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Abstract

This paper is an exploration of three premises:

1. Material urban form generally constitutes part of an implicit language through which cultural expression is manifest

2. Beijing’s hutong neighborhoods and courtyard housing constitute part of a language form that is intrinsically expressive of traditional Chinese culture

3. As hutong neighborhoods are replaced by more modernistic urban forms, an important part of Chinese culture is, quite literally, lost in translation

The paper is unique in postulating a linguistical theoretical framework for analyzing the changes occuring in Beijing’s urban form.  It is only with a linguistic model that one can explicitly posit that something important is being said in the source language.  From this perspective, questions of translatability follow immediately, naturally, and inevitably.

1. Introduction 

Beijing is undergoing rapid transformation in the face of powerful globalizing and modernizing influences.  The extent and character of this transformation suggest that Beijing is being “replaced” as much as it is being “developed”.  The classical characteristic physical form of the city – whereby grand imperial structures are surrounded by traditional neighborhood hutongs – is steadily being replaced by an architectural form that strives to present a “modern” image worthy of, say, an Atlanta or Dallas.  The sense of urgency underlying this process of urban replacement has become increasingly palpable, with the 2008 Olympic Games providing its exclamation point.  The driving forces behind this transformation are multifaceted (Heikkila, 2007), but at root modernization is seen as a key basis of legitimacy for China’s political leadership, and as a means of restoring a rightful sense of pride for China in its place among the nations of the world.  The capital region of Beijing is one of the premier showcases for these accomplishments.

This paper examines whether or not something irretrievable is lost as a result of this radical transformation in Beijing’s urban form.  The theoretical model adapted for this purpose is a linguistic one, indeed I push the linguistic analogy rather vigorously here to see how much it can sustain.  The next section begins by examining various lines of argument that stress the communicative aspects of urban form, including the literature on urban semiotics, pattern language and spatial syntax.  This first section also investigates the linguistics literature itself to ascertain what is meant by language, with special emphasis on Chomsky’s notion of innate grammar.  The power and scope of Chomsky’s thinking in turn is reflected, as we shall see, in three very distinct and seemingly unrelated ideas:  Pierre Bourdieu’s habitus, George Stiny’s shape grammar, and Michel de Certeau’s rhetoric of walking.  In a rather adventurous bout, section one also experiments with some “spatial sentences” as a means of underlining the potential communicative qualities of urban spatial form.

These excursions are admittedly and necessarily speculative in nature.  They are also highly suggestive.  The purpose is to provide a broad overview of a fairly extensive scholarly discourse linking language to urban form.  Of course the argument here is not that urban form is in and of itself a distinct natural language that can stand alone on par with, say, French or Japanese.  Instead, I suggest that it is an intrinsic part of a much broader communicative system that includes languages as more narrowly defined.  In this context I also underline the importance of ideas expressed by the applied mathematician Nikos Salingaros regarding the connectedness and consistency of related pattern languages.  
It is in section two that these ideas are articulated specifically in the context of Beijing’s traditional hutong neighborhoods.  Drawing heavily on the work of Liangyong Wu, and using examples from Chinese written language, section two illustrates some striking parallels in the compositional character of both.  In particular, both systems are marked by a distinctive recursive structure of embedded meaning.  This lends support to the proposition that both communicative systems (ie, urban form and written text) are derivative of a single more broadly unified language system.  The suggestion here is that it is no accident that one should find similar communicative approaches within a single cultural setting, as both are reflective of an underlying cultural mindset.  
It is in this context that arbitrary dismantlement and replacement of one communicative system with a more modernistic one may cause a disjuncture in meaning.  That is, to the extent that new urban structures in Beijing are not consistent with the broader language mindset characterized there, then something essential about Beijing is quite literally lost in translation.  That is the proposition that is explored in the third section of this paper.  The payoff from this linguistic approach is that it can help direct our attention to the “what” of what is being “said” through urban form.  Not all languages are equally well suited to all manner of expression; and in the case of Beijing, the rapid ongoing replacement of Beijing's hutong neighborhoods is quickly rendering the original expression mute.

The paper proceeds, then, with an exploration of three linked premises:

1. Material urban form constitutes part of a broader communicative language system through which cultural expression is manifest;

2. Beijing’s hutongs manifest a language form that is intrinsically expressive of traditional Chinese culture; and

3. As hutongs are replaced by more modernistic urban forms, an important aspect of Beijing is, quite literally, lost in translation.

2. First premise: The language of material urban form
2.1 Urban form as language
2.1.1 Urban Semiology

The urban semiology literature is replete with references to the city as a text, and to the implicit linguistic properties of cities.  To quote (famously) from Barthes (1986), 
"The city is a discourse … and this discourse is truly a language: the city speaks to its inhabitants, we speak our city, the city where we are, simply by living in it, wandering through it, by looking at it."  
Barthes' quote is emblematic of the field of urban semiotics, or the study of symbols as signifiers in an urban context.  While the link to language is explicit in urban semiology, the link to a coherent linguistic structure is not.  As Umberto Eco (2000) asserts, semiotics has as its object of inquiry a series of interpretants -- "interpretants being a collective, public observable product laid down in the course of cultural processes, even though one does not presume the existence of a mind that admits of, uses, or develops them" (my emphasis).
Barthes' reference to wandering through a city also evokes Michel de Certeau's (1984) notion of pedestrian speech acts:   "The act of walking is to the urban system what the speech act is to language or to the statements uttered … a rhetoric of walking … the long poem of walking manipulates spatial organizations."  By emphasizing the rhetorical aspect of walking, de Certeau draws a formal distinction between the linguistical system -- in our case that of a particular urban spatial setting  -- and the speech act itself.  It is not the detailed grammar of spatial form that interests de Certeau; instead, it is how individuals choose to express themselves within the broad parameters of any given grammatical system.  Of course, even the most idiosyncratic enunciative strategies will be shaped by the structure of the language that contains them
.  As we shall see, de Certeau’s ideas link quite explicitly to Chomsky’s distinction between linguistic competence and performance, where walking is a performance act.
2.1.2 Pattern language

Another link between urban form and language in the urban planning literature is that of pattern language, attributed to Christopher Alexander (1977), but perhaps most clearly expostulated by the applied mathematician Nikos Salingaros (2000, 2005 chapter 8).  From this perspective, patterns are represented somewhat abstractly as nodes in a graph, and the "language" combines the nodes together into an organizational framework, as represented in figure 1.
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Figure 1 Lower level patterns combine to form higher level patterns
From Salingaros (2000), after Alexander et al (1977).
One suspects that the somewhat vague interpretation of "nodes in a graph" as a generalizable representation of complex interactions is a double-edged sword for Alexander and company. On the one hand, the level of abstraction increases its potential applicability across a wide domain.  On the other hand, it calls into question the applicability of the concept to any given sconcept of language is evoked.  In fact, Salingaros (2000) is quite clear on this point:
        “A pattern language is more than just a patterns catalogue ... [a catalogue] does not give a script; it has no rules for flow, internal connections, or ordered substructures  ... Words without connection rules cannot make up a language... A language tells you which of them can be combined, and in what manner, in order to create a higher-level pattern.”  

Salingaros goes on to describe the generalizable process by which learned pattern languages are codified into religions, myths, and literary epics which serve as repositories for the pooling of collective intelligence accumulated over generations.  It is not difficult to ascribe a similar repository function to urban forms.  In his own way, Salingaros (2000) restates the rhetorical possibilities inherent in any over-arching design framework:   
"A set of connected patterns provides a framework upon which any design can be anchored. The patterns do not determine the design. By imposing constraints, they eliminate a large number of possibilities while still allowing an infinite number of possible designs.”  

Not only is this remniscent of de Certeau's rhetorical emphasis, it is also perpecific problem setting.  Our immediate concern, however, is the manner in which the fectly consistent with the basic problem of linguistics: how is it that we choose what to say within the confines of any particular grammatical system.
2.1.3 Space syntax

Another strand of the urban planning literature connecting urban form explicitly with language is that of space syntax (Hillier and Hanson, 1984; Hillier, 2000).  In a linguistic context, the function of syntax is "to describe the structure of a sentence and thereby to define it" (Palmer, 1981).  In a similar vein, space syntax seeks to describe the structure of spatially rooted interactions.  Hillier's approach is largely an empirical one, where data on social interactions such as pedestrian flows or crime incidents are correlated in systematic fashion with the spatial forms or patterns that contain those interactions.  The results of such empirical investigations, where conclusive, can then be used to shape social interactions through conscious design.  Although this approach may well be useful for the purpose for which it is intended, it does not shed light on the linguistic properties of spatial forms in the sense that I intend here.  In order to tap such linguistic insights more directly, I turn now to the field of linguistics, especially works by Noam Chomsky and his followers
.
2.2 Linguistics 
2.2.1 Competence and performance

Noam Chomsky (1979) defines linguistic competence as "that knowledge internalized by a speaker of a language, which, once learned and possessed, unconsciously permits him to understand and produce an infinite number of new sentences."  In contrast, process models are models of performance.  Competence models address how we can speak; performance models address what we choose to say.  This distinction between linguistic competence and linguistic performance is precisely the same as that put forward by de Certeau (1984), who acknowledges Chomsky in describing the rhetoric of walking as a model of performance.

2.2.2 Universal grammar

Over the course of half a century Chomsky has argued consistently that language is innate to human beings, and that the mental structures that support linguistic competence are hard wired in our brains in much the same way as are the mental structures that enable us to make sense of visual inputs.  According to Chomsky (1979), generative grammar is the explicit theory proposed to account for linguistic competence; it describes the transformations by which linguistical competence at a "deep structure" is manifest at the "surface structure" of language.  The deep structure of a language accords with its internal representation.  From this view, linguistic competence is innate to human psychological development.  In a more recent work
 Chomsky (2000) reaffirms that psychological linguistics concerns the process by which deep internal structures are transformed into specific surface structures
.  In figure 2 I present an initial, highly simplified and stylized, graphic representation of this process, which I shall then modify and adapt later on in this paper.
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Figure 2 Generative grammar
Here, deep internal structures ("I-language") are manifest at an external or surface level ("E-language") via transformations that define the essential grammar of a language.   The principles and parameters approach characterizes Chomsky's work in the context of his Minimalist Program (see, for example, Chomsky 1995).  Applying one set of binary parameters to a transformation yields, say, Japanese, while another set of parametric values generates French.  To cite just one example, a specific parameter might delineate languages (such as English) that place verbs prior to objects from those languages (such as Japanese) that use the reverse ordering.  In keeping with this tradition, Baker (2001) and Newmeyer (2005) use the principles and parameters approach to show how the vast range of human languages can be classified in relation to one another.  In an analogous manner, it may be possible to distinguish between different styles of architectural form, and indeed George Stiny’s “shape families” would appear to be a clear step in that direction.  From this perspective, differences between surface grammars, while real at one level, are not intrinsic to I-language.  It posits that an extensive class of transformations differ from one another only with respect to these underlying principles and parameters.  Bierswish (1999) extends this approach to incorporate spatial concepts explicitly, postulating an I-space corresponding to Chomsky's I-language.  According to Bierswish, "I-space is accomodated by semantic form in terms of primitives interpreted by strictly spatial concepts". 
2.3 Other generative grammars

From a Chomskian perspective incorrect language use arises when uttered sentences are inconsistent with the underlying grammatical transformations that are intrinsic to that particular language.  There is an infinite number of correct sentences that might be uttered, but they constitute a miniscule proportion of the incorrect sentences that might also be uttered.  This same idea carries over into two other influential scholarly traditions that are relevant to our discussion of urban form.
2.3.1 Shape grammar

A promising line of research extending Chomskian linguistical concepts to the spatial domain is that of shape grammar as introduced by George Stiny.  According to Stiny (1980):
"In a shape grammar, the shapes in the set S and the symbols in the set L provide the building blocks for the definition of shape rules in the set R and the initial shape I … Shapes generated using the shape grammar are also built up in terms of these primitive elements."
To illustrate with a simple example, an initial shape may be a simple line segment, and a shape rule may allow for successive shapes to be generated by adding line segments of varying lengths at right angles to the ends of any prior line segment.  Or, an initial shape may be a circle, and a shape rule may allow placement of one circle inside another.  As shown in figure 3, these elementary shape grammars can easily generate a large variety of shapes, all of which are united in their corresponding "shape families" by virtue of the common grammar that generated them.
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Figure 3 Shape grammars

To see the analogy of shape grammar to spoken languages, think of shape families as sentences within a given shape language, and the rule set R as the grammatical rules that give rise to such sentences.  The particular set of rules found in any rule set R are akin to the particular principles and parameters underlying any given E-language.  We may then think of these examples as being grammatically correct within the context of the language system that produces them.
Andrew Li (2001) has successfully applied this concept for replicating certain elements of the architectural style of the Yingzao fashi, a classical architectural text from eleventh-century China.  Fractals, too, may be thought of as shape families generated through repetitive re-application of a given set of shape rules.  As we shall see below, Beijing's hutongs also share certain fractal-like qualities suggesting a distinctive shape family.
2.3.2 Habitus
Pierre Bourdieu (1977, 2002) defines habitus as an enduring system of dispositions, which we may interpret as social practices and the communal systems of meaning that are inextricably associated with them.   Habitus includes spatial practices as well, which Bourdieu (1977, 89) illustrates nicely with an example from Kabylia (Algeria), but which is equally apt in the context of “four-wall garden” housing in Beijing:

“... inhabited space – and above all the house – is the principal locus for the objectification of the generative schemes; and, through the intermediary of the divisions and hierarchies it sets up between things, persons, and practices, this tangible classifying system continuously inculcates and reinforces the taxonomic principles underlying all the arbitrary provisions of this culture.” (Bourdieu, 1977, 89)

The spatial aspect of habitus is nicely articulated by Casey (2001, 686) who avers that “habitus is a middle term between place and self – and, in particular, between lived place and the geographical self”.  I find it useful to think of habitus as the intersection between identity and space.  Or, put another way, habitus is what makes a house a home.  Bourdieu also draws explicitly on Chomskian notions of the generative principles behind social / spatial / linguistic practices, with an important distinction:

“As a dynamic system of dispositions that interact with one another, it has, as such, a generative capacity; it is a structured principle of invention, similar to a generative grammar able to produce an infinite number of new sentences according to determinate patterns and within determinate limits.  The habitus is a generative grammar but it is not an inborn generative grammar in Chomsky’s tradition ...” (Bourdieu, 2002, 46)

2.4 Constructing spatial sentences

Before turning to the Beijing case study, it is useful to reflect again on the first premise: that material urban form constitutes part of a broader system of language.  If this is so, would it not be possible also to construct meaningful "spatial sentences" with this language?  Before attempting to do so, I first draw once more on Chomsky for some backup.  Regarding the controversial concept of semantic primitives, Chomsky (1978, p.141) says:
"It may be reasonable to suppose that at least traditional notions like 'agent of action', 'instrument', 'goal', 'source', and so on, are part of universal semantics; then such notions would be available for semantic representation."
Perhaps Bierwisch's (1999) notion of I-space, introduced above, also relies on deep-rooted semantic primitives pertaining to spatial concepts and relationships.  In any event, if Chomsky is correct in his supposition, then semantic primitives ought to be expressable across all languages, even spatial ones.  Here I introduce three simple spatial sentences, one inspired by a traditional Japanese garden in Kyoto, one inspired by the Tokyo Metropolitan Government building in Shinjuku, and a third based on the common traffic circle.

Figure 4 presents a stylized representation of a Zen garden on a hilltop near Kyoto.  The outstanding design feature of the garden is based on the concept of shakkei,
 or "borrowed view".  The garden's viewing platform featues one wall open and three walls (not depicted in figure 4) closed so that both the subject, or "agent of action" in Chomsky's quote, and the implied action are very clearly identified.  As one sits on the tatami mats facing the open garden, one's eyes are immediately drawn to a mountain that is on the opposite side of a deep valley.  It is the view of this mountain that is "borrowed" and incorporated into the design of the garden, as though it had been place just so for this very purpose.  This mountain is clearly the object of the sentence, and the implied viewing action is a transitive verb that links the subject to the object.  The object is a noun, and it is adorned beautifully by plants and shrubbery that serve as adjectives modifying this borrowed noun.  Finally, the act of viewing is itself modified by the meticulously landscaped surface that, acting as an adverb, directs one's gaze.
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Figure 6 Junctions as conjunctions (or injunctions)
Japan is also the source of inspiration for the spatial sentence represented in figure 5.  The Tokyo Metropolitan Government building designed by Keizo Tange dominates the surrounding landscape in Shinjuku.  Supported by a massive base, each of its two towers has a peculiar construction by which -- if viewed from above as depicted in figure 5 -- one square is set at a 45○ angle within a first square.  Thus, there are eight faces to each tower.  The effect of this design is that one cannot escape the sensation of being "watched" by this structure as one moves about Shinjuku.  The impression is magnified by the knowledge that this is the seat of power for the Tokyo Metropolitan Government.  Here, then, is a spatial sentence that is laden with contextual semantics as well.
My final example is that of the ubiquitous traffic circle, depicted in figure 6.  Again, I would argue, the implied agent of action is very clearly defined as "we", all who enter.  Our relationship to one another is highly symmetrical, and the functional purpose for our coming together momentarily is also clearly indicated by design. The traffic circle is a junction serving both as conjunction and injunction; joining us as it enjoins us. 
2.5 Revisiting the first premise

While by no means conclusive -- I am not prepared to assert that the first premise has been "proved" -- the review thus far certainly does lend credence to and support for the view that urban form has a latent linguistic property to it, and that there is potential for formalizing the underlying grammar that allows meaning to be shaped, both literally and figuratively (which in this case are very much the same thing) from the spatial settings that contain us.  This support comes very directly from urban semiology and related exhortations to read the city as a text.  It comes, too, from architectural design perspectives that grapple directly with the conscious and explicit use of shapes and forms to convey meaning.  From the linguistics literature, the first premise is supported by a Chomskian view of grammar as a transformation from innate internal representations of language to external representations that are encumbered by particular forms.  Thus, while by no means conclusive, there is sufficient cause to continue the investigation through the device of a specific case study.
3. Second premise: From putonghua to hutonghua
3.1 Semantic progression
The old city of Beijing is characterized by a bewildering yet intimate labyrinth of a myriad hutong (alleyways) woven through traditional siheyuan (courtyard style) housing.  As suggested in the photos in figures 7 and 8, this traditional configuration defines "us" and "them" with progressive levels of intimacy as one penetrates narrower alleyways and inner courtyards.
The design of these spaces displays a semantic progression that bears amazing likeness to a similar progression found in the Chinese written language.  To illustrate, figure 9 shows successive iterations of written characters that are then combined to form the character lei, meaning "tired".  One sees that this is the culmination of a simple yet exquisite semantic progression by which the implied efforts of "toiling in fields" or "spinning silk" are combined into one meaningful bundle of brush strokes (McNaughton, 1979).  This is characteristic of the Chinese written language.  A similar mindset is evident through the design of courtyard housing, with complex expressions of form being assembled progressively from simple components, as in figure 10.  Moreover, as pointed out by Wu (1999), the traditional courtyard structure has a self-replicating fractal-like quality that results in an interlocking form of enclosures and delimiters from the smallest scale (individual rooms) to the largest scale (the city).  The graphic in figure 11 portrays the courtyard-like quality of the old city of Beijing beautifully.
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Figure 7 Hutong alleyway (photo by author)
	[image: image6.jpg]



Figure 8 Courtyard housing (photo by author)
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Figure 9 Semantic progression in written language
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Figure 11 Courtyard form of Old Beijing (Wu, 1999)
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Figure 10  Semantic progression in courtyard housing (Wu, 1999)


3.2 The Idea of North
If the hutong urban form is indeed part of a more broadly constured language system, what is being expressed through its utterance?  I shall say more about this as we proceed to the third premise, regarding translation, but for the time being we may consider it to be an expression of a cultural mindset.  It is also the expression of a concept, one that we may term the Idea of North.  
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Figure 12 Beijing’s central north-south axis
The Idea of North is instrinsic to Beijing's character, and this is most evident, of course, in its very name, meaning "northern (bei) capital (jing)".  Moreover, a strong north-south axis dominates Old Beijing's layout.  Professor Wu Liangyong describes it as "the most magnificent urban axis of the premodern world" (see figure 12).  The north-south axis obliged visitors to approach the Emporer's magnificence from the south, with the adjacent halls, gateways, and other structures providing a sense of rhythm and climax as one approached (Wu, 1999).  Ancient Chinese associated the Emporer himself with the northern pole star, noting that all the other stars revolved around its celestial majesty (Sit, 1995). 
The renowned Canadian pianist Glenn Gould has composed a penetrating study of the Idea of North, producing a "contrapuntal radio" series with that title for the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation.
As perhaps the 20th century's leading expositor of the keyboard music of Johanne Sebastian Bach, Glenn Gould had a deep fascination for contrapuntal structures that allowed several voices to speak simultaneously, each with its own distinctive contribution to a transcendental whole.  In the Idea of North, he sets four human voices in motion simultaneously, as the narrators enunciate with their distinctive Canadian twangs their own individual thoughts about the Idea of North (as minutely scripted by Gould, of course).  The result was a contrapuntal sound composition … "a poetic and beautiful montage of the North" (Friedrich, 1990).  The vocal narratives in Gould's work are "trajectories" in the sense of de Certeau (1984).  From this light, Beijing is the grandest composition of all, with ten million trajectories, each one articulating its own Idea of North.
3.3 Revisiting the second premise
If indeed urban form constitutes part of a broad language form, as suggested by the first premise, then the hutong form certainly appears to be a language construct that is well tailored to Beijing.  The underlying design motif bears strong similarity to that of written Chinese, marked by a regular semantic progression of basic shapes combined with increasing complexity to produce a rich array of meaningful configurations.  This is surely a shape grammar in the sense articulated by Stiny (1980), and Beijing's hutong neighborhoods comprise a wonderfully nuanced and textured shape family.  This tentative finding invites more focused research to assess whether there is indeed a deep linkage between hutong architectural structures, Chinese written and spoken language, and other deeply rooted forms of cultural expression.  It suggests the possibility of a habitus (in Bourdieu’s sense of enduring dispositions) centered on this broad communicative system.  To recapitulate, up to this point we have reviewed abundant and diverse evidence linking urban form to language more generally (first premise), and we have noted striking similarities linking the hutong urban form with the written language form in Beijing (second premise).  Although these findings must remain tentative at this initial stage of inquiry they do invite us to push ahead with the third premise.
4. Third premise: Lost in translation?
4.1 New Beijing
The pace of Beijing’s transformation is truly astonishing.  Traditional hutong neighborhoods are disappearing with relentless speed, and the remaining neighborhoods are increasingly isolated and seemingly out of place.  The photograph in figure 13 is eerily remniscient of Wu Liangyong's (1999) haunting description of the manner in which redevelopment occurs -- "a few highrise buildings loom chaotically over a jumble of old one-storey houses, reminding them, as it were, of their doom".  
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Figure 13 Looming modernity
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Figure 14 Olympic modernity


The three signboards in figure 14 epitomize the new Beijing: one advertises the modern "international" residential apartment units appearing in the background; another sign presents a modern woman in sexy attire; and the third announces the forthcoming Beijing Olympics of 2008.  Indeed, if there is a new ideology ruling in China today, it is "2-0-0-8" and beyond, as preparations for new China's formal debut on the international stage sit squarely at the center of the nation’s political agenda.  The games are emblematic of a larger agenda to restore China’s international prestige and to further legitimize the Party’s leadership through continued economic development and societal transformation.  At an urban level in Beijing, this agenda clearly calls for a rapid and wholesale replacement of the old, dirty, smelly, decrepit, overcrowded hutong neighborhoods with new, clean, sanitized, modern, spacious apartment blocks.  Who could disagree?  The issue explored here is whether something essential might thereby be lost in translation.  For that we must revisit some linguistic concepts.
4.2 Models of translation
Figure 15 presents a model of the translation process, adapted from Roger T. Bell's (1991) text on translation theory and practice.  The process, of course, does not entail a direct mapping from the source language text to a target language text.  Instead, the source language text is first deconstructed through syntactic, semantic and pragmatic analyses in order to arrive at a semantic representation, depicted by Professor Bell (and again in figure 15) as a nebulous quality that captures the essential meaning of the expression in the source language text.  A reverse process, a reconstruction if one pleases, is then applied to produce a syntactic, semantic and pragmatic synthesis, the end result of which is a translated text in the target language.
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Figure 15 Bell’s model of translation
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Figure 16 A hybrid model of translation


Bell refers specifically to a "non-language-specific" semantic representation of what is being said, and this nebulous formation lies at the fulcrum of his model of translation.  This bears a strong parallel to our earlier representation of Chomsky's model of language, and this motivates the simple hybrid model I present in figure 16, where translation from one E-language structure to another is mediated through I-language structure.  By superimposing these two models, Chomsky's I-language and Bell's non-(surface) language-specific semantic representation coincide.  Likewise, Chomsky's transformation from I-language to E-language coincides with Bell's reconstruction or synthesis; and the inverse transformation (from E-language to I-language) coincides with Bell's deconstruction or analysis.  This hyprid model can be used to represent the process by which Beijing's original urban hutong text(ure) is being translated into modern-speak.
4.3 What is lost in translation?
The question is unavoidable; according to Eco (2000):
"Because one of the problems of semiotics is to say whether and how we use signs to refer to something … [it cannot] avoid another problem:  What is that something that induces us to produce signs?"
According to Eco, that something is being.   In our case, we may combine Eco's response with Gould's, and so conclude that it is the fundamental idea of be(ij)ing 
, as originally expressed through hutong forms, that is being lost in translation.  This fundamental idea lies beyond language, but is expressed through this language, broadly conceived.  Modernistic forms are ill suited to expressing this fundamental idea of be(ij)ing; it is as though the poetry of daily life were being translated into machine language.
Salingaros (2000) defines the problem of modernistic forms in the context of traditional settings neatly with reference to figure 17.  Traditional architectural patterns combine with corresponding social patterns to form higher order patterns, as depicted on the left.  Modernistic architecture is not so much another pattern form as it is an anti-pattern, whose function is essentially disruptive, according to Salingaros.  In his view, modernistic forms operate essentially as viruses: 

" … In the desire to be totally innovative, established disciplines sometimes willingly replace their pattern languages by stylistic rules.  These are entirely arbitrary, however, coming either from fashion or dogma … The mechanism by which stylistic rules propogate bears essential similarities to the replication of [computer] viruses.  [The success of a] stylistic rule is measured not by how well it serves any human activity, but rather by how many copies are produced."
	
[image: image15.wmf] Figure 17 Patterns and anti-patterns (Salingaros, 2000)


In sum, hutongs may be seen to express something essential about the identity of Beijing.  It is a collective inner language that maps to the cultural mindset of a place.

This places the hutonghua dilemma squarely in the broader context of Chinese modernity.  Writers throughout the past century have struggled with this issue intensely, seeking to reconcile traditional norms with modern imperatives.  No city has felt this pressure more acutely than Shanghai, and Leo Ou-Fan Lee's (1999) Shanghai Modern recounts this literature nicely, as do some of the photographs he provides of early modernizing Shanghai (see figure 18).
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Figure 18 Shanghai modern, circa 1930 (Lee, 1999)


4.4 Counter-arguments

It is useful to take stock of the argument thus far by reviewing some cogent counter-arguments.  Recall that for de Certeau (1984), it is the use of a language rather than its grammatical form that constitutes the matter of culture.  As he puts it, "the act of speaking (with all the enunciative strategies that implies) is not reducible to a knowledge of the language".  More generally, we should not under-estimate human ingenuity, nor over-estimate the deterministic qualities of over-arching (linguistical) systems.  Indeed, this is a classic example of the fundamental tension between structure and agency.  Likewise, contemporary studies of overseas Chinese suggest that "Chineseness" is as robust and multifaceted as it is elusive.  Yeh Wen-Hsin (2000), in Becoming Chinese: Passages to Modernity and Beyond, speaks of a "culturally defined Chinese universe with negotiated boundaries, in which the attributes of 'Chineseness' are not culturally predetermined and immutable, but are the products of an ongoing historical process.
One pitfall of scholars, especially those from the West, is to assume that planning principles derived in the West are automatically appropriate to China or other Confucian contexts (Heikkila, 1994).  A different yet related pitfall is to admonish Chinese to forego the perks of modernization in order to retain the quaintness of traditional practices.  Such a patronizing message is essentially one of cultural imperialism in the sense articulated with such devastating effectiveness by Edward Said (1979).
The language paradigm is useful for evaluating these counter-arguments.  Certainly one would not argue that any language should or could remain static.  It will surely evolve in response to all manner of internal and external stimuli.  However, this does not mean that all possible evolutionary paths are equally valid.  Here again Stiny's (1980) concept of shape families is helpful.  Shape families are infinite in their potential variety, but that does not mean that all shapes are included.  Only those shapes that are derived from transformations that are consistent with the underlying shape grammar are validated.  Thus, the challenge is to extend the traditional shape grammar to encompass a modern vocabulary.  This brings us to Ju'er Hutong. 
4.5 Ju'er Hutong
Figure 19 shows a plan (figure 6.45 from Wu, 1999) for renewal of  8.2-hectares of land along Ju'er Hutong in old Beijing.  Professors Wu Liangyong, Mao Qizhe, and others at Qinghua University have led this effort to demonstrate how Beijing's hutong neighborhoods can be redeveloped according to a process of "organic renewal … reflecting modern spirit, traditional culture, and local characteristics"
.  
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 Figure 19 Plan for Ju’er Hutong (Wu, 1999)


The Ju'er Hutong project is a significant prototype of how a shape family can be extended to encompass a new vocabulary.  Professor Wu and his colleagues are helping to translate traditional design concepts into a modern setting, thereby creating hutong-style neighborhoods with modern plumbing and facilities.  The Ju'er Hutong project has been awarded both national and international critical acclaim, and Professor Wu deservedly received a World Habitat Award in 1993 for his work.  Notwithstanding this critical acclaim, the project, by his own admission, has been a mixed success, as traditional design concepts are adapted in response to rapidly changing contemporary socio-economic realities and expectations in Beijing.  Part of the problem he encountered is that the backdrop of urban change writ large in Beijing was not fully compatible with his neighborhood scale project.  The challenge faced by Professor Wu and his colleagues is essentially one of translation, and to be addressed successfully requires fluency in both source and target languages.  It is difficult to imagine someone with greater mastery than Professor Wu in this regard.  If he and his colleagues fall short, there is a very real danger that an essential aspect of Beijing will soon be lost in translation.
4.6 Revisiting the third premise
Much has been written about the loss of precious traditional urban settings in the face of modernization, both in China and elsewhere.  What is new here is the articulation of an explicit model of linguistics to provide a theoretical framework for our chosen case study.  It is reasonable to ask, then, what if anything has been gained through reference to this framework.  In the absence of a linguistic model, one is left with merely the replacement of one surface structure (in the old Chomskian sense) by another.  While one may bemoan the implied loss, it is only with a linguistic model that one can explicitly posit that something important is being said in the source language.  From this perspective, questions of translatability follow immediately, naturally, and inevitably.
A most pressing need, therefore, is to undertake additional work that extends the domain of linguistics to encompass the language of spatial forms.  Much of the work reviewed here on urban semiology, pattern language, and the rhetoric of daily life certainly points in this direction but often falls short of a formal linguistic paradigm.  This paper argues that what is required is more than the use of language as an analogy: what is required is an extension of our concept of language itself.

5. Acknowledgements 

For helpful, encouraging, and insightful comments on an earlier version of this presentation, the author is grateful to Wu Liangyong, Mao Qizhi, Andrew Li, Dan Abramson, Sang-Chuel Choe, Gill Lim, Jeffrey Cody, Yukio Oguri, John Courtney, Meng Xiaochen, Glenn Shive, Craig Canning, Martin Krieger, Tridib Banerjee and others.  As author I am solely responsible for its contents.

6. References 

Bloggs, J., 1998, A non-kriging prediction algorithm. Journal of Obscure and Unrepeatable Results, 63, 1998-1999. 

Dubious, V., and Suspicious, H., 1986. Geostatistics: The Armchair Approach (Southampton: Mustbe-Desparate). 

Nogg, I., and Trustworthy, A., 1843, Reworking previous publications for fun and profit, In Proceedings of the Second International Conference on Old and Obsolete Statistical Methods (Southampton: GeoDynamics Society), pp. 12567-12568. 
Abramson, Daniel (1998). Neighborhood Redevelopment as a Cultural Problem: A Western Perspective on Current Plans for the Old City of Beijing, Doctoral Dissertation, Qinghua University, Beijing.
Alexander, Christopher, et al. (1977). A Pattern Language, Oxford University Press, Oxford. 
Baker, Mark C. (2001). The Atoms of Language: The Mind’s Hidden Rules of Grammar, Basic Books, New York.
Barthes, Roland (1986). The Semiology of the Urban, in M. Gottdiener & A. Lagopoulos, eds., The City and the Sign: An Introduction to Urban Semiotics, New York, Columbia University Press.
Bell, Roger T. (1991). Translation and Translating: Theory and Practice, Longman, London and New York.
Bierwisch, Manfred (1999). How Much Space Gets Into Language?, in Bloom et al, Language and Space, MIT Press

Bloom, Paul, Mary Patterson, Lynn Nadel and Merril Garrett, eds. (1999). Language and Space, MIT Press, Cambridge, MA.
Chomsky, Noam (1979). Language and Responsibility, Pantheon Press, New York.  Reprinted in On Language, New Press, New York, 1998.
Chomskey, Noam (1995). The Minimalist Program, MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass.
Chomsky, Noam (2000). The Architecture of Language, Oxford University Press, Oxford.
de Certeau, Michel (1984). The Practice of Everyday Life, University of California Press, Berkeley.
Eco, Umberto (2000). Kant and the Platypus, Vintage, London.
Friedrich, Otto (1990). Glenn Gould: A Life and Variations, Lester & Orpen Dennys, Toronto.
Gould, Glenn (1967). The Idea of North, Canada Broadcasting Corporation, Toronto.
Heikkila, Eric J. (2007). Three Questions Regarding Urbanization in China,  Journal of Planning Education and Research, vol. 27(1), 65 -81.
Heikkila, Eric J. (1994). Confucian Planning or Planning Confusion?, Journal of Planning Education and Research, vol. 14. 

Hillier, Bill and Juliette Hanson (1984). The Social Logic of Space, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.
Hillier, Bill (2001). The Common Language of Space, Space Syntax Laboratory, University College London.  http://www.spacesyntax.com/publications/commonlang.html. 

Kim, Won-Bae, Mike Douglass, Sang-Chuel Choe, and Kong Chong Ho, Editors (1997). Culture and the City in East Asia, Clarendon Press, Oxford.
Lee, Leo Ou-Fan (1999). Shanghai Modern: The Flowering of a New Urban Culture in China, 1930-1945, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass.
Li, Andrew I-Kang (2001). A shape grammar for teaching the architectural style of the Yingzao fashi; Doctoral dissertation, Department of Architecture, MIT.
McNaughton, William (1979). Reading and Writing Chinese: A Guide to the Chinese Writing System, Caves Books, Rutland, Vermont.
Newmeyer, Frederick J. (2005). Possible and Probable Languages, Oxford University Press.
Palmer, F.R. (1981). Semantics, 2nd edition, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.
Said, Edward (1979). Orientalism, Vintage, New York.
Salingaros, Nikos A. (2005). Principles of Urban Structure, Techne Press, Amsterdam.
Salingaros, Nikos A. (2000). The Structure of Pattern Language, Architectural Review Quarterly, vol. 4, 149-161.
Searle, John R. (2005). What is an Institution?, Journal of Institutional Economics, vol. 1(1), 1-22.
Sit, Victor (1995). Beijing: The Nature and Planning of a Chinese Capital City, John Wiley & Sons, New York.
Smith, Neil (2003). Chomsky: Ideas and Ideals, 2nd edition, Cambridge University Press.
Stiny, George (1980). Introduction to shape and shape grammars, Environment and Planning B, vol. 7, 343-351.
Wu Liangyong (1999). Rehabilitating the Old City of Beijing, University of British Columbia Press, Vancouver.
Yeh, Wen-Hsin, editor (2000). Becoming Chinese: Passages to Modernity and Beyond, University of California Press, Berkeley.
Zhu, Zixuan and Reginald Yin-Wang Kwok (1997). Beijing: The Expression of National Political Ideology, in Won-Bae Kim et al, editors, Culture and the City in East Asia, Clarendon Press, Oxford.
� EMBED PowerPoint.Slide.8  ���





� EMBED PowerPoint.Slide.8  ���











� de Certeau acknowledges this point explicitly in the preface to the English translation of his work: "within the bounds imposed by another language and another culture, the art of translation smuggles in a thousand inventions which, before the author's dazzled eyes, transform his book into a new creation".


� The influence of Noam Chomsky on the field of linguistics is truly profound.  Neil Smith’s (2003) clearly expounded book on Chomsky ranks him in the company of Picasso, Einstein and Freud in terms of the magnitude of his impact.


� The title of this book, appropriately enough for our purposes, is The Architecture of Language.


� The terminology has evolved over the decades.  In later work, especially in conjunction with his Minimalist Program (Chomsky, 1995), Chomsky drops his use of “deep” versus “surface” structures of language, but he does continue to draw a distinction between I-language and E-language. 


� My thanks to Jonathan Reynolds for helping me recover the proper term in Japanese.


� I am partial to Basil Fawlty's (played by John Cleese) pronouncement on the BBC comedy series Fawlty Towers:  "It has a certain je ne sais quoi … but I don't know what it is".


� Chomsky would no doubt object strenuously to any suggestion of a “collective inner language”.  For him, all language resides in individuals, and so it makes no sense to speak about the social construction of language.  In this sense my use of collective language as a fundamental social institution is more consistent with that of Searle (2005).  Indeed, Searle argues that any social institution pre-supposes a linguistic capability.


� The latter part of this quote is from the 1983 revision to the Beijing Master Plan, as quoted in Wu (1999, p.43).
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