. Similarly, a number of unbuilt projects by up-and-coming practice, Spark Architects, display a compelling and sustained degree of experimentation.60

But if these proposals indicate exciting forms and patterns of mall development in the future, the problem is that they are reacting to and continuing an urban trend rather than driving it. If the historic model of the Chinese city was one that finely balanced imperial power and the productive needs of society, its current one appears entirely coercive – using the form of the shopping mall to gerrymander a docile collective subject at the expense of genuine social interaction. Slavishly following the dictates of the market, it would be all too easy to say that a society ends up with the architectural forms that it deserves. But increasingly it appears that significant chunks of Chinese society are not altogether happy with their lot. Reports of protests and even riots at loci of production have become legion in recent years.61 They indicate a society whose transition to a consumption-based economy is not entirely smooth, not to mention one that has become increasingly self-aware.

If the closed spaces of the city truly perpetuate its society it is imperative to look beyond the strictures of architectural form to understand the many attributes of what these spaces represent and what they can be. Each heterotopic world may discipline a spatial response, but it is also capable of producing its own social space through the unplanned interactions of its subjects. Before an architecture that truly speaks the social language of modern China is realized, the emphasis needs to shift – from the slavish reproduction of forms that abstractly define society to an understanding of the type of society that these forms actually produce. As Le Corbusier once said, ‘things are not revolutionized by making revolutions. The real Revolution lies in the solution of existing problems’.62 There is simply too much at stake to perpetuate the status quo in ignorance.
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The Rub

Critiques of consumption and commodification can only be truly radical when they specifically include reflection, not merely on the problem of the market itself but, above all, on the nature of socialism as an alternative system. Unless the possibility of such an alternative system is grappled with and theorized explicitly … the critique of commodification tends fatally to turn back into a merely moral discussion, into mere Kulturkritik in the bad sense and a matter of ‘handwringing’.1

In citing Frederic Jameson’s seminal enquiry into the machinations of post-modernity, my intention is not to confer some sense of progressive radicalism on my own text. Rather, my goal is to situate the Chinese shopping mall as an agent through which such a self-reflexive critique can be theorized against the practice of day-to-day life in modern China.

Such a hypothesis is only conceivable as a result of the seemingly contradictory development path that China has chosen to follow: ‘Socialism with Chinese Characteristics’. Philip Pan describes this path as one masterminded by:

a government engaged in the largest and perhaps most successful experiment with authoritarianism in the world. The West has assumed that capitalism must lead to democracy, that free markets inevitably result in free societies. But by embracing market reforms while continuing to restrict political freedom, China’s Communist leaders have presided over an economic revolution without surrendering power. Prosperity allowed the government to reinvent itself, to win friends and buy allies, and to forestall demands for democratic change.2

In theory, everyday life in China is governed by the consumption-led emphasis of the free market, while the one-party Communist state serves as an ideological check against its perceived excesses and inequalities. Yet the implication is also of a certain malleability in the meaning ascribed to Chinese Communism in its economically accelerated modernity. My interest is the socio-political reality delivered by the marriage of these apparently divergent paths and the existential narrative that flows through the Chinese shopping mall as a consequence.

OPTION PARALYSIS: RED OR DEAD?

As a Westerner, the experience of the capitalist consumption cycle is largely familiar. The nature of Socialism under modernity can feel more nebulous. This is not just a question borne of the appropriation of selective facets of Socialist ideology within the sphere of neo-liberal Western politics. It also stems from ideological distortions exhibited in the name of Socialism by Communist states such as China and the former Soviet Republic; an observation that was not lost on Walter Benjamin:

If the Passagen-Werk entries can be seen to demonstrate a change in Benjamin’s position over time, it is less one of increasing disillusionment as to the socialist potential of modern ‘nature’, than of increasing awareness as to the ways that potential could be systematically distorted by those in power.3

The net historical result would appear to confirm Benjamin’s disillusionment. While we often think we know what we mean when we say the words ‘Socialism’ or ‘Communism’, the populist usage of these words is more commonly identified with regimes founded in their name rather than the theories from which they were born. Revolutionary cache may be conferred on the party by title but the nature of the revolution has changed. In the case of China this is evidenced by the transition from the hard-line Communism of Chairman Mao to the fuzzier path of the modern Chinese Communist Party initially spearheaded by Deng Xiaoping:

Before Mao’s death, the party justified its rule by presenting itself as the ‘vanguard of the proleteriat’ leading the nation to a socialist utopia. But the catastrophe’s of Mao’s rule shattered that illusion, and Deng [Xiaoping] charted a radical new course to rescue the party, gambling that people would overlook the failure of communism as an ideology if Communists could make them richer. He hoped to unleash the power of free markets and private enterprise while preserving the party’s monopoly on power, to grant the people economic freedoms while continuing to restrict their political rights.4

An intense fervor of creative destruction,5 wrought under the epithet of revolution, appears to have distanced the one-party state from its ideological roots. This is hardly surprising. The aggregate human cost of Mao’s Great Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution is estimated at anywhere between 20 and 60 million lives, claimed by the disastrous famines that accompanied the former or the deadly violence legitimated by the revolutionary zeal of the latter.6 Confronted with such a scenario, a reappraisal of ideological imperatives was inevitable.

This is not to say that the practice of Socialism or Communism should be seen as dogma relegated to China’s history through sheer inflexibility – far from it. It is more a case of acknowledging the dialectical processes through which ideology has not only become malleable, but also acknowledging its limits; where it effectively ceases to be. To understand the implications of ‘Socialism with Chinese Characteristics’ better, we must negotiate the ideological gap between this modernity and its theoretical antecedents. Only then will the capacity of everyday life to function critically in the face of modern China’s rapacious consumption be rendered clearly.

SHOCK AND AWE

In many respects there is no better space within which to contextualize the present discussion than the modern Chinese shopping mall. The appearance, in Communist China, of the building typology most synonymous with conspicuous Westernized capitalism, embodies the paradox at the heart of this debate. That it is, for many, the lived space through which daily urban life is principally enacted, only increases the need for a deeper understanding of the phenomena. And the location of the worlds largest shopping mall within the Chinese heartland is surely a sign that the wider adoption of the typology is more than an unsavoury blip on an otherwise unsullied façade of Communist doctrine.

This behemoth of consumption is located in one of those cities beloved by commentators on China worldwide. Dongguan is not a name that springs to mind when most people think of China, and it is not a place that many people outside of the country will have even heard of. Located within the sprawling, continuous urbanization of the Pearl River Delta, it is a prefecture-level city overshadowed by its proximity to Hong Kong, Shenzhen and Guangzhou. Nonetheless, Dongguan is home to over 6 million people, occupies a land area of 2,465 square kilometres and is the fourth largest exporter among China’s cities, currently shipping $65 billion worth of goods per year.7 The baffling proportions of this statistical assault and its association with far away, unheard of places, are the bread and butter of prose whose enchantment with the speed and scale of China’s development has done much to shape Western perceptions of its modernity.8

It goes without saying that the South China Mall is more than adequate cannon fodder for the continuation of this trend. As Michael Donohoe observes, ‘the [South China] mall is part of China’s new arsenal of superlatives: the world’s largest airport terminal, the highest train track, the golf resort with the most holes’.9 The brainchild of Hu Guirong – an instant noodle billionaire and a Dongguan boy made good – the South China Mall is first experienced as a demonstration of empirical might. Occupying a site of 100 acres, the $1 billion development comprises a gross leaseable area of 659,612 square metres with space for 2,350 shops. The mall is divided into seven zones, respectively modelled on Amsterdam, Paris, Rome, Venice, Egypt, the Caribbean and California. It features a 2.1 kilometre canal with gondolas, a 553-metre indoor-outdoor rollercoaster, a replica of St. Mark’s bell tower and a 25 metre tall replica of the Arc de Triomphe.10 It is nearly twice the size of the largest mall in North America, the West Edmonton Mall in Canada, which occupies a gross leaseable area of 377,000 square metres,11 and almost three times the size of the 250,000 square metre Mall of America.12 Dependant on how one assesses floor area in malls, there is a more robust competitor in the shape of the Dubai Mall, opened in 2009, whose total floor area of 1,210,000 square metre eclipses the South China Mall by almost 250,000 square metres.13 The latter, however, has 330,000 square metres more of gross leaseable area than the Dubai Mall, and almost double the number of shops. These seem to be the statistics that matter for those who truly care about such things.14 Not to be outdone, the Mall of America has a 540,000 square metre expansion on the drawing board.15 This would surpass the South China Mall by 90,000 square metres, though uncertain funding and the global recession have put paid to its realization for the time being at least. Considering that the South China Mall took its crown from the 6 million square foot Golden Resources in Beijing – which between 2004 and 2005 was the worlds largest shopping mall16 – it would appear that China has been the leader of the international mall arms race for some time now. While fascinating to mall-spotters worldwide, the broader question concerns the relevance that this statistical barrage holds for day-to-day life in modern China.
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4.1 Largest 25 shopping malls in the world by gross leasable area in square metres. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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4.2 Total area in square metres for the largest 25 shopping malls in the world. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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4.3 Number of operating shop units in the largest 25 shopping malls in the world. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Much is expected of China in the next decade. Its economy continues to experience double-digit growth, and its factories now assemble most of the toys, shoes and microchips in the world. The country expects to quadruple its year 2000 per-capita income by 2020. China is rising, and before long – the conventional thinking goes – there will be a gigantic Chinese consumer class, four or five hundred millions of prosperous, educated people looking to stroll through malls and buy lots of stuff they don’t need. (At present, fewer than 10 per cent of China’s population of 1.3 billion have enough discretionary income to count as ‘middle-class’.) About 500 new malls have been built in China over the last five years, estimates Kevin Jiang, a researcher at the Mall China Information Center. All of them are waiting for the arrival of this coming mega-middle class, as are the rest of China’s countless ‘visionary’ development projects.17
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4.4 Central plaza at the South China Mall, Dongguan. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

If the South China Mall is outwardly positioned as the figurehead in a mundane show of one-upmanship that exploits tensions between a waning Western hegemony of global wealth and the rise of the Asian economies, it is the inward picture that is more revealing. Although there is visible evidence of a developing consumer class in many of China’s major cities it remains some way from defining modern life for the majority of indigenous Chinese.18 Indeed, if the above quote is to be taken at face value, much of the current shopping mall development in China is about anticipating the emergence of a consumer class in the future rather than exploiting demographic strata that already exist. Positioned in this way, the shopping mall becomes something more than a convenient means of dispensing with disposable income. It is an agent that is ideologically charged, in a more meaningful sense, with the creation of a Chinese consumer class. And it goes without saying that the numerical credentials of the South China Mall loom large as a transformative totem spearheading the stampede toward prosperity.

Architecture considered in this sense is as much an instrument of propaganda as a space of lived experience. Nonetheless, it is a long way from the Great Hall of the People – the hub of the Chinese Communist party – to the South China Mall. But if this appears to be the case, it is surely by navigating this distance that more tangible connections between China’s Communist legacy and its present may be found.

The Great Hall of the People, realized at the zenith of Mao’s Communist China, is situated within a larger built project described by Rowe as the:

culmination of architectural production during this era … the ‘Ten Great Buildings’ designed to celebrate the tenth anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic in 1959, and also understandably intended to demonstrate China’s new socialist architectural approach and to express its modern achievements.19

The Great Hall thus assumed its place, along with the renovated and enlarged Tiananmen Square (which it sits alongside), The Museum of Chinese Revolution and History, Beijing Railway Station, The National Agricultural Exhibition Centre, The People’s Cultural Hall, The Military Museum of the Chinese Revolution, The Beijing Workers Stadium, The Overseas Chinese Mansion and the State Guest House, within what Jianfei Zhu describes as:

a comprehensive landscape of symbolic forms of the new state … First, what was achieved here was surely a space of the nation – state on a symbolic and socio-spatial level. In so far as it was a ‘People’s Republic’, great gestures were made to involve the ‘people’ of the nation … in order to constitute a socialist public in spatial terms in the urban design but also in symbolic expression and in real social practice … Second, as a symbolic landscape of the nation-state, it was a space of objects and, with this, a realm of constructed ‘subjects’ and subjective identities. These were national collective identities, the ‘People’ of the Republic and the Chinese nation.20
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4.5 Internal rollercoaster at the South China Mall, Dongguan. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Political ideology was therefore spatialized under Chairman Mao. Moreover, this spatialization of Communist ideology was not unique to China. Soviet planners were heavily involved in the spatial revolution that accompanied the founding of the People’s Republic,21 extending their expertise – as leading proponents of the Communist Bloc – to nations whose ideological perspective shifted in this direction following the Second World War. While an inevitable amount of contextually specific hybridization has occurred – following in particular the diplomatic difficulties caused by Mao’s frosty relationship with Stalin and Krushchev22 – it remains the case that spatialization of the political agenda is a tendency that can be considered universal in the application of state communism. The question is how we make the leap to now, and most specifically to the South China Mall.

Elizabeth Economy has observed how deeply rooted ‘the campaign mentality remains in China’s political culture’.23 Its contemporary spatialization is observable in the state-directed show projects that defined the Beijing skyline during the 2008 Olympic Games and other colossal pieces of infrastructure such as the Three Gorges Dam (the worlds largest dam) or the Tibetan Sky Train (the previously referenced world’s highest train track). These exist as primarily external representations of China’s growing international stature. More interesting are the projects that walk the mutually determining line between state and capitalist development,24 straddling the gulf between the hardline past of Chairman Mao and the present of Hu Jintao. Here we can see more clearly how the campaign mentality begins to filter down into spatial practice.

The level of state involvement in architectural production is one that, beyond national and regional development policy, is determined by land ownership. Although things have now moved beyond the unilateral determination of land use that existed under Mao, the Communist Party has retained the freehold interest to all Chinese land (be it directly in urban scenarios or through devolution to rural collectives).25 In the case of projects such as the South China Mall, land is leased to speculators for commercial development. State interest therefore exists above and beyond the reinforcement of a regulatory framework for the development of the built environment. It has a vested capital interest and key say in what happens and where. To view projects such as the South China Mall through a myopic lens of real-estate speculation or private capital accumulation would thus be folly. Rather, they spatialize a collusion between the interests of the state and capital.

The party has succeeded in part because people in China have been willing accomplices in the act of forgetting. So many of them were taken in by the Cultural Revolution’s frenzied rhetoric, so many of them participated in the violence or stood by in silence, that it has never been very difficult for the party to persuade society to leave the past behind.26

For the ongoing experiment in authoritarianism to succeed, nothing less than the wholesale re-branding of the Chinese Communist Party has been necessary. The partially travelled road to prosperity, which to date has maintained the party’s credibility, has necessitated an ideological shift in the aspirations behind the ideal of what its collective subject is and how this is spatialized. As Pun Ngai writes:

in reform China, the class structure of the society, constructed by Mao, was rapidly shattered when Deng launched the reform and open-door policies at the end of the 1970s. The Chinese working class, previously protected by state enterprises or collective enterprises, was forced to smash its ‘iron bowl’ when urban reform started in the mid-1980s. Together with state bureaucrats, the newly emerged bourgeoise and urban middle class looked to a neoliberal discourse of modernity to justify these rapid changes. The Maoist language of class struggle was permanently abandoned, and the privileged position of the Chinese working class was denounced.27

In effect the discourse of the collective subject has shifted from the valorization of the proletariat to its erasure in order to position the idea of a consuming middle class in its place. Similarly the spatialization of this ideological shift has transferred from the collective space of the parade ground and work unit to the realm of consumption. In the project to re-constitute the collective Chinese subject, the South China Mall, like the Ten Great Buildings erected under Mao, is a self-valorizing totem anchored firmly within the symbolic landscape of the modernizing nation-state. Where it differs from its predecessors is that its static monumentalism is infiltrated to a far greater extent by the field of lived action. In making its new subjects the mall cannot only represent, it must also interact. It is symbol and practice. We must now explore this territory if we are to better understand the dynamics of modern ‘communist’ life as manifested in the spaces of the South China Mall.

STILLBORN

The taxi driver’s wry chuckle as I disembarked, communicating more than a hint of schadenfreude, gave the realization that the South China Mall may not live up to expectations. More accurately, it confirmed my worst fears. The sense was less one of excitement at the world of plenty that awaited and more a sense of eerie stillness, borne of a combination of the colossal infrastructure defining my immediate surroundings and a fundamental lack of human habitation at the mall’s bounding edge. This was not the China I had grown used to over the last three weeks. I was accustomed to the huge processional roads, far wider than the widest of English motorways, and the austere qualities of Chinese urbanism in general. What I couldn’t fathom here at the South China Mall was the lack of people. As a rule of thumb in Chinese cities, and especially in the hyper-density of Hong Kong from where I had just come, the county’s over-populousness is, everywhere, abundantly clear. Navigating the city often feels like a multi-directional sensory assault, the vibrancy and chaos of streaming bodies serves up an experience that manages to simultaneously mitigate the severity of the city structure while being utterly exhausting. Here there was time and space to move, albeit uneasily. On one side the road formed an impassable boundary, on the other, the long defensive walls of the mall spoke of anything but urban generosity. The experience was akin to the brief and strangely threatening journey through the car-park asphalt hinterland of a suburbanized Western shopping mall, a journey redeemed by the promise of worldly riches that its interior holds.28 In the case of the South China Mall, however, its surroundings are deeply urban, albeit at some distance from the centre of Dongguan proper. And things don’t get any better on the inside.
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4.6 Desolate open area at the South China Mall, Dongguan. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

What I already knew as I set out from Hong Kong that morning was another, less enviable aspect of the South China Mall’s statistical armory – and one known to many mall spotters worldwide – its status as one of the world’s most spectacular examples of real-estate hubris. Since its opening in 2005, the South China Mall has maintained a vacancy rate of 99 percent29 (equating to 20 occupied units out of 2,350) and if anything appears to be going backwards rather than forwards.30 Among the floors of dark, empty, frontages that characterize its semi-indoor mall spaces are occasional artefacts from stores that were once briefly open. Tatty signage, abandoned fixtures and moldering carpets abound. But the predominant feature is of clinically uniform padlocked glass screens staring into clinically uniform empty concrete shells. The greatest rarity is stores that are open at all. Those that do exist open and close at the whim of their proprietors – who have clearly given up hope of selling anything here ever again – and no signs of habitation ever take place above ground level.

The world has plenty of empty malls; there’s even an American website, deadmalls.com, where connoisseurs of desolation post photos and reminiscences of the once-great, now-gutted places where they spent the Saturday afternoons of their youth. What sets the South China Mall apart from the rest, besides its mind-numbing size, is that it never went into decline. The tenants didn’t jump ship; they never even came on board. The mall entered the world pre-ruined, as if its developers had deliberately created an attraction for people with a taste for abandonment and decay.31
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4.7 Ghostly internal malls at the South China Mall, Dongguan. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Unlike the arcades of Walter Benjamin’s Paris where ‘archaeology’ was reconstituted in the form of a ‘montage as the formal principle of the new technology … to reconstruct an experiential world so that it provided a coherence of vision necessary for historical reflection’,32 the South China Mall presents no comparable history to be re-assembled. Its artefacts and detritus are of now. So what can be understood from this present? The key, surely, is to delve deeper into the nature of this spectacular failure rather than simply marvel at the desolation of the results.

Many factors have been attributed to the South China Mall’s failure – premature opening and a peripheral location relative to Dongguan’s urban centre to name but a few.33 Perhaps the most revealing factor is the demographic makeup of Dongguan itself. As Leslie Chang notes:

no one is sure how many people live here. According to the city government, Dongguan has 1.7 million local residents and almost 7 million migrants, but few people believe these official figures, and speculation about the city’s true population is rife. Dongguan has 8 million migrants. Dongguan adds 1 million migrants a year. Dongguan has 10 million migrants, but it reports only 7 million to avoid paying higher taxes.34

It is this vast, predominantly female, army of rural migrant labour that is of significance here. ‘Dagongmei’35 or ‘Factory Girls’36 comprise Dongguan’s principle demographic, making it ‘one of the largest factory cities in China’37 and indeed the world.

The city is divided into 32 towns, and each one specializes in manufacturing. Chang’an produces electronic components, Dalang is famous for sweaters, and Houjie makes shoes. Samsung and Pioneer operate plants in Liaobu; Nancheng is home to the world’s largest Nokia mobile-phone factory … Factories are the bus stops and the monuments and the landmarks, and everything exists to serve them. Dongguan’s highway network, already the densest in the country, is under constant expansion in hopes of delivering goods to the world faster.38

Herein lies the difficulty. China’s entry into the global economy has been reliant on its ability to function as a manufacturing hub for multinationals outsourcing production to the most competitive bidder. And nowhere in the world provides cheaper and (apparently) more willing labour than China.39 In becoming the world’s workshop China has fashioned a new proletariat that serves a global marketplace. Yet, by dint of the previously described rhetorical shift that has accompanied a change in national fortunes, ‘this newly formed Chinese working class … was structurally obstructed at the very moment of its birth as a class force’.40

It is a scenario that finds itself increasingly at odds with the Marxist conception of Communism – a revolutionary class struggle in which the proletariat unite and overthrow bourgeoisie society. As Marx explains, ‘in place of the old bourgeoisie society, with its classes and class antagonisms, we shall have an association, in which the free development of each is the condition for the free development of all’.41 In essence a society of equals freed from the baggage of class structure. This was what Mao’s China, rising from over a century of colonial oppression, was supposed to be. Although Mao succeeded in tearing down class barriers the result was mutually assured misery for all – albeit that the Chairman reputedly dined very well while tens of millions of his countrymen starved.42

The problem, it would seem, was having a sufficiently advanced state of bourgeoisie development to overthrow. Marx never concealed his admiration of bourgeoisie technological innovation.43 And it is precisely these kinds of innovations, expertise and wealth that would have been pre-requisites of the self-sustaining Communist utopia that he conceived.44 China, however, was broken by a legacy of colonial exploitation and the ravages of the Second World War45 at the founding of the People’s Republic. It was further broken at the end of Mao’s tenure. Conditions, as Deng Xiaoping entered office, were far from optimal. China’s isolation from Russia46 – the Communist Bloc’s global superpower – meant that surrender to Western, neo-liberal globalization was inevitable. Another quote from Marx is particularly poignant here:

The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of production, by the immensely facilitated means of communication, draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into civilization. The cheap prices of its commodities are the heavy artillery with which it batters down all Chinese walls, with which it forces the barbarians’ intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate. It compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeoisie mode of production; it compels them to introduce what it calls civilization into their midst, i.e. to become bourgeoisie themselves. In one word, it creates a world after its own image.47

Roughly coincident with the de-regulation of the Western market economy in the 1980s, China’s newly found emphasis on wealth creation shared curious common ground with the rhetoric of free market populism that spurred globalization’s march. Thomas Frank’s analysis of the media onslaught heralding the globalized economy’s first waves identifies a view of ‘liberty that consistently understands “freedom” as a thing wrung from an inherently repressive state by inherently liberating [sic] corporations’.48 While in the west the ‘repression’ exercised by the state was less to do with the inhibition of individual freedom and more to do with the regulation of business, the above statement could be taken as a more literal truth in the case of China. But is this really the case?

As Frank notes ‘that liberty might have an economic dimension, that the corporations themselves might sometimes be repressive and the state liberating is simply left out, as though contrary to the physical laws of the universe’.49 The language of self-empowerment, that destiny is in one’s own hands within the free market has proved to be little more than a linguistic smokescreen in the Western world. Most significantly it has facilitated the de-regulation and de-unionisation of big business,50 the net result of which is that the rich have exponentially expanded their wealth while the less fortunate have been robbed of the mechanisms through which their voice can be heard.

Sadly, such scenarios are now legion in China, with many examples of labour abuse focused in industrial hubs such as Dongguan and the wider Pearl River Delta region.51 While China’s industrial revolution has transformed the nations fortunes at a macro level, it has also resulted in a retreat from Communist doctrine. Labour struggles – the crux of Marxist theory – are no longer recognizable as Communist at all, if indeed they ever truly were.

… the true definition of a productive worker consists in this: A person who needs and demands exactly as much as, and no more than, is required to enable him to gain the greatest possible benefit for his capitalist.52

… in the exchange between the worker and capital, the worker finds himself in the relation of simple circulation, hence obtains not wealth but only subsistence, use values for immediate consumption.53

Marx’s evocation of nineteenth-century pre-Communist labour relations could be said to be equally true of China in the here and now. The relentless drive of global multinationals to secure the cheapest possible manufacturing conditions and in turn, the greatest profit, has driven workers wages in China’s EPZ’s (Export Processing Zones) lower than anywhere else in the world – in some cases 15 percent of the minimum living wage – in an effort to secure competitive advantage.54 As Klein observes:

despite the rhetoric of One Worldism, the planet remains sharply divided between producers and consumers, and the enormous profits raked in by the superbrands are premised upon these worlds remaining as separate from each other as possible.55
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4.8 Empty internal spaces at the South China Mall, Dongguan. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Herein lies the root of the South China Mall’s hubris. If the export processing zone is the node at which the cost of production is ground down to its absolute minimum, the shopping mall is the node at which the ‘bourgeoisie’ producer extracts maximum surplus value from the process. But the generation of these profits depends on a public who can afford the price-tag. By moving the loci of production and consumption into such close proximity the divide between the two spheres is brought into sharp, but less than dazzling, focus. Labour cannot afford its fruits.

DEATH IN DONGGUAN

Perhaps the real problem of the South China Mall is that it is conceived to communicate at a purely global level. It is the bluntest of ideological tools. Although its gargantuan dimensions are a marker of the all conquering bourgeoisie capitalist ‘civilization’ evoked by Marx, the absence of a collective subject reveals the limitations of this social construct. The South China Mall is faced with a crisis of representation. A collapse of time into space, which Doreen Massey argues as the hallmark of representational structures, simply doesn’t happen here.

Space conquers time by being set up as the representation of history/life/the real world. On this reading space is an order imposed upon the inherent life of the real. (Spatial) order obliterates (temporal) dislocation. Spatial immobility quickens temporal becoming. It is, though, the most dismal of pyrrhic victories. For in the very moment of its conquering triumph ‘space’ is reduced to stasis. The very life, and certainly the politics, are taken out of it.56

At its core the ur-form of the shopping mall depends on this type of representational space. Its consumptive utopia is founded on the bedrocks of repetition and predictability. This stasis is perpetuated by the manipulative spatial formula of the mall itself and the meticulous demographic profiling that situates it within ‘locations of maximum infrastructural promise’.57 And such a scenario would undoubtedly appear desirable to certain proponents of the ongoing experiment in authoritarianism. External representation is coupled with spatial mechanisms that condition and discipline bodily interaction. It creates a picture of societal progress surreptitiously engineered by a hidden, autocratic, hand. The success of such a strategy is far from black and white, and is a question that will be addressed in greater detail later in the study. What is of interest, however, is the extent to which the South China Mall fails to conform to type. By removing the location of maximum infrastructural promise from the couplet of forces that underwrite the shopping mall formula, space and time are thrown into a less predictable, more interesting, relationship.

Time is key here. Without the act of consumption to bind everything together, the experience of the South China Mall dissolves into a disarticulated assemblage that evokes imagery far from the consumptive utopia it purports to be. Time is all one has in traversing its ghostly malls, time liberated from the putative ‘freedom’ of the conventional mall experience.

At a purely visceral level the experience is not a positive one, and it is a direct result of what one is left to contemplate. The structural characteristics of the shopping mall – an internalized, top-lit pedestrianized route flanked by inward facing shops that are windowless to the outside world – are left rather wanting once the display cases have been emptied. Without the procession of worldly goods, light and activity that are expected to hug its internal streets, the shadowy undercrofts of the mall balconies and imperceptible depth of the units beyond take on an eerie, threatening character. The absence of life and visual disconnection from more inhabited parts of the city make contact with other bodies an experience to be treated with trepidation. Similarly, disembodied echoes of children’s voices and banal electro-pop from the one seemingly busy section of the mall – its curiously joyless ‘kidutainment’ centre – bounce off its stark, hard surfaces, adding to the sense of ethereal unease. Following the path of the South China Mall’s ‘Venetian’ canals – which, in a small way, mitigate the banality of its empty, anchorless dumbbells – the image that resonated with me the most was Donald Sutherland’s descent into grief-ridden obsession as he meets his end in the nightmarish Venice evoked by the film Don’t Look Now.58 Academic curiosity had led me to this behemoth of consumption in a smoggy, alien city. But I was torn between my desire to dig deeper and the sense of apprehension that accompanied my journey deeper into the pre-ruined fragments of the South China Mall.
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4.9 Deserted ‘Venetian’ canals at the South China Mall, Dongguan. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Fortunately in China, underperforming asphalt (to coin a phrase from Ellen Dunham-Jones)59 is not blighted by the same stigma as may be expected in the West. The perception of threat was more likely derived from pre-conceptions in my own cultural background than any immanent reality. It remains the case, however, that the South China Mall, in its present state, is far from an inspiring piece of cityscape. Similarly, it is a long way from Michael Donohoe’s description of ‘a strangely beautiful monument to the big dreams that China inspires’.60 In present form, it simply renders clear the banality of each element of the mall formula, by neutering their alchemical potency. As a monument to China’s ascendancy as a globalized player it is an unmitigated disaster. What is petrified at this moment, is a frequently concealed unease in the reconciliation between the Communist and Capitalist value systems.

It is highly questionable whether China could ever have been considered as truly Communist, albeit that the rhetoric of Mao was much closer to Marx than that of Deng Xiaoping and the CCP leaders that followed him. That modern China may now be on the verge of attaining the level of bourgeois development that would form the pre-requisite bedrock of a self-sustaining Communism thus appears rather ironic. At the putative moment of Communist actualization, China has removed the voice of and face of its proletariat. The South China Mall is an unwelcome reminder of its existence, but the unique conditions it currently displays are unlikely to be anything other than temporal.

As such, it is imperative to engage with the ideological questions that the South China Mall poses, even if the structure itself is hopelessly bereft of answers. Goran Therborn suggests, the:

most obvious way forward for social theorizing inspired by Marx will be to look at what is currently happening to the venerable couplet of the forces and relations of production on a global scale and their conflicted effects on social relations. Marxism may no longer have any solutions ready to hand, but its critical edge is not necessarily blunted.61

Re-evaluation rather than revolution is proposed here. Acknowledging the legacy of socialism in China as a critical touchstone, the productive forces that shape modern China’s pseudo-capitalist spatiality may be re-defined within the form of the shopping mall.

By turning again to the relationship between space and time, we may better understand the landscape in question here. The over-supply of developed space in China – The South China Mall, its healthier (though still far too empty) cousin in Beijing, Golden Resources, and desolate whole new cities such as New Ordos62 – all point towards the acknowledgment of the steamroller effects of globalization. That is to say a landscape conceived not along the lines:

of the world as it is so much as an image in which the world is being made. This much is now well established in critiques of today’s globalization. But it is perhaps less often made explicit that one of the crucial maneuvers at work within it, to convince us of the ineluctability of this globalization, is a sleight of hand in terms of the conceptualization of space and time. The proposition turns geography into history, space into time.63

Certainly, it would appear that the South China Mall has a destiny other than the wrecking ball. A controlling interest has been sold to the Founders Group (a division of Beijing University).64 And it would also be absorbed within the rumored Pearl River Delta mega-city linking Dongguan, Foshan, Guangzhou, Huizhou, Jiangmen, Shanzhen, Zhaoqing, Zhongshan and Zhuhai into a megalopolis which would contain 42 million people.65 In this sense, time may see it as a leapfrog development that anticipated this grander enterprise.
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4.10 The empty city of New Ordos in the autonomous region of Inner Mongolia. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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4.11 Ghostly internal malls at the South China Mall, Dongguan. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Ultimately the question turns to the true nature of the social system that guides China’s development path and the role of the mall within this. Marx and Engels undertook a critique of a number of ill-conceived interpretations of socialist doctrine and it would appear that the contradictions magnified within the South China Mall correlate closely with what they described as ‘Conservative or Bourgeois Socialism’.

The socialistic bourgeois want all the advantages of modern social conditions without the struggles and dangers necessarily resulting therefrom. They desire the existing state of society minus its revolutionary and disintegrating elements. They wish for a bourgeoisie without a proletariat. The bourgeoisie naturally conceives the world in which it is supreme to be the best; and bourgeois socialism develops this comfortable conception into various more or less complete systems. In requiring the proletariat to carry out such a system, and thereby to march straightaway into the social New Jerusalem, it but requires in reality that the proletariat should remain within the bounds of existing society, but should cast away all its hateful ideas concerning the bourgeoisie.66

In this sense the shopping mall ushers in the ‘inevitability’ of China’s future. The South China Mall’s failure is a reminder of the world as it is during this transition. It opens up enough critical space, albeit that this may only be temporarily, to catch a glimpse of the shaky ideological foundations beneath this possible destiny. With this critical edge I now intend to enter the more committed, less outwardly vulnerable, space of ‘Conservative and Bourgeois Socialism’ as manifested in the spaces of the Chinese shopping malls which, in contrast to the South China Mall, are truly booming.
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5

A New Day

In 1934, as Robert Byron undertook the journey later immortalised in ‘The Road to Oxiana’, he was moved to write: ‘Poor Asia! Everything boils down to the inevitable nationalism, the desire for self-sufficiency, the wish to cut a figure in the world and no longer be called interesting for lack of plumbing’.1 It is a telling statement. While the hollowness of the South China Mall’s statistical barrage, which was explored in the preceding section, unmasks the representative space of Conservative and Bourgeois Socialism as little more than an ideological fantasy, the imperative behind it is all too real. Modernity has translated this imperative into affirmative action. China in now engaged in global history’s largest experiment in social mobility, but it is far from complete. A deeper truth must be apprehended within the numerical salvos routinely issued as testimony to the success of this societal laboratory. In 2011, Chinese gross national income per-capita was ranked 114th in the world and over 170 million people (almost three times the population of the United Kingdom) remained below the $1.25 a day international poverty line.2 Only India exceeded this total. At the other end of the scale, mainland China is now the world’s fifth largest consumer of luxury goods. If Hong Kong and Macau are included in the equation then it is only surpassed by the United States.3 In terms of purchasing power parity, China’s GDP (Gross Domestic Product) is already the second largest in the world. And by 2019 it is projected to eclipse the United States and claim the top spot.4

Contradictions abound in the presentation of this data. And manifest inequality, as testified by China’s soaring Gini coefficient,5 is the conclusion to which it ultimately leads. This is not a state of affairs that the Chinese Communist Party wishes to carry on in perpetuity.6 Rather, it is a snapshot of China’s present levels of development and an indicator of how far it still has to go, in real terms, for parity with its economic competitors to be achieved. It is also the reality of the socio-political context in which the shopping mall has been cast as an ideological agent.

We have now moved one step further, from culture as substance to culture as the dimension of difference, to culture as group identity based on difference, to culture as the process of naturalizing a subset of differences that have been mobilized to articulate group identity.7

Arjun Appadurai’s observations on the cultural nuances of globalization provide a useful platform from which to access the shopping mall’s role in shaping modern China’s consumer culture. Seen in this way, the shopping mall can be contextualized as an agent occupying the liminal territory of China’s social transition. Taking Lefebvre’s conceived-perceived-lived trialectic as the framework to explore this territory, the shopping mall can be positioned as follows. Conceived space, ‘the space of scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers and social engineers’,8 creates a dominant urban structure that employs the shopping mall as a representation of the future. It implants a dimension of difference in the physical structure of the city. Perceived space ‘embodies a close association […] between daily reality (daily routine) and urban reality (the routes and networks which link up the places set aside for work, ‘private’ life and leisure)’.9 Occupying this intersection, the Chinese shopping mall effects a paradigm shift in urban routines to shape culture as a group identity based on difference. Lived space, ‘the dominated – and hence passively experienced – space which the imagination seeks to change and appropriate’10 then treats the shopping mall as a medium of spatial practice. It will perpetuate a consumer culture through the process of naturalizing a subset of differences that have been mobilized to articulate group identity. If totems of consumptionist fantasy such as the South China Mall fail to capture the collective imagination, a more effective means of coercion must become trenchant. Accordingly, the shopping mall is treated as an agent of incremental transition.

Each facet of this flux – and its inherent tensions – will be explored through the themes of the following chapters. First, the spatial techniques employed to sublimate a more effective representation of China’s burgeoning consumer class must be discussed.

GOING LIMINAL

Nanjing Lu, in Shanghai, is home to one of China’s most exclusive shopping malls – Plaza 66. It is also one of its most successful. Oddly, this feels like a paradox. Plaza 66 is, in many ways, redolent of China’s numerous ‘Potemkin shopping communities designed to create the image of a good life that [does] not reflect the reality of most people’.11 Its lack of visible public activity shares the characteristics of many mall complexes ‘scathingly dismissed by locals as gui gouwu zhongxin (ghost malls) because they attracted so few customers’.12 Although fully tenanted, this ghostly quality had led me to question the sustainability of such developments. Plaza 66 felt as if it were another version of the South China Mall that hadn’t come to terms with the extent of its failure. It was through anecdotal discussions of this condition that I understood another set of conclusions entirely.13
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5.1 Plaza 66 atrium, Shanghai. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

What makes Plaza 66 a fruitful case study is the manner in which it inhabits the territory between China’s financial oligarchy and the creation of a society of proto-consumers. In a nation riven with inequality, shopping malls mean very different things to different people. Ordinarily, the tendency of these spaces towards social homogenization directs the ‘unworthy’ elsewhere. But as a beacon for China’s future prosperity the mall must extrovert itself in tandem with its more common order-of-events. To successfully embolden a nation of proto-consumers, membership to this rarefied class must be both an aspiration, and more importantly, one that appears possible.

This is all clear enough, though it would be remiss to ignore the question of whether joining a consuming class is actually a desirable thing for the Chinese. If propaganda is treated as a marker, the answer would appear to be a resounding yes. From Deng Xiaoping’s first prophetic statements in 1978:

there was a sudden fascination with attaining the new basics of life – a television set, stereo, fridge and washing machine. These, along with a full set of furniture, were known collectively as ‘48 legs’, and quickly became prerequisites for any man who wanted to find a bride.14

From this point onwards, the ideology of growth and achievement of worldly happiness was framed in terms of consumption. Testimony to this ideological imprint has been borne out by the rapacious growth of China’s consuming class in the intervening decades.15 And in returning to Plaza 66 this credo must be remembered.

In order to better understand the conceived space of the mall in this scenario, the complexities of its striated web of welcoming and denial must be acknowledged and understood. Architects of Chinese shopping malls talk of the ground floor as an entity that takes care of itself. Such offhand dismissal tends to negate the more sophisticated processes at work however. At Plaza 66, the chimerical spectacle of the mall at street level, is omnipresent. Taking centre stage during my visit in 2010, a giant suitcase – installed by the anchor tenant store, Louis Vuitton – served as a five-storey billboard to Nanjing Lu. Such was its prominence that its removal in 2011, for violating Shanghai’s outdoor advertising regulations, was deemed a newsworthy event.16 Consigned to memory, new, more modestly scaled ephemera have taken its place. Masquerading as public art, these interventions slavishly advertise the luxury brands behind their commission and simultaneously supersize their shop window. To engage in a theoretical demolition of the architectonics behind this phantasmagoria would miss the point. Its public effect is far more potent than architectural refinement could ever be. To understand why, we must enter the world of post-war America’s depth manipulators – the creators of the consumptive landscape from which the shopping mall was born. Their studies of the shopping habits of American housewives provide the spur to fathom the forces at work behind the shop window’s veneer.

One motivational analyst who became curious to know why there had been such a great rise in impulse buying at supermarkets was James Vicary. He suspected that some special psychology must be going on inside the women as they shopped in supermarkets. His suspicion was that perhaps they underwent an increase in tension when confronted with so many possibilities that they were forced into making quick purchases […] How fast a person blinks his eyes is a pretty good index of his state of inner tension. The average person […] blinks his eyes about 32 times a minute. If he is tense he blinks them more frequently, under extreme tension up to 50 or 60 times a minute. If he is notably relaxed on the other hand his eye-blink rate may drop to a subnormal 20 or less.

Mr. Vicary set up his cameras and started following the ladies as they entered the store […] Their eye-blink rate, instead of going up to indicate mounting tension, went down and down, to a very subnormal fourteen blinks a minute. The ladies fell into […] a hypnoidal trance, a light kind of trance that […] is the first stage of hypnosis. Mr. Vicary has decided that the main cause of the trance is that the supermarket is packed with products that in former years would have been items that only kings and queens could afford, and here in this fairyland they were available.17

Over its lifespan, the visual language of the shopping mall interior has coalesced with its coercive physicality to induce just such a hypnoidal state. As a product of the world-view envisaged by the depth manipulators it has adopted every trick in the book. Extroverted into the open space of the city however, a more complex representational structure must be understood. This is both ideological and pragmatic. The busy open field of the Chinese city can be a stressful experience. But visual spectacle of the kind employed by Plaza 66 is arresting enough to disrupt the pressure of linear movement along Shanghai’s infrastructural axes. The mall is thus able to assert its presence. Each step across the wide sidewalk in front of Plaza 66 is an experience that appears to slow the city down. Transposition of the mall’s consumptive spectacle outside – in the ‘art’ that inhabits the sidewalk and the architectural histrionics of its shopfronts – induces a hypnoidal state within the urban field and marks the commencement of a liminal ideological territory. This does two things. First, it renders the milieu of luxury consumption an approachable facet of urban life. Second, it exploits the hypnoidal state to demarcate this milieu as a realm of psychological calm, contrasted against the noisy chaos of the city beyond. In this way the shopping mall uses the tools of depth manipulation to render a dimension of difference in the open space of the metropolis. To use any part of the mall – for example its restaurants or the cheaper stores zoned deep within its interior – one must first pass through this zone of maximal luxury. Meaning is once again established in opposition, literally and figuratively occupying this liminal space to expound the rhetoric of aspirational consumption that is imprinted in Chinese Communist Party propaganda. For many it represents a habitable future – or more accurately a space in which fantasies of a more bountiful future can be enacted – invoking in the hollow promise of its ‘gifts’18 the impetus to ‘be a little bolder, [to] go a little faster’.19
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5.2 Huge scale of Louis Vuitton suitcase at Plaza 66, Shanghai. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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5.3 Distant view of Louis Vuitton suitcase at Plaza 66, Shanghai. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

But while one can freely circulate between outside and inside, surrounded by the branded worldly luxury on offer, conspicuous consumption remains conspicuously absent. Here is the nub of the problem. China is:

building more and more malls filled with luxury brands. Like the power stations in Soviet-era Russia, they are being built not because of demand but because of prestige. Every official in China wants one to show their city is on the international map.20

At street level this renders the shopping mall a literal heterotopia of illusion. A consumptive utopia devoid of genuine consumers, its bejeweled window displays are a voyeuristic glimpse of a good life that remains far out of reach for the Chinese majority. For the mall to function as an agent of ideological transition its proponents would argue that the creation and maintenance of such a heterotopia is a necessity. As a result the ubiquity of global superbrands is heavily incentivized by local government, who make major financial contributions in order to ensure the ‘correct’ tenant mix is achieved within a given development.21 But the logic of capitalism dictates that these developments must perform if they are to be financially sustainable. In short they need to do more than embolden a consuming class of the future. They need the patronage of a consuming class right now. At Plaza 66 this class is not absent. It has simply been rendered invisible.

If the front of house is all about marketing the future, the real business of selling happens behind closed doors. Plaza 66 is served by a network of concealed rooms that represent the domain of its intended ‘public’. At no point does this environment overlap with the shopping mall’s concessions to the open space of the city. Drive into the mall basement and a concierge will escort you to a private room. Here the mall’s wares are presented by a personal shopper for delectation. Walking – and hence the city street – is seemingly antithetical to luxury. And entrance to this exclusive, invisible realm will only be granted with demonstrable affluence. It is here that the mall’s consuming class resides and here that a financial return must be guaranteed. Accordingly the conceived space of the shopping mall can no longer be understood as a singular system. Not only does it mean different things to different stratums of its ‘public’, syntactically it provides them with completely different spatial experiences. Furthermore, this dual spatiality is now de rigeur in Chinese shopping mall developments.22

… heterotopia come into existence when utopian ideals emerge from forms of difference which offer alternative ideas about the organization of society. Utopia have never been simply about freedom but rather new types of perceived freedom produced through new modes of social ordering.23

Each of the networks described naturalizes a perceived freedom through its modes of social ordering. In open space the mall is a zone of liminal fantasy through which stratums of the public will percolate. It signals the possibility of a future freedom realized through consumption. In its closed, deeply striated chambers of consumption, freedom is predicated on pure, immanent avarice. These networks also reveal the paradox at the heart of the Chinese shopping mall’s present manifestation. By opening itself up to the city, the bubble of social homogenization behind its demographic constructs is irrevocably contaminated – a seemingly antithetical move. As Klein points out ‘the fear that the poor will storm the barricades is as old as the castle moat, particularly during periods of great economic prosperity accompanied by inequitable distribution of wealth’.24 Since its arrival in the lexicon of built form that signifies capitalist modernity, the conceived space of the shopping mall has predicated its values of safety and security on just such fears. Paranoid exclusion of all undesirable facets of society is the mechanism that maintains this value system in built form. These measures are present here, albeit in a modified arrangement. Ironically, they are the means by which the dual track of the mall’s ‘public’ can be naturalized. For each of the heterotopic networks present in Plaza 66 to function effectively it must deny the other. Divided between the haves and have-nots, the perceived freedom experienced in either network is dependant on the maintenance of an internal social homogeneity. A truly egalitarian space – one that freely mixes wealth and aspiration – would simply highlight China’s manifest inequalities and bring to the fore the tensions inherent in this setting. Rather, these differences are polarized and ruthlessly separated. As a result, the aspirational egalitarianism espoused within the open space of Plaza 66 is anything but.
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5.4 Sectional diagram illustrating the separate spheres of consumption within Plaza 66. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Once again it seems that the Chinese shopping mall has entered the ideological sphere of Conservative and Bourgeois Socialism, but this time with a more pernicious method of imprinting its dogma. The upper echelons of society enjoy an environment ruled by the consumption that their wealth can comfortably afford. Simultaneously they dangle its promise into the province of a proletariat they never have to see, as a means of pacifying its more revolutionary impulses. This would be to think of the present scenario in static terms. But the nature of aspiration is not synonymous with standing still. Implicit in the promise projected by this ideological space is the idea that wealth will ultimately trickle down to provide prosperity for all Chinese citizens. Such a promise – one which, it must be said, has remained unfulfilled – is at the heart of the neoliberal agenda that has defined the trajectory of global capitalism since the Thatcher-Reagan Washington consensus.25 It espouses a self-regulating model of capitalism that seeks to resolve its contradictions by recourse to competition and minimal state intervention.26 And the shopping mall would appear to be the ideal vehicle to promulgate this agenda over new territory, replete with the many social injustices and financial overextension that the system stands for. The question is whether modern China aspires to something better.

US AND THEM

Neo-liberalism fails as economic policy because it refuses to follow science’s first rule of starting with the facts, or, in the famous Chinese phrase, it refuses to ‘seek truth from facts’. Rather in the style of pre-Copernican astronomers who insisted that the sun orbited the Earth, because they failed to make measurements showing the earth circles the sun, neo-liberals construct models of an economy that does not exist. They imagine an economy made up of millions of competitive firms (technically ‘perfect competition’), in which processes are flexible downward as well as upward, and in which investment is a low percentage of the economy. The real economy is nothing like this.27

Read through the hyper-modernity of Plaza 66, China’s global ascension appears to have divested the ruling Communist party of its egalitarian principles in all but name. ‘State Capitalism’ or ‘Socialism with Chinese Characteristics’ has cemented China’s Special Economic Zones (SEZ’s) as loci of cut-rate mass-production to feed consumer demand in developed neoliberal economies around the world. The success of this strategy has, in many ways, been instrumental in justifying the neoliberal agenda as a driver for the world economy. It has made China a key player on the global stage.

Yet the two-tier society evident at Plaza 66 speaks of an inward stratification. Organized along the lines of moneyed consumers and impoverished producers, Plaza 66 enunciates an internal truth of neoliberalism – namely the binary class structure that results. Harvey has observed how local elites pitilessly exploit neo-liberal reform within the de-regulated space of SEZ’s to institute a societal structure that benefits them at the expense of the poor.28 In the quagmire of corruption and scramble for lucre that circumscribes China’s ‘Wild East’, a developing neoliberal class has seemingly taken ownership of the means of production and sought to re-make society in its own image. For the avoidance of doubt, these are the moneyed consumers. And in stripping away the bi-polar spatial structure of Plaza 66, the ‘ruling class, rather than the political class that acts as its surrogate, is now actually seen to rule’.29

This points to a depressing conclusion. Does China simply reflect the prevailing winds of global economic consensus, a system that preserves the conditions of labour and hidden power structures abhorred by Marx and Engels? Will its developmental track result in a similarly catastrophic financial meltdown to that experienced in the West following the 2007 sub-prime mortgage crisis? It would be remiss to think that the ideological territory of the shopping mall can provide concrete answers to these questions or divine the future for that matter. Understood as an instrument of ideology it can, however, help to identify whether an alternative doctrine is being practiced within the Chinese city. Plaza 66 naturalizes the space of neoliberalism for those that profit from it. Contrasted against the too-big-to-fail superciliousness of the South China Mall it provides a chilling window into the working space of one alternative future. It should not be forgotten that these conditions are two faces of the same bottom-line logic, however. Neoliberalism’s proponents will point to the lopsided success of developments like Plaza 66 as an end that justifies their means. Yet history has shown how the overextension of this system almost always leads to numbing ‘white elephants’ typical of the South China Mall. Nonetheless, wealth and the influence it buys have made the neoliberal milieu an influential mouthpiece for this particular vision of China’s destiny. But, while China’s growth has exploited the neoliberal consensus, it has not been predicated solely along these lines.

In China, where there is a widespread consensus that in the recent period social inequality has gone too far […] to embark on neo-liberal policies, which would inevitably increase inequality, would not only be economically damaging but socially and politically destabilizing […] Two groups of people would gain from neo-liberalism in China, and therefore support it. The first are some financial layers in the country. The second are US neo-con circles that aim to maintain the US as the world’s largest economy despite remorseless arithmetic showing this is impossible.30

Undoubtedly modern China has given birth to a class structure that belies its Communist origins. To narrow the equality gap inherent in its present condition, however, the answer does not appear to be its erasure. Rather a more graded stratum of class is being allowed to flourish. Lash and Urry have charted the general course of modern capitalist development as a transition from state centralized industrial relations to ‘disorganized’ entrepreneurial level bargaining. Accompanying this transition ‘is a fragmentation of working-class collective identity’.31 This fragmentation gives rise to a service class – an integral part, not a by-product, of the cycle.

[The] rise of the service class [is] a cause of capitalist disorganization. But the rise of this class is impossible without some dependence on a range of cultural resources. Indeed it might well be true […] that the fractions of the service class are crucial in establishing a transformed hegemony in disorganized capitalism.32

If the conditions of disorganized capitalism – the unfettered ability to seek competitive advantage in a deregulated global marketplace and the resultant erosion of the nation state – are replete with neoliberal overtones, an egalitarian dimension is also implied by the cultural transformation that creates a service class. Furthermore, its maintenance implies a more ‘healthy’ capitalism. China currently stands at this developmental crossroad. In its ‘latest five year plan, China’s leaders have stressed the need to make growth more stable and to improve the lives of the average Chinese’.33 Contextualized within the shopping mall, the availability of cultural resources that will engender this rise necessarily translates to a realm of consumption that must be more than an approachable illusion. In this way the typology can truly articulate group identity for an emergent consumer class. Ironically, it is within more recent ‘two-track’ mall developments that this type of conceived space can begin to be understood.

LIVING ON A PRAYER?

Across the Bund, IFC Pudong naturalizes an alternative form of dual heterotopia in Shanghai’s new territory. On the surface, however, the differences are not particularly evident. Although nearly double the size of Plaza 6634 – in part a reflection of the looser urban grain in Pudong – the Benoy designed IFC mall retains many superficial similarities. As a focal point of Pudong’s Lujiazui commercial district, it mirrors the pre-eminence of Plaza 66 on Nanjing Lu – historic Shanghai’s premier axis of consumption. Hong Kong capital has funded both developments,35 and their mixed-use twin-towers, connected by a shopping mall podium, are a familiar manifestation of the typology on these shores. Most of all, the eruption of luxury brands on IFC Pudong’s ground floor still appears hidebound by the bullying ‘one day none of this will be yours’ subtext that smoulders beneath the exclusive veneer of Plaza 66. If anything, the enmeshment of this visual noise with the faux-parametric diagrids of IFC Pudong’s three above-ground storeys carries the illusion further. Below ground is where the script abruptly changes.

[image: images]

5.5 The above ground mall at IFC Pudong, Shanghai. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Tapping into the Lujiazui metro station a second mall space is zoned beneath IFC Pudong’s retail podium and exploits its urban tethers. Connections between the two are few and the character of each is markedly different. This was a conscious decision on the part of Benoy, one which shoehorns two complementary malls into the same development.36 Contrasted against the recognized exponents of international indulgence that populate its upper levels, the lower mall results in what its designers describe as a more ‘edgy’ experience. ‘Edgy’ is of course a relative term. Here it certainly doesn’t mean the infiltration of criminality or counterculture into the preserve of the shopping mall. If there is any edginess, one would imagine it would be on the part of the mall developers themselves, for in this subterranean world there appear to be few brands present that are recognizable on the international stage. This, however, is what the space of China’s emergent consumer class looks like.

The consumer market has risen so fast in China that Chinese brands have focused for the most part on capturing the domestic market […] the best opportunites are still at home, explaining in part why Americans have never heard of their brands.37

While the component parts of this secondary mall feel unfamiliar to Western eyes, their presence paints a picture of the changing labour relations that are the bedrock of China’s emergent class structure. Within the apparent disorganization of the global capitalist system, Chinese labour has undoubtedly improved its lot. This is not a proletariat that has risen as one against its paymasters, although labour disputes are becoming a more common feature of the Chinese socio-political landscape.38 Rather, the demand for skilled labour has driven salaries up and created an ‘employees labor [sic] market’.39 The fact that this has improved the lives of hundreds of millions of Chinese is undoubtedly a good thing, but it is also in danger of eroding China’s competitive advantage in the global marketplace – its woefully underpaid blue-collar workforce. China’s modern infrastructure and manufacturing capabilities mean that for now it remains the world’s foremost workshop. But even taking account of the artificially deflated Chinese Renminbi,40 rising costs have made manufacture far less competitive, resulting in miniscule profit margins for exporters. For many captains of industry, the perpetuation of a domestic market has been the key to survival. In doing so they can ‘not only tap into the wallets of China’s rising middle class [they can also price their products …] in Renminbi’.41 Furthermore, the creation of a domestic market and its contribution to GDP gives central government the security to set the rate at which the Renminbi will appreciate. To prematurely surrender the appreciation of the Renminbi to the world’s financial markets – as many US-based neoliberal China watchers would like42 – would obliterate what remains of China’s competitive advantage and bankrupt many exporters overnight, sending millions back into poverty.43 It follows that the hand of the state has been critical to the structured management of China’s growth. A combination of fiscal stewardship and major infrastructural investment has created employment and cemented China’s capabilities as an international superpower.

This speaks of a more Keynesian approach to growth, whereby ‘active government intervention in the marketplace and monetary policy is the best method of ensuring economic growth and stability’.44 Naturally this does not sit well with the neoliberal consensus that has exploited China’s rise to date. In America the fears that it will cede its status as the world’s foremost economic superpower are accompanied by accusations that China is ‘not playing by the rules’45 – albeit rules that America has largely created and hegemonically imposed on the world. Similarly, those that got rich in China’s initial neoliberal splurge – often the less scrupulous business leaders and the corrupt factions of local government that smoothed the way46 – are concerned that their source of wealth and privileged status are now under threat. If these assaults speak of naked self-interest, they also express the fact that China’s rise has straddled an ideological divide since opening itself up. Disorganized neoliberal capital has established a basis for growth at local level, while the organizing capacities of the nation state have allowed China to resist the worst of its excesses, such as the 2008 economic downturn. But an investment driven model of growth can only be sustainable for so long. China’s competitive advantage is being steadily undermined by new loci of cheap manufacture and the government countermeasure will soon rack up unsustainable levels of debt relative to GDP.47

“Beijing, in short, must bring investment rates down quickly before the country experiences debt problems. But to keep growth from collapsing it must also boost household consumption by transferring wealth from the state and the elite to the middle and lower classes.48

Vainglorious monuments will no longer serve the shopping mall or the state in this pressured context. China is recognizing the shift in manufacturing and consumption that will be necessary for its growth to be maintained. It is in spaces such as IFC Pudong that the ideological tension between neoliberal and Keynesian growth patterns are mirrored and, for many, enacted as a lived reality. These spaces will have a very real role in stimulating continued growth. Without further ado it is time that they are explored.

So we are back in the subterranean enclave that occupies IFC Pudong’s bottom two floors. Contrasted against the light, airy and generous spaces of ‘upstairs’ it is decidedly unspectacular. In itself it displays little different to many of the generic mall spaces that I encountered over the duration of this study. Arranged as a figure-of-eight its highly polished floors and sculpted soffits continue the treatment of the upper mall but feel less generous, reflecting the more pedestrian wares for sales here. It is certainly busier than its complementary space upstairs, but there is no polarization of the kind evident at Plaza 66. The real nub of this discussion is how the two spaces come together.

Transition is limited to key fulcrum points and allows each space to retain its character. Nonetheless, it places each of these worlds within reach of the other and as such enunciates several tenets of socio-consumptive dogma. It is in this crossover zone that the mechanisms behind an emergent group identity – one that truly speaks for a rising service class – become clear.

Perhaps the most prominent fulcrum point is the circular sunken plaza which serves as the main entrance to the lower mall. This space provides pedestrian continuity, connecting with the gaudy Superbrand Mall next door to create an extended terrain of consumption. It also sets out IFC Pudong’s stall around a central, consumptive hinge. At the mid-point of this external space, a glazed tubular totem to one of the world’s most recognized brands – Apple – provides the focus. Much like the egregious gestures to sculptural form outside Plaza 66, architecture is used to induce a hypnoidal state and function as a primer for the world of the mall within. It also subverts the more conventional situation of the mall anchor to promote its ideological dimensions. Unlike the empty effigies of Plaza 66, this space is habitable and, more importantly, genuinely interactive. Apple represents a realm of luxury that is just about in reach for a growing number of Chinese people – a fact testified to by the country’s insatiable appetite for mobile phones and computing technology.49 While futuristic and aspirational, emotional investment in the brand can also be rewarded. Moreover, any visitor to the increasingly familiar spectre of the Apple stores that are now trotted out worldwide will be aware of the emphasis placed on ‘socializing’ with their wares. Within this intersection a complex intertextual web is established and asserts itself over the mall spaces that follow.
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5.6 The below ground mall at IFC Pudong, Shanghai. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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5.7 A sunken plaza dominated by a totemic Apple symbol forms a consumptive hinge at IFC Pudong, Shanghai. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

As an anchoring device for the Chinese proto-consumer, this hinge treats the idea of destination – the traditional role of the anchor – as a spectacle. Situated between the two competing malls that occupy this ideological stratum its symbolic focus becomes an apogee of consumption – a point where aspiration and impulse will collide to the ringing of cash registers. In this way it both confirms the importance of the anchor as a device to draw the consumer through the mall’s terrain and seemingly reverses the psychology of the Gruen transfer. Counter-intuition appears to be at work here. But does this modus operandi spell commercial suicide? Will brand hegemony suck the life out of the smaller players that its presence, in earlier manifestations of the mall, was supposed to nurture?

For two reasons this would appear not to be the case. Both are rooted in exploiting the mindset of a rising class consciousness. As ‘a collective dream world of mass culture’50 the mall is a repository for the hopes and fears that shape the group identity of its target demographic. It is fear that first drives this approach. In building a domestic market predicated on homegrown brands China faces a formidable problem. This stems from a legacy of corruption that has blighted the Chinese assembly line processes. At best this has resulted in meticulously faithful simulacra – from imitation products to fully-fledged stores.51 At worst it has resulted in highly dangerous goods finding their onto the open market.52 Accordingly ‘many Chinese trust Western […] brands […] because they believe they would not cut corners in the supply chain process’.53 Placing such a recognizable exponent of Westernized consumption at this entry point harnesses these fears and uses the hypnoidal state induced by its presence to assuage them. As the consumer is forced to percolate through this stage-managed moment, its brand cachet is conflated with the spaces and wares of the mall beyond. It marks out the perceived space of the mall as a realm of otherworldly sophistication and safety. And the marque of homegrown Chinese commodification is naturalized by association. In such a way the mall establishes a group identity focused on the expansion of its domestic market.
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5.8 Sectional diagram of IFC Pudong illustrating its separate malls and consumptive hinge. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Hope provides the flipside to this branded landscape. In many ways it smacks of the aspirational sheen present at Plaza 66. It is also reflective of the necessity for China’s continued economic expansion. This need is:

motivated by the fear that China will fall into the ‘middle income trap’, as many developing countries, like Mexico, have done. The trap is a per capita GDP of about $6,000, at which point it is common for average salaries to stagnate, while the gap between the wealthy and the poor increases. To avoid the income gap and becoming a failed developing economy […] the People’s Bank of China (the country’s central bank), has made it a priority to try and implement better social security and medical benefits, so that everyday Chinese feel more confident about their future well-being and are willing to spend more.54

Consequently the mall’s perceived space must do more than entrench the market forces that best serve it now. One foot must remain in the future and perpetuate the consumer market of tomorrow. This places IFC Pudong’s main anchor closer to the middle of the luxury spectrum when the mall is considered in totality. It is the locus where conceived and perceived space bring together the ideological strands of pragmatism and aspiration woven through China’s emergent class structure. The problem is how class structure is ultimately expressed. While this proto-form acts as a container that renders each stratum of its demographic makeup visible to the other – in theory expressing each as something more than an approachable illusion – there is a clear hierarchy. The realm of aspiration, also home to the nouveau-riche consuming class of now, sits on top of the plucky service class that China hopes to one day produce. It is an assemblage of component parts that expresses class strata in the most hegemonic way. Harvey has observed that ‘“class” is not a stable social configuration’55 and this is particularly true of twenty-first century China’s nascent socio-political landscape. Yet the built form displayed here seeks to frame class construction in terms that will preserve its upper strata and give them dominion over the formation of its lower echelons – a lesson learned from Hong Kong’s augmented city section. A strategy of managed, Keynesian growth – manifested through many of the mall’s spatial devices – appears to remain indebted to the more flagrant expression of neoliberalism that sits astride it. It is a scenario that in many ways:

asserts that the pattern of capitalist development has generated a working class which has become generally unable to take command of the means of production and whose interests are not consistent with a ‘socialist rationality’.56

And it poses a further question. Can this ideological space truly enfranchise the consumer society it hopes to create?

BABY YOU’RE A RICH MAN TOO

Back in Beijing, Kengo Kuma’s Sanlitun Village appears to level this idea of social strata in the most literal terms. Its two shopping malls, on interconnected sites, take the two-track model and disperse it horizontally into the city. A high-low cultural emphasis is still in evidence between the North and South sites. North is the higher end affair, populated by eye-wateringly expensive purveyors of boutique luxury. The use of the siheyuan courtyard as an urban metaphor – historically a signifier of wealth and prosperity57 – reinforces a sense of exclusivity. South Sanlitun Village places consumption more in reach. And the hutong metaphor that it adopts does more than blithely convey a sense of generic Chinese-ness onto the mall’s architectural chassis. This space knows its audience and uses its urban language to naturalize consumption through the working fields that are most familiar to its intended demographic. The fact that either metaphor speaks to a historical condition – urban morphologies whose increasing scarcity is a direct result of the tower blocks and shopping malls that continue to erase Beijing’s historical landscape – simply confirms how the shopping mall is adapting its nostalgia led approach to identity construction into the ever-changing Chinese City.58 Its approach is spatial rather than formal, however. And its register is organizational rather than affective – a key difference.

Nostalgia resonates with collective mental conceptions to enfranchise the perceived space of the city. Sanlitun Village’s horizontality implies a more egalitarian spatial field, while a sense of informal familiarity expresses the shopping mall as a more natural extension of Beijing’s urban schema.

For the promise of a more egalitarian field of spatial interaction to be successfully realized, physical connections are paramount. Once again there is a consumptive hinge. And once again it is provided by Apple. Here, however, it takes a markedly different form to the preceding precedent. Connection between the two malls is organized along a linear visual axis that terminates in their respective ‘tethering’ spaces. Superficially, the dumbbell effect is mitigated by the informal secondary spaces – both within and around the development – that intersect with this route. Architectural language is seemingly extroverted from the closed, binary logic of destination versus impulse that governs traditional expectations of the shopping mall. The hope is for a more sophisticated blend of instrumental and symbolic axiality, of the kind that has governed Beijing’s historic city structure. But for the mechanics of consumption to do their work, brand presence must be felt.

Questions of sculptural form must necessarily, in this scenario, address themselves to how prominence can be achieved against the visual noise of the typical Chinese street. Infiltration of the all-pervasive, ad-hoc agglomerations of signage, street furniture and bicycles into this axis confer a distinct sense of geographical place on proceedings. They also mean that attention at eye-level is unable to focus on much beyond the immediate. Consequently, Sanlitun Village uses its increased height over the one and two-storey hutong spaces that surround it to dominate this vista. Its faceted, coloured-glass and aluminium cladding seamlessly culminates in a two-storey representation of the Apple logo that terminates the viewing corridor. What little integrity that does reside in the formal architectural expression of Sanlitun Village evaporates at this moment. Architecture is reduced to an ephemeral expression of aspiration grounded in the visual language of brand hegemony. It becomes a servant of the hypnoidal state that brand imagery seeks to produce. Extroverted into the open space of the city, this formal language crassly dominates the visual domain and fuses with the medium of the shopping mall’s most manipulative invention. It is the destination that balances the impulse inherent in the visual noise of the street. Any concessions to instrumental axiality are subsumed by the symbolic focus that this monument to corporate identity exerts over the viewing corridor. The dumbbell and its accompanying artifice thus assert command over evolving conceptions of open space in the Chinese city.

For those concerned with the ascension of the Chinese proto-consumer, such spatial measures are unlikely to be considered a problem. Sanlitun Village’s extended dumbbell melds approachable and aspirational consumption with a kinesthetic experience of the modern city to dominate both its conceived and perceived spaces. Brought together over a single, forced path of movement, time – and here I mean the time necessary to effect the rise of the proto-consumer – collapses into the illusory world perpetuated in open urban space. But, at the root of this form a binary, high-low divide remains. If economic growth stagnates, high will remain far too high for many everyday Chinese. And for many more, low already appears to be a distant enough realm of aspiration. Such a binary split appears to speak of a society served by Fordist59 mass-production and framed within a neoliberal power structure. But if the egalitarian promise inherent in the open, horizontal condition of Sanlitun Village is undermined by the re-materialization of the dumbbell, a wider discussion is nonetheless opened up. This concerns the role of the shopping mall as a city-wide phenomenon.

Whatever the apparent limitations of the configurational devices employed by Sanlitun Village, its core form implies a condition that is open and multivalent. In such a scenario, the process of identity construction must also be liberated from a closed, cellular condition. Each mall can be seen as part of an open, porous network that shapes the modern urban environment around individuated, consumption-based kinesthesia. Aspiration and consumption are accordingly repositioned as post-Fordist60 constructions whereby ‘the development of the ‘particularism’ of markets is also greatly reinforced by the extensive shift away from manufacturing to service employment’.61 In other words, this scenario understands the historical development of specialized consumer markets elsewhere in the world and the attendant conditions that have stimulated the growth and enrichment of a variegated class structure. This has typically stemmed from the cross-specialization and innovation that smaller, more flexible entrepreneurial agents have brought to the marketplace. And it is this kind of economic and urban growth that China now seeks. Understood as an active agent in this context, the mall-city network thus reasserts the role of the typology in the implementation of a managed process of economic expansion.
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5.9 A two storey Apple sign dominates the low rise street vistas around Sanlitun Village, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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5.10 A two storey Apple sign dominates the main square at Sanlitun Village, Beijing.

The tension between the shopping mall as an individuated and networked entity also mirrors the conflicting socio-political patterns that have underpinned China’s rise. Developmental processes that took centuries in the West – from industrial revolution, to blue-collar mass production, to white-collar flexible specialization – have been telescoped into little over 30 years in modern China. This temporal compression is mirrored in the accelerated representations of class formation projected by the Chinese shopping mall. To understand what this truly means for the life of the typology and city alike the scope of investigation must be cast wider. Here we can begin to grasp the physical conditions that constitute this networked society.
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The City Reified

The gate and walls can be dated back at least to the walled city when the city was for military defence. Traditional Chinese residences have been built in the form of ‘courtyard housing’, an enclosed living space for extended families. The enlarged version of courtyard housing is the walled city, a typical example is the Forbidden City in Beijing. Walls and gates are essential elements in the structure of the traditional Chinese city, which divided the ‘gentry’ and the peasants. But it is noted that the socio-spatial division between gentry and ‘ordinary residents’ (merchants) was characterized by ‘occupational homogeneity and personal-wealth heterogeneity’. In other words, within the enclosed form of residences, there was enough diversity […] Even in the socialist period when egalitarianism was the predominant ideology, enclosed work-unit compounds were widely built. Gating was not a contentious issue then precisely because it was not a device for social exclusion. However, the meaning of gating has changed or other functions of gating have been rediscovered in the post-reform era.1

In his study of China’s gated communities, Fulong Wu captures a pivotal dialogue between historic codifications of architectural form and their present-day re-application. Behind this dialectic he points out the presence of a morphological shift. This pertains to the manner in which social relations are forged within the modern Chinese city. I have already explored, in formal terms, how the shopping mall has ingratiated itself within China’s walled worlds. Its effect on the social structure of the city is where I now wish to direct my analysis. In doing so the mall’s role in entrenching a ‘club realm of consumption and private governance under the post-Fordist regime of accumulation’2 can be understood as a constituent of change in mental conceptions of the gate and urban China’s socio-spatial networks.

Divergence from the dogma of state Communism has led to an exodus from the danwei and its morphological predecessors. The re-absorption of this diaspora is the process by which urban China’s emergent class strata is gaining definition. But what does this diasporic spread look like? The heterotopic space of the mall superblock – and the programme of putative mixed-use that it anchors – testifies to one way in which conditions ‘behind the gate’ are changing. Outside the gate, equally profound societal shifts are being enacted. Social diversity, whose conditions were previously satisfied within closed urban cells, must now experienced over an extended network, traversed through the open spaces of the city. It is the condition that results – between the open and closed elements of modern Chinese urbanity – which must now be explored.

BEHIND THE GATE

… what is most significant about the wall is not the act of enclosure or exclusion per se, but rather the spaces created by the wall and the forms of spatial and social practice which are inscribed within these spaces.3

The point here is to move beyond the idea of a wall as a segregating device and explode the dualistic categories of openness and closure into a more nuanced set of observations. To do so, the shopping mall must be positioned relative to the many layers of privacy and publicity that existed behind the bygone gate. As an agent of change, the alterations that it produces within this layered system of social interaction must be acknowledged. The web of striation inherent in these interrelationships can then be re-cast to reflect the extended geographical realities of the modern Chinese city.

Conceptually, this journey must begin at the tipping point that spurred an exodus from the danwei and the historic hutong spaces absorbed under its aegis. The space ‘behind the gate’ was, and still is, intrinsically attached to the domestic realm. But the mode of this domesticity has undergone a significant shift in meaning. Under Mao and the aegis of the danwei, home was intrinsically connected to the business of labour and production. In conception, each work-unit was an entirely self-sufficient exemplar of Communist liberation,4 aspiring towards a Marxist dialectic of labour and social practice through which ‘human subjects actively engage with the object world, transforming, moulding and creating it through their intellectual and practical efforts’.5 The transition to ‘Socialism with Chinese Characteristics’ – defined by the globalized commodification of labour – has placed production and consumption in autonomous spheres of activity. Any connection to domestic culture is fundamentally redefined by the process through which labour is ‘alienated as a commodity, consumption is split from production, labour from its objects, and both sides take on estranged forms’.6 The realm of domesticity has transitioned from a territory in which materiel was fashioned by, and socialized the identity of, a collective subject, to one where commodity fetishism directs a more passively constructed individuality. The interrelated spatial structure of the former is seemingly atomized in service of the latter. And to facilitate the accompanying cognitive severance, the ideoscape7 of the shopping mall has been inserted between the conceptual spaces of domesticity and production.

A walk south from Tiananmen Square, along Qianmen Street, provides some indication of just how far the space behind the gate has traveled from its historic roots. Tourist information preoccupies itself with the 840-metre long, garishly commercialized strip that directly joins the square. Widened and renovated to coincide with the 2008 Olympics, Qianmen 2.0 – and the hutong spaces behind it – pedals a revisionist history that preys upon nostalgia to sublimate the consumption base China desperately needs. As Michael Dutton observes, gone:

are the traditional traders of old – the shoe repairers, the ironmongers, the tin men – all of whom would have floated down these tiny backstreets in search of household consumers in need of their trade. These days, the flow of traffic in Qianmen is heading the other way. Consumers in their tens of thousands gravitate to Qianmen and its surrounds, and it is they who constitute the traffic in the busy and over-crowded streets. The traders no longer float by, but are now installed in an ever-changing but semi-permanent array of stalls which are tucked into virtually every nook and cranny.8

‘Qianmen Street’, in the strictest terms, describes the north-south axis off of which the east-west orientation of the hutong spaces that it served were organized. It was, historically, the key desire line integrating Beijing’s outer city with the overarching hierarchical structure that rendered imperial rule in physical form.9 This – and Da Shi Lan that crosses it – were always shopping streets, and as such represented Beijing’s oldest commercial district.10 They served, and were serviced by, an in-situ network of residents and producers. This was the very definition of mixed-usage and self-sufficiency. These symbolic axes created a ceremonial face and perimeter in the open urban network, supported by a bottom-up, informal web of activities behind the gate. Domestic, productive, consumptive and societal activities were linked in a self-perpetuating loop.
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6.1 Qianmen Street, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Qianmen, the title ascribed to this district after the name of its principle thoroughfare, now serves as shorthand for the commercial node centered on this symbolic axis. Rehabilitation has mined the symbolic capital of its commercial heritage to present a smorgasbord of global brands that align with China’s consumptive trajectory, while jarring with its nostalgia led simulacra. More critically, the expanded production networks that serve these brands have pushed domestic habitation out to a periphery – a Qianmen that the authorities would rather you didn’t see.11 No longer tied together by mutually supporting interests, the crude (but highly effective) mode of segregation inherent in Beijing’s road structure has cut through this historic network to zone a series of mono-functional enclaves. While Qianmen Street and its immediate environs function as a nodal destination in the expanded open city network, their temporal mode of habitation falls a long way short of providing social space that reflects the needs of its indigenous population. If anything, the bottom-line logic of real-estate return appears to be pushing matters in the opposite direction. In very simple terms, a nostalgia-themed retail destination can support itself fiscally through high rental yields. The density model and woeful infrastructure that supports the surrounding residential hutongs appears, by contrast, highly inefficient as a capital generator. Devoid of investment these spaces are, at the time of writing, reputedly some of the most impoverished tranches of residential accommodation in the city.12 Denudation of this kind is an age-old trope of the developmental vulture. And the erasure of these spaces will no doubt come to fruition when the equation between outlay and return can be exploited to maximum competitive advantage – no matter how vociferously preservationists and NGO’s campaign to safeguard Beijing’s heritage.13 Existing in its present form, this scenario serves to magnify the disparities between modern and historic modes of human habitation. Moreover, the class stratums that are expressed by this disjuncture begin to become clear.

‘Commercialize or die’ appears to be the maxim afflicting many historic areas that have jumped on the nostalgia bandwagon. Nanluoguxiang, or South Luogu Lane – situated north of the Forbidden City – is another of Beijing’s city spaces that exemplifies this trend. Positioned to the east of the Bell and Drum towers – and the ceremonial axis they sit astride – its 800-metre north-south pedestrian lane bisects the 16 hutongs oriented east-west off this central spine. It shares many structural characteristics with Qianmen, but diverges in two notable ways. First, as one of the initial 25 areas listed as a historical site by the Beijing Municipal Government in 199014 its preservation, on a superficial level, feels more complete. Secondly, its locus of life is removed from the principle network of open axes that have enmeshed Qianmen. Nanluoguxiang is an organizing characteristic within, rather than a symbolic edge to, the superblock structure that imposes Beijing’s syntax of openness and closure. It’s degree of public-ness is therefore defined by the depth to which it is embedded in the system of layers that constitute closed urban space.

Nanluoguxiang has certainly managed to resist the more obvious artificiality of Qianmen. Approached from the perspective of raw physicality, its architectural heritage has been preserved. Qianmen Street conversely, has been rebuilt to conform to a realigned ideological image. Yet the derogatory ‘Disney Hutong’ tag15 that many locals now ascribe to Nanluoguxiang speaks of a perceived space whose social productions no longer adhere to historical type. Jianfei Zhu describes the character of this historical space as one populated by:

shop fronts, with workshops behind and mobile stalls in front [which] constituted a large urban social space in which commercial exchange and social interaction could be facilitated […] They constituted a large space with a relative freedom for random mixture of the population.16

While the shop fronts at Nanluoguxiang are less noticeably crammed with the franchised coffee and assorted bling that are redolent of the shopping mall’s branded hegemony, they are also a long way from the artisanal circuit of domesticity, production and societal interaction that Zhu describes. On one level this could simply testify to the changed manufacturing base that supports the homegrown brands populating this space. If this was the case, Nanluoguxiang would represent a bottom-up naturalization of modern Chinese domesticity framed within its pre-existent spatial networks. Yet the abundance of non-Chinese faces that traverse this territory speaks of more than Beijing’s increasingly cosmopolitan air. Rather, it is a telling indicator of what this kind of space has truly become.

The rough edges of Nanluoguxiang and its morphological mirror in Shanghai, Tianzifang, appear to provide a more authentic representation of Chinese life. But it remains a representation. As cultural tourism becomes a more ubiquitous – and discerning – facet of the Chinese economy, the inauthenticity present in simulacra such as Xintiandi and Qianmen fails to conform to more ‘sophisticated’ tastes. Nanluoguxiang and Tianzifang speak to a legion of travelers whose global wanderings are spent in pursuit of the ‘real thing’. Yet Nanluoguxiang and Tianzifang retain a degree of smoothness that faithfully functional hutongs do not. The business of selling heritage to the milieu of global tourism means that the foreignness of language, sensory experience and spatial practice has been bowdlerized for its consumption. Both spatial experiences remain a little too manicured when contrasted with the genuine remnants of this way of life. Nonetheless, this dominance ripples through the societal structure of their respective complexes. Some indigenous life remains, but like Qianmen, its lack of financial viability pushes it to the periphery. Spheres of formerly integrated activity are polarized into separate enclaves.
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6.2 Nanluoguxiang, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

In between these poles a reified vision of hutong life is now marketed. As commercialization takes hold and the money flows in, many of the existing hutong structures are now being renovated for re-sale to the luxury market.17 This represents a further hollowing out of the rooted egalitarian principles that formerly underpinned this domestic habitat. King describes this domain as a realm contained behind a:

single wooden gate [which] provided entry onto the hutong, ensuring a great deal of privacy for those behind the walls. Within them, three or four generations might live, not necessarily of one biological family in the case of poorer people. Such a closed compound structure reduced individual family privacy but naturally increased a strong sense of community and community identity amongst its residents […] In terms of social space, the rooms around the courtyard were allocated according to age and status, the best rooms being retained for the most important family members, the grandparents.18

Appropriation of this space is no longer pursued along the lines of balanced socio-familial integration. Rather, as a lifestyle choice offered by the real-estate market, it is a privilege accorded to those that can afford it. Furthermore, previously closed space is now extroverted in mental conceptions of the city. On one level this space is now perceived as a node in an extended network of citywide consumption. On another, its transmutation as a locus of domestic life is framed by the act of consumption itself. But, as Wu and others have noted,19 the gate pervades in altered form to define new conceptions of closure. To further understand this urban network the analytical focus must therefore shift – from alterations to pre-existent morphologies to those that are made anew.

ONE STEP BEYOND

King notes that the ‘hutongs and the si he yuan (quadrangle), the major architectural form in Beijing for hundreds of years, have “profound cultural connotations and are carriers of the art of Chinese living”’.20 If the relational basis of this mode of habitation is now in the process of dissolution, the ‘art of Chinese living’ that replaces it must now be understood. The new spatial constructs that underpin this paradigm are the ultimate objective. But to reach this point, the altered socio-familial construct that perpetuates these archetypes must first be grasped. Habermas has described the atomization of the rooted family unit under capitalism in the following terms:

What has characterized the structural transformation of the family since the liberal era is less the loss of productive functions in favor of consumptive ones than its progressive disengagement from the functional complex of social labor in general. For even the patriarchal conjugal family of the bourgeois type had long ceased to be a community of production; nevertheless, it was based essentially upon family property that functioned capitalistically. Its maintenance, increase, and passing on was the task of the private person as both the owner of commodities and head of the family […] With the loss of its basis and the replacement of family property by individual incomes the family lost, beyond its functions in production (which it had already shed to a great extent), those for production. The reduction (typical in our day) of family property to the incomes of its individual wage and salary earners additionally deprived the family of the possibility of self-support in cases of emergency and of self-provision for old age.21

What Habermas refers to here is the changing nature of the private familial domain. This process parallels,in specific terms, alterations to the closed milieu of Chinese urban space. While the right to private property was abolished under Mao, the relational networks forged through social labour and the desire to root these within the domestic sphere, remained. They were a signifier of ones integrity within the Communist political system. In this way a ‘public’ status was conferred on the ‘private’ domain. When stripped of this representational significance, private:

autonomy was maintained not so much in functions of control as in functions of consumption […] As a result there arose the illusion of an intensified privacy in an interior domain whose scope had shrunk to comprise the conjugal family only insofar as it constituted a community of consumers.22

Understood in this sense, consumption is the act that has supplanted social labour to balance the dialogue between public and private spheres of existence. It is simultaneously the bridge and gate between the closed domestic realm and open network of modern societal relations that are aggregated in the spaces of China’s cities today. And the role of the shopping mall in reifying this network is what I now wish to explore.

The transition evoked by Habermas was of course culled primarily from Western history. Yet its resonance with the evolving landscape of Chinese modernity is given further credence by the manner in which the structural characteristics of post-war America’s consumer society are mirrored in the gated residential compounds and shopping malls that now proliferate throughout China. As Appadurai points out however:

the homogenization argument subspeciates into either an argument about Americanization, or an argument about commoditization, and very often the two arguments are closely linked. What these arguments fail to consider is that at least as rapidly as forces from various metropolises are brought into new societies they tend to become indigenized in one or another way.23

Wu, King, Hassenpflug and others have written illuminating work on the manner in which life behind the residential gate has been hybridized. A similar degree of understanding must now be applied to the Chinese shopping mall, whose models of density and urban interactions represent a marked contrast to America’s suburban sprawl.

Armed with an appreciation of the dimension of difference that exists between East and West a further qualification must still be applied. This pertains to what is meant by the terms ‘gated community’. Much literature has concerned itself with literal transpositions of the low-density suburban American model of this name into a Chinese proto-suburbia. Formally these models bear much superficial resemblance to historic conceptions of the art of Chinese living. And the relationship of the shopping mall to this type of suburban network is a well explored trope. I, however, wish to investigate the relationship of gating to the heterotopic model at the root of modern China’s fragmentary urbanism. It is here that the interactions between the mall and gate are rendered in their most intimate form. And it is here that the penetration of consumption into all facets of the modern city can truly be understood.

For upwardly mobile residents the choice of gated community is motivated by the search for the ‘good life’ in ‘privately governed’ and anonymous space. The enclosure provides an effective way of organizing high-level services and forging status symbols.24

SOHO China are an obvious exponent of this type of top-end development. Founded in Beijing in 1995, they have since expanded their developmental base to Shanghai to assert their brand in two of China’s three largest urban municipalities. The plethora of developers already populating Hong Kong means that, for the time being, SOHO has not traveled this far south. While the crude simulacra of Qianmen Street falls under the umbrella of their ownership, their raison d’etre consists of a brand identity driven by contemporary architectural spectacle. Mixed-use projects such as the previously explored Shangdu SOHO are very much the norm. As Xuefei Ren notes, ‘SOHO China distinguished itself from the other real estate firms by creating a self-portrait as a patron of contemporary architecture’.25 A portfolio of buildings designed by the likes of Kengo Kuma, Lab Architecture Studio, Riken Yamamoto and Zaha Hadid have brought huge commercial success, catering exclusively to China’s high-net-worth individuals and urban professionals.26

External architectural exuberance is transferred to the interior of each project, resulting in a seamless projection of status-driven identity into every facet of its inhabitants lives. An example would be their approach to rental apartments. Unlike many developers who let residential developments as empty concrete shells, SOHO China lease many of their apartments fully furnished. In their own words, ‘exquisite decoration plus carefully curated modern furniture and accessories make every unit a relatively complete living environment’.27 Furthermore, the brand name itself is riven with status-driven compulsion.

SOHO stands for ‘Small Office, Home Office’. SOHO apartments, with houses doubling as offices, are inspired by the loft-style apartments in the West […] The concept also clearly evokes the SoHo gallery district in New York.28

[image: images]

6.3 Aggregation of programme at Shangdu SOHO, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

While ostensibly a flexible letting strategy, the SOHO acronym capitalizes on historically ingrained connections between work and home to reframe this paradigm through consumption. Similarly, the acronym evokes hip, exotic locales in New York and London to confer an additional sheen of otherworldly sophistication on its futuristic architectural forms. For those who fit the profile, SOHO provide a completely packaged lifestyle. Architectural form projects a beacon of status that, despite its consumption led agenda, resonates with and replaces the public face of social labour that existed in the spaces of the hutong or danwei.

The meticulously dictated aesthetic decisions that underpin this lifestyle – one that, to my eye, feels a little too much like a generic high-end hotel – prime a new breed of collective subject. At their core these developments project themselves to a given demographic and then reinforce its existence through residential proximity to the consumption choices they offer. SOHO’s urban projects generally promote life lived up in the air and as such conform to the typological model outlined in Chapters 2 and 3. While physical access to apartments is maintained via controlled, segregated means, the mall, in a figurative sense, becomes the gate.

A return to Shangdu SOHO can provide a little more information about the nature of this gate. I have already commented on how this project’s historical-spatial metaphors serve to reveal its syntactic flaws. Yet the vertical hutong29 analogy propounded by its architects bears further investigation. This hinges on an acceptance of the altered patterns of habitation that constitute a modern ‘art of Chinese living’. Acknowledged as such, Shangdu SOHO aggregates its programme vertically and perpetuates its social structure in the connections that result. The mall podium is the ceremonial, or public, face in the open city that gives a sense of the deeper-rooted layers of habitation contained within its more private spaces. Accordingly, its architectural treatment and mix of merchandise project the status attached to the development as a whole. The mall acts as ‘a recipient in which your desires, my desires, can be reflected’.30 Hip urban professionals and moneyed mavericks may therefore align themselves with the oblique diagonals, fetishized materials and idiosyncratic – though crushingly expensive – boutiques, which socialize this heterotopia. Together with the usual concerns of individual solvency in the face of consumptions machinery, the visitor is posed with the question: ‘what kind of architecture defines me as a person?’

Individual identity and consumption thus appear to be fused in formal architectural expression. For residents this may imply a capitalistic degree of synergy with their surroundings. It is a market-led environment that reflects and responds to the demands of its inhabitants. It supposes a level of distinction for those that have the means to ‘choose’ and, as such, appears to be founded in favour of the consumer. But it is questionable whether this is, in fact, the case. Within the pseudo-Fordist landscape that framed China’s initial phase of global ascension, entrepreneurs have had to create their own markets in order to gain competitive advantage. The business of convincing a society still reeling from the dogma of hard-line Communism that an individuated, consumption-led lifestyle is both desirable and possible is their business. SOHO China have not only helped to lead the way to a post-Fordist landscape, they continue to fashion an evolving and increasingly specialized terrain of consumption in its wake. In this way big business has aligned itself with political necessity – namely the need to maintain China’s growth by perpetuating an increasingly diverse consumer base. The trick is to frame its appropriation in terms of individual empowerment. Identity may still be a discursively constituted social relation,31 but its construction appears to be founded on an externally driven idea of what its public should look like.
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6.4 Shangdu SOHO, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Maintenance of this belief structure is reliant on the insertion of the shopping mall’s heterotopia of illusion between the fields of openness and closure. Such a scenario, however, asserts a degree of closure at the exact moment that we are trying to explore the mall as part of a more open urban network. Identity construction of this kind typically depends on a reified image of consumption and, more often than not, the things that it excludes. Typically the mall identifies, segregates and then isolates its quarry in pursuit of this end.

I have already identified the manner in which the mall’s operations of seduction are extroverted into the street as an invocation to China’s nascent consumer classes. In this sense the mall here is more open than many of its Western forbearers. Yet, for a huge percentage of China’s population the wares exhibited in this flamboyant display of openness represent many months of labour or even outright alienation. As an ideological form of gate the mall is double-coded. Its club realm of consumption is both aspirational and intimidating. The first layer of striation becomes a marker based, quite literally, on ones net worth. Approach, entrance, habitation and consumption each form part of a segmentary sequence that marks successive layers of depth within the mall structure. Dovey writes that there ‘are three primary forms of segmentation: binary, circular and linear’.32 What becomes interesting here is the way that the mall, considered in the context of the larger habitus that it anchors, amalgamates the characteristics of all three. The approach conforms to the binary mode of segmentation that ‘is generally a division of binary social categories such as upper/lower class, male/female, young/old and black/white’.33 Division along the lines of class formation is clearly the defining category at this initial moment. Each successive layer of depth beyond this initial point adheres to the idea of linear segmentation, which ‘can stabilize sequences of identity formation, stimulate consumption and construct a sense of awe’.34 Finally, as the public face of a larger habitus the mall is nested ‘in hierarchical relation as the room is encircled in turn by the house, neighborhood, city and nation’.35 This places it within a larger, circular system of segmentation.

Segmentation of this kind was similarly amalgamated within the unfolding walled spaces of Beijing and its morphological variants across China’s wider territories. Differences between then and now are manifested in the:

distinction between ‘supple’ and ‘rigid’ segmentarities. Rigid segmentarities are often identified with the state which is seen to organize a hierarchic structure of concentric segments (nation(city(neighborhood(house)))) that ‘resonate’ together. Supple segmentarities by contrast involve a fluidity of lateral connections with potential for old segments to dissolve and new segments to form […] This supple segmentarity is based on the power of networks and a fundamental distinction between tree-like and rhizomatic structures and practices.36

Although China’s walled worlds were organized within a clear circular hierarchy, each self-sufficient superblock subsisted as a cross-section of society as a whole. As such, each achieved an internal suppleness through its interconnected activities of social labour. This resulted in a:

contrast between tree-like systems organized hierarchically with roots, stem and branches, and the rhizome […] which is characterized by horizontal lines of movement, networks and connectivity.37

In the here and now, tree-like hierarchical structures are all too obvious and fuse with their visual metaphor – the towers that lance through mall podiums throughout the modern Chinese city. Beholden to the mall and its tendency to homogenize social structures in the business of selling however, an internally supple rhizomatic system is far harder to apprehend in this context.

This depends, of course, on the extent to which the mall and its wider habitus treat their social constructions as a closed, totalized entity. Differing interpretations of this hierarchical structure pepper China’s urban landscape. At the extreme end of the tree hierarchy is the Benoy-designed Elements in Kowloon, Hong Kong. It is a megaform conceived on a truly titanic scale. Looking north-west across Victoria Harbour, its presence is manifested in a tight agglomeration of skyscrapers. The tallest of these – Kowloon’s International Commerce Centre (ICC) – looms over the skyline and seemingly marks the westerly limits of its metropolitan core. From here, Hong Kong bleeds out into a peri-urban zone that stretches to Shenzhen. This skyscraping forest touches down onto a three-storey podium. Sitting atop Kowloon’s MTR station, the complex is linked directly to Hong Kong Central and Chep Lap Kok airport. The podium roof provides a garden and al-fresco dining for the scarcely believable site population of 160,000 people, who are aggregated through its apartments, hotels and offices. And the podium glue is once again the shopping mall.
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6.5 Elements viewed from across Victoria Harbour, Hong Kong. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

The etymology behind its name is derived from the wayfinding system employed in Elements malls. At 82,750 square metres, Elements is far from small – although, conversely, it is exceeded in size by a number of malls on British, let alone Chinese, shores. But horizontal spread – a consequence of the sheer number of towers crammed onto its podium – has made the racetrack of malls at Elements a potentially disparate, disconnected experience. Benoy’s solution is allegedly inspired by Chinese Feng Shui principles. It breaks the malls down into themed zones that follow the organic character of the five elements: Fire, Earth, Wood, Water and Metal. If the implication is of a mall environment that here amalgamates five distinct consumption bases in one form – replete with a degree of rhizomatic suppleness across this strata – the results are somehow less than the sum of their parts. Rather, the basic principles behind Elements mirror those found in Bluewater, Kent – fittingly, a project for which Benoy shared design responsibility with Eric Kuhne. Each zone atomizes a facet of the broader consumer bracket into a sub-grouping based on age, gender, work, play, etc. The mall becomes a series of interconnected dumbbells. A journey through the mall thus consists of finding ones place in its perpetual loop, at which point movement becomes a back-and-forth affair over a limited part of its circuit. To leave this sub-enclave simply casts the consumer into a larger circuit of perpetual motion, which is full of additional temptations.38
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6.6 Huge scale of Elements, Hong Kong. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Criticisms of manipulative spatial structures aside, it is the tendency towards internal homogeneity that is more troubling here. Elements captive population would equal the size of many danwei (and in fact exceeds the population of a number of the danwei’s spiritual heirs such as the 70,000-strong mega-factories found in Dongguan).39 Yet its composition is simmered down to a narrow band of society whose principle relationship is what they are able to afford. Relations are in many ways financial and hence contractual. The aspects of life that are excluded in fulfillment of the social contract are the absence that renders Elements vision of urbanity unpalatable. For a pedestrian in the open city, Elements is virtually unapproachable. Accepting the fact that its neighbouring plots of scorched earth will one day be developed, and foster more meaningful connections across the super-scaled road network that divides them, its paranoid sealing-in is still prevalent. The malls themselves are pushed deep into the podium, buffered by car parks and the Kowloon transport interchange. Even if there were connections to be made with Elements immediate surroundings, they are denied by the impenetrable edifice that this megaform creates. Each moment of segmentarity is treated as a stark binarism. And once the visitor finally reaches the mall, it is a certainty that its layered depth has weeded out any streams of society deemed undesirable.

Scale and isolation conspire in this scenario to promote a troubling concept of identity production. As an urban archipelago the sense of interiority at Elements is absolute. All amenities of the city are contained within its envelope, but their use is dependent on conformity with a set of demographic preferences. The materiel of identity construction appears geographically fixed. Accordingly, identity itself appears frozen into stasis by this containment. The implication is that mental conceptions of the city are shaped accordingly, and each social stratum retreats to its own tract, with its own internal logic.
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6.7 Elements internal floorplans. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

LINES AND DOTS

… people and their cities are as much natural phenomena as trees, streams, nests and deer paths. It is crucial that we come to see ourselves as an integral part of the total living community.

Above all, perhaps, it its this holistic view which is the most important contribution of organic theory: the habit of looking at a settlement as a whole of many functions, whose diverse elements (even if not strictly separable) are in constant and supportive interchange, and where process and form are indivisible.40

Kevin Lynch puts diversity right at the heart of ‘good city form’. Apologists for Elements socially-reified heterotopia would no doubt point to its ample transport infrastructure and argue that diversity is only a metro ride away. In some ways this represents a reality of the extended, networked means by which the vast geography of modern megacities such as Hong Kong, Shanghai or Beijing are explored. Such a condition pertains to a nodular geography whose separation is temporally compressed by rapid transit. But if each of these nodes exists in the fixed formation prevalent at Elements it speaks of a society that is wholly insular and incapable of integrating as an urban whole. As Wu observes:

exclusion within the gated community may increase fear of the unknown other, and consequently contributes to residential segregation. The use of fear discourse is to ‘naturalise’ social and physical exclusionary practice, and in turn it creates the condition for generating the fear of otherness.41

The point, however, is that each node is, in itself, urban and should in theory contain sufficient diversity to construct its identity in a fluid, discursive, evolving manner. Within such a proposition the health of the metropolis is at stake. And if the world-within-a-world at Elements appears incapable of remedying this need, one perhaps needs to cast the net wider. It is hence time to re-consider the inner composition of the nodal structure as a whole.

Castells states that space:

is a concept constructed on the basis of experience. And so, space in society is not the same as space in astrophysics or in quantum mechanics. If we look at space as a social form and a social practice, throughout history space has been the material support of simultaneity in social practice. That is, space defines the time frame of social relationships.42

In redefining the meaning of the gate as a social construct this spatial concept is particularly helpful. Each demographic that is accommodated within the shopping mall can be mapped through its congruence with similarly oriented urban sites in the production of distinct social strata. Clusters and networks are revealed that display the social structure of the city in reified form. The question is whether they offer a more inclusive conception of social space than the closed megaform at Elements.

Shane advances this idea as being a narrative forged through multiple heteroptopias:

… urban actors are taking lessons learned from once exceptional situations in heterotopias – in this case […] heterotopias of illusion – and applying them to the city as a whole. [Heterotopias], with their multiple virtual combinations of armatures and enclaves for sorting flows of imagery, information, goods, materials, and people, are providing equipment crucial to the stabilization and success of actors in this phase of the urban-network system. Instability and flow are constant in this city, requiring a relaxed, flexible emphasis on timing, sorting, and ordering of relationships to form sites.43

The implication is one whereby identity is negotiated as a body in motion. In this sense, direct comparison between spatially fixed socio-historical formations, such as the hutong or danwei, and the mixed-use structures that have supplanted them, appear to be erroneous. Diversity, in the sense outlined by Lynch, is no longer experienced within a single formal urban entity. Rather, it is experienced over an extended urban network, whose interpretation forms the basis of a negotiated identity. Accordingly, this proposition follows. While the shopping mall as a singular organism seeks to spatially fix the character of its ‘public’, this public manifests itself over multiple sites and constitutes its character relatively, based on relations between each perceived segment of this network. Morris recognizes this network as one conducive to ‘the orchestration of modes of domestic repetition, the going back again and again over the same stories, the same terrains, the same sore spots’.44 She also recognizes that this is not a fixed and endless cycle, understanding that there is a historical dimension to ones relationship with a given shopping mall. Consequently perceptions can be altered by top-down changes (insertion of new elements or changes to existing ones) or from the bottom-up (alterations to routine or distinct shared experiences). The form and spread of each network can mean different things and take on different shapes according to the perceptions of different people. And it remains in a state of constant, temporal flux.

To grasp the nettle of something so fluid may seem an impossible endeavour. One cannot possibly understand everyone’s relationship to the city they live in, let alone document the results. But the top-down developmental trajectories that constitute these networks can certainly be apprehended. And from there a more nuanced set of enquiries can be pursued. It is a return to Beijing, and an exploration of SOHO’s expanded inhabitation of the metropolis, that provides such an opportunity.

At key points in Beijing, SOHO’s ubiquity assumes the status of urban omnipotence. The reality of its geographic spread is rather more constrained. Atypical in form and location, Qianmen Street is its most far-flung outpost. Moreover, as a shameless exploitation of Beijing’s tourist market, it removes itself from the axis of domesticity and consumption that shapes my present theoretical focus. Rather, the SOHO I wish to explore begins just beyond Beijing’s historic city walls.

Hugging the easterly extension of Chang An Avenue on a plot between the 2nd and 3rd ring roads, Jianwei SOHO marks the southern limit of its developers’ presence within Beijing. Completed in 2008, the Riken Yamamoto-designed complex was opened just in time to coincide with the city’s Olympic Games facelift. Replacing a 1950s steel factory, Jianwei SOHO’s most immediate visual characteristic is the pristine whiteness of its 20 egg-crate towers. These are oriented at 25 degrees to Beijing’s symbolic axes (and adjacent buildings) in order to maximize light and views. A distinctive visual presence is thus created adjacent to the 12 teeming lanes of the Guomao Bridge road interchange. Within Jianwei SOHO’s 700,000-square metre floor area, 2,110 office-dwelling units are located. And at its base, shopping anchors each of the towers in a series of permeable pedestrian courtyards. Clifford Pearson describes the development as a ‘city within the city […] Jin Wai targets an affluent group of Beijing residents – the people who are energizing the economy with new enterprises and global vision’.45 The analogy of a ‘city within the city’ is one that should be treated with caution – it is as untrue of the closed world of Elements, as it is of the more expansive city network I am now trying to grasp. Nonetheless, the sites’ southern boundary, the Tonghui River, establishes a condition that would seem to confirm adherence to the notion of urbanism propounded by the former. Its east-west path, snaking around the old city walls to join the extended Avenue of Eternal Peace, forms a perceptual barrier between the affluence of northern Beijing and the more scrappy industrial legacy in the south. This naturally occurring obstacle is not part of the developer or architect’s conscious design, but neither do they do a great deal to mitigate it. Rather, Jianwei SOHO’s permeability purges its industrial heritage and focuses itself north, toward the panoptic void of the adjacent CCTV Tower and Beijing’s CBD beyond.
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6.8 Jianwei SOHO, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Firmly secured in its status as Beijing’s financial engine room and second only in stature to the ideological hub of the Forbidden City, the CBD is where SOHO and its residents have chosen to make their spiritual home. Accordingly, its exploration arrays a plethora of avant-garde architectural imagery – Guanghua SOHO; Shangdu SOHO; Chaowai SOHO; Sanlitun SOHO; SOHO Modern City; Galaxy SOHO; Beijing SOHO Modern Residences – that hammers home the presence of the brand throughout this territory. Each project is bold, distinctive, often acontextual and frequently incongruous. Yet the combination of architectural ego and capital indulgence that underpins their creation, also renders their interrelationship abundantly clear. In a field of forms competing for attention, SOHO are shouting the loudest. Moreover, this projection is matched by a veneer of style that its brash competitors all too often lack.

The combination of shopping, leisure, work and domesticity embodied in each development is expanded over a constellation of sites that are rendered synonymous through architectural form. Accordingly, they can resonate with a process of individual identity construction that is mobile, by placing each facet of urban habitation in an affectively codified web. It is a scenario that recognizes domestic routine as no longer bound to a fixed geographic location. Shopping, work, home and leisure may spread themselves over a plethora of situations, but they can be equally framed by a set of experiential parameters whose bottom line is the basis upon which a given demographic is defined. The role of the shopping mall in each development is to orchestrate the experiential parameters through which its demographic is socialized, and through which it gains definition. In essence it constructs a discourse through which routine can be naturalized. Hall elaborates further:

Precisely because identities are constructed within, not outside, discourse, we need to understand them as produced within specific historical and institutional sites within specific discursive formations and practices, by specific enunciative strategies. Moreover, they emerge within the play of specific modalities of power, and thus are more the product of the marking of difference and exclusion, than they are the sign of an identical, naturally-constituted unity.46

As a consequence, this heterotopic network must forge linkages across the open city. This accords with the experience of the modern city outlined by Shane, albeit that his analysis does not concern itself with the qualitative nature of the spaces that result. The implication of segmentarity remains, albeit in altered form. As Dovey makes clear:

[a] permeable network of spaces and the open plan have long been linked to practices of social freedom, yet any conflation of physical enclosure with social constraint, or of open space with liberty, is a dangerous one. Buildings are increasingly called upon to produce an illusion of freedom coupled with the reality of control and surveillance. Freedom of association within a particular group can build the social capital of that group vis-à-vis other groups.47

The experiential parameters enunciated by SOHO are predicated on reinforcing the social capital associated with a rarefied set of societal strata. Each site’s mixed-use programme can be seen as a locus of circular segmentation, whose identity is swaddled in increasingly deep radii of consumption. And their linkage implies a linear segmentarity that stabilizes identity formations across the network. SOHO’s presence in the Beijing CBD thus attracts, and promotes an interaction between, the foreign investment garnered from its expatriate community; the growing capital base of its home-grown entrepreneurs; and a growing white-collar base of urban professionals.

Within this network, clusters form to cater for each of its constituent sub-groups. The most notable example is the growing set of developments around the aforementioned embassy district at Sanlitun, which largely serves its expatriate community. Sanlitun SOHO and Sanlitun Village sit on opposite sides of the road and assert their shared credentials through a certain commonality in their architectural language. Their ripples extend into the surrounding area, shaping further regeneration and tabula rasa developments alike.48 Differences between each of these clusters account for a degree of diversity across the network, and putatively speak of the ‘healthy’ urbanism that Lynch and others have worked so hard to understand.49 The reality is far from being such a scenario.

Implicit in the world imparted by SOHO, and the likeminded structures that cluster around each of these developments, is a degree of exclusivity. Here the double-coding of the mall, as a figurative form of gate, renders the network a welcoming or alienating experience. This implies a segmentary structure that is inwardly circular, stabilized as linear, but ultimately delineated by strict binary codes that are divined according to financial worth. The shopping mall becomes the agent through which the desires of those captured within a given network are reflected and reproduced. Its internal suppleness exists only to the degree that different demographic groups may be congruent in its socialized representations of consumption. It also demarcates a set of perceptual borders within which this process of enunciation can take place. To enable openness in the wider city network, closure is perceptually circumscribed around larger territories. The city is reified, along strict demographic lines.

[image: images]

6.9 The location of shopping malls in Beijing’s central business district and a 1 kilometre radius of movement around each, illustrating the overlapping segmentarity that reifies their social constructions. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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6.10 Sanlitun SOHO, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Greco and Santoro make these distinctions along the generalized lines of the elderly; young; workers; nouveau riche; poor; and tourists.50 For them, Beijing’s ‘inhabitants and its environment, with its extreme contrasts […] give the metropolis its authentic essence’.51 Falling a little too easily into the stereotype of misty-eyed architectural romanticism, this description misses the more fundamental contrasts that give modern Beijing its ‘essence’. Yu Hua provides a more sceptical commentary on this process of social stratification. A city comprised of ‘netizens, stock traders, fund holders, celebrity fans, laid-off workers, migrant laborers, and so on – slicing into smaller pieces the already faded concept that was “the people”’.52 This evokes more clearly the conditions that appear on the ground in Beijing.

To the east, Chaoyang orbits around the nucleus of the CBD. Inhabitation is naturalized for its moneyed classes, by the proliferation of branded worldly goods in its shopping malls and the pseudo-sophistication of its futuristic architectural forms. Familiarity in form and consumption also make it home to micro-networks of foreign tourism that spread eastwards from the city-centre through Dongcheng. To the west, the Xidan shopping strip has made itself a locus of social life for Beijing’s emergent white-collar professional class. Jagged architectural forms such as Xidan Joy City faithfully replicate the futuristic exuberance of SOHO’s micro-worlds in eastern Beijing. Their difference is revealed in the Chinese brands – and hence consumption base – that predominate within the mall spaces themselves. Both the moneyed and white-collar consumption bases are subject to ever more microscopic processes of dissection to divine new, nascent sub-genres of consumption. In between, many historic structures hang on. They can thrive by immolating themselves on the altar of consumption as seen at Nanluoguxiang or Qianmen. Alternately they wait for the wrecking ball while enacting increasingly obsolete, but historically entrenched, modes of existence. Such impoverished decline is a stark reminder of the degree to which their morphological base has evanesced.
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6.11 Xidan Joy City, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

While Beijing’s rigid, hierarchical structure may be particularly conducive to this mode of social segregation, its principles are also evident in other major cities such as Hong Kong and Shanghai. In each of them it takes on different physical properties dependent on the urban grain and pre-existing architectural character. The underlying characteristics remain the same, however. As ex-colonial outposts, both Hong Kong and Shanghai have a degree of stratification inherent in their urban cores.53 These areas may now be segregated along financial rather than racial lines, but the principles of social purification live on. In Shanghai, the French Concession balances colonial nostalgia with moneyed modernity to create a playground for the wealthy. This playground extends along Nanjing Lu to the Bund and forms a visual connection with its outpost on the other side of the river in the Pudong financial district. Changning, Hongkou, Hongqiao, Jingan, Old Town and Pudong’s Century Avenue area jostle around this axis. These areas support Shanghai’s nascent consumer classes, while their peripheries accommodate the poor who have been displaced from the city centre. Like Beijing, tracts of historic life remain in the urban centre, but their survival all too often depends on adaptation and the resultant abandonment of their morphological base. Similarly, Hong Kong Island arrays most of its wealth along Victoria Harbour, in the corporate fulcrum of Central, the trendy Causeway Bay and the residential hub of Happy Valley. On the other side of the mountain in Stanley, the working classes who support its entrepreneurs, innovators and speculators live a far less glamorous existence.

To a certain degree, of course, all cities are reified along these lines. Adjectives such as salubrious, fashinable, comfortable, edgy, poor or threatening are words that we collectively use to define our individual psychogeographies of the modern city. The point in China, however, is that its historic urban base was founded on a structure that, in theory, regulated a form of egalitarian social practice. Both the speed and means of its atomization under recent economic development have profound implications for how its embryonic social structures will continue to be formed. While the devolution of the people into a class-based structure does little to address China’s many inequalities, the employment of consumption as its basis – and the shopping mall as its agent – may have more profound consequences still. In constructing its narratives along the lines of internalized, individuated consumption, the shopping mall depends on the atomization of its demographic groups, and each and every consumer that falls within that group.54 In defining and socializing its collective subject, it also seeks to remove their social bonds.

In a top-down vision of this kind of urbanized world, consumers are expected to behave as docile subjects whose security is ‘guaranteed’ by the barely concealed nexus of authoritarianism embodied between private capital and the communist state. Yet, as McNay observes, this:

leads to an overestimation of the efficacy of disciplinary power and to an impoverished understanding of the individual which cannot account for experiences that fall outside the realm of the ‘docile’ body.55

Any exploration of socio-spatial structure must expand beyond the dialectic of conception and perception to take account of individuated capacity for lived action. No barrier, in the sense outlined here, can be absolute. Districts bleed into one another, openness and closure become increasingly confused. Identity – in addition to the top-down destabilizations that are engineered to create ever more diverse consumer markets, and the addition of several million Chinese people per year to the consumption club – is also shaped by more transgressive acts. At some point the differing strata of Chinese society have to come into contact with one another, and it is in these exchanges that the societal script may yet be altered. Consequently, my study must continue by understanding how these kind of exchanges manifest themselves today in the world of the Chinese shopping mall.
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The Bleed

It was late-October back in 2008. Lunch, eaten in the back room of one of Beijing’s tiny hutong restaurants, gave a chilling answer to the question that had taxed me for a week or so. The reason that the balustrades on the upper levels of the shopping malls had to be so high, it transpired, was to stop ‘jumpers’. In the locked-down, privatized, world of much of the modern Chinese City, and especially in a historically low-rise city like Beijing, elevated public spots are hard to find. And it is especially hard if you want to throw yourself from one of those. As my host explained, the gaping maw of the shopping mall atrium has attracted an unenviable status. By virtue of being the highest publicly accessible spot from which to launch oneself to the most final of endings, the shopping mall had become one of China’s most popular locations for suicide.1 I asked if he could tell me more.

CEASE TO RESIST

Beyond this anecdotal story, however, actual facts were hard to find. Phenomena of this darker nature strikes at the very heart of China’s consumerist ‘miracle’. Accordingly, suicide rates are prone to the paranoid censure that circumscribes all sources of negative propaganda emanating from the People’s Republic. Any commentary that does emerge via Chinese media is virtually mute on this subject. The following is an example:

A 30-year old man fell to his death on Monday from the north ring of Westgate Mall in West Nanjing Road in Shanghai.

The man surnamed Ni, 30, was a local of the Jing’an district of Shanghai, he fell at around 10:30 am and had passed away by the time police reached him.

According to family members of Ni, he was depressed over money before his death, the Jing’an district branch of Shanghai public security bureau said on its official micro blog on Monday night […] Police said the preliminary investigation ruled out homicide and further investigation of the case is under way.2
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7.1 Atrium at Dongzhimen Raffles City, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

The more telling aspects of this dispatch are the words that are in fact missing. Suicide is implied by reading between the lines, but never explicitly stated. It assumes the status of a hidden truth – a travesty that everyone understands but no one can formally acknowledge. And acknowledgment is very much part of the problem here. A Kafkaesque world of obfuscation surrounds many ‘official’ statistics on China’s suicide rate.3 Faced with such a lack of transparency, it is difficult to imagine any kind of investigation that can make meaningful inroads into finding out the scale of the problem. Yet this type of tragic act implies one way in which the lived world of the Chinese shopping mall fails to conform to type. Furthermore it indicates the extent to which tensions embodied in modern Chinese society are played out in the spaces of its shopping malls. It is, therefore, a phenomenon that demands to be analyzed and understood.

In the absence of any real internal dialogue, a picture must be constructed based on external estimates and theoretical insights. As Lee and Kleinman observe, ‘although China has 21 per cent of the world’s population, it accounts for 44 per cent of all reported suicides worldwide and for an astounding 56 per cent of all female suicides worldwide’.4 They go on to speculate that ‘it is almost certain that China still has the world’s largest number of reported suicides by virtue of its 1.26 billion population – at least 600 people are killing themselves every day’.5 While this research dates from 2003, a degree of internal acknowledgement of the problem6 has led to the release of statistics that record the present rate as being higher still.7 These statistics paint a morbid picture. They also beg questions, both of the underlying motivations for China’s suicidal impulse and the role of the shopping mall in this scenario.

Durkheim’s seminal exploration of suicide as a social taboo provides simple answers for the casual reader. At its root, the ‘organic-psychic temperament most predisposing man to kill himself is neurasthenia in all its forms’.8 The nebulous nature of neurasthenia or ‘emotional disturbance’ as a medical term correlates all too easily with mental illness – a condition that is widely stigmatized throughout Chinese society.9 Consequently the actions of the neurasthenic can be characterized as irrational and disconnected from day-to-day social praxis. Similarly, the means of suicide chosen by an individual can be reduced to a simplistic explanation. Durkeim noted that:

Always following the line of least resistance so long as no opposing factor intervenes, he tends to employ the means of destruction lying nearest to his hand and made familiar to him by daily use. That, for example, is why suicides by throwing one’s self from a high place are oftener committed in great cities than in the country: the buildings are higher.10

A decision based on practical convenience would certainly correspond with the explanation proffered by my confidant. And, combined with the opprobrium that Chinese culture associates with mental illness, it would conveniently sweep this phenomenon under the carpet. Durkheim, however, was never placated by easy answers. Nor should we be. Within this intersection of space and action is a fleeting moment of transgression – one that symbolically fuses its elements in the final moments of a human life. Correspondingly, its motivations must be understood.
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7.2 Shanghai regulations for visiting parks (note the prohibition of ‘mental’ patients). Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

… so-called reciprocal imitation is a highly social phenomenon, since it is cooperative elaboration of a common sentiment. The repetition of customs and traditions is similarly a result of social causes, being due to the obligatory nature and special prestige investing collective beliefs and practices. Insofar, therefore, as suicide is admittedly disseminated by one or the other of these methods, it would be dependent on social causes and not on individual conditions.11

Reciprocal imitation, for Durkheim, is the means by which suicide is socialized. This infers the idea of suicide as an event that is produced by a social undercurrent. And the shopping mall is a key vehicle through which this particular social undercurrent appears to be socialized at the moment in China. Durkheim elaborates on this further to note that:

suicide is not restricted to local circumstances varying from city to city […] its determining conditions are always of a certain general nature. There are here neither imitators or imitated, but relative identity in the effects, due to relative identity in the causes. And this is readily understandable if, as is foreshadowed by all the preceding remarks, suicide depends essentially on certain states of the social environment.12

Despite the paucity of reports and statistics, relative identity in the effects is widespread in visual and anecdotal form. The extremely high glazed barriers that encircle the upper floors of the atrium at Beijing’s Xidan Joy City, and the concerned glances from mall security guards as I approached the edge to take a photo are perhaps some signs. Similarly, stories and rumours continue to bubble beneath the immaculate veneer of the party line. Lunch, this time in 2012, and this time under the rippling diagrids of the mall roof at Spark Architects Raffles City, provided another one of these stories. Its location, on the busy Dongzhimen intersection on Beijing’s second ring road, and its clientele – a combination of well-heeled workers and tourists from the towers that soar above the mall podium – conspire to create an aura of comfortably wealthy wellbeing. Suicide should not happen here. Aside from the reassurance of demographic homogeneity, more paranoid measures – such as the all-too-familiar vertical barriers at its upper levels – supposedly guarantee as much. But the week before, this mall had been the site for exactly such an act. Nor, as my hosts wearily testified, was it the first suicide to which this mall had borne witness. Where it differed was that the latest episode in this sorry saga was no longer abetted by convenience. The victim had carefully chosen his moment, avoiding mall security and jumping from the one spot on the upper level that was not hemmed in by vertiginous glass barriers – i.e. the gap between the escalators. Ingenuity on the part of protagonists is increasingly required to circumvent the measures employed to foil this act.13 And their desire to seek out ever more limited spots from which to jump evokes a shift in the paradigm under consideration. It indicates a scenario in which the mall is less a locus of convenience for suicide and more a site that confers a specific significance on the act.

The reciprocal imitation embodied in suicide is one that implies, in an extreme form, a reciprocal action between building and user. As discussed in the opening section of this study, the asymmetrical balance of power inherent in the shopping mall’s socio-spatial fix is one that exerts a programmatic violence over its users. While the various permutations of striation and segmentarity explored over the subsequent sections display a number of alternate models for the mall, this ‘violence’ remains inherent in their ur-form. Tschumi argues that this regime causes ‘a radical shift from architecture as an object of contemplation to architecture as a perverse instrument of use’.14 Space, in this sense, is not designed with a productive idea of appropriation in mind, but instead for ‘single-minded’ activity, the perceived result of which is the ensurance of a model of behavioural constancy that we supposedly crave as consumers. We become enslaved by a regime of programmatic violence which, paradoxically, is born out of our own innate desires. But for those alienated by this regime, submission is not an option. Just as the body is violated by the shopping mall’s spatial regime, it is my contention that the transgression of space by bodily action such as suicide reciprocates this violence in a most tragic form. To explore such a hypothesis further it is necessary to apprehend both the propensity for, and conditions behind, this transgression.

… each people has collectively an inclination of its own to suicide, on which the size of its contribution to voluntary death depends.15

Lee and Kleinman have traced a stream of Chinese consciousness that indeed identifies a collective inclination towards suicide.

Mao Zedong […] in his early writings on women who killed themselves in order to defy forced marriages, saw suicides as being the consequence of a number of societal ills. He further attributed the causes of these deaths to active personal struggle against the evils of society, such as the sexual double standard of chastity, lack of the freedom of love, and other aspects of patriarchalism that disempowered women in pre-Communist China. Thus, he emphasized that ‘suicide is a most emphatic way of seeking life’, and that ‘The more society causes people to lose their hopes, then the more people in society will commit suicide’. In this regard, Mao provided a sense of the complexity of suicide by effectively linking the subjective psychological state of hopelessness within an individual to broad social forces that the suicidal person both confronted and succumbed to.16

Their analysis extracts from Mao’s observations a concept entrenched in the Chinese psyche, one whereby as ‘a collective process and cultural production […] suicide has constituted resistance to the societal forces that for so long have silenced an alternative history of people’s despair’.17 If the historic motivations for suicide as a social phenomenon in China can be understood as being rooted in anomie, it must be remembered that the country’s societal conditions have also changed beyond all recognition in the last 35 years. This is not to doubt the presence of anomic tension in modern Chinese society, or its efficacy in the production of suicide as a form of resistance. Rather, it is an acknowledgment that a more contemporary societal ill underpins these acts of transgression.

ON THE EDGE

Whenever serious readjustments take place in the social order, whether or not due to a sudden growth or to an unexpected catastrophe, men are more inclined to self-destruction.18

Change, of the tumultuous kind that has redefined the Chinese social order, is clearly more than a bridge between then and now. Rather, it is a process through which modern China’s suicidal impulse is produced. So far I have explored the nature of this change in empirical terms. As Yu Hua writes:

China today is a land of huge disparities. It’s like walking down a street where on this side are gaudy pleasure palaces and on that side desolate ruins, or like sitting in a strange theatre where a comedy is being performed on one side of the stage and a tragedy on the other.19

These disparities are all too evident in the perceptual borders which reify the psychogeography of a city like Beijing, and are given life by the liminal state between openness and closure occupied by the shopping mall. Uneven development, and the resultant gaps between conceived and lived experiences of the city, means that Hua’s metaphorical street is a frequent physical reality.

Images of urban disjuncture that arise from this condition have long been the stuff of photographic reportage.20 And the poverty that subsists in these urban interstices has generated tragic accounts of suicide, borne of desperation and altruistic sacrifice.21 Neither the nature of, or motivation for these acts, fulfills the criterion under discussion however. Though utterly wretched, their manifestation is essentially passive. It falls into the subcategories of egoistic or altruistic suicide outlined by Durkheim.22 Yet the disparity at their root is equally applicable to the bodily violence that transgresses the shopping mall.
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7.3 Shanghai old town. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Transgression implies both the contravention of established boundaries of behaviour and, with it, an alien intervention into a particular milieu. Both ideas of transgression are applicable to the act in question here. It is not just the case that this shouldn’t happen in a shopping mall. Its perpetrator, in the sense that they were not desired by the mall as a compliant and passive consumer, should never even be there. Alienation, on the part of the body that violates the mall’s social stasis, is behind this expression of modern China’s anomie. And its existence is bound to the physical presence of the mall itself.

The problem is one of proximity. While the mall may reinforce perceptual boundaries in the mental conceptions of the urban populace, contact is unavoidable. Beijing and Shanghai’s processional axes may throng with temples of consumption, but they retain a Potemkinist veneer when contrasted against a day in the life of these metropolii. Behind Shanghai’s Nanjing Lu, for example, thousands of micro-activities persist, bound to historic tracts of human habitation. They maintain a seemingly parallel existence with the macro-consumptionist agenda of the mall complexes that loom over them. Although separated by little more than tens of metres, the disparity in relative wealth could not be more evident. By virtue of an urban schema whose historic notions of openness and closure have been utterly transformed however, each realm bleeds into the other. The activities and journeys that each group of inhabitants must undertake in traversing their relative psychogeographic networks must cross. In doing so they will generate friction, as each reified group tests its right to, and the extents of, a theoretically open city.
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7.4 Urban disjuncture, Shanghai. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

As soon as men are inoculated with the precept that their duty is to progress, it is harder to make them accept resignation; so the number of malcontent and disquieted is bound to increase. The entire morality of progress and perfection is thus inseparable from a certain amount of anomy.23

The mall magnifies the disparity already evident in the Chinese city. Commodification, in this environment, is imbued with the symbolic capital of societal progress. In other words, social progress is related directly to ones ability to consume. Forced to empathize with commodification, and alienated by the exchange values embodied therein, the dispossessed are placed in a scenario whereby they can neither join nor avoid the dream represented by ‘Socialism with Chinese Characteristics’. Proximity, for these ‘alien’ bodies, inscribes the commodity with a different form of social capital altogether. It is here that the erasure of China’s proletariat, explored earlier in the study,24 takes on its most reified form. Empathy, of the kind nurtured by Plaza 66 and countless other Chinese shopping malls, is inextricably bound to the surplus value fetishized by these environments. And this fetishization depends on a cognitive divorce – between the spheres of production and consumption.25 For the millions that subsist in China’s urban interstices, on the exchange values realized in production, the fiscal realities of the mall are an unattainable goal. Labour is once again estranged from its fruits.

Empathy also takes on a gendered bias here. Representations, projected by the mall’s advertising billboards, portray a distinct male/female divide. At the male end of the equation, Eastern and Western faces model watches and golfing apparel to portray the Chinese male as a confident businessman or CEO. Imagery directed towards female consumers takes on a more sexualized bent. Sadly in China, the objectification of women is nothing particularly new.26 The most disturbing characteristic of this tradition of patriarchy, however, is the use of Western models to portray this objectified image. If consumption is imbued with a didactic message, surely the objectification of a body image – or idea of beauty – that contrasts fundamentally with the race or ethnicity of its intended recipients will be a source of anomie. Similarly, ‘Love Hunters’27 now scour Chinese shopping malls, looking for potential wives (and occasionally husbands) for China’s lonely elites. The sense of being constantly watched, of being measured against conceptions of beauty even more divisive than those projected by the shopping mall, can only lead to psychological unease.

Unlike the scenario evident in the South China Mall, however, it is not the overall representational structure of China’s more successful malls that suffers. The elements of society marginalized by the mall’s heterotopic enclave are the real losers. As an instrument of ideology, the mall unwittingly draws the beginning and end points of the circuit of capital into uncomfortably close proximity. In doing so, labour is pressed against the shop window of a future whose prohibitive entrance fee will eternally deny its accession. At the point that its redundancy in the masterplan is revealed, the only option that remains is for labour to consume itself.

Social man necessarily presupposes a society which he expresses and serves. If this dissolves, if we no longer feel it in existence and action about and above us, whatever is social in us is deprived of all objective foundation. All that remains is an artificial combination of illusory images, a phantasmagoria vanishing at the least reflection; that is, nothing which can be a goal for our action.28

Anomie is thus revealed in the illusion of inclusivity that double-codes the shopping malls ideological dimensions. This tension is heightened to a sadomasochistic degree by the mall’s endless processions of glittering worldly goods. Undoubtedly the association produced for these people, in these moments, will turn to the multiplicity of other ways in which the shopping mall has ripped the city and entrenched modes of existence apart, in its unslakeable appetite for shaping urban China’s future. It becomes a repository within which the dispossessed invest the symbolic capital of anomie. Caught in the thrall of consumer fantasy however, it is unlikely that the mall’s more welcome inhabitants will pay a great deal of attention to such rough edges. The transgression of swift bodily violence – reciprocated against the mall’s regime of programmed torture – may break their reverie, however. In the suicidal act of jumping exposure to this transgression is maximized. Witnesses are inevitable. This act demands attention from the forces and structures that have, in social terms, perpetuated its protagonist’s erasure. Suicide thus becomes the means through which the desperate register a final, tragic protest against the capitalistic forces that have undermined their very existence.

BODIES OF EQUALITY?

The maladjustment from which we suffer does not exist because the objective causes of suffering have increased in number or intensity; it bears witness not to greater economic poverty, but to an alarming poverty of morality.29

Suicide is of course not the only way in which the lived dimensions of the Chinese shopping mall can be understood. Rather, it represents the extremity of human interaction with the typology in this specific context. Consequently, the exploration of the suicidal tendency is a useful vehicle with which to puncture the shopping mall’s ideological veneer. And, as Durkheim suggests, its existence is not an effect of disparity itself, but rather the moral conditions that produce this disparity. The shopping mall’s role in producing these moral conditions, the nature of the person that it idealizes, and the means by which a counter-culture is able to assert itself at the level of day-to-day praxis, is where I will now direct my enquiries.

Through its double-coded presence, the mall reinforces and confounds Chinese ideas of openness and closure. This double coding stimulates aspiration and impulse, while arresting the frenetic pace of city life. It is in this way that the mall is able to function as an instrument of ideology. As a lived experience this equates the mall with a modern realm of flanerie – a phrase first coined by Charles Baudelaire to describe the man of leisure come urban explorer in nineteenth-century Paris. Walter Benjamin later expanded on the role of the flaneur, as an object of scholarly interest, in a number of essays and his unfinished meditation on the Parisian arcade.30 Flanerie, for Benjamin, became a mode of urban habitation through which the subjective dimensions of lived experience, in the Parisian arcade, could be explored.

Basic to flanerie, among other things, is the idea that the fruits of idleness are more precious than the fruits of labor.31

Implicit in Benjamin’s evocation of the Parisian flaneur is a subjective process of urban appropriation, through which the individual creates time and space to naturalize their experience of the city. Furthermore, he saw the perception of lived events as an internal psychological construction, where ‘far-off times and places interpenetrate the landscape and the present moment.32 Reverie was the psychological tool that abetted the flaneur and the means by which they could empathize with their surroundings.

Empathy with the commodity is fundamentally empathy with exchange value itself. The flaneur is the virtuoso of this empathy.33

Flanerie, in the sense espoused by the Chinese shopping mall, is rather different. While the mall provides some respite and elbow room, the narratives that it perpetuates are designed to inculcate a thirst for consumption. Culled from the sales techniques that fuelled consumption in post-war America, its invitation is founded on the perpetuation of an equally epoch-defining ‘Chinese Dream’. Idleing is conflated with ideology. And, its invitation – situated firmly in the open networks of China’s cities – is seemingly open to all. Reverie becomes a state whose origins are produced externally, rather than generated by subjective psychological constructions. The shopping mall not only seeks to induce a sense of reverie, but also gives apocryphal shape to the ‘Chinese Dream’ through the consumption oriented world represented in it spaces. Visual and environmental cues interpenetrate, and seek to direct, the internal narratives through which these chunks of cityscape are perceived. Despite the seemingly inclusive facets of its materialization as open city space, the mall is not a domain of free association through which individual identity can openly flourish. The reverie at the core of its brand of flanerie is one that seeks to produce, and reproduce, a collective subject. Equally, the freedom that it offers is anything but. While the act of suicide may break this reverie, the urban poverty at the root of this phenomenon is conspicuously absent over the course of day-to-day inhabitation of the Chinese shopping mall’s internal spaces. As with so many of its social constructions, the mall has hijacked the narrative of self-empowerment implicit in flanerie and shorn it of all social potency. It becomes another tool, hollowed out and redeployed to sublimate capitalistic progress.

If China’s modern anomie can be interpreted in terms wider than those applicable to suicide, its roots may be found in Benjamin’s ultimate disillusion with the world of flanerie.

Baudelaire saw fit to equate the man of the crowd […] with the flaneur. It is hard to accept this view. The man of the crowd is no flaneur. In him, composure has given way to manic behaviour. Hence he exemplifies, rather, what had to become of the flaneur once he was deprived of the milieu to which he belonged.34

As the foregoing analysis shows, it is the mall itself that has deprived the flaneur of the milieu to which they belong. Indeed, it would appear to be antithetical to conflate the idea of the flaneur with the idea of a ‘collective subject’ at all. Rather, it is the manic behavior that the segmentary world of the mall helps to produce which is at the root of this condition.

The idea that there is a pathological dimension to modern capitalism is nothing particularly new.35 As Richard Sennett notes, the ‘culture of the new capitalism is attuned to singular events, one-off transactions, interventions’.36 By its very nature, capitalistic interaction appears to conflict, at a number of levels, with the ability to form meaningful social bonds. If a dark side of this slackening of social responsibility is the suicidal impulse that plays out in the space of the Chinese shopping mall, its obverse must be the production of a human specimen inured to the angst of capitalism’s anomic effects. Sennett likens this mindset to the state of consuming passion.

In poetic usage, a consuming passion can connote a passion that burns itself out by its own intensity; put in a less lurid form, in using things we use them up. Our desire for a dress may be ardent, but a few days after we actually buy and wear it, the garment arouses us less. Here the imagination is strongest in anticipation, grows ever weaker through use. Today’s economy strengthens this kind of self-consuming passion, both in shopping malls and in politics.37

Effectively, the ephemeral qualities of consumption equate themselves with a way of ‘being’ in the world under capitalism. Accordingly, the shopping mall becomes a vehicle through which this sense of ‘being’ is institutionalized in the Chinese city.

Empathy, in this context, establishes a mimetic bond with the commodity, and with it, a discursively constituted sense of identity that manifests itself in the act of consumption. Such shifting narratives accord with a capitalist culture that ‘puts a premium on portable human skills, on being able to work on several problems with a shifting cast of characters, cutting loose action from context’.38 In this way, the psychology of leisure space mirrors the conditions of capitalist production. It inculcates and reproduces a mindset conducive to a compliant capitalism. This process of inurnment is not without cost however.

Affinity with the commodity and its inscription in the individual identities conferred by the mall privileges the evanescent, and in doing so can erode many of the principles conducive to sympathy with humanity. It is this erosion of human qualities in the pursuit of individuated wealth and pleasure, which signaled for Benjamin, the demise of the flaneur.

Of all the experiences which made his life what it was, Baudelaire singled out having been jostled by the crowd as the decisive, unique experience. The lustre of a crowd with a motion and soul of its own, the glitter that had bedazzled the flaneur, had dimmed for him. To impress the crowd’s meanness upon himself, he envisaged the day on which even the lost women, the outcasts, would be ready to advocate a well-ordered life, condemn libertinism, and reject everything except money. Having been betrayed by these last allies of his, Baudelaire battled the crowd – with the impotent rage of someone fighting the rain or wind.39

So how does the meanness of this crowd – or in the context of our present discussion, collective subject – manifest itself? In Western countries, individuated commodity fetishism is equated with glacial disconnection and a state of heightened paranoia around any possibility that this condition may be transgressed. Put more simply, it is a state whose pleasure depends on total immersion in consumption-based fantasy. The extent to which it is a prevalent societal feature will have a corollary relationship with the extent to which its institutional techniques and structures are allowed to pervade the social landscape. And the depths of its anomie will accord with the depths to which one is able to immerse oneself within this fantasy.

A reminder of the two-track world of Plaza 66 provides some idea of the extent to which benevolent capacities are eroded by the institution of the modern Chinese shopping mall. For the human subject who has, in capitalist terms, fulfilled the dream embodied by ‘Socialism with Chinese Characteristics’, leisure space is utterly unencumbered. Removal from the crowd is total. This rarefied, hidden world, enables empathy with the mall’s commodities in reified form. Dystopic imagery of the kind evoked in Ballard’s ‘High Rise’ springs to mind. This is a nightmarish tale of the residents of an affluent apartment block, whose progressive, willed isolation has created ‘a realm where their most deviant impulses were free at last to exercise themselves in any way they wished’.40 While the figurative descent into hell that Ballard describes is, thankfully, not a feature of contemporary urban China, the moral debasement of the story’s protagonists finds many parallels in social praxis. The roots of this debasement take form in the nature of ‘progression’ that the mall’s two-track world portrays. Each step forward is accompanied by a layer of detachment from social bonds and responsibilities. At the apogee of this progression, detachment is complete. It implies not only the desire to remove oneself from the crowd, but also arrogance, or even contempt towards it – an attitude borne of ‘freedom’ from the social contract.

Evidence of such degradation is plentiful, and can be seen for instance in the scandals frequently that emanate from China’s nouveau riche. As Yu Hua writes, if:

you look at the names that appear on the recent wealth rankings in China, almost all of these multimillionaires have come up from the grass roots […] Judging by the Hurun Rich List, during the past ten years there have been no fewer that 49 grassroots tycoons who have either been arrested or have fled to avoid arrest. Their crimes come in all shapes and sizes: misappropriation of funds, conspiracy to rob, corporate bribery, fabrication of financial bonds, illegal diversion of public funds, irregular seizure of agricultural land, contract fraud, credit certificate fraud, and so on.41

Graft is rife, and takes on ever more sinister dimensions the further it penetrates into the world of China’s elite. One only needs to look as far as the scandal in Chongqing that deposed China’s leader in waiting, Bo Xilai, to give weight to this claim.42 This is anomie at its other extreme. And the extent to which it appears endemic in modern China is surely a factor of the spaces through which its society is institutionalized and ultimately produced. That the mall has metastasized across the entirety of the urban landscape is no coincidence. It is instrumental in the production of human subjects inured to, and mired within, the injustices of capitalist development. Conceptual smoothness, embodied in the mall’s mode of flanerie, has pushed the ‘freedom’ of the flaneur to an unrecognizable extreme – the abjuration of all moral judgment. In consequence the dimensions of dysfunction conferred on the Chinese shopping mall are multiplied. Not only is it a repository of anomic tension, but also a generator of the social conditions that breed anomie itself.

PAPER CUTS

Two extremes of the lived dimensions that unfold within the Chinese shopping mall can now be understood. Its conceived space produces a series of social conditions that breed anomie. The act of suicide can be understood as a form of protest, whose goal is to produce another type of space within the overarching dialectic of conceived and perceived architectural form. This questions the lived dimensions of the physical structure within which its actions are framed. Homi Bhabha describes this perceptual territory as ‘Third Space’:

It is that Third Space, though unrepresentable in itself, which constitutes the discursive conditions of enunciation that ensure that the meaning and symbols of culture have no primordial unity or fixity; that even the same signs can be appropriated, translated, rehistoricized and read anew.43

In effect, the interaction between the polar extremities I have described opens an interstice within which the lived dimensions of the mall can be explored with a critical edge. This interstice represents the existential experience of hundreds of millions of Chinese citizens mobilized in service of the nation’s economic upsurge. Neither poor nor rich, this service class contests the shopping mall as part of an urban field, within which aspirations and limits are subject to a state of perpetual flux. The question is whether the critical awareness spurred within this interstice generates a truly modern flanerie. Accordingly, the counter-cultural experiences that bleed through the shopping mall as part of day-to-day praxis must be discussed.

Benjamin understood that the realm of flanerie, in its truest sense, existed outside the realm of top-down social productions. It is in a sense of being out of place – and comfortable with that fact – that empathy with the mall may take on a different form. A mimetic bond is still fostered, but its origin is not mired in slavish replication. Rather, ‘the discourse of mimicry is constructed around an ambivalence; in order to be effective, mimicry must continuously produce its slippage, its excess, its difference’.44 For those who are to different degrees, out of place, mimesis is the process by which the segmentary structure of the mall can be penetrated. Furthermore, it is the means by which the nature of this social space may be contested.
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7.5 Wangfujing, home to Beijing’s art ‘grifters’. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

At the point that Beijing’s Oriental Plaza bleeds into Wangfujing I had an experience that illustrated this situation. Jet-lagged and overawed by my first experience of the city, I was exposed to a little more of China’s entrepreneurial spirit than I was strictly comfortable with. The guide-books of course warn against well-known techniques for fleecing tourists. But in my sleep-deprived state I was genuinely disarmed by the friendliness, and English language skills, of the ‘students’ that approached me as I went about my business.

The charade went like this. A group of two to three young Chinese people will introduce themselves as art students. After some limited conversational questioning, over the course of which key information is divulged, they will tell a story of their hope to travel to your country of origin to continue their artistic training – but only if they can sell enough of their art to fund the trip. Presuming that one is taken in by this story, you will be whisked away to a nearby back-room or basement, full of derivative, commercially mass-produced Chinese motifs. This is a far cry from the globally renowned work of Ai Weiwei, Ying Duan, Peng Yu or others who represent the vanguard of China’s modern art movement. Nonetheless, this ‘art’ will be offered at vastly inflated prices. And its vendors will use every trick in the book to make a sale.

Part of the difficulty in spotting this charade is due to the extent to which foreign faces still turn heads in modern China. It is not uncommon to be approached by people who simply want to practice their foreign language skills, or who wish to have their photo taken with a foreigner. In a country that remained closed to the outside world for so long, fascination with the Western ‘other’ is palpable everywhere. Swaddled by the sense of relative safety and security that the shopping mall offered in these foreign climes – even for a mall-sceptic like me – the mixed message in this approach was one that caught me off-guard. No doubt this is exactly the effect that the other participants in this charade were hoping for. And while I was ultimately not taken in by this fiction, my first foray into the world of the Chinese shopping mall was accompanied by the exhortations of these unwelcome, but persistent, ‘hosts’. It was unfamiliar, and momentarily diverting, precisely because it was not the kind of activity that the global values of the shopping mall typically tolerate. Yet, as I made my way around Beijing’s shopping malls over the course of the following weeks, I could see that this scam was ever present. The extent to which it is well known was made clear by the Western tourists who, on subsequent occasions, would intervene with warnings whenever I attempted to make contact with these ‘students’ for my own agenda. Even so, there seems to be little attempt on the part of the authorities to clamp down on this type of low-level graft. It marks a curious facet of modern Chinese society. Although ruled by a largely authoritarian outlook, many of its facets are essentially permissive up to the point that those in power declare something outlawed. And if such an act of subversion could freely perpetuate itself within the realm of the shopping mall, it was clear that its lived dimensions were riven with far greater complexity than conventional theoretical tropes allow for.

On a number of levels, the scenario I described intersects with post-colonial ideas of otherness that are mobilized in the service of individual identity construction. As Bhabha observes, the:

place of the Other must not be imaged, as Fanon sometimes suggests, as a fixed phenomenological point opposed to the self, that represents a culturally alien consciousness. The Other must be seen as the necessary negation of a primordial identity – cultural or psychic – that introduces the system of differentiation which enables the cultural to be signified as a linguistic, symbolic, historic reality. If […] the subject of desire is never simply a Myself, then the Other is never simply and It-self, a front of identity, truth or misrecognition.45

The point here is the degree to which each participant in this scenario approaches it as an ‘actor’ – i.e. as a means of negotiating a sense of otherness in the cultural exchange that takes place. For the Chinese ‘students’, their acting takes place at a number of levels. Firstly, they are playing a role. This is to enter the confidence of someone perceived as culturally and racially ‘other’. A fictive identity is thus assigned to negotiate this difference. Secondly, there is a level of complexity conferred on their relationship with the shopping mall itself. Their gambit positions them as impoverished and alienated by this structure, and thus effectively banished to its periphery – the bleed between truly open urban space and the liminal realm of the mall within. To construct this gambit, however, an empathy between the mall and its wares must be established. Accordingly, these protagonists seem to engage in flanerie, to understand the exchange value of the malls commodities and, by extension, the spending power of their quarry. This, in turn, informs the selection of the culturally ‘other’ target of this fiction. The resultant interaction is one that plays upon, and subverts, conventional tropes of status emulation46 that are associated with the shopping mall in this context. The ‘other’ is most certainly a person of foreign extraction. But, more importantly, they are someone who superficially fits directly into the image of consumption prescribed by a given shopping mall. By empathizing with the shopping mall, the perpetrators of this racket divine its normative mode of inhabitation in order that they can position themselves relatively to it. Identity, for them, becomes a discursive affair, constructed according to the space and scenario in which its given manifestation is required.

But what of those who are the poor, unsuspecting ‘other’? Are they eternally condemned to negotiate these territories, at the mercy of unscrupulous capitalists and confidence tricksters, by dint of being too easy to define? For me, the call of the mall in Chinese cities was far from the norm. It represented a touchstone against which I could measure the degree of ‘otherness’ inherent in my present situation. Accordingly it became a facilitator through which I could negotiate an identity that would allow cultural exchange with this ‘other’. In the name of research, I too was playing upon the status emulation projected by the normative image of the shopping mall. But if I – together with these grifters – was appropriating the mall off-programme, as an individual actor, wasn’t everyone else there doing the same thing too?

My analysis up to this point has dealt with the way that the shopping mall has altered the morphology of the Chinese city and the manner in which it has reified emergent class structures within this urban framework. Inevitably this has explored a number of the negative effects bound into this transition. Most notably it has discussed the destruction of the production-based foundations on which individual and collective identity were forged. The anomie that can result finds a number of outlets in the modern Chinese shopping mall, as illustrated over the course of this chapter. Yet there must also be a counterpoint – one in which ‘consumption, not labour, is the primary point for [the] creation of an inalienable life’.47

Daniel Miller’s excellent work in the anthropology of consumption is relevant precisely because this can also now be seen in the foundation of identity construction in modern China. Its prescience exists in the fact that it moves beyond the inequalities that can be understood in an analysis of exchange values. Rather, it explores the cultural exchange inherent in the processes of consumption itself. As Miller explains, once:

we have used money to purchase consumer goods, these become our possessions and the source of a very different kind of production and creativity. We work on these possessions and sometimes make them very personal and expressive of our specific values and relationships. This is what makes them part of the process we call culture, so that ‘consumer culture’ is not a contradiction in terms.48

The point is that the seduction of the mall is never total. We enter the mall with an agenda, one that may often accord with its own, but one that remains to a large extent individuated. Within its world of alienable goods we search for that one thing which we can render inalienable and in doing so, render our individual identity more clearly. Miller cites this process as one in which individuated consumption functions as a form of resistance to the homogenizing tendencies of capitalism:

Capitalism quite clearly is alienating. Markets are so vast that most of the time we don’t even know where the thing was made or how it was made. It is just an item that appears in a shop, and our response to this is to become still more pernickety as a means of establishing our retained sense of personhood in the light of the threat of being reduced merely to the passive consumer.49

In this light, empathy, as experienced in the course of flanerie, must be reconsidered. This is a question of what one is empathizing with and why. It is also a question of degrees of empathy. Clearly the moment of deepest connection occurs at the moment that an object is sublimated from the alienable to the inalienable. But a different kind of empathy has to get us to that point. This is the interaction between the individual and the mall environment itself. Here, the:

question of cultural difference faces us with a disposition of knowledges or a distribution of practices that exist beside each other, abseits designating a form of social contradiction or antagonism that has to be negotiated rather than sublated.50

If, within the mall, we do not see ourselves, but rather a vessel within which we may find an object that can be projected onto our individual aura, then our identity relative to the mall must be negotiated and enacted. To negotiate this space we assume a role that occupies the psychological territory between the normative behaviours prescribed by a given mall and individual particularity.51 Like the grifters with which this section began, identity is assembled relatively to space and situation. Playing at a given lifestyle is a means by which ones core-self can remain intact, while neither alienated by, or inured to, the phantasmagoria through which it moves. A consumptive fantasy may be at play, but it is far from powerless on the part of the consumer. Transposed to the webs of interaction that take place across the city, the negotiation of identity explored in the previous chapter takes on a further dimension. Identity is not only reified across routines that span multiple sites across the city network. It is also rendered ephemeral to different degrees in negotiating the mall network and choices of consumption that it offers. Ephemerality becomes a positive attribute of consumption in this scenario, one that empowers individual inhabitation of the modern Chinese metropolis. It is in this sense that the shopping mall accords most convincingly with the heterotopias of illusion described by writers like Foucault and Shane.52

As fascinating as such an interdisciplinary exploration of the kind exemplified by Miller’s analysis may be, it is time to return to more conventional architectural analysis. What the foregoing investigation demonstrates is that the social life of the shopping mall cannot be reduced to a single, behaviorally constant standard. Neither does modern China’s consumer culture assume greater prevalence in any one of the characteristics described, negating the tendencies of the others. Its existence manifests in their simultaneity. The shopping mall is a repository – or machinic assemblage – within which these strands of Chinese consumer culture interact and take on a protean existence. Extreme events may be generated by the anomie inherent in the negotiation between historic and contemporary modes of existence. Equally, these moments impress themselves on the day-to-day activities that theoretically produce anomie. As such, a certain tension will always be present. This can re-manifest in more surreal imagery, such as the aquarium that shattered in a Shanghai mall53 spilling exotic fish onto the shopping mall floor and unsuspecting consumers, or the security guards cycling and playing badminton in the empty spaces of Dongguan’s South China Mall. Each is a reminder of the complexity that constitutes the social life of these structures.
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7.6 Cycling in the South China Mall, Dongguan. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

The mall is, in effect, a palimpsest onto which hundreds and thousands of rituals of exchange and identity are imagined and inscribed. It is a vehicle through which Chinese identity constitutes itself and experiments with its future. Accordingly, the formal architectural qualities that express this idea of a Chinese future must now be scrutinized as constituents of a twenty-first century Sino-centric vernacular.
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Going Down to Chinatown

Over the previous four chapters I have explored the ideological and lived geographies of the Chinese shopping mall. These investigations necessarily followed a more conventional spatial analysis of this hybrid phenomenon. And their utility has arisen from the inadequacy of employing a single disciplinary focus to understand China’s shopping malls. To limit critique of the shopping mall to formal or spatial concerns would only bypass its socio-historical and socio-political bearing upon the construction of China’s proto-modernity. It is only through an understanding of all of these attributes that a discussion of its formal architectural qualities can proceed. A return to this more orthodox architectural territory is where the discussion is now headed, but it is a return that has imbibed a healthy slug of trans-disciplinary reality.

DIFFERENT SHOES

This return begins with a conversation. It was a conversation that posed a simple question. My friend has been working as an expatriate architect in China for a number of years now. His business – Spark Architects – is successful, with offices in Beijing, Shanghai, Singapore and London. They have authored a number of major architectural projects on the Chinese mainland. His problem was one of exposure, or, more accurately, a lack of it. At first sight this seems hard to explain. Poring over the firm’s projects, their complex geometries and futuristic forms bear no little resemblance to the oeuvre of architectural celebrities such as Rem Koolhaas or Zaha Hadid. Indeed, at least 50 per cent of the company’s directors are alumni of the Architectural Association in London – the intellectual breeding ground that spawned these professional luminaries – and the other main partner comes from the Bartlett School. Yet the fact that shopping malls comprise much of this company’s output is one that seemingly scuppers their chances of ever gracing popular architectural publications.1

For typical mall-watchers, or adherents to post-modernism’s more egregious architectural excesses, my friend’s approach to shopping mall design may come across as pure anathema. The relationship between architectural form and the shopping mall, for most observers, appears to reside in its surface language and is the stuff of pure fantasy. Would-be avant-garde architectural expression seems to occupy an entirely different formal territory. By way of example, the surface language employed in British malls – such as the faux local contextualism at Kent’s Bluewater or the gaudy neo-Baroque of Manchester’s Trafford Centre – uses historical pastiche to create a sense of psychological security for its visitors. It is the sense of something familiar that provides some reassurance amid the relentless flux of globalization. ‘Surface’ removes itself from the realm of abstract symbolism by presenting imagery in which the consumer can emotionally invest.2 Imbued with reminders of a settled family home or a special holiday moment this imagery is designed to elicit a personal response to the mall environment and, crucially, obfuscate the machinations of its spatial being. To divorce the elements behind this dialectic of deception would seemingly break the spell that binds the compulsion to consume and, as such, the equation between plan and profit. But China has a very different relationship with its recent history, and it is this difference that needs to be expressed here.

Over and over again, the prevailing Chinese attitude in the aftermath of disasters seems to be: after all, what’s gone is gone, and one must move on by focusing on the gains, on the positive side. In other words, you rub off the rough edges of history by rubbing off the rough edges of your own skin.3

Reified representations of Chinese history, such as those found today in Beijing’s Nanluoguxiang or Shanghai’s Tianzifang and Xintiandi, provide a useful platform from which to explore this particular idiosyncrasy. They also illustrate how this Chinese trait informs the different attitudes towards architectural heritage that exist between occident and orient. As previously highlighted, the representation of Chinese life that persists in many of these spaces, is one that really only serves the milieu of global tourism. A lack of Chinese faces, particularly in Tianzifang, testifies as much. It is also testimony that the ‘authenticity’ implicit in this experience is anything but that. Rather, this occidental preoccupation with experiencing authenticity mines representations of the China discovered and conquered by a succession of colonial forbearers. ‘Otherness’ is initially experienced via several degrees of separation – through fragments displaced to cultural institutions on foreign shores, or literary and pictorial representations authored through a historical-colonial perspective. As Said observes:

if we agree that all things in history, like history itself, are made by men, then we will appreciate how possible it is for objects or places or times to be assigned roles and given meanings that acquire objective validity only after the assignments are made.4

Occidental perspectives have moved past the inequities of colonialism in many respects, but our relationship with the past is still coloured by the obverse of this historical coin. For the occident, the last 200 years have represented an ascent to a position of preeminence in the world order. History, in this sense, becomes a self-legitimating trope that confers authenticity on this perspective. Accordingly we (in the occidental sense) celebrate history, and within its narrative fragments divine a sense of our own authentic essence.
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8.1 Xintiandi, Shanghai. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

To empathize with a Chinese perspective, one must understand that for most indigenous people the last 200 years, on the other face of this historical coin, has been an experience frequently tainted with humiliation. Many of the symbols prized by an occidental pursuit of authenticity would have become, for their native population, a reminder of the material paucity in their day-to-day existence under what was effectively colonial domination. History, in this context, is not a construction in whose afterglow its beneficiaries can happily bask. Instead it is a cloud of ignominy that must be surmounted at all costs. Accordingly, the material symbols associated with this history must be understood as intrinsically bound to this state of affairs.

Over the course of this study I have alluded to a relative lack of Chinese nostalgia in their approach to the built environment. And I would argue that the imperative outlined above is at the root of this condition. Revolutionary consciousness has been mobilized in the service of creating a modern China – one whose present is reinforced by the erasure of its past. For Benjamin, this was a path fraught with peril. Perpetual revolution, in his eyes, was all too often destructive of historical lessons from which a more nuanced social order could be derived. Revolution therefore walked a fine line, one where:

political choice was not between [preservation or modernization], but between destruction of the historical record – which alone makes revolutionary consciousness possible – and destruction in remembrance of this record. In short, it was a choice between obliterating the past, or actualizing it.5

The question here, is the extent to which the architectural language of the Chinese shopping mall reflects or perpetuates such a revolutionary social order.

BLINDED BY THE LIGHTS

A language of architectural expression that represents Chinese modernity will obviously encompass a territory far wider than that occupied by the shopping mall. If the shopping mall’s position within this lexicon is to be truly understood it will only be possible via a reading of the landscape of architectural production in China as a whole. This landscape is as riven with culturally hybrid complexity as the Chinese shopping mall itself.

Turning back the clock to March 2008, the ‘China Design Now’ exhibition, held at the Victoria and Albert museum in London, was one of many events presaging China’s moment of global arrival during Beijing’s Olympic Games. Over three rooms the exhibition visited three cities: Shenzhen, Shanghai and Beijing. Each, respectively, displayed a different facet of Chinese design innovation. The Shenzhen exhibit dealt with graphic design, while Shanghai’s focus was changing consumption patterns. Architecture was reserved for Beijing. The underlying narrative concerned the nature of China’s evolution since ‘opening up’ to the forces of globalization. The first two installments of the exhibit dealt with processes that Stuart Hall has called ‘globalization from below’.6 In the first room brand imagery was assimilated through the usage of specific Chinese characters and iconography. In the second room the changing face and aspirations of China’s nascent service class were viewed through relationships between the domestic realm and consumption. It was in the transition to the third room, which exhibited Beijing’s ‘Future City’7 strategy, that a more troubling picture of Chinese globalization became apparent. Dominated by heroically scaled models of Rem Koolhaas’s CCTV Tower, Norman Foster’s Beijing Airport Terminal and Herzog de Meuron’s Birds Nest Olympic Stadium, my impression was of a Beijing dedicated to the collection of mega-scaled architectural projects authored by a Eurocentric star system. This is not to say that buildings by native Chinese architects were not also on offer. Smaller models showing projects authored by Qingyun Ma, Cui Kai, Zhu Xiaofeng, Liu Jiakun, Wang Shu, Wang Hui, Zhu Pei and Wu Tong formed a periphery that was interspersed with further European schemes such as Arup’s Dongtan Eco-City. But it was all too clear what the main exhibit was. If the first two rooms showed a China whose globalization was generating hybrid ideas at a local, individualized level, then the final sequence of the exhibit leaned toward a cityscape realized from the top downwards. A seemingly unequal dialectic in the conception and production8 of China’s architectural landscape, and the relevance of the shopping mall to this exchange, therefore occupies the following discussion.

The global is in the local in the very process of the formation of the local.9

Doreen Massey argues that the distinctive nature of ‘place’ is one that must be looked for far outside the geographical boundary of a given site. Highlighting the ‘stretched-out’ condition of globalization and the complex webs of interaction that constitute modern ideas of ‘place’, Massey states that:

what gives a place its specificity is not some long internalised history but the fact that it is constructed out of a particular constellation of social relations, meeting and weaving together at a particular locus. [Thus] each ‘place’ can be seen as a particular, unique point of their intersection. It is, indeed, a meeting place. Instead then, of thinking of places as areas with boundaries around, they can be imagined as articulated moments in networks of social relations and understandings, but where a large proportion of those relations, experiences and understandings are constructed on a far larger scale than what we happen to define for that moment as the place itself, whether that be a street, or a region, or even a continent. And this in turn allows a sense of place which is extroverted, which includes a consciousness of its links with the wider world, which integrates in a positive way the global and the local.10

Massey’s reading of ‘place’ can potentially mobilize a broader set of criteria with which to understand the problematic representation of contemporary architecture in China. Initially I am concerned with the representative qualities projected by Beijing’s ‘Future City’. This means an extroverted sense of place whose self-awareness is manifested by a consciousness of links with the wider world. In this sense, the ‘Future City’ is marketed for an external, foreign audience. Understanding the determinants of this representation will provide the tools to unravel Beijing’s representational city form at the level of the macro. Furthermore, it will bestow the interpretive tools to delve beneath the surface of this construction.

POSTCARD FROM BEIJING

What is emerging in Beijing in 2008 is a special landscape for which the Chinese state has invited the most suitable architects around the world to design the landmarks of an ‘open, modern, international city’ of Beijing, as ‘new images of the nation after reform and opening up’. This landscape is surely a spectacle with great symbolic capital, a spectacle of great marks of distinction, which will showcase Beijing and China in the global media with its pervasive and instantaneous circulation of images.11

Jianfei Zhu’s analysis of contemporary Beijing confers a sense of the domestic influences behind its architectural production and representation. Beijing’s policymakers concern themselves with the attributes of its architectural landscape that are pre-ordained as commensurate with the brand of modernity that China chooses to project. Representations of this modernity balance a vision of integration into the mechanics of a globalized world with the desire to forge a distinct national identity. Equilibrium shapes these representations – the external fusion of global capital and architectural opportunism is offset by the one-party state’s political will. Considered individually, none of these topics are uncharted territory in the wealth of written information on contemporary China. A fresh perspective is, however, available by bringing them together.

Foreign direct investment has been the enabler and sustaining force behind China’s explosive economic growth. As Will Hutton notes, Western capital has employed the ‘China play’ since Deng Xiaoping ushered out the impoverishment of Mao’s hard-line Communism and opened the door to the wider world for the People’s Republic. It is a devastatingly simple formula. Rich, post-industrial nations:

locate production capacity in a tax-free zone in China; employ its literate workers at up to one thirtieth of the cost of workers in the United States or Europe; coordinate activity by Information and Communication Technology (ICT); ship the products on a modern container in a modern freeway to a modern port. And sell them in the west for a colossal margin.12

What outwardly appears as a win-win relationship has led to an ‘avalanche of foreign investment [that] has made China the world’s workshop, or at least mass assembler, of choice’ and the world’s leading exporter.13 Dynamically this may be considered an association imbued with ‘the colonialism of capital’. This refers to a relationship of unequal partners, where one uses their economic superiority to exploit the other. It is far from one-way, however. For China it is a colonization that is willed and one which it is attempting to exploit to its own advantage. Its roots are entwined in the Chinese Communist Party’s highest echelons of policy implementation. Accordingly, the relationship between capital and the representational significance of architectural form is imbued with a dynamic of a particular kind and provenance.

Attraction of foreign capital on the scale required here demands symbols of openness and appropriateness to the strategic relationship in question. It is the form of finance14 portrayed, commensurate with ‘the infrastructure and the servicing that produce a capability for global control’15 that is at stake here. In simple terms this means a skyline that declares it is open to the world for business. Thus in the first instance of ‘willed colonization’, the representation of the cityscape is reduced to a series of carefully chosen architectural forms, recognizing:

that the discursive form of the message has a privileged position in the communicative exchange (from the viewpoint of circulation), and that the moments of ‘encoding’ and ‘decoding’, though only ‘relatively autonomous’ in relation to the communicative process as a whole, are determinate moments.16

In its methods of representation or encoding, architectural form is therefore imbued with a metonymic presence. When decoded in the context described here, architecture assumes the status of ‘a rallying point’.17 Anthony King’s study of the colonial bungalow describes this relationship as fulfilling ‘one of the most important symbolic functions of colonial architecture, that of providing the European community with a visible assurance of their own cultural identity’.18 While King’s text is situated within the historic dynamic of imperialist-colonial power relations, the premise remains accurate in the current Chinese context. The two centuries that bridge these scenarios represent a shift, from the imperialist dominance of nation states to a less tangible, though more pervasive, hegemony of global capital. Harvey situates this shift within the streams of post-modern critical thought that have, over the last half-century, progressively undermined the legacy of the modernist project. His work identifies how capital has appropriated the mass-produced technological innovations of modernism while using this critique to undermine its more progressive social aspirations. The result, is all too often an ‘architecture of spectacle, with its sense of surface glitter and transitory participatory pleasure, of display and ephemerality’.19 Operating under the auspices of populism, and having divested the modernist movement of its more socialist and revolutionary critical sensibilities, capital plunges contemporary architecture into a world dominated by the aesthetics of surface. Furthermore, this hollowing out of the critical process self-consciously limits the potential of any new order that contemporary theory may produce.

At this juncture it is important to stress that I am not concerned with furthering supposed notions of ‘non place’20 or a homogenized cityscape that certain facets of globalization theory lazily malign. Rather, I am concerned with the construction of a ‘place image’ that is contrived to project a capability to deal successfully with the complexities of globalized capital. Simultaneously, a distinctive national identity is mediated through cutting-edge architectural forms in a language perceptible to the external viewer. In the words of Harvey, this expresses a ‘relation between capitalist development and the state … as mutually determining’.21 Representational strategies of this kind have ‘offered many opportunities for Western firms to gain work’22 in China, at a scale, and with a sense of monumental ambition, that is simply not possible in their native countries. Architectural opportunity and ego go hand-in-hand with the strategic concerns that underpin the representational strategy outlined here. Accordingly, a greater sense of clarity can now be applied to the ‘top down’ bias of the Victoria and Albert Museum’s architectural exhibit.

OUTSIDE-IN

If this bias can now be understood, attention must shift to the nature of the architecture produced by this representational strategy and the linguistic threads that connect it to China’s man-made physical landscape as a whole. Each of the three mega-projects occupying centre-stage at the ‘China Design Now’ exhibition reveal problematic issues in the use of architecture as a representational strategy. These are based in the difficulties that their designers faced when marrying a monumental image to experiential reality. Foster’s airport terminal fuses his preoccupation with the typology to a scale commensurate with China’s fixation on statistical superlatives. His adherence to high-tech formal expression feels rather outdated, however, by the awkward, arbitrary motifs that attempt to integrate this structure into its wider context.23 A muted reference to the Forbidden City’s colour palette and the metaphoric conflation of its triangular rooflights with the scales of a Chinese dragon feel rather divorced from the sense of genius loci that pervades Foster’s more compelling international work.24 Moreover, the liminal location and highly specific programme for this project make its relevance to the broader Chinese city rather limited.
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8.2 Beijing airport terminal. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Herzog de Meuron’s Bird’s Nest stadium, on the other hand, is a beautiful showpiece that uses its complex structure to express the metaphor of individuality within a collective whole.25 Any potency that this message may contain is somewhat neutered, however, by the building’s containment within the axial, processional urban form of the Olympic park. Furthermore, its message, conceived in collaboration with Chinese artist and enfant terrible Ai Weiwei, is tinged with problematic overtones for the authoritarian mindset of many Chinese policy makers.26

Perhaps the most influential of these three projects, particularly in terms of establishing a more widespread and coherent architectural narrative in the Chinese city, is Rem Koolhaas’s CCTV building. Koolhaas, from the outset, has been keen to establish a far more explicit engagement with China than displayed in Foster’s scheme. In his own words, ‘I tried to understand China first before becoming involved there as an architect’.27 This statement is evidenced by a number of Koolhaas’s publications, most notably The Great Leap Forward, which was prepared in conjunction with his research unit at the Harvard Design School. It is an approach that has positioned Koolhaas within a cross-cultural dialogue that appears to drive the production of China’s modern architectural landscape. As Jianfei Zhu notes:

On the one hand, a new generation of Chinese architects have brought Western ideas of reflexivity and autonomy into China, producing a tectonic purism to challenge the dominant tradition of social realism in the country. On the other hand, some Western architects and theorists – or at least some of the most ‘edgy’ ones – have begun to bring ideas of efficiency and ‘constructivism’ from China and Asia into the West, engendering a new pragmatism that has challenged the critical traditions of the previous, postmodern era. If Yung Ho Chan, Qingyun Ma, Liu Jiakun and Wang Shu represent those Chinese architects taking part in the first flow of ideas, then it is Rem Koolhaas who may be regarded as the best representative of the second trend.28
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8.3 Bird’s Nest Stadium, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Koolhaas’s work in Western countries represents a hybrid architecture that is driven by the assimilation of ‘a new critical spirit in which pragmatism and ‘constructivism’, much alive in Asia now, may be incorporated into the equation’.29

When interviewed shortly after the award of the CCTV commission he stated that his ‘initial enthusiasm for architecture was mostly triggered by the architects of 1920s Russia – Russian Constructivism. And of course that too was a communist architecture’.30 Similarly, his concern with redrawing traditional Westernized critical boundaries in favour of a post-critical engagement with ‘the ‘operational’ and the ‘making’ of the city’,31 is one that can be traced to his earliest work of architectural prominence – the publication of Delirious New York. As Fraser states, ‘in this astonishing book Koolhaas reinterpreted Manhattan to reveal the forces which had turned that city into the ‘Capital of Capitalism’ in the twentieth century’.32 In this work a longer and deeper engagement with the issues highlighted by Zhu et al. is evident. Furthermore, it is here that a turn away from ‘the lingering love affair of European architects with the USA’33 began, in search of ground on which Koolhaas’s contemporary architectural vision could be realized under more favourable terms. As he observes:

in capitalist countries the effect of capitalism and the effect of the market on OMA architecture – if you look at the past 20 years – has been largely negative in a sense that there’s no more public but every operation [is] being undertaken by the privates. And therefore, that the status of architects has been fundamentally changed and you’re no longer doing something for public good but for private interests. In that sense, there was an attempt by us to see whether the more traditional work of the architect – somebody working for the public good – would still be possible in a communist context.34

Perhaps an alternate interpretation of Koolhaas’s involvement with China is appropriate here, where his role moves beyond that of a filter importing ideas back into the west. Rather, he is able to exploit the strategic locus of ideology and opportunity to build on a hugely ambitious scale, in an environment that is coincident with his real ideological preoccupations. High stakes indeed.

So the question is how Koolhaas has managed to translate these concerns into built form. The project derives its formal response from a pragmatic interpretation of programme and site. As Koolhaas explains:

the fundamental thing that attracted us was that at the station headquarters, all the facilities of making and producing television would take place in the same location. […] The interesting thing to us is that all these entities at CCTV are in one single structure and that they can be organized in a loop, so that every part is connected to another.35

Consequently, CCTV’s cranked loop, takes on a number of symbolic roles. It creates an instant landmark on Beijing’s skyline; it is a diagrammatic representation of CCTV’s organizational hierarchy; and it is a visual metaphor for the cyclical perpetuation of modern mass media. These formal contortions required a daring structural solution expressed on the building façade as a stress map cutting diagonal swathes through its glazed exterior.

Beyond its distinctive aesthetics there are more difficult programmatic questions, however. These find their basis in popular perception of CCTV as ‘a nakedly Orwellian institution’36 and mouthpiece of the Chinese state. No wonder that Ole Scheeren, OMA’s project leader for the CCTV Tower, has stated that ‘the declared aim is to become the BBC of China, and the many publicly accessible functions of the new building program point towards a democratisation of the institution’.37 But if these lofty ambitions are to be fulfilled, the building must do more than convey an impression of openness. It must be delivered as an operational reality.

Until the building finally opens we can only undertake a limited analysis of its spatiality. Nonetheless the available plans, sections and elevations do provide some scope for investigation. One of the most important ‘democratizing’ features of the building is its publicly accessible loop. This allows visitors to follow the form of the building along a circulation path that delivers a microcosm of the activities taking place within CCTV. Taken as a symbolic gesture of openness, the loop adds a hitherto unavailable ‘hands on’ experience to the building. If this is a welcome idea, one cannot help but worry that its physical reality will reduce the experience, in terms of democratic interaction, to the tokenistic. The smooth path shown within OMA’s conceptual diagrams is one that will take place principally within an elevator, broken by the walk between the two raking legs of the loop. While this path and its stop-off points will display more of the building, there must necessarily be some gap between what a visitor sees and an operational reality. The likelihood is that the visitor will only ever see a manicured image rather than the cut-and-thrust of production itself. As a controlled gestural path of movement – one that could be quickly and easily closed off if necessary – it is entirely flawed. As Fraser notes, ‘it offers at best an isolated symbol of critique, rather than a critical architecture that can hint at changes in meaning through radical aesthetics and a thoroughgoing spatial manipulation of the building programme’.38 The question is where this rather ambiguous position might lead.
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8.4 CCTV headquarters, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Koolhaas’s theoretical Chinese explorations have continued the thread that began in S,M,L,XL’s ‘Singapore Songlines’,39 to inform a developing ‘post-critical’ relationship between architectural theory and the city. As Jianfei Zhu notes, there:

is a cross-cultural perspective here but with a specific vectorial movement: an Asia-to-west or China-to-west flow of ideas and energies for a reform of western thinking. There is also a specific type of ideas and energies absorbed into the west: the pragmatic, the operative, the making.40

The difficulty with this position is the nature of its application and built results. Koolhaas is clearly fascinated by the conditions of destruction and renewal that create instant chunks of Chinese urbanity, often without the guiding hand of the architect. But while his written work is preoccupied with these conditions, ‘his practice still turns out one-of-a-kind, agenda setting pieces’.41 Theory and built work never seem to fully align. Rather, the two are conflated by the geographical proximity of their subject matter and physical situation. There is an absence of a defined critical approach that leaves any theoretical insight open to the vagaries of the market.42

More worrying still is the bias this representational strategy places on the discourse that has followed in its wake. Hybrid architectural form is rendered familiar by the provenance of its authorship. A heady, influential mix that privileges their status in China’s urban production. The danger here is that in branding the metropolis for foreign consumption, discourse may choose to treat these projects as shorthand for the more complex organism of the city itself. It is an urban scenario that presents a difficult position for meaningful dialogue. One cannot ignore the prominence of these structures, yet their pervasiveness and flaws must be moved beyond rather than uncritically accepted. Discourse must unlock the Faustian pact that – at the level of representational strategy – appears to exist between architecture and the city in Beijing. Anna Klingmann neatly summarises this dilemma: ‘Only by designing from the “inside out”, and not (as seems to be the current fad) “from the outside in”, can scenarios emerge that are particular and unique to one specific place’.43 These three monuments represent a brandscape conceived at a panoptic level by state-controlled planners. Furthermore, the geographical situation of their designers makes the outside-in position literal. What then is their significance to an inside-out position that might be more representative of a globalization oriented from below?

INSIDE-OUT

Jianfei Zhu, has been at the forefront – along with scholars such as Peter G. Rowe and Edward Denison – of an English-language discussion that attempts to unravel the inside-outside dialectic behind China’s culturally hybrid architectural landscape. Most importantly, Zhu’s work moves forward from a strictly historical analysis to situate this discourse in the here-and-now. In particular, his essay on ‘Criticality in Between China and the West’ identifies a position whereby emergent Chinese critical practice absorbs architectural ideas from external sources that are rooted in ‘a basic interest in tectonics and purism initially explored in inter-war modernism’.44 Zhu argues that critical practice is able to re-shape these ideas through a theoretical enquiry rooted within the context that it operates. Based on factors of speed, ideological transition, and an environment in which a set of commercial rules have yet to be fully written:

the starting point for these architects is the idea of a ‘basic architecture’ or ‘architecture-in-itself’, as Yung Ho Chang first proposed, a claim for the autonomy of the discipline, against the demand to dress up for external purposes (social, ideological, historical, commercial). Following that are two emerging positions: an abstract regionalism as in Chang and Liu Jiakun (and in some of Wang Shu and Qingyun Ma’s projects), and a socially concerned urbanism as specifically addressed by Ma (and also in Chang, Wang and Cui and others more recently).45

Representative of the work of the best of the current crop of practitioners in modern China, this architectural discourse is an important step toward the territory in which we may find a more substantial case for a modern Chinese approach. It is, however, a position that also faces substantial challenges if it is to translate into a widespread operative reality.

Most difficult, on a general level, is the position of the inside-out and outside-in approach at almost opposite ends of a scale that is both literal and figurative. As Zhu has noted:

this landscape can be understood as a spectrum of designs ranging from the smallest to the largest; size here is categorical rather than literal. At the one end of the scale are the designs of the Chinese architects of Chang’s generation, and at the other those of the west as represented by Koolhaas.46

Similarly, Claudio Greco has categorized Beijng’s modern architectural landscape into large projects designed by overseas (and principally European) firms, medium-sized projects designed by Chinese offices in conjunction with overseas offices, and finally smaller projects designed by Chinese architects.47 It is an imbalance that is brutally manifested in the representations of the Beijing cityscape, but also one that asks questions of the true nature of what should be represented. The largest projects fail, in their mediation between praxis and monumental form, to deliver the space needed for day-to-day urban life. Conversely, the delivery of space with real experiential ideals at its foundation is a central concern for the smallest projects in this field. Where they suffer is in their pursuit of small-scaled architectural autonomy – they are conceived at a scale below that at which much of the city is now being realized. Their spread is simply not far and wide enough when considered in the face of the rapacious commercial development that devours Beijing’s historic centre. Simply put, while these two positions stimulate much of the more important debate about architecture of real merit and share many formal characteristics, both exist as exceptions rather than the rule in the formation of the wider cityscape.

This hierarchy also complicates the discernment, at a representational level, of any meaning implicit in the abstract tectonic qualities that these two scales of project might actually be representative of. If projects conceived from the inside-out utilize a ‘pure’ tectonic modernism as the language for a more socially conscious architecture, then a confused ideological position results when considering the formal characteristics they share with larger outside-in projects whose role is to represent the apparatus of the state. Furthermore, if the former can be seen as a critique of Beijing’s nascent urban field, while the latter reinforces an underlying structure of societal control, how does this influence a middle ground – one which will inevitably draw influence from a discourse that links these two poles. While I am not searching for a position from which to undermine Zhu’s analysis, I am keen to ask a series of questions that may augment it. As Zhang Jie has noted:

the question of a context, or vernacular, considered in the face of the hundreds and thousands and even millions of square feet being added to the cityscape year on year, is perhaps less what it is now, and more what it will be in 100 years.48

The contrast, in this context, between the adoption of a ‘post-critical’ position by many foreign architects working in China and an emergent criticality in the work of indigenous Chinese architects establishes an important idiomatic connection. The dynamic that imbues this dialogue remains a source of concern, however. As Tao Zhu notes, in response to Jianfei Zhu’s original essay:

I do share some of the ‘post-critical’ impatience with academicist ‘criticality’: hidden in the ivory towers of American academia, the ‘negation/resistance’ rhetoric has now become too hermetic even to communicate with, not to say intervene in, society. But I am, on the other hand, frightened by the ‘post-critical’ assertion that the ideological struggle is over and that market forces reign.49

The pragmatic dimensions of a post-critical position, in particular, have fascinated Koolhaas. Indeed, as he has retreated from a position of theoretical preeminence, much of his work has been characterized by a ‘build first and ask questions later’ approach. Opportunity often sidelines wider ideological or ethical concerns in this scenario,50 let alone the foundation of a compelling urban thesis. Here, architecture appears to be concerned only with itself. Moreover, the critical approach of China’s indigenous architectural milieu does not appear to extend as far as taking such dubious moral positions to task. Rather, the preservation of formal architectural values is accorded an ethical position that supersedes all other concerns. This is equally problematic. The notion of an autonomous architecture-in-itself can be a position of withdrawal as much as it can be an image of a brighter future. Complex social issues are simply circumvented by a retreat into inward looking, self-referential, sculptural architectonic form. There is, therefore, a real danger present in the ease with which stylistic similarities between critical and post-critical projects can affect a transfer of meaning in terms of the significance of what they represent. Potentially, any emergent criticality will be shorn of its significance in translation. Tao Zhu expands on this position further, saying that:

it seems as though the attempt to take hold of ‘criticality’, by hard-landing onto one particular ‘language system’ that no longer exists in any coherent form, is an illusory effort. The specific formal cases cited in Zhu’s essay, e.g., the work of Yung Ho Chan, Jiakun Liu and Qingyun Ma, can be viewed not so much as a particular ‘critique of language’ but instead a practice of language.51

If the shortcomings of the ‘large’ and ‘small’ positions occupying the forefront of architectural debate in China are evident, what of the emergent practice of language that results from their integration in the ‘medium scale’. These projects provide the framework for the life of the city and platform for Chinese and Western firms to collaborate. And it is these ‘mixed-use’ developments that allow the shopping mall to enter the picture.

While the polarization of native and foreign is far from the intention of this study, a degree of separation is necessary to understand the architectural language that defines the shopping mall in the Chinese city. At the level of external representation, the mall is integral to the generalized apparatus of globalization that supports a skyline increasingly contrived to attract foreign capital. The shopping mall assumes, for the foreign bodies that are drawn eastward by this process, the role of an architectural placebo – a means by which the reality of inhabiting a largely alien context is naturalized through a more familiar array symbols and praxis. In effect, geographical space and time are compressed as a:

response to desire for fixity and for security of identity in the middle of all the movement and change. A ‘sense of place’, of rootedness, can provide – in this form and on this interpretation – stability and a sense of unproblematical identity.52

In the altered psychogeography that colours native perceptions of the Chinese city, the architectural representation of the mall is also a constitutive element in the formation of collective and individual identity. As previously discussed, this process of identity formation resides in the cultural dimension of consumption – namely the creation of a new consumer class. The presence of the shopping mall is instrumental to the bottom-up establishment of a consumer culture. In its orderly processions of worldly goods it fulfills ‘the desire of contemporary masses to bring things “closer” spatially and humanly. Every day the urge grows stronger to get hold of an object at very close range by way of its likeness, its reproduction’.53 As the notion of a consumer culture becomes entrenched in Beijing, and China, the urban presence of the mall shifts to that of a marker which is bound to – and an extension of – the rituals of domestic praxis that are constitutive of identity itself. It is where we live and the choices we make in our negotiation of the city, that form a repository from which one can construct a sense of identity based on individual taste and the goods they can afford. Architectural form is irrevocably bound to this process of identity construction. The question turns to how these streams of formal architectural language coalesce as a physical reality.

THE NEW NORMAL

In this sense I am discussing an architectural language that is affective. And this language of affectation must vary according to the socio-cultural conditions that it serves. Lefebvre understands this as ‘sensory space’:

In what sense does sensory space, within social space, consist? It consists in an ‘unconsciously’ dramatized interplay of relay points and obstacles, reflections, references, mirrors and echoes – an interplay implied, but not explicitly designated, by this discourse.54

From an occidental perspective, the language of affectation has entrenched cultural norms through its fetishization of history. Its purpose is to inure its collective subject to the prevailing social order and, by proxy, to smother revolutionary impulse. By contrast affective language, from an oriental perspective, is one that stokes the fires of a particular kind of revolution. What is at stake is less the liberation of political consciousness, however. Its motivation is a revolution in the material conditions of existence that produce its collective subject.

The tension between these languages of affectation is mirrored in the heterotopic patchwork of spatial conditions that comprise China’s immanent urban order today. As previously illustrated, heterotopic space is firmly ingrained within the Chinese psyche. Its historic city cells subsisted homeostatically with the larger urban whole, as containers and mirrors of metropolitan complexity. The shopping mall has harboured such ambitions from its mid-twentieth-century inception as a constituent of the man-made world in suburban America, and its assimilation into the Chinese city today can be understood in these terms. Yet the hollowing out of China’s historic heterotopias and their reduction to an affective language that slakes the thirst of global tourism speaks of a shift. On one level it is reflective of the reified historical motifs that frame post-modern architectural experiences such as the shopping mall.55 On another it speaks of the presence of a new condition – one that produces and is produced by the aspirations of its indigenous collective subject. It is also one that gives protean form to the Chinese city and shopping mall alike.

On this premise I return to the question with which this chapter started, which is the nature of the contemporary architectural spectacle through which the Chinese shopping mall expresses itself. Spark Architects Raffles City development in Beijing oozes such modernity. Externally, its envelope unites the three towers and five-storey podium that contain its mixed-use programme in a sweeping, continuous orchestration of glazed elements. Abstract motifs and tessellated roofscapes confer complexity and boldness on a form that retains a sense of architectural homogeneity through its material constancy. Outwardly, it projects the impression of an architectural whole which wishes to speak of the intricacies of metropolitan life. The interior of the retail podium continues this treatment. Emphasis is oriented towards the dramatic sweep of its atrium edges. Sinuous, tessellated diagrids that form the atrium roof morph into a sculptural, dynamic, mirror-glassed form – dubbed the ‘Crystal Lotus’56 – that occupies centre-stage in the mall atrium. Visual tactile elements reinforce the architectural whole: continuous barrisol lighting, glazed balustrades, and even the ceiling tracks housing fire barriers, become vectoral gestures that emphasize a sense of spatial continuity. Escalators diagonally interpenetrate the atrium to emphasize their sculptural qualities and physical amenity in navigating the mall. Structural members such as frames and columns are suppressed in favour of a visual emphasis on fluid movement. These gestural dynamics become metaphors for urban multiplicity, continuity and potentiality. Materials are selected on the basis of the modern qualities that will reflect the mall as ‘a clean and highly designed place in contrast to a sometimes derelict context’.57 The predominance of reflective lacquer, glass, pale polished stone, brightly coloured polycarbonate and abstract graphic motifs, contrasts markedly with the simulated patina of age that conventionally confers a sense of class on proceedings within the shopping mall. As an affective language it is one that appears to equate Chinese modernity with a vigorous, energetic spirit. And in its ornamental austerity, certainly relative to its forbearers, this language implies a palimpsest onto which multiple potential identities can be projected, rather than a reification within which the status quo is reflected. Its rejection of history in favour of a bold step into the future could not be clearer.

As an affective mode of spatial production, this kind of language is also reflected across multiple sites in the Chinese cities visited over the course of this study. SOHO are the most obvious patron of contemporary architecture of this mode. Their sponsorship has introduced many luminaries of the profession to the task of re-making the Chinese city. Projects such as Shangdu SOHO have promoted their agenda through the commission of major-league architectural names. But this influence spreads far beyond the rarefied boundaries of one-off architectural showpieces. If earlier Chinese malls – such as the dreary Oriental Plaza – were characterized by a particularly insensitive brand of rote post-modernism, their numbers are increasingly few. Architectural form appears to have telescoped within a decade and a half of Chinese mall design, so as to produce a relentless montage of hyper-modernity in malls such as Beijing’s Xidan Joy City, Shanghai’s IFC Pudong and far more examples than it would be possible to list here. While designed by lesser lights of the profession, their jagged crystalline facets and tessellations faithfully evoke the affective language under discussion here. Architecture is clearly not immune to the mimetic impulse that runs through Chinese consumer culture.

Quality varies hugely across the spectrum of these projects – from a sense of the ‘real thing’ at Raffles City, Dongzhimen or numerous SOHO projects, to the unremittingly over-the-top façade of Beijing’s Golden Resources. An optimistic perspective would paint this scene as one which is emboldened by experimentation, whose formal ‘errors’ are outweighed by the sense of an architectural milieu gradually getting it right. Broadly speaking, the architectural style of this milieu falls into the deconstructivist/parametricist camp. In the world of the shopping mall, for so long dominated by post-modern tropes, it could be seen as a belated stylistic victory for what is seen by most architects as a more formally innovative architectural movement. It would also point towards the shopping mall being taken more seriously as an architectural problem. The apparent thrust and openness of this language speaks of liberation, both for its inhabitants and the typological straitjacket. Liberation appears inherent in this architecture because its expressions of urban complexity reject the fragmentary, disjunctive experience exemplified by post-modernism, in favour of a fluid, dynamic field of interaction. It becomes a metaphor for the emancipation of the urban environment as an unlimited field of socio-spatial vitality.

[image: images]

8.5 The ‘Crystal Lotus’ at Dongzhimen Raffles City, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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8.6 IFC Pudong, Shanghai. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Such metaphors wear rather thin, however, on closer inspection of their interaction between space and form. For all the grandstanding élan implicit in its formal expression, this form of architectural language remains a thing that is applied. In lower-rent manifestations of this hybrid style the veneer makes itself visually apparent through poorly executed or discontinuous architectural details. The wholesale re-brand of Beijing’s Golden Resources, between 2008 and 2012, is a particularly sobering example. But this oppositional tension is also present in more outwardly resolved fusions of space and form. As the designers of Dongzhimen’s Raffles City told me, they were given free licence with the formal treatment of the development, but its spatial configuration was pre-ordained by a series of technical advisers within the client body.58 Beneath the vectoral sheen of the projects plastic expression, a racetrack layout is reinforced as its organizational hub. On one level this is indicative of a growing awareness, on the part of Chinese clients, of the commercial imperatives behind their developments and how these may be achieved.59 On another, it is redolent of how the tension at the heart of shopping mall design – between freedom of architectural expression and the client’s desire for profit generation – simmers within the veneer of its skin. This is reflected in a materiality which, unlike that of the projects it visually mimics, is thin and insubstantial. Where form and space fuse in more iconic projects of the deconstructive oeuvre, a sense of permanence is achieved through the use of materials that efficiently combine sculptural plastic expression and structural integrity – most notably in reinforced concrete. Even the most convincingly realized malls bypass this permanence, in favour of hollow internal envelopes that conceal the workings of their formal inauthenticity. The politics of this internal envelope thus accord with post-modern veneration of the ‘decorated shed’.60 The mall’s economic imperative remains the same. Affective language, oriented towards Occident or Orient, may occupy opposing faces of the coin, but the materiel at its core remains the same. A change of clothes simply tailors the same spatial end to an alternate audience. Faced with this scenario it would be all too easy to view these affective languages as nothing more than a means of manufacturing a further degree of difference in an otherwise generic spatial experience. This would be to deny the potential of an emergent vernacular within the Chinese shopping mall, not to mention the nuances of a culturally hybrid architecture. Accordingly, a more complex set of interactions must exist in this intersection of space and form.
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8.7 Golden Resources, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

FREE RADICALS?

Despite the palpable sense of ephemerality within the Chinese shopping mall’s internal envelope, its architectural elements appear to form a closer bond than those displayed in previous historical examples of the typology. The abstract ornamentation of the new formal language of Chinese malls expresses, rather than masks, the space that it serves. Nonetheless, it remains the stuff of collagist illusion and, as such, a loose aggregation of the qualities associated with the work of different, leading practitioners, within the deconstructive/parametric oeuvre. The mimesis that frames many of these formal compositions lacks nuance, material clarity and the conviction of definitive authorship. Yet, in its seemingly slapdash appropriation of this architectural milieu, a language can be discerned that ‘operates across two interrelated registers: the organizational and the affective’.61 To understand this syntax, we must first look at its origins. Fraser neatly summarizes these properties in the work of Rem Koolhaas and Zaha Hadid:

There were plenty of common influences on would-be radicals such as Koolhaas and Hadid. In terms of cultural change, the main impetus was a growing awareness of what is now described as the ‘space of flows’; in other words, the myriad global streams of money, information and people that shape contemporary capitalist society […] These diverse inspirations fed an avant-garde interest in the emerging and non-delineated spaces in which there was an intensive circulation of finance and human bodies, such as shopping malls and airports […] However, there is a noticeable difference in the approaches of Koolhaas and Hadid to designing spaces of movement and fluidity […] Koolhaas became fixated by innovations in vertical movement in classic Modernist designs […] as well as by the methods through which commercial architecture tried to break down the limitations of vertical circulation. Typical devices that gripped him were the use of escalators in malls to make upper shopping floors nearly as economically valuable as the ground floor, or the way that elevators in skyscrapers facilitated the multiple replication of urban land. In the projects of Koolhaas/OMA, this has resulted in repeated motifs of ramped circulation and the folding of floors as if they were a landscape terrain […] Hadid, instead, has interpreted these ideas more in terms of linear flow and horizontal movement: her projects appear more like streams that flow and ripple around immovable elements of topography or function. Even the multi-storey schemes are more like linear branches placed on top of each other in bundles, rather than spaces that are connected together in a vertical direction.62

Koolhaas’s connection with the Chinese shopping mall – not to mention a more generalized field of Chinese architectural production – was discussed earlier in the study. His identification of the shopping mall atrium as an urban intensifier is an incontrovertible truth, and is reflected in the preeminence that this spatial device assumes throughout China. ‘Digging the program underground or generating multiple grounds through bifurcation’63 becomes the means through which the shopping mall can squeeze its programme into tight urban grains such as those found in Shanghai, or the challenging topography of Hong Kong. The piano-key amphitheatre in Shangdu SOHO, or the now ubiquitous al fresco dining roof gardens – employed by architects as diverse as Benoy and Kengo Kuma – can be seen as legacies of this mode of architectural thought. It is a spatial approach that morphs to different contexts and generates a variety of hybrid architectural solutions. Furthermore, it is an approach that sublimates the organizational diagram as a generator of lived space.
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8.8 Hong Kong Square, Shanghai. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

At its best, Koolhaas’s work offers an architecture of spatial potentiality. It concerns itself with the reality of how space is ‘used’ and derives its formal qualities from a literal expression of programme. Even his more problematic monuments, such as Beijing’s CCTV building, are characterized by this aesthetic. This approach, in many respects, ‘lets the chips fall where they may’ – it delights in and derives a sense of monumentality from disjuncture. Despite his preoccupation with writing about the typology, however, Koolhaas’s experimentation with its built form has been limited – as previously discussed – to one questionable intervention as an urban designer.64 It may be that the ‘work in progress’ feel that is projected by his buildings is simply too jarring to reconcile with the sense of visual safety and reassurance that pervades the visual tactile qualities on which the shopping mall depends. The spatial dimension of the mall is where his presence is writ largest, even though, as a practitioner, it is the arena that has most undermined his credibility with the typology.

If Koolhaas provides the theoretical and organizational background to China’s current generation of shopping mall designers, it is probably Hadid who, within the deconstructive/parametric paradigm, has explored more exhaustively the possibilities of sensual delight. Her early design manifestos – unlike the theoretical tomes of Koolhaas – were primarily visual. Distorted wide-angle perspectives which emphasized linear, vectoral characteristics ‘translated [architecture] into an abstract form of ornament, through which organizational paradigms are made available to the senses as aesthetic qualities’.65 The abstract diagrams that underpin her projects translate into spaces whose architecture emphasizes continuous, unfettered, pedestrian movement. Their visual tactile qualities reside in the paradigm of smoothness, continuity and directional emphasis. Within the shopping mall, this language becomes a sensual extension of its organizational diagram, conferring visual excitement on the processes of horizontal movement. Framed by the vertically oriented space of the atrium, this aesthetic, paradoxically, becomes even more pronounced. Floor edges are expressed by continuous ribbons of balustrade, while escalators diagonally crisscross the atrium space, exaggerating its perspective qualities. Although the built results are, in many ways, a far cry from the work of these luminaries in full flow (albeit that the opening of Hadid’s Galaxy SOHO in Beijing in 2012 has now put this to the test), these aesthetic qualities have ensured that the shopping mall has never felt more ‘whole’ as an architectural landscape.

No two shopping mall projects are facsimiles, of course. This is a language that revels in the radical and accordingly adopts the persona of the showman. Sanlitun Village is full of tumbling jagged crystals, while Sanlitun SOHO is a sinuous curving affair. Discovering that both originate from the office of Kengo Kuma is therefore something of a shock. Galaxy SOHO’s spherical pods are sliced into horizontal layers that accent linear dynamism, a formal move enhanced by the stringy, elastic walkways that link each of its buildings. Shangdu SOHO, by contast, is sculpted out of a series rectilinear blocks, hewn away to create folds and facets whose diagonal vectors infer dynamism. Vanke Super City goes one further and folds its ground planes into a three-dimensional ribbon of pedestrian circulation. And so it goes on.
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8.9 Galaxy SOHO, Beijing. Image courtesy of Murray Fraser.
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8.10 APM, Hong Kong. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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8.11 Dongzhimen Raffles City, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

What these projects illustrate are the extent of Koolhaas and Hadid’s influence over the making of this modern typology and, by extension, the contemporary Chinese city. Synthesis of the organizational ideas that have so long fascinated Koolhaas, and the fluid sensuality that underpins the work of Hadid, would thus appear to frame the architectural milieu of the shopping mall as it now appears in China. This is no coincidence. Imitative spirit, at the heart of so much Chinese consumer culture, is underpinned by several acolytes of these rainmakers. As previously noted, Spark Architects is mainly run by a number of Architectural Association (AA) graduates. Lab Architects similarly count AA alumni in their directorship. Ole Scheeren, another AA graduate, following his divorce from OMA, has established offices in Beijing and Hong Kong. Similarly, Qingyun Ma has both studied under and worked with Rem Koolhaas at Harvard, as well as collaborating with him on projects in China. And this is not to forget the physical presence of Koolhaas and Hadid themselves within this architectural landscape. In the gold rush of architectural opportunity that is driving China’s urban expansion, a younger generation of would-be iconoclasts, educated in the shadow of heroes like Koolhas and Hadid, have gravitated to China as a locus of experimentation and opportunity. As advances in construction technology have made work that was previously condemned to the realm of paper a reality – particularly for Hadid – this second generation of architects propels the movement towards mainstream acceptance. Furthermore, it is an acceptance facilitated by the cheap and willing Chinese labour force that makes the realization of these projects financially and temporally viable. Its veneer-like application represents a further means by which this syntax may become an economically practicable orthodoxy.
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8.12 Sanlitun SOHO, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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8.13 Guanghuala SOHO, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Extreme exponents such as Hadid’s right-hand-man, Patrik Schumacher, see this collective groundswell as nothing less than the announcement of a new architectural world order:

Prospectively, the announcement of the style should further consolidate the attained achievements and prepare the transition from avant-garde to mainstream hegemony. Parametricism finally offers a credible, sustainable answer to the drawn-out crisis of modernism that resulted in 25 years of stylistic searching.66

Yet, for all its rhetoric about finally making sense of the modern condition and such like, the means and ends of this style of architecture remain deeply questionable. This unease stems from a lack of interrogation of the condition that this architecture represents. Koolhaas’s meditations on the shopping mall67 in the end lack any real theoretical bite. Similarly, Hadid and Schumacher’s appropriation of Deleuzian ideas of smoothness68 as an aesthetic trope fail to understand its more pertinent critical qualities. At the heart of this concept is a critique of unrestrained capital accumulation in an emergent globalized condition. Yet its conflation with a codified system of architectural aesthetics would appear to perpetuate, rather than question, the smoothness elucidated within Deleuze and Guattari’s critique. Or as Douglas Spencer notes in his critique of the BMW headquarters in Leipzig, ‘what contemporary architecture such as Hadid’s achieves is a real subsumption of metropolitan spatial forms to capital’.69
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8.14 Elements, Hong Kong. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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8.15 Xidan Joy City, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Transferred to the world of the shopping mall, this kind of tension is expressed even more clearly. Its architecture is intrinsically ‘impure’ when contrasted against the one-off agenda setting monuments that frame its wider milieu. There is no finessed coalescence of space and form to confer legitimacy on its affective language. Neither can one obfuscate the other. Space accepts the overriding condition of modernity and form aestheticizes it. The mall’s organizational and affective registers are rendered naked.

Hence we have to return to the question of ‘revolution’. This would appear to find its expression in the linguistic volte-face enabled by the aesthetic filtering of concepts like ‘smoothness’. Smooth space allies itself visually with the futuristic imagery of materially-led liberation, while its diagrammatic roots entrench behavioural codes to produce an idealized subject. Following the logic of this space of flows, the affective register of the mall network mediates the experience of the city and implies not only a subsumption of metropolitan forms to capital but also the subsumption of the metropolis itself. In this way, the Chinese metropolitan experience would appear to mirror Lefebvre’s nihilistic statement that ‘leisure has been transformed into an industry, into a victory of neocapitalism and an extension of bourgeois hegemony to the whole of space’.70

There clearly is no real revolution in the formal or spatial approach to the typology that is displayed in the work of Koolhaas, Hadid, or their imitators who design Chinese shopping malls. Moreover, Schumacher’s assertion that ‘post-modernism has disappeared’,71 heralding a stylistic victory for his preferred world order, seems rather too premature. Instead, what the application of this architectural language to the world of the shopping mall reveals is its shaky social foundations. It is far from the obverse of post-modernity. It is undermined by the self-same mechanisms of capitalistic command and control as the post-modern movement was itself. Simultaneously, the completeness of its illusion renders mute the latent critical faculties inherent in the post-modern milieu. Rather than driving the social agenda it simply reflects the prevailing political and economic consciousness.

[image: images]

8.16 Hong Kong Square, Shanghai. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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8.17 Shangdu SOHO, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Koolhaas may well have recognized as much in his barbed essay ‘Junkspace’,72 although as ever that essay was riddled with contradictions. Its contention is of architectural submission to spatial and environmental technocracy, rendering the architect a mere manipulator of the envelope between served and serviced worlds. It is as much a challenge to the world of architecture as it is ‘a resigned reaction to the impossibility of ever challenging the dominant economic forces of capitalism’.73 Disciples of Koolhaas such as Alejandro Zaera Polo have proposed a politicized approach to the envelope;74 though its privilege of form over space feels rather too much like a retrenchment to hermetic architectural concerns in the face of overwhelming technocratic torment. Instead, a far better way to think about this envelope may be to consider its consequences.

AFTER THE GOLDRUSH

The shopping mall’s language of architectural affectation is dependent on empathy with its envelope or ‘skin’. As a lived experience, many of the psychological dimensions and associated with this empathy were explored in the preceding chapter. By way of conclusion to this section, I wish to discuss the broader architectural implications of this form of empathy.

Beyond the vagaries of individuated consumption it is the urban condition that is fetishized in the exterior surface of the latest Chinese shopping malls. This is not accidental. China’s global ascension has been built on re-energizing its metropolitan hubs in a reversal of the principally agrarian existence that has distinguished much of its history.75 As recently as Mao’s rule, agrarian life was venerated as a locus of labour-led, self-sufficient production.76 Rural to urban migration patterns in recent decades reflect the extent to which this scenario has reversed.77 And the widening financial gap between these two conditions reflects the privilege now accorded to urban life.78 Transition to a societal structure in which identity is expressed through consumption has sublimated the urban as a locus of social production, enhancing its command and control capabilities. In the envelope of the shopping mall this shift in paradigm is expressed via the privilege of that which is man-made over nature. Furthermore, this sense of a man-made world is enhanced by its articulation as a totalizing interior, that excludes the open Chinese landscape from its frame of view.

A literal example exists in the image portrayed on the ground by the authorities in post-Olympic Beijing. Several months after the 2008 Olympic Games, the Beijing that I experienced on foot was one of shiny newness. Conversely, many of the poorer hutongs, particularly to the south of Tiananmen Square, were covered up by two-storey billboards left from the Olympics. By rendering poverty invisible, the image of wealth and societal progression projected by modern Beijing could remain superficially intact. While the billboards themselves proclaimed the slogan, ‘One World One Dream’, the impression was that everyday life for those behind this screen was anything but. It leads to a characteristic of modern Beijing that Anne-Marie Broudehoux explains in some detail:
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8.18 Shangdu SOHO, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.

Contemporary Chinese practices of urban image construction were greatly influenced by the Maoist legacy, itself derived from practices inherited from the Soviets. These image construction strategies were shaped by the potemkinist mentality that was the trademark of Stalinist socialism, and became a fundamental aspect of socialist epistemology. It was under Stalin that the Soviet leadership developed and mastered the art of building ‘Potemkin Villages’, using both ideological and environmental tools to project the state’s idealized and distorted representation of reality. The expression ‘Potemkin Village’ originates from the army officer who, in the late eighteenth century, used stage sets and other theatrical props to build imitation villages and deceive Catherine the Great about his colonization accomplishments in Crimea. The expression was later popularized and served both literally and figuratively to describe things that appear elaborate and genuine on the surface but which actually lack substance.79

This practice of urban image construction has now allied itself with the architectural language of the shopping mall. If this fetishized envelope is the means by which agrarian life is being gradually erased from the collective imagination, its analogies with landscape and topography80 become a metaphor for urban continuity. Here is a mechanism that codifies the segmentary structure of China’s urban landscape. Through its visual cues, recognition of the heterotopic networks that frame different experiences of the city is made possible. Simultaneously, the intrinsic ephemerality of this envelope renders the identity of these networks fluid and unstable. Subject and object are frequently discombobulated by their lack of fixed reference to one another.

As the dialectic-visual medium through which the mall is lived I must return to the question of what is seen in these facades. And I mean this in the most literal sense. Transformed from historical facsimile to more abstract and avant-garde symbolism, it is the mall’s reflective sheen that now dominates the visual-tactile realm. Glossy lacquer, glass, polished marble and stainless steel become a reflective template in which snatched images of urban life can array themselves against the mall’s worldly goods. Contrasting with the figurative mirror for our desires that dominates the surface language of the Western shopping mall, this more literal idea of a mirror positions our image as an integral part of the mall envelope. The fluid, negotiated process of identity construction described in the previous chapter is thus aided and abetted by this mechanism of reflection. Just as Benjamin noted of the shopfronts in the Paris arcades, we see our own image constantly in the shifting futures represented by the mall envelope and, in turn, perceptually distance ourselves from history. Insubstantiality is mirrored in the dialectic of identity construction that takes place between object and subject. Identity becomes a thing that is used up and subject to perpetual reinvention.

In the ongoing search for its identity, China’s urban environment thus appears to be gripped by the concept of perpetual revolution. Incessant destruction and renewal conform to a template of revolutionary activity that erases history and its lessons – a perceptual state enhanced by the disconnected temporality of the shopping mall. It is a state of affairs that seemingly denies ‘the forceful confrontation of the fore- and after-life of the object that makes it “actual” in the political sense – as “presence of mind”’.81 In other words, the revolutionary social order as perpetuated by the Chinese shopping mall is exactly the kind that Benjamin so abhorred. But, if the state of affairs portrayed by the mall envelope can be seen as a wider metaphor for China’s urban environment, then the sense in which it is used up and cast aside must be considered also. From this position a fore-life and after-life can be understood that gives a more concrete sense of consequence to the world of the Chinese shopping mall and the order it represents.

This important consequence is environmental. If the shopping mall interior, as the circuit of capital’s apogee, has steadily eroded a sense of attachment to China’s agrarian past, then it also diverts attention from the degradation capital has wrought on the landscape that remains. But the fact remains that for two decades the developed world has made China its industrial heartland. As a result, a two-pronged attack on its natural environment has ensued. Natural resources have been plundered to extinction, while heavy industry has cast a toxic pall over much of what is left.82 Glittering futures of the kind portrayed by the shopping mall may be able to exclude this denuded landscape from the collective consciousness via the imagery of abundance that they project. Yet the reality of the matter is that the ephemerality of the shopping mall’s skin is synonymous with the environmental destruction that has, ironically, secured China’s economic power in the modern world. It is the industrial processes that make the man-made environment and the worldly trinkets it displays, which have also pillaged China’s natural resources. Evidence of this degradation abounds, most notably in the virulent smog – whose pollution levels far exceed the World Health Organization’s minimum safety requirements – which frequently engulfs China’s major cities.83 Criticism, of the kind that many post-industrial nations proffer in this scenario, is tainted with the disingenuity of judgments that are based on environmental standards gained at China’s expense. It is all too easy to forget that Chinese pollution is a direct result of these nations outsourcing their industrial processes in the first place. Their post-industrial economies are after all defined by an erasure of heavy industry from their physical landscape. Conversely, China’s development path has telescoped a hybrid of industrial and post-industrial expansion into little more than 20 years. The net result is an increasingly heavy reliance on the mechanical plant concealed behind the mall’s internal envelope, which fights a pyrrhic battle in service of its environmental stability. Outside, the open spaces of the city are rendered ever more uninhabitable. Inside, the closed environment of the mall becomes ever more artificial. It is a reminder, both of the illusory prosperity behind the future that the mall offers, and the degree to which its hermetic, sealed shell may become the reality of human habitation if this scenario is not addressed.

For all the portents of doom portrayed in this scenario, China’s relationship with the shopping mall remains a work in progress. The form that the mall takes here is an indisputable product of, and force that shapes, the modern Chinese urban environment. Simultaneously, this form reflects the fact of hybrid architectural production under the auspices of globalization. International influences such as from Koolhaas or Hadid are synthesized within a model of the shopping mall that derives contextual specificity from legacies of historic city structure and the immanence of infrastructural and topographic realities. It is a complex, inter-textual totality derived from a nexus of socio-spatial-formal-environmental concerns. No single attribute can be considered in isolation from the other. It is an expression of China as it is now, but also a reminder of a China that always experiments with an uncertain future. This future will have global implications. As China’s international influence grows, for example, it has put down the foundations of the world’s next workshops in a number of African states.84 Whether this is simple displacement of its environmental problems – mirroring the exploitation of post-industrial states within its own borders – or an expansion that learns from previous mistakes, remains to be seen. Nonetheless, as China colonizes and remakes other parts of the world in its image, one thing is clear. The question must turn to how the instability at the heart of China’s modern identity, and the centrality of the shopping mall to making this identity, is already being hybridized within a new global order.
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8.19 Guanghuala SOHO, Beijing. Image courtesy of Nicholas Jewell.
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Conclusion

… one of the great advances in modern cultural theory is the realization, almost universally acknowledged, that cultures are hybrid and heterogeneous and, […] that cultures and civilizations are so interrelated and interdependent as to beggar any unitary or simply delineated description of their individuality.1

Cultural hybridity has been intrinsic to my exploration of the Chinese shopping mall. Open, multivalent lines of global cultural production – of the kind evoked by Doreen Massey, Edward Said and others2 – are an indubitable fact of the shopping mall’s presence in contemporary China’s urban schema. Neither the shopping mall, nor the capitalist landscape from which it was born, find their origins in Chinese history. China must be considered a late adopter of either of these facets of globalized modernity. Communist closure to the outside world at the moment of the shopping mall’s genesis guaranteed as much. Yet, within the capital-led landscape more redolent of its recent history, China has undoubtedly hybridized the shopping mall as its own.

The relevance of this hybrid as an object of analysis lies in the degree to which China has assimilated the shopping mall as an agent of urban expansion rather than its nemesis. While there are numerous examples of urban shopping malls throughout the world – from Minneapolis to Euralille, from London to Tokyo – they are all too often misplaced, alien interventions into an urban milieu that breach its natural scale and praxis.3 Similarly, the urban shopping malls of Dubai or Singapore may be considered a matter of climactic necessity as much as anything else. In China, the shopping mall has become a more cohesive part of its urban tissue.

Architecturally, this reconciliation of the shopping mall’s ‘urban’ qualities with a wider metropolitan field appears to have closed an ideological gap. Traditionally this has existed between what the profession considers to be ‘good’ architecture and the more humdrum world of shopping mall design. It was this absence of meaningful critique that informed Chapter 1, ‘A Brief History of Malls’. Bookending this text Chapter 8, ‘Going Down to Chinatown’, explored the general conditions under which contemporary architecture is now produced in China. Focusing on the import of avant-garde star architects to design many of its urban showpieces it traced the emergence of a critical dialogue between Chinese and Western architects.4 Matters were then brought full circle by illustrating the stylistic similarities between China’s architectural showpieces and its modern shopping malls – many of which are designed by the selfsame architects or their contemporaries. Such stylistic similarities belie, in turn, a deeper fixation on the part of these architects with the ‘space of flows’5 as manufactured in buildings such as the shopping mall. In other words, the emancipatory visual language of China’s hyper-modern architectural monuments is one whose origin lies in the shopping mall, and thus fuses with the public spaces employed to ‘liberate’ its urban populace. This is far from accidental. For China, this language is a means of ousting centuries of historical humiliation and spatializing a confident, consumption led modernity at a multiplicity of urban scales. For the architects engaged in the realization of this metropolitan field it represents an opportunity to experiment with the cityscape on their own terms. By bringing luminaries of contemporary architecture together with the shopping mall in this location, the implication is that the stark high/low cultural binarisms that more traditionally dominate discussions of the typology may be surmounted. Such a convergence is revealed as a double-edged sword, however. While a more fruitful dialogue is theoretically possible, the moral and social ambiguity that surrounds the work of these architects is also evident. The uncertainty of this position, and the need for it to be challenged, bookends and runs through the preceding chapters.

Much of this ambiguity stems from a lack of readiness, on the part of these practitioners, to challenge the broader morphological conditions of the milieu in which they are working. Chapter 2, ‘Eastern Promises’, identified a lineage of metabolist experimentation with the shopping mall. This was traced as a cornerstone of megastructural proposals in Singapore, Hong Kong and Tokyo that have exerted clear influence over the form assumed by the typology in China. Reyner Banham has spoken of the megastructure as an architectural entity that holds appeal:

because it [offers] to make sense of an architecturally incomprehensible condition in the world’s cities, to resolve the conflicts between design and spontaneity, the large and the small, the permanent and the transient.6

Such a language also chimes with the preoccupations of many of the aforementioned practitioners operating in China. It has given licence to multiplicitous megastructural visions, whose mixed-use programmes are bound together by the shopping mall atrium. As a result, the shopping mall’s spatial configuration – most commonly the two-dimensional dumbbell plan form that pervades Western developments as discussed in Chapter 1 – has metastasized into a layered, three-dimensional matrix of linkages that address the infrastructural scales and density of the modern Chinese city. Chapter 3, ‘A New Breed’, explored the complex spatial proposition that informs these Chinese iterations of the shopping mall typology. While such projects may render a certain sense of order in China’s frenzied urban expansion they also assimilate themselves readily into the syntax of openness and closure that has defined its historic urban condition.7 And here is where things become rather more complex.

When discussing the controversy raised by a number of Beijing’s conservation groups in response to Zaha Hadid’s Galaxy SOHO project, Hank Dittmar noted that: ‘Reflecting what was destroyed in the abstract […] is merely writing an obituary, not keeping the culture alive’.8 This statement cuts to the nub of the shopping mall’s presence in urban China. Its urban syntax may speak in certain ways to Chinese urban praxis, but in many other ways it represents the imposition of a new social order. And the nature of this order is riven with socio-political tension. Although the Chinese shopping mall appears to liberate the city section in ways that were previously unimaginable, its more repressive characteristics have also integrated themselves into extant conceptions of urban space. Openness and closure have long been facets of a Chinese urban realm that employs these spatial devices as a means of regulating a collective subject. Both China’s imperial and communist overlords have spatialized their ideological agenda through such segmentary constructions.9 These have cast openness, in the modern condition, as mechanized, brutally functional infrastructure. Closure has been designated as the realm of true social interaction. The enclosed, socially homogenized agenda of the shopping mall speaks a similar urban language of closed social space. As such, it has seamlessly integrated itself into mental conceptions of China’s urban code. The megastructure therefore makes sense of China’s urban condition because its spatial language has superficially assumed the status of a spiritual heir to the historic structures of the hutong or danwei. Simultaneously, its shopping malls re-orient the basis of their collective subject – from self-sufficient communist production to wholesale consumption.

Inevitably this means that China’s shopping malls are dealing with a consumer class that has yet to fully arrive. Chapter 4, ‘The Rub’, looked at one extreme of this scenario, The South China Mall, which occupies a key position in China’s arsenal of statistical superlatives while remaining almost completely empty of shops or consumers. It is both an indicator of how the shopping mall is used as an instrument of ideology and a testament to the unequal distribution of wealth that surrounds China’s meteoric rise. White elephants of this nature are indicators of how surplus capital is presently being re-absorbed by China’s construction boom. They are also suffused with the difficulty of predicting where or how a fully developed Chinese consuming class will ultimately manifest itself. A darker side to the world surrounding the formation of China’s nascent consuming classes was evident in Chapter 7, ‘The Bleed’. Here, the spatial violence10 exercised by the shopping mall was identified with reciprocal acts of violence – namely suicide – from those subsisting in urban poverty and thus excluded from its vision of Chinese modernity. Such extreme moments stem, in turn, from the slackening of social cohesion that accompanies the uneven patterns of class development forced into contact by the intensity of China’s proto-urbanity. It is in these moments that the key difference between China’s historic and contemporary urban codes are most evident. The price appears to be a loss of diversity within the urban cells that, historically, perpetuated the social health of the city.

Spatialization of ideology and its consequences circumscribe the emergent urban structure that was discussed in Chapter 5, ‘A New Day’, and Chapter 6, ‘The City Reified’. On one hand, the shopping mall appears to be developing spatial means to accommodate both its desired brand of proto-consumer and consumers proper. On the other, it is perpetuating an urban field underpinned by the emergence of an alarmingly divisive class structure. And herein lies the problem. Whatever value the shopping mall may have in entrenching a consumptive paradigm, its techniques of social exclusion and manipulative spatial constructions appear dominant in China’s pseudo-public urban realm.

Inevitably, this state of affairs turns to questions of what has been lost and what has been gained. In forging its present and the trajectory of its future China has, quite literally, torn its urban history apart. Such a move responds to an age-old trope of capitalist development:

The conditions of bourgeois society are too narrow to comprise the wealth created by them. And how does the bourgeois get over these crises? On the one hand by enforced destruction of a mass of productive forces; on the other, by the conquest of new markets, and by the more thorough exploitation of the old ones.11

Creative destruction – the need to destroy in order to create anew – is the condition that Marx and Engels posited as necessary to the cycle of continuous financial accumulation. In China, the intersection of political policy and architectural ambition has allowed the shopping mall to accomplish just such a maneuver, multiplying itself over new territory. Marshall Berman elaborates further:

… the truth of the matter, as Marx sees, is that everything that bourgeois society builds is built to be torn down. ‘All that is solid’ – from the clothes on our backs to the looms and mills that weave them, to the men and women who work the machines, to the houses and neighborhoods the workers live in, to the firms and corporations that exploit the workers, to the towns and cities and whole regions and even nations that embrace them all – all of these are made to be broken tomorrow, smashed or shredded or pulverized or dissolved, so they can be recycled or replaced next week, and the whole process can go on again and again, hopefully forever, in ever more profitable terms.12

That China’s particular brand of capitalism, and its myopic pursuit of ‘getting rich first’,13 has enacted an innumerable number of ‘crimes’ against its urban heritage is in little doubt. That a number of shopping mall developments are representative of the worst of these ‘crimes’ is equally a matter of record.14 It would be folly, however, not to situate this course of events within a wider context.

As Chapter 3 highlighted, much of China’s urban heritage is woefully unsuited to the trappings of modern urban existence. To deliver China from the historic depths it had plumbed its destruction was, in may ways, inevitable. Depending on ones definition of ‘creative’, the shopping mall was the perfect ideological vehicle with which to fill this void. Its closed form mines the syntax of China’s urban code; its manipulative spatial devices theoretically produce docile, compliant subjects; and its ubiquity promotes the fruits of capitalism as a bountiful future. Equally, the exploitation of these conditions could be seen to employ the shopping mall as a Trojan horse that facilitates further growth of globalized capital networks. The problematic nature of this hybrid situation is not helped by the apparent bluntness of the shopping mall as a spatial and ideological instrument. Its urban syntax may bear some resemblance to physical patterns of historic Chinese city development, but its subjugation of social praxis feels far more real.

Nonetheless, the foregoing analysis reveals China’s urban shopping malls as a far more complex social problem than their capital-led agenda would perhaps admit. The social practices that are developing in their spaces, their ideological projections, their impact on the morphology of the Chinese city and their relevance to the development of globalized, twenty-first-century architectural forms cannot be underestimated. Yet, unless these themes are grappled with explicitly, their potential for the production of a more existentially relevant architecture will remain dormant. It is questionable whether the crop of practitioners currently occupied with shopping mall design in China will engage sufficiently with a sustained mode of critical practice that may achieve this. Their ambiguous relationship with the trenchant market forces of globalization all-too-often leads to an abjuration of responsibility for the social damage that their work might ultimately do. This rather minimizes any potential inherent in the practice of architecture as a force for social good.

Historically, models of the shopping mall have perpetuated themselves with huge financial success by minimizing the role of the architect once the relationship between form and finance has reached its apotheosis. Such a scenario could equally project itself into China’s future given the stranglehold that private capital imposes on much of its urban development. Any potential for positive social production that is latent in the Chinese shopping mall’s physical form could equally be suppressed in pursuit of the maximum possible revenue from its consumers. Yet hope lies in the fact that China has made contemporary architecture a central facet of its urban production – a field in which the shopping mall is an integral part.

The point is to treat this scenario as something more than a reinforcement of stereotypes surrounding shopping malls the world over and, in turn, avoid the reduction of China’s present urban conditions to a footnote buried by the steamroller of globalization. Rather, the responsibility is to identify the characteristics that make this hybrid truly unique and may foster a better understanding of the shopping mall – both in this context and its wider global milieu. Although found wanting in its present form, the shopping mall’s pervasiveness in modern China stems from the manner in which its physical language references ideas of urbanism and layers of privacy and publicity that overlap in a fundamentally different manner to urban conditions found in the Western world. Somehow it feels far less alien in its transplant to, and hybridization in, mainland China. It is a context that asks more taxing questions of the typology and, as a result, provides a more nuanced understanding of the multifarious meanings implicit in its architectural form. If shopping mall development in China, and across the world for that matter, is to realize a more existentially relevant model it must break free from the typological straitjacket by addressing the questions that this intersection has unearthed.

A morally, socially responsible architecture can no longer, therefore, perpetuate the status quo. It must, however, also acknowledge the longevity and continuity of the shopping mall typology. The foregoing critique is an attempt to unravel and better understand the mechanics of what makes the shopping mall tick. To move forward, however, it is not sufficient to simply criticize. Nor do I propose, or believe in, an all-encompassing solution. Rather, I wish to conclude by setting out a propositional framework – drawn from observations within the preceding analysis – with which a genuinely critical practice might better address future iterations of the typology.

PROPOSITIONS FOR REIMAGINING THE SHOPPING MALL AS AN URBAN VERNACULAR

1 – Re-writing the Social Contract

It is folly to believe that the shopping mall can be redeemed through design alone. Chinese projects such as Shangdu SOHO, Sanlitun Village and Galaxy SOHO divulge in different ways the extent to which architectural intent remains subservient to the mall’s agenda of coercion.

The stumbling block is the definition of the shopping mall’s social contract and the point at which it dominates a given project. An unintended side effect of Victor Gruen’s early experimentation with the typology and the success of his spatial formulas is the degree to which they have become conceptually omnipotent. Contractually circumscribed pseudo-public space is now a pre-requisite of shopping mall design, not a choice. This is a market-driven reality that architecture has helped to create and one whose limits it must acknowledge. Such an acknowledgement should not result in a neoliberal abandonment of architectural principles, however. Rather, it is an indicator that architecture needs to reach beyond hermetic, self-referential, formal concerns and engage with a wider trans-disciplinary field.

As the pervasiveness of Chinese shopping mall developments has grown, their social and physical complexity has made them a trans-disciplinary problem. Indeed, much of the more enlightening source material employed in this study was generated outside of the architectural discipline. Town planning, infrastructure planning, landscape design, environmental engineering, sociology, psychology and many more disciplines have a key role to play, both in terms of shaping the shopping mall environment and offering valid sources of critique. Such a reality is often forgotten in the pressured environment of commercial architectural practice, which can all too easily reduce the trans-disciplinary process to a bottom-line numbers game.

Subjugation of the design process to the hegemony of private capital is at the root of this problem. Too often concerned with short-term financial gain over long-term performance, its ownership of the design process perpetuates a smooth field of architectural production that eradicates internal striation, or any possibility of dissent.15 The potential for trans-disciplinary innovation is divided and conquered, condemning the design process to an endless cycle of reproduction. Similarly, as stewardship of the Chinese city is surrendered to the privatized preserve of the shopping mall, dissent is removed from the materialization and inhabitation of the urban field. A conceptually smooth physical space is created, tailored to a capital-led agenda. Ownership appears to neuter a sentient participation in its spoils.

The spaces of the shopping mall, are the fulcrum between public and private appropriation of the modern Chinese city. Yet, if anything is clear from the foregoing analysis it is the demand for a more effective resolution of the public and private concerns behind the social dysfunction inherent in China’s shopping malls. Rampant graft, growing class divisions and urban poverty contest its pseudo-urban field in innumerable ways. Better, more effective regulation is required. And if stewardship is to be ceded to private hands it must remain accountable to a public agenda. But what would that public agenda be, and how would the public sphere wrestle back the regulatory space that has been hollowed out by finance?

A more committed trans-disciplinary approach is one way that the latter could be used to shape the former. It is unlikely that this would ever be privately funded. Rather, its drivers would need to reside in the spaces of local government and university-based research. A longer range, trans-disciplinary approach would provide nuanced insight into all lifecycles of the typology. It would form the basis of an informed voice that could establish a holistic, existentially relevant, regulatory agenda.16

Ultimately, the social contract needs to be addressed at the level of political policy. As critical practitioners we must politicize architectural design in order to lobby for such controls and enter into sustained dialogue with local and national government. But this can only happen if continuity between research and knowledge is left un-neutered by the capital-led cycle of architectural reproduction which currently blights the mall typology. This is of course something that is much easier to say than to do. And it will take many years to reach fruition. To ignore it, however, will merely condemn the modern city to more of the same.

2 – Streets and Malls

In his writings on the subject, Peter Coleman of the Building Design Partnership hypothesizes that the lightweight glazed roofs that are now customary in many shopping malls are ‘a marked departure from the various vaulted roofs which normally enclose public spaces and, as such, [mark] a step towards covered streets representing the urban agenda’.17 I find this statement troubling in two ways. First is the implication that public space is a puzzle which can be solved in solely aesthetic terms. Second, is the conflation of street and mall in the wider discussion of an urban agenda.

If a relationship does exist between the two, I would contend that it is a superficial remnant of the Beaux Arts school of planning exemplified in Haussmann’s axial vision of Paris. Sennett has written of the destructive effects that this urban approach had to the life of the city,18 and I have written elsewhere about how these principles have been adapted to, and culminated within, the internal spaces of the shopping mall.19 Some 150 years of experimentation with this urban schema has engendered an incremental denaturing of the city street to the point where its syntax is now hard to recognize. Moreover, the syntax of openness and closure that defines many hallmarks of Chinese urbanism further confuses matters, particularly when re-exported into and undifferentiated global milieu. This insidious creep is mirrored in the ambiguous language now used to describe these spaces and, more critically, their ownership.

Street and mall are both valid urban terms. But if the street is to be reclaimed and the mall released as a more engaging proposition, the terminology used to describe them must be reclaimed also. Street and mall are different urban entities and must be treated as such.

Jane Jacobs posited that a ‘good city-street neighborhood achieves a marvel of balance between its people’s determination to have essential privacy and their simultaneous wishes for differing degrees of contact, enjoyment or help from the people around’.20 Such a condition must also acknowledge a multiplicity of use patterns and the importance of the street as an organizing vector in the city. As Jacobs and others have noted, when these spaces are successfully designed they become self-regulating generators of a civil urban society.

To roof over such a space, even in the lightest, most elegant way that architecture can engineer, tends always to signify private ownership and, denies the stacked sectional density that gives the city street its diversity and character. It is hard to imagine that even the most vociferous supporter of the shopping mall would wish to open an apartment window onto the covered, air-conditioned hubbub of the pedestrian environment that results. This is the reality of the shopping mall. It takes limited aspects of the city street and reduces them to a monofunctional pedestrian corridor. A modernity where a corridor, occupying the liminal space between the public and private realm, has become its ultimate destination.

But, if the city street and shopping mall were treated as distinct, complimentary urban elements, could they fare better? Hong Kong, although far from perfect, shows how the shopping mall can augment an otherwise challenging urban landscape. A further scenario could be imagined that reclaims the street from the machine city and uses the mall corridor as a subservient element to augment pedestrian linkage. If the city street is treated as the compositional element of the metropolis which regulates block sizes and provides a dense, mixed-use edge to all urban movement, the shopping mall could then occupy the space within the city block. The city-block could be treated as a planned megaform, but not one that introverts the life of the city within the mall’s spatial logic. Remaining subservient to the city street network, the mall could be used as an urban corridor to facilitate transverse pedestrian linkages that increase the porosity of the city block and its level of integration with the wider metropolis. In doing so, the hegemony of the dumbbell and its offspring could potentially be broken; the mall spaces and its dense edge condition could provide the amenity to sustain each other financially; and most importantly, one would not seek to dominate the city at the expense of the other. For such a hypothesis to be tested effectively, the differing conditions of mall and street must be acknowledged; their meanings in different cultural contexts apprehended; their strengths and weaknesses understood; and their interrelationship treated as a compositional whole.

3 – Topographies

If the shopping mall must cede some ground to establish a harmonious relationship with the city street it is also an agent that can liberate the possibilities of the city section. True liberation, however, must result in a city section that meaningfully enhances the urban experience. China shows how the shopping mall atrium can be used to extend the ground of the city. Here, infrastructure and mixed-use occupancy patterns are bound together to create dense heterotopic cells. But this scenario also shows how the atrium model can enhance the shopping mall’s sense of interiority, or stratify the physical inhabitation of the city. This plays to techniques of exclusion and control that have historically defined the shopping mall typology and hence emphasize its negative characteristics.

So how can the balance be redressed? Occidental architects, seemingly influenced by China’s landscape of consumption, are beginning to experiment more vigorously with the topographies that a shopping mall led city section can produce. Before their dissolution, Foreign Office Architects authored the Meydan Shopping Square in Istanbul.21 Typical of their oeuvre, the project is expressed as a series of folding planes, which form a habitable roofscape that is part public square and part garden. Similarly Snohetta have super-sized this concept in their competition proposal for Europa City – a 450,000-square metre shopping mall outside Paris – whose parkland roofscape weaves over and under the infrastructure that serves it.22 Both use the mall section to provide a public space that appears more freely appropriable and is confidently expressed as a modern architectural creation. These worlds, however, are focused predominantly inwards. Furthermore, they do not concentrate a mix of programmes within their respective megaforms to create a dense urban condition. Rather, the mall remains monofunctional and conflates its habitable green roofscapes with low-density representations of an arcadian idyll beloved of the out-of-town shopping mall.

Spark Architects proposals for Vanke Super City, an urban satellite just outside Beijing, can be seen to follow a more interesting experimental premise. The project is established with active, permeable edges at ground level, with three-dimensional routes that run externally from the street upward to multi-level public spaces. These, in turn, connect into neighboring buildings and cleverly position the elements that border each external public space to ensure a 24-hour programme of activity. Wrapping the 12-hour programme of the internal mall with 24 hours of external movement will theoretically perpetuate stronger urban connections and integration throughout the mall’s public spaces.23 Diversity can be sustained and break out of the consolidated, temporally limited world of the internalized shopping mall environment. It is a theoretical step towards a fusion of the self-regulating urban environment envisaged by Jacobs with the form of the mall and, a counter-argument to the paranoid urban control more commonly exercised by the typology. Asian development again appears to be ahead of the occidental curve.

There are formal architectural consequences of course. By extroverting these functional elements, the building form is disaggregated into a blocky series of irregular castellations that serve its complex topographies. A lack of visual refinement should not be cause to dismiss the project, however. Indeed, visual refinement is a term barely synonymous with much of the building stock encompassed by the shopping mall typology. A successful mixed-use megaform must not just place its programmed elements in close proximity to one another, but must also carefully consider their interactions through the medium of the city section. This has been the driver of the aforementioned proposal. And it is only through sustained experimentation with these interactions that a refined vernacular for the mall megaform, which holistically serves the needs of the city and its inhabitants, will emerge.

[image: images]

9.1 Vanke Super City. Image courtesy of Spark Architects.

4 – MEGA-minor

Any proposition for the shopping mall’s future trajectory, as a constituent of urban regeneration, must take into account its irrevocable links to the logic of the megaform. As the agent that binds its extended programme together and the principle point of interface for the building user, the mall sits at the mega end of the scale of activities. My concern with this approach is the dominance of the word ‘mega’ in the equation and the bias towards macro level city planning that can often occur.

The proposals for Vanke Super City are again of interest because they refuse to let the macro scaled planning concerns dominate. What becomes interesting here is less the resolution of the building container and more the outward expression of different scales of human habitation. Before the megaform can be resolved as an architectural entity, each unit of the city that it contains must be understood. Each order of scale must be considered in relation to the others – transport, leisure, work and domestic space – together with their physical and psychological dimensions of performance. Every unit must be considered as a fractal element whose combination creates an incremental urban whole, of which the shopping mall and megaform are also parts. It is an approach that returns to the metabolist logic of collective form espoused by Maki and others.24 Micro-level urban processes give protean life to the macro-level structure of the city. An approach that starts with these actions could enact profound, beneficial change on the linkage structure of the mall. To unravel the macro, the micro must first be understood.

5 – Obsolescence

Ultimately a successful urban environment must endure through cycles of human habitation that perpetuate strong social values. How then, can the circuit of destruction and renewal that is intrinsically related to the shopping mall ever hope to reconcile itself with the maintenance of such an urban environment?

Of all the components assembled in the collective urban form under consideration, the shopping mall’s branded surface is surely the most ephemeral element. And all too often, what is left beneath is a framework that offers little in the way of productive social value. The brand’s shelf life reveals the shopping mall’s manipulative agenda in all of its unpleasant glory.

Obsolescence is of course part of the lifecycle of any building. The ability of different components to age at different rates allows the building superstructure to take on new, unexpected uses, or to endure dependant on the cycles of inhabitation that define its history. In the case of the collective forms under consideration here, the worst-case scenario is one where the shopping mall reaches the end of its branded lifecycle and in doing so curtails the extended mixed-use programme that it serves. As the device that creates the social nexus between this range of functions, its death can quite literally spell theirs. Out-of-town this is a problem that can be hidden away. In town it acts as urban cancer.

The challenge is to consider obsolescence in a different way. To understand what can genuinely be rendered obsolescent over a building’s lifecycle and what must endure. A framework is required that is derived from the perpetuation of a more robust set of social practices. This must be sustained through the projected life of the collective form and be flexible enough to acknowledge the possibilities that a change in programme might bring. Conversely, its component parts should acknowledge and celebrate their inherent obsolescence through the process of reinvention at the end of their lifecycle. If this is entering the conceptual realm of Archigram’s fantastical and portentous megastructural visions from the earlier phase of their work, the nature of the brand asserts a tension that will always ground these proposals in a more awkward reality. This is the need for the shopping mall to render itself as a total branded environment: a total environment that will require total change at the end of a given lifecycle. As a worst case this spells a return to the auto-destructive impetus that appears to render the mall’s urban materialization unsustainable. Critical architectural practice must therefore rise to the challenge of rethinking both the collective form and the social space of the shopping mall as genuine urban entities that treat obsolescence as a mechanism of change and grow incrementally along with the city.

PARTING SHOT

In the era of the modern shopping mall’s birth, Vance Packard wrote about the amoral techniques of advanced psychological coercion employed by the New York advertising men – who he referred to as depth manipulators – peddling the ‘American Dream’:

The most serious offence that the depth manipulators commit […] is that they try to invade the privacy of our minds. It is this right to privacy in our minds – privacy to be either rational or irrational – that […] we must strive to protect.25

This statement is equally as true of the environment of the shopping mall as it is of any other artifact of consumption.

My concluding propositions have concerned themselves with challenging the urban role and physical form of the shopping mall today. China has undoubtedly become a locus through which experimentation with the shopping mall’s urban form has gained global currency. Its synthesis of preconditions existent in Western suburbia, neighbouring oriental outposts, and the extant Chinese city has resulted, on one level, in an architectural solution that is specific to and continues to be shaped by modern China. On another, the potency of this intersection may apparently supersede the limitations of its constituent parts to deliver longevity to the shopping mall typology at a global level. China’s ascent to preeminence in global affairs may thus be mirrored in the future by the hybridization of its urban patterns in cities globally through buildings such as the shopping mall.26 This is not to say that the global urban condition has or will become homogenized, far from it, but rather that in the potpourri of globalized cityscapes certain characteristics may be identified in the shopping mall that will enhance our understanding of the typology as a whole. A study of the shopping mall in China has provided just such an opportunity. But if this particular scenario is one that points towards the shopping mall’s endurance as an urban entity its present typological manifestations should not be seen as the end of the matter. The shopping mall remains hugely problematic as an architectural form because of the amoral base that continues to underpin its idealized spatial and social constructions. Sustained experimentation with the typology is necessary if its future development is to proceed along a more satisfactory path. As a built form the shopping mall is clearly an architectural problem and any future iterations of the typology will need to be tested as such. Consequently the foregoing proposals should not be treated as ends in themselves. They are hypotheses to be explored or ignored, proved or discredited. They should act as a theoretical spur. Their aim is a more informed critical practice which will understand where the modern shopping mall may meaningfully intersect with the contemporary city. Moreover, as hybrid propositions, their globalized condition must be both acknowledged and adapted to suit the specificity of a given context.

To understand the outcomes of such hypotheses would appear to be beyond the limits of the utopian naivety which lies at the core of much architectural theory. The problem of the shopping mall is the profound sway that it holds over the consumer psyche and the economic arguments with which it steamrollers the non-believers. Any reconciliation of the inherently problematic relationship between architecture and consumption must test these hypotheses as part of a trans-disciplinary equation.

If the shopping mall is indeed here to stay and now penetrates every facet of the built environment – as Koolhaas and others have suggested – then critical theory needs to be mobilized to question the types of social space that it seeks to produce. What is at stake is the right to shape a free-thinking, progressive field of urban interaction. Only by fully understanding the machinery of consumption that permeates the Chinese shopping mall and its progeny can its excesses be resisted, allowing the urban realm to be privileged as a more sentient, egalitarian field. The shopping mall must grow up, and truly fulfill the calling for which it was originally conceived.
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