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Abstract

In the wake of rapid urban transformation around the world, spatial planning receives ample atten​tion as a means to regulate urban form. This paper questions the possibi​lities of planning to do so. It argues that planning is not the only prac​tice that determines urban form. Instead, urban form should be perceived as the result of a broad range of goal oriented public and private actors, structured by their insti​tu​tional settings. Furthermore, physical objects structure interaction as well. The paper applies this relational argu​ment to two Chinese cities with a pro​foundly different urban mor​pho​logy, political economy and urban history: com​pact Hong Kong and spraw​ling Guang​zhou. It interprets the variations in urban form as varia​tions in the associations with which they emerged. Hong Kong’s concentrated urban form relates to and supports a dominant association of empty mountains, country parks, podium buildings, real estate developers, Hong Kong government bureaus, urban residents, and indigenous villagers. Within this assoc​iation, Hong Kong planners and plans are suc​cessful, but only so because their goals and strategies fit in. This also limits the potential of planning for change. The situa​tion in Guangzhou is very different. Here, real estate developers, go​vernment officials, municipalities, foreign investors and suburbanites associate with gated enclaves, develop​ment zones, cars, and motorways. Planning is not part of this new dominant association, and thus has limited influence. This relat​ional interpretation of urban development and landscapes in Hong Kong and Guangzhou results in conclusions the ‘narrative of loss’ on urban transformation and on the possibilities to intervene through urban planning.

1. Chinese Cities in a New Geography 

With the emergence of the post-industrial or network society, socio-cultural and economic practices the world over are changing rapidly. In studying these changes, authors like Castells, Knorr-Cetina, Giddens, and Beck do highlight different driving forces, but seem to agree on the most important aspects: new technologies, globalization and indivi​dualization. These also have far-reaching spatial implications: the changing spatial charac​teristics of socio-cultural and economic practices result in a ‘new geography’ (Sassen, 1996; Kotkin, 2000; Asbeek Brusse and Wissink, 2002). In this new geo​graphy, cities are trans​forming dramatically. Most strikingly, accelerating urbanization results in a stag​gering growth of cities (Davis, 2006: 1-19). According to the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2002) there are now 400 cities with a population of more then one million inhabitants, compared to 86 in 1950. Half of earth’s population lives in cities, and the absolute number of rural inhabitants is going down. The growth of megacities and seemingly endless urban fields is especially striking. Today, even the amount of conurbantions with more than 20 million inhabitants is growing. Most of these megalopolises are located in Third World countries, of which many in Asia. And nowhere urbanization is as radical as in China (Pannell, 2002). Here an extended period of deliberate Maoist under urbanization has now been ex​changed by an aggressively planned urban development. The result is a rural to urban transition without historical precedents. China alone added more city-dwellers in the 1980s than did all of Europe (including Russia) in the nineteenth century (Financial Times, 27 July 2004, cited by Davis, 2006: 2). And although Beijing provoked this transition, the results now put the problem solving capacities of all levels of Chinese government to the test. 

1.1 The ‘narrative of loss’ in urban studies literature

Urban Studies literature pays due attention to the impacts of the spatial restructuring of city regions. It does acknowledge that spatial restructuring accommo​dates economic and social-cultural globa​lization, but at the same time the effects of spatial changes on social structures are rendered problematic.
 For instance, it is stressed that urbanization generates the trans​ition of a variety of diverse rural lifestyles to a single urban one, thus disturbing trusted social patterns and age-old communities. From the start sociological and urban research paid central attention to this ‘loss of community’, but the increased speed of urbanization has caused a renewed attention for this theme. Furthermore, it is stressed that with rapid urbanization and the resulting urban sprawl cities now engulf rural areas thus forcing former rural lifestyles to change. Villagers not only migrate to the city, but increasingly quickly, the city also migrates to the villages, thus causing more communities to change (Davis, 2006). And in this ‘desakota’ landscape, it is very hard to make a clear difference between rural and urban areas (McGee, 1987). But urban studies literature not only focuses on the changing seize of cities. It also studies the effects of their changing internal structure. With the introduction of new transportation technologies and privatized infrastructures, the traditional core-periphery model of industrial cities is replaced by an ‘archipelago of enclaves’ (Hajer and Reijndorp, 2001) which results from processes of ‘splintering urbanism’ (Graham and Marvin, 2002).

The urban studies literature is worried about these changes. Well-read authors like Davis, Sorkin, Sennett, Castells, Graham and Marvin, and Zukin emphasize that due to the splin​tering of physical space, also social life in the post-industrial city becomes ‘frag​mented’, ‘splintered’ or ‘partitioned’. They stress that the rich are dis​con​nec​ting themselves spatially from the poor, and are retreating in the pseudo public spaces of shopping malls, golf clubs and gated communities, thus undermining solidarity. The public space of the enlightenment project – a generally accessible, free and safe space that emerged in the con​text of the nation state – is increasingly replaced by collective but exclusive spaces that are selectively connected. Furthermore, there is a growing fear for the disappearance of old public spaces, and with them the changes for different social groups to meet. Since splintering is said to hinder face-to-face interactions between groups – the sort of interaction that supposedly was constitutive of the emergence of modern society in Europe in the first place – it is easily perceived as a threat to community and democracy.

These worries about the social integration of urban communities reinforce the traditional attention for the loss of community in urban studies and sociological literature. It results in a dominant negative framing of urban restructuring, which Crawford (1998: 23) describes as a ‘narrative of loss’. This narrative “con​trasts the current debasement of public space with golden ages and golden sites – the Greek agora, the coffeehouses of early modern Paris and London, the Italian piazza, the town square. The narrative nostalgically posits these as once vital sites of democracy where, allegedly, cohesive public discourse thrived, and inevitably culminates in the con​temporary crisis of public life and public space, a crisis that puts at risk the very ideas and institutions of democracy itself”. Others like Arefi (1999), Banarjee (2001), and Marcuse and Van Kempen (2002) echo this observation of the negative framing of urban restructuring. Interest​ing​ly, in an analysis of the Middle Eastern or Arab city, Elsheshtawy (2004: 3-7) signals a similar negative framing.

1.2 The new form of the Chinese city

The spatial changes of Chinese city regions seem to fit in with this narrative of loss remarkably easy. Land-use specialization is one of the main charac​teristics since Deng Xiaoping announced major eco​nomic reforms at the end of the 1970s (Gaubatz, 1999). Before that, the main building blocks of the ‘Maoist’ Chinese cities had been the work-units or ‘danwei’. These were characterized by a high degree of self-sufficiency and social integration. They not only provided work, but also housing, health care, food and other basic services. As a result, the Maoist city consisted of an endless collection of danwei with low levels of functional specialization and internally integrated networks. Beyond their borders, networks were not dense at all and infrastructures were relatively underdeveloped.

The urban structure of the post-Maoist city is starting to be remarkably different. Following economic reforms and accompanying changes in urban life styles and social organization, new urban forms are developing. Changes in housing tenure and consump​tion, the introduction of commercial enterprises and of foreign investment, and industrial growth result in district specialization and increased mobility (Wu, 1998). With the separation of housing from the workplace and from places of consumption, the integrated worlds of the danwei are being replaced by mono-functional and mono-cultural enclaves: the gated housing estate, the commercial district, the shopping mall, and the development zone. And the need for travel between these mono-functional units has grown dramatically, resulting in an alarming growth of car- and motorcycle-ownership, threatening to gridlock urban and region​nal roads.

1.3 Can planning help?

When framed through the ‘narrative of loss’, the urban development of the Chinese city seems to pose serious questions for China’s urban future. Spatial frag​men​tation emerges as a general worldwide outcome of the goal-oriented agency of elites that are applied in various urban context and all lead to the same results: fragmentation. Therefore, this framing brings in view the threat that spatial resegmentation will undermine the social coherence of the Chinese society. And although so far in the Chinese context there hasn’t been much attention for the effects of the internal splintering of urbanism, the continuous sprawl of cities is observed in alarm. In reaction, just like in Europe at the start of the twentieth century, more than once, urban planning is put forward as a means to prevent negative effects; either by preven​ting urban sprawl and promoting compact urbanism; or even by countering new forms of spatial inequality that result from the internal fragmentation of cities.

This paper doesn't argue against compact urbanization or spatial equality as goals for Chinese urbanization. But it does question the theoretical under​pinnings of general goal oriented planning strategies as means in such an endeavour. From an relational point of view it stresses that, apart from the influences of globali​zation, the specific urban form of city regions is as much determined by the institutional settings and actor setups of national and local contexts. Furthermore, the existing physical landscapes of city regions structure the develop​ment of urban form as well. And these ‘local’ determinants of urban form can vary remarkably, thus necessitating local strategies for intervention. In short, in reaction to the ‘narrative of loss’, there is not one general process of urban segmentation that is similar everywhere around the world. Variations in political economies, in the characteristics of the organization of building provisions, and in physical landscapes, profoundly in​fluen​ce the local outcomes of worldwide restructuring and general elite strategies or preferences. There​fore, policies to influence urban form should be based on an understanding of the interaction of global and local driving forces.

This paper wants to contribute to such an understanding. For that reason, it makes a compa​rison between Hong Kong and Guangzhou: two Chinese cities with a profoundly different urban mor​pho​logy, political economy and urban history. How can the differences in urban morphology be explained? What potential developments for the future can be expected? How successful are planning strategies in these contexts? And which possibilities for government intervention emerge? To answer these questions, the next paragraph will first outline an adequate framework for the analysis and understanding of the urban form of specific cities. Then the urban form of Guangzhou and Hong Kong will be introduced in paragraph three. Para​graphs four and five will analyse the sprawling form of Guangzhou and the concentrated urban form of Hong Kong respectively. Paragraph six then draws conclusions on the causes of the different forms of both cities and on the consequences for intervention.

2. Actors, Institutions, and Things 

In turning our attention to the differences between Guangzhou and Hong Kong, we have to know ‘how’ exactly to study the role of spatial planning in the emergence of urban form in both cities. We already established that such a framework has to imply goal oriented actors as well as the institutional settings in which these operate. Also we ascertained that we have to include the characteristics of physical landscapes as determinants of the emerging urban form. But how are these elements related? And how can the role of urban planning be established? In answering these questions we will first make a difference between supply (production) and demand (consumption) perspectives on urban form and we will show that the narrative of loss wrongfully stresses consumption over production. Following, we will show that urban form as a product emerges together with groups as goal oriented actors and institutions as structuring properties. Thereafter, we will show that physical objects are also implied in this mutual constitution of society and space. Thus, the attention will be focussed on associations of actors and things in settings. Then we will position urban planning within those associations and we will translate this theoretical position into a research framework.

2.1 Urban form as product 

The road towards explanations of urban form is full of conceptual problems. First of all, the concept of urban form itself is not clear (Bourne, 1982; Wu, 1995: 16-19; Lefebvre, 1996). This obscurity is the result of the existence of various perspectives – neoclassical economics, urban ecology, and institutional analysis – from which urban form is studied. In general, these perspectives all focus on the make up of the built environment. For instance, Bourne (1982: 41) enumerates a whole list of criteria for urban spatial structure, subdivided over context factors (like timing and functional character), macro form (like scale, shape, networks), internal form and function (like density, homogeneity, concentricity, connectivity), and organization and behaviour (like goal orientation and organizing principles). His full list already shows the multi faceted character of the topic under study.

Especially up to the 1980s, there has been a variety of studies focussing in different ways on the development of the urban form, urban spatial structure, spatial pattern of the internal structure of the industrial city and post-industrial city. This attention has resulted in numerous books (Chapin & Kaiser, 1979; Bourne, 1982; Lake, 1983; Hillier and Hanson, 1984; Whitehand. and Larkham, 1992; Wu 1995; Christof, 1999; Conzen and Conzen, 2004). Also, already in 1974 the Inter​national Seminar on Urban Form was established, which publishes its own specialized magazine Urban Morphology. At the same time, attention is scattered over disciplines like architecture and geography and within these disciplines various independent lines of research exist: for instance the topo​mor​phologists and space syntax within architect​ure, the Conzenian tradition and spatial analysis with​in geography (Whitehand, 2001). And although attention for urban form waned over the 1980s with the growing atten​tion for actor-perspectives and the diminishing authority of structural functional perspectives, over the last decade it re-emerges due to the already mentioned worries over the social impacts of changing urban form of the informational, post-industrial, post-modern city.

Since definitions of urban form vary with the many perspectives on urban form that have been established, a meaningful conceptualization necessitates clarification of the perspective from which it is studied. Now, it is not the object of this paper to single out the full relationships between all these approaches. Therefore, for now some starting points suffice. First, there is confusion on the role of the natural characteristics of the landscapes ‘in’ which city regions emerge, in explanations of urban form. In naturalist explanations, natural elements are used to explain the patterns of urban settlements. For instance, the high densities of Hong Kong are explained from its mountainous landscape and the limited available space; and the spread out character of Tokyo or Guangzhou from the abundant space that was available on the extensive Kanto plains. Cities somehow seem to be perceived as natural entities that naturally come out of physical landscapes. These ‘natural’ explanations down​play the fact that these natural landscapes are mediated to create cityscapes, and that goal-oriented actors execute this mediation. Therefore, instead of natural explanations, ‘social’ explanations focus atten​tion to social relations as a means to explain the urban form of cities.

Social explanations focussed on social processes without paying a lot of attention to the space of physical objects that was depicted as a result of social action. For instance, neo-classical perspectives on urban form especially stress demand as decisive factor (Lake, 1983). From this per​spective, residential and other patterns are the end product of consumer choices within various markets. Then the emergence of gated communities is explained from the preferences of residents (‘consumers’) that want to life in these communities (as happens in the narrative of loss); the location of offices is explained from the location preferences of companies; the concentrated urbanization in Hong Kong is explained as result of a urban culture that guides the preferences of residents towards convenience and services resulting in condo living and downplaying preferences for suburban low density living; and so on. However, such demand-side explanations easily run into difficulties. For instance, the urban form between Guang​zhou and Hong Kong varies extremely, but it seems unlikely that this solely results from variations in consumer preferences; after all the majority of Hong Kong inhabitants im​migrated from China over the last decades. So maybe consumers in Hong Kong have different consumption preferences, but these differences have to be explained themselves. This shows that demand-oriented explanations presuppose transparent markets that directly follow demands. However, various obstacles prevent such direct reciprocity between demand and supply in the production of buildings and other spatial objects. Thus actors have to adjust their preferences to the existing situation. Institutional economics stresses that institutions structure consumer preferences and production alike. In similar vein, urban theory criticizes an over-emphasis on consumer demand as a driving force behind the production of space (Lake, 1983: ix-xxv). Attention has to be geared towards regimes of production of space.

2.2 Actors, institutions, and the production of urban form

When focusing on urban form as a product, attention easily switches to the producers of spaces: real estate developers, infrastructure builders and governments to name a few. Actor-centred approaches thus discern the actors involved, and with a reference to their goals explain the interaction that results in urban form the aggregation of individual goals. Institutional approaches criticize such a reductionist explanation of outcomes from the pre​ferences of individual actors (March and Olsen, 1989: 4-5). The ‘rediscovery of institutions’ leads to the conclusion that agency is struc​tured by social relations and rules and resources that are embedded in practices. This ‘new’ institutionalism acknowledges the role of actors, but analyses their actions in the context of social practices that structure action. And this practice-theoretical approach stresses that even actors (and their norms, resources and interpretative schemes) are constituted in social practices (Schatzki, 1996: 1-18). Therefore, actors have to be analyzed in relation to structuring practices. When applied to space, this leads to the conclusion that ‘men and women make space, but not un​der con​ditions of their own choosing’, to elaborate on the well-known adagio of Marx. In terms of Giddens (1984), rules and resour​ces structure the interaction of goal-oriented actors that are involved in the production of spaces. Therefore, an analysis of urban form as a product always also has to be an institutional analysis. This directs attention to issues like property rights, planning regulations, real estate developers and the changing mix of powerful actors.
 

During the advent of the new institutionalism in the 1980’s, Paul DiMaggio (1988) stressed two potential shortcomings of institutional theory. First, institutional analysis tends to be inattentive to action. With the stress on the duality between action and structure in the production of urban form, practice theory is both institutional and at the same time stresses the importance of action. Therefore, such an actor-centred institutionalism meets this first criticism. As a second criticism, DiMaggio observed that institutional theories do not explain the emergence, endurance and change of institutions. Now, in the public domain, most practices are the result of explicit deliberation. Therefore, this second criticism can be met, by linking the actor-centred institutional analysis to a narrative analysis. The emergence and change of practices then can be explained from the narratives of the actors involved on the necessity of these practices. In similar vein, Hajer (1995) stresses that policy practices result from discourse institutiona​lization.

In conclusion, actors that produce urban form and institutional settings that structure their operations emerge mutually in social practices. Therefore, to understand the differences in the urban form of Guangzhou and Hong Kong, we have to understand the characteristics of this urban form; we have to focus on the producers of that urban form and their goals; we have to analyze the practices in which those producers are embedded and through which they emerged as actors with specific goals; we have to understand the simultaneous emergence of the properties that structure their actions; and we have to explain the emergence, endurance and change of these practices by analyzing the ‘narratives’ that supported their emergence.

2.3 The importance of things: Actor-Network-Theory

Social explanations of urban form imply a departure of an ab​solute con​cep​tion of space, in which space is regarded as a container that exists independently from objects and subjects ‘in’ space; space as stage on which social processes are played out and objects are distributed. In the 1980s, several authors like Giddens, Castells, Urry pointed out that this conception conceals how actors actively ‘make’ spaces (Gregory and Urry, 1985). Instead, in line with the above perspective, from relative or relational conception space is perceived as product of social relations (Urry, 1995: 1-30; Graham and Healey, 1999). Recent publications especially highlight the symbolic pro​duc​tion of space. ‘Representations’ of space differ, and these dif​ferences mirror variations in the positions of actors and related identities, resources and goals. A second – although related – perspective on space as a product regards physical space itself as product (Low, 1996; Asbeek Brusse and Wissink, 2002; Yurcenar, 2006: 33-36). Physical urban form of city regions is an expression of social relations and power distribution. Such a perspective is employed in two ways. First, it is used historically. For  instance, the differences between the urban form of the Medieval, the industrial and the post-industrial city result from changing social relations (Soja, 2000: 1-144). Second, the perspective of physical space as product can be used to analyze differences in the urban form of different city regions. For instance, the differences between the open European city with its public squares, and the closed and inward looking private collective spaces of Arab cities result from varying gender relations (Yurcenar, 2006: 33-36).

Although social explanations of urban form thus redress the shortcomings of absolute con​ceptions of space, at the same time they are ambiguous about the role of physical objects in the development of urban form: social aspects like acting actors or structuring institutions are the sole explanations. Thus the criticism on naturalist explanations resulted in an objectless ‘social’ explanation of urban form. Although in a different context, this state of affairs has been criticized by Bruno Latour. While focussing on the explanation of scientific theories and technologies, he shows how ‘things’ actively influence the emergence of theories and technologies. “What I want to do (..) is to show why the social cannot be construed as a kind of material or domain and to dispute the project of providing a ‘social explanation’ of some other state of affairs” (Latour, 2005: 1). Thus, he wants to replace social explanations of theories and technologies by a perspec​tive that shows how associations of social and physical objects emerge together. Only after these associations have been established and accepted, can a social explanation be con​vincing. In similar vein, urban form cannot be solely explained from social factors: associations of physical objects and social actors and institutions emerge together. And only once these associations are accepted, can social factors – like actors and structures – be seen as meaningful explanation of urban form. 

Under guidance of Bruno Latour, Michel Callon en John Law, over the last twenty years, in the field of the sociology of science and technology, these starting points have been developed into the Actor-Network-Theory (ANT). In line with the practice theory, ANT criticises the construction of groups or actors by the analyst. Actors don’t exist apart from associations; they are the result and emerge during their formation. Therefore, groups, actors, or society have to be analysed and explained as a result, just like objects, theories or urban form. According to ANT, there ‘is’ no society, only more or less temporary associations of human and non-human actors. Although this perspective on the emergence of groups and institutions in practices is in line with practice theory that was outlined above, there is one big difference: ANT perceives objects as actors as well. Now ANT doesn’t denny the difference between human and non-human actors, but at the same time it does stress that an explanation of the mutual emergence of both in practices has to be studied symmetrically. For that reason, actors get a new definition as ‘any element which bends space around itself, makes other elements dependent upon itself and translates their will into a language of its own’ (Callon & Latour, 1981: 286). Human and non-human actors thus form associations and thus constituting society instead of the other way around (Law, 1992, Latour, 2005). Most strikingly, objects – like the mountains in Hong Kong, or the paddy fields in suburban Guangzhou – not only result from social interaction but also are actively implicated in the formation of associations. Only once this process has been concluded, some actors are perceived as organizing and others as organized. Research has to focus on this process of the production and acceptance of associations, which in ANT is called ‘translation’.

Callon and Latour (1981) describe translation as all negotiations, plots, calculations, per​sua​sions, and even violence that result in the authority of an actor to act as a spokesperson on behalf of other (human or non-human) actors. In this process, Callon (1986) discerns four phases. In the first (problematization) a focal actor establishes his point of departure and plan of action concerning an issue. He or she identifies other actors (human and non-human) and by moulding their goals, tries to convince them that his point of view has advantages in terms of their own goals. During the second phase (interessement), allies are locked into place. The relations between the identified actors (human and non-human) are strengthened by their choice to contemplate participating in the association, and define themselves and others accordingly. Thus the association becomes less vulne​rable to competing focal actors and their associations. When interessement is successful, the third phase (enrolment) is achieved. Actors in associations are now willing participants of the association. Potential questions on actors and their goals are now transformed into clear statements that are perceived as true. During the last phase of mobilization the association becomes institutionalized and the focal actor is acknowledged as formal spokesperson. Associations – actors and their goals – disappear in ‘black boxes’ and are not questioned anymore. The social and the natural are split; and the social are reconstructed as causes of natural objects. After successful translation, “only voices speaking in unison will be heard” (Callon, 1986: 223). However, associations can always be questioned, black boxes can be opened and associations have to be maintained (Callon & Latour, 1981).

Now what does this imply for the city, and for the analysis of urban form? First of all, it implies that cities or city-regions are perceived as an abundance of Actor-Networks of asso​ciations. There are not separate physical objects and social actors; both are inescapably linked. Maybe after the acceptance of associations, this link is made invisible, but when researching urban form it has to be brought out into the open. Furthermore, not only do human actors cause urban form to emerge, but also do non-human actors influence asso​ciations, and thus urban form. Not only do human actors that are mobilized into associations support objects and through them urban form; also do non-human actors that are mobilized support human actors, their definition and positions. Thus, to anticipate the coming analysis of the urban form of Hong Kong; not only do strategic actors in this city operate to maintain the natural open landscape of mountains, for instance through concentrated urbanization and country parks; these mountains and country parks also ‘allow’ some strategic actors like the big real estate companies and train companies to maintain their dominant role. Thus, in sum, and in addition to practice theory, not only human actors and institutional settings but also physical objects and thus urban form are the result of a mutual process of translation in which human and non-human actors influence mediation. In this way, the objectless social explanation of urban form can be replaced by an objectfull but at the same time non-positivist and relativist analysis. Research into urban form has to focus on the formation of associations between human and non-human actors that both emerge in practices; it is at the same time an analysis of urban form and of the emergence of society and it’s groups and dominant actors.
2.4 Planning and associations

Now that we have established that urban form, dominant actors, and institutional settings alike are the result of the mobilization of dominant associations we can turn our attention to planning. After all, according to the start of this paper we are interested in the contribution of urban planning in adjusting urban form. From the above perspective, urban planning has to be studied in relationship to dominant associations of human and non-human actors. For now, we will be content with this conclusion. Successful planning has be part of dominant asso​ciations. However, Actor-Network-Theory adds an interesting extra element to the analysis: generally, planning is perceived as a goal oriented instrumental activity and it is therefore interpreted as cause of changes in space. However, from a perspective of associations, such a framing of planning is the result of the emergence of dominant associations, which will be established after agreement over these associations. However, ANT will focus attention on the emergence of associations, during which time cause and effect are much less clear. Of course, planners can try to act as focal actors, tempting other actors to follow their ‘problematization’. Focal actors and spokespersons can and will also emerge from the world outside of planning. During ‘interessement’ and ‘enrolement’, planning, planners and plans will then be asked to fit into associations, and sometimes will do so. Then they might not have as leading a role, as planning theory makes us believe; or at least they will have to adjust their views to emerging associations. Thus causes and effects can be very ambiguous. Furthermore, during the process of translation, non-human objects also can have a leading role. In that sense, successful planning can also be the effect of the acceptance of non-human objects; and these objects then actually support planning and planners instead of the other way around. So research has to focus on reasons why planners become part of associations, or not. And the influence of planning strategies is relative to these associations. The im​pli​ca​tions of this perspective for urban planning will become clearer towards the end of the paper.

3. Urban Form – Guangzhou and Hong Kong

In present-day China, both Guangzhou and Hong Kong are multi-million city regions, located in the Pearl River Delta, in Southeast China. Early developments in Guangzhou already started around 900 BC. Its neighbour is a relative infant with a history of just over 150 years. Nonetheless, in that short history Hong Kong established itself as a prime global city with a strong position in services. Despite the unprecedented urban and economic developments, and the resulting growth of Guangzhou, it is still just striving to realize a similar position. On the one hand, this results from the competing economic positions of Shanghai and Beijing within mainland China. On the other hand the economic position of Guangzhou directly related to developments in Hong Kong, especially now that the Pearl River Delta itself is developing as an integrated regional economy (Enright e.a., 2005). Thus, an analysis of Guangzhou necessitates understanding of Hong Kong and the other way around.

3.1 Sprawling Guangzhou – the re-emergence of an economic powerhouse

Guangzhou is the capitol of Guangdong province. The city is located at the junction of three rivers of which the Zhu Jiang, or Pearl River, is the most important. To the North, the Baiyun Mountains form a natural border; in the South the Zhu Jiang River flows into the Pearl River Delta. Developments in Guangzhou, which started in the central Liwan and Yenxiu districts, have an ancient history, which is closely related to its role in foreign trade (Wu, 1995: 183-189). Already during the T’ang dynasty around 900 AD, the city was one of the famous ports in the world. It developed into an economic and trade centre. In 1757 the harbour of Guangzhou was designated as an exclusive Chinese treaty port. Soon, foreign traders would set up factories on Shamian Island. However, trade turned out to be difficult, and various confrontations on trade, integration, and legal matters between Great Brittain and China, some of which took place during the so-called Opium Wars, successively resulted in establishment of Hong Kong as a crown colony in 1848 (Welsh, 1993). Soon after, the factories in Guangzhou were closed and traders moved to Hong Kong Island.

With the rise of the economic power of Shanghai, Beijing, and Tianjin in the latter part of the nine​teenth century, the economic position of Guangzhou deteriorated. Just like the rest of China, after 1949 Guangzhou entered in a period of rapid industrialisation. However, because of its trading history, the new Communist leaders in Beijing looked unfavourably at the city, and development was curtailed, even more so than the other cities in under-urbanized Maoist China. Like all Chinese cities, before 1949 Guangzhou was a walled city based on millennia-old architectural and urban design traditions (Gaubatz 1999: 1495). Al this changed very quickly when development was financed through state capital construc​tion investment (CCI) that supported a project specific development, which was based on sectoral planning (Wu, 1998: 262). State enterprises had a leading role in the transformation of land for industry, and at the same time housing for the workers were included in the development. Furthermore, in line with Maoist thoughts on urban life, most services were provided through these walled workplace communities or ‘danwei’ (Lu and Perry, 1997). Rural villages collectively owned agricultural land. As a result, Guangzhou remained a relatively compact city, and low housing investments meant high densities and a decreasing average residence space (Xu, 1999: 114). Internally, the city consisted of large amounts of self-catering ‘danwei’, which formed the centre of social life. And since according to ideology urban residents hardly ever needed to travel beyond work-unit walls, the connections between these were relatively poor, and roads were mainly filled with public busses, trucks, and bicycles (Gaubatz, 1999: 1497). This was reflected by very marginal investments in transportation and housing, as opposed to industry and agriculture (Xu, 1999: 115).

After 1978 all has dramatically changed (figure 2). Because of the growing problems of the Maoist Communist state at the end of the 1970s – fiscal crisis, housing shortage, low economic efficiency – the national economy of China was on the brink of bankruptcy (Wu, 1998: 281). New and radical state policies on fiscal decentralisation, investment diver​sifi​cation, comprehensive development, a land leasing system, and land-use planning where gra​dually implemented. Guangzhou was one of the first Chinese cities to benefit from the economic reforms and the spatial impacts have been beyond believe. The city transformed into a sprawling suburban field that now spans some 7500 km2 with an estimated 13 million inhabitants. Also by now the GRP of the city is the highest in China. As a result of the commodification of housing, and with the advent of real estate developers – first state owned and later private – old districts transformed, and new districts were erected in no time: Dongshan, Tianhe, and recently ZhuJiang New Town developed into mixed upmarket resi​dential and new business districts. The architecture and landscaping of this latest addition to urban Guangzhou deliberately creates a world city image that can spark even more develop​ment and should guide the city towards a service industries centre. At the same time industry moved to the suburban districts, especially to numerous economic development zones in the South and East that were established to attract foreign investment (Wu, 1998; Gaubatz, 1999: 1504). Suburban districts radically transform with the erection of huge partly self-servicing gated compounds and industries. These are linked to the city by numerous intercity highways. Within the city, the result of suburban developments is an almost inescapable gridlock. Nonetheless, the development of Guangzhou Metro is only at the start, and new railway stations so far end in the middle of nowhere. New high-speed train links to other main Chinese cities are planned and built at an incredible speed. With the annexation of the huge districts of Panyu to the South and Huadu in the North in 2004, which admittedly remain economically independent, fur​ther suburban sprawl seems a matter of time. Under leadership of the new mayor, the growing awareness of the old inner-city areas, where gentrification implied a quick breakdown of traditional places, put re​develop​ment to a stop for now, leaving behind a dilapidated cen​tral city with potential. In all, it is very hard to predict where the urban development of Guangzhou will lead to.
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Figure 1: The historical development of urban Guangzhou (Hong, 2004: 42)

3.2 Concentrated Hong Kong – the eventful history of a successful economy

The history of Hong Kong directly relates to that of Guangzhou. Until the early years of the 19th century, Hong Kong Island and the adjacent parts of Qing Dynasty China where relatively uninhabited.
 The main concentration of Chinese inhabitants and Western traders was found 200 kilometres upstream of the Pearl River, where in Guangzhou (Canton) foreign trading houses were allowed a somewhat unsteady foothold (Welsh, 1997). Recurrent conflicts over trade and territoriality resulted in the so-called Opium Wars. With the resulting Convention of Nanking (1842) the Qing Dynasty ceded sovereignty over Hong Kong Island to the British by an indefinite lease. After the second Opium War in 1860, again an indefinite lease added Kowloon, a relatively flat area North of Victoria Harbour  to the Commonwealth. And in 1898, the Convention of Beijing resulted in a 99-year lease of New Kowloon and the very hilly New Territories. In the years that followed, British institutions like schools, hospitals and the rule of law were established in the colony. Only recently the political situation changed again, when in 1997 China resumed sovereignty over the colony, and added Hong Kong as a Special Administrative Region to its territory. As part of the agreement on this historical event, China promised for the next 50 years not to change the existing political institutions, like the rule of law, and existing regulations. Thus not only socio-culturally, but also politically, Hong Kong emerged as the amalgamation of two cultures: the Chinese and the British.
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Figure 2: Arial view of the built up areas of Hong Kong
By 1900 Hong Kong totalled a little over 1000 km2, with a headcount of about 300.000 citizens. Because Chinese citizens were allowed to settle in Hong Kong, recurrent political turmoil in the mainland like the Great Leap Forward, caused this total to grow exponentially. The population did fluctuate over the years, but the general trend was a steep incline: 1,5 million in 1940, 4 million in 1970 and more than 7 million now. This trend only ended recently and discussions are now open on the question whether the Hong Kong population will drop to about 6 million or not. Apart from the unfavourable political situation in China, the growing economy of Hong Kong was another decisive factor behind this immigration. Of course both developments are related: large parts of the pre 1949 Chinese economic elite – for instance of Shanghai – moved to Hong Kong, taking their operations with them. As a result, since the 1950s, when Hong Kong became one of the Asian Tigers, it has been one of the fastest growing economies in the world. This was achieved by a very liberal economic regime combined with an aggressive economic development policy. First it functioned as an entrepot for trade with China and a production centre for the world economy (So, 2004). After 1978, when China opened up it transformed into a service economy supporting production places of cheap labour in neighbouring Guangdong province. As a result, Hong Kong is an affluent country. In 2003 its GDP per head was US$23,930 or eleventh in the world. This is above the United Kingdom, Germany, or France (The Economist, 2003)! Furthermore, it is the ninth largest trading entity in the world, operates the busiest container port in the world in terms of throughput, and is the ninth largest banking-centre in terms of external banking transactions (Hong Kong Government, quoted in So, 2004: 212).

The massive influx of Chinese and other nationals, in combination with the amazing economic development have resulted in a remarkable urban landscape. Most striking are the extreme densities. On average, the amount of inhabitants per square kilometre is over 7000; in the urban areas of Kowloon and Central density is a manifold. This hyper density is facilitated by the private development of podium buildings: endless 40+ storey towers on top of huge 5 storey podiums that harbour public facilities (shopping malls, car parks, swimming pools). These dense areas are primarily located along Victoria harbour, but due to the New Town program, an additional nine centres of dense population have been added. The urban areas are connected by a modern Metro- and train system that by far outperforms road traffic. Next and on top of the train stations are well-connected shopping malls and private housing estates. Further away are the public housing estates that have been developed to absorb waves of immigrants. The urban areas starkly contrast with the hilly mountains of Hong Kong and the surrounding islands, on which an extensive network of national parks has been established. In the valleys between these mountains, the indigenous villagers have developed land into low-density urban areas. In recent years, infrastructure connections to neighbouring mainland China are upgraded quickly.

3.3 Towards an explanation of differences

The history, political economy, physical landscape, socio-cultural makeup, economic situation, and urban form of Hong Kong and Guangzhou vary considerably. Only after the 1978 reforms, Guangzhou started to develop from a compact work-unit and industry based Maoist city into the emerging economic centre. Mass urbanization leads to an un​precedented suburban growth, especially towards the East and South. The result is a sprawling metropolis that through new road and train infrastructures is well linked to other regions in China, but at the same time has insufficient internal connections that mainly rely on car usage. The city seems to develop into the patchwork of relatively badly connected mono​cultural and mono​functional enclaves that the narrative of loss warns us for. Hong Kong on the other hand marries a highly successful economy with a landscape of hyper density. Hong Kong Island, Kowloon and the New Towns are located within an amazingly green hilly area. High-rise po​dium buildings enable extreme densities, and well-developed train lines make sure that the internal connectivity of this city has an amazingly high level. Therefore the question arises if Hong Kong isn’t the compact train-based city that urban theory wants us to establish. How can these different urban forms be explained? Does the inter​pretation of Hong Kong as the planning theorists fairy tale, and Guangzhou as the opposing worst nightmare hold upon closer inspection? What is the role of urban planning in the realization of these differences? And what can be learned?

4. Associations in Hong Kong

The above descriptions of Guangzhou and Hong Kong present the ‘ready made’ landscapes of both cities; they show the landscapes that resulted from economic changes, political choices, and goal-oriented actions. Now, in line with the relational theoretical position that was outlined above, we have to fo​cus on how these landscapes of human and non-human ‘actors’, actually mutually emerged through the acceptance of numerous associations. Thus we have to refocus on Hong Kong and Guang​zhou ‘in the making’. We will first turn our at​tention to Hong Kong. The analysis is based on extensive research during the first months of 2007, and on the literature on the well-documented history of Hong Kong.

4.1 Associations in Hong Kong

Ever since the inception, Hong Kong has gone through many changes. First, it mainly functioned as an entrepot for English and international traders, after the Second World War, it emerged as an industrial power, and especially after the 1970s it further developed into a service centre. With the constant immigration, especially from mainland China, housing for ever larger numbers had to be build. In Hong Kong, this hasn’t let to excessive sprawl; on the contrary, the urban form of this city can be described as hyper dense. This doesn’t mean that there haven’t been changes. Until the 1950s, Hong Kong mainly consisted of low- to middle-rise buildings along Victoria Harbour, partly build on reclamed land. After the 1950, high rise building started to characterise the city. Also, in addition to densly populated Victoria Harbour, various New Town were build in the New Territories, connected to central Hong Kong by new motorways and later train lines. So although compact urbanization has always typified Hong Kong’s urban form, changes have to be accounted for as well. In line with the above theoretical framework, these changes can be analysed as an alternation of dominant associations. In the first period, the concentrated buildings along Victoria Harbor were part of an association that also included a hardly accessible New Territories (before the building of new infrastructures after the 1950), Colonial government (that didn’t want to build in the New Territories because the lease would terminate after 1997, and also because in the cold war building close to communist China), and British trading houses or Hongs that could operate along the banks of Victoria Harbor and that profited of land reclamation. This as​so​cia​tion changed after the 1950, when the influx of Chinese immigrants led to a dramatic growth in population figures, and the economy took of with unprecedented speed. A new association emerged that included public housing, real estate developers, the land bureau, podium buildings, letters A and B, New Towns, recla​ma​tions, train companies and train lines, mountains, and country parks. Notwithstanding this transformation, this association still related to a concentrated urban form. An closer analysis of this association can show why this was the case.

	
	First Association (1848-1950s)
	Second Association (1950s – now?)

	Objects
	Empty New Territories, Victoria harbour, factories, Queens road, Peak
	Country parks, hills, tunnels, train lines, roads, new towns, podium buildings

	Actors 
	Colonial government, Hongs, indigenous villagers

	HK SAR, train companies, real estate developers, indigenous villagers, ‘urban inhabitants’

	Institutions
	Leasehold system, ban on living in Mid-levels, reclamation

	Leasehold system, rules on train line development, reclamation, new town development


Table 1: Hong Kong Associations

4.2 Objects as non-human ‘actors’

Why did Hong Kong’s urban development result in a hyper-dense and concentrated urban form? When listening to the media, talking to experts or reading publications the general consensus seems to be that this concentrated urban form is a natural necessity. As illustrated by the following quote from Hong Kong Chic, a guide to upmarket venues in Hong Kong, land scarcity is depicted as cause of high-density urbanization: “Many of the skyscrapers are award winning examples of contemporary architecture, but expanding upwards has been more a necessity than an act of vanity. Of its 1.104 sq. km (..) Hong Kong has very little flat land – approximately 200 sq. km (..). As a result, commercial and residential rents are some of the highest in the world. The lack of space has led to high population density in concentrated places”. Thus, land scarcity is used as an explanation for high-rise building and extremely high land prices.
 Strikingly, both popular and scientific literature on Hong Kong time and again refers to this pre​sumption. but never questions its correctness. For instance, a few pages later, Hong Kong Chic states: “Twice the size of Hong Kong Island, Lantau [which is a part of Hong Kong, B.W.] has still a relatively tiny population”. Why don’t the authors notice the contradiction? 

This question becomes all the more pressing after travelling through Hong Kong’s territory for some time. Fact of the matter is that various parts of Hong Kong are hardly inhabited; that the building density in many valleys is remarkably low; that close to the boarder with China Hong Kong is almost empty, where at the other side sprawling Shenzhen encompasses a city of over 10 million inhabitants; that over the last decades low density ‘gated community’ like estates have been developed that seem to be quite popular; that there are many slopes on which building is not impossible, and that historically the first experiments with ‘garden city’ type develop​ments did occur in the vicinity off Waterloo road but where later ter​minated because the general conception was that it didn’t fit in the Asian context, and not because of lacking space (Bristow, 1989). Admittedly, land in Hong Kong is relatively scarce. But scarcity also is a construct. And together, the above leads to the conclusion that the urban form of Hong Kong could have been much more dispersed. Therefore, Hong Kong land as being scarce is a first actor within the association that guides Hong Kong development.

Also other objects are part of the association that is the landscape of Hong Kong: the podium buildings are a unique building type that emerged in this city, and rules and regulations have been adapted to make their emergence possible (and the other way around). Train lines and tunnels have been introduced into the Hong Kong landscape, which made the New Towns accessible. Country parks were established, which further limited the building space in Hong Kong and thus underlined the scarcity of land in Hong Kong. And also the hills of Hong Kong as unbuilt and unbuildable places (partly because of land slide danger) are part of this association. The fact that buildings reach high up the mountains at mid levels only shows that this impression is at least partly the result of the mediation by men and women. But then, also, the landslides that have been occurring are part of this association. In short, there are many physical objects that actually should be interpreted as non-human actors, which are part of an association.

4.3 Actors that associate

In line with the ANT framework, also human actors are part of the association that is present day Hong Kong. These are: Hong Kong government; the big Hong Kong real estate developers; the train companies MTRC and KCRC; the indigenous inhabitants; and also Hong Kong inhabitants that have a urban culture and urban preferences. Let’s start of with Hong Kong government. First of all, as explained above the lease for the New Territories and New Kowloon extended for 99 years, whereas the lease for Kowloon and Hong Kong Island was indefinite. Therefore, for the period up to the 1950s it made sense for colonial government to concentrate building in these places. Furthermore, since in the Cold War, China was regarded the enemy, keeping essential activities away from the border made sense as well. Thirdly, at the time of start of the lease in 1898, the New Territories were inhabited by a relatively large group of well-organized ‘indigenous inhabitants’ that had cultivated large areas of the available land (Hayes, 2006). To prevent social unrest, colonial government decided to honour these usages, thus limiting the land available for other uses. Now, these last two reasons lasted till the hand over in 1997, but the first not. With the massive immigration and the resulting rapid expansion of slum dwellings and the economic expansion in the 1950s it became increasingly clear that the New Territories had to be used for residential and economic purposes. However, there is another reason why Hong Kong government benefits from limiting urban sprawl over the New Territories, and this relates to the importance of land premiums for the annual budget.

Before as well as after the handover, government owned all land titles in Hong Kong. Thus, leasehold is the only type of land tenure. Each lease is accompanied by development covenants, regulating type of use and plot ratios. On top of this, zoning plans also contain land uses and plot ratio requirements.
 As leaseholder, Hong Kong government collects a land premium for every change of use, including urbanization of former rural plots. This premium is based on the difference between before and after value of the lease (Loh, 2006: 5). In monetary terms, maximization of land premiums is beneficial for Hong Kong government, and limiting supply results in scarcity thus achieving maximization. The fact that over 25% of the annual government budget stems from land premiums illustrates the direct importance of land for the functioning of Hong Kong. In the years before the handover of Hong Kong to China, limiting supply was an official government goal, since the United Kingdom had formally agreed to limit land supplies to 50 hectare a year. And although it is hard to prove, many commentators – and most of the 120 people we interviewed in Hong Kong – underwrite the assumption that limiting land supplies has been a government goal before and after as well.

Next to government, the big real estate companies are a second group of actors that benefit from the scarcity of land. At first, this might seem to be contradictory. After all, land premiums have to be paid by developers at the start of the development process. And land premiums do make up an astonishing 60-70% of building costs in Hong Kong. However, these premiums are passed on to the eventual users of property. So as long as users are willing to pay the higher prices – that do apply to everyone in the market – developers are not hurt to much. The other side of the coin is that actually this has big advantages for big developers: the capital needed for development rises steep (Poon, 2006). So entrance to market for small developers is limited (ibid: 84-86). Big developers thus have a strong grip on Hong Kong’s real estate market. Additionally, through monopolistic endeavours on other markets that relate to land (electricity, gas, bus services, supermarkets) big real estate conglomerates derived incomparable wealth (ibid: 61-83). Not for nothing, four Hong Kong Chinese entrepreneurs that gained their wealth through real estate and related markets are in Forbes’ top 40 of the wealthiest people in the world, with Li Kashing firmly in the top 10. At the same time, in part because of the extremely small houses, the quality of life of middle class and lower class inhabitants is under discussion. And the Asian financial crisis in which housing prices plummeted and these groups saw their savings go up in thin air only added to their woos. In sum, as a result of land scarcity, Hong Kong is characterized by extreme wealth differences and the big real estate developers have profited.

A third group of actors that benefit from land scarcity and thus high densities are the train companies MTRC and KCRC. MTRC was explicitly founded in relationship to the New Town development scheme since the 1950s. The company funds its rail line investments through the acquisition of patches of prime Hong Kong land in the vicinity of its new train stations. However, MTRC doesn’t have to pay land premiums and makes enormous profits by auctioning this land to developers. And these profits compensate the railway investments. The implicit consequence of this form of subsidization is that it puts urban development and railway development in one hand, thus resulting in high density and high income communities above and around train stations, thus enabling a profitable operation of the train lines. Stemming from early colonial need to link the colony to Guangzhou, the story of KCRC is much different. However, over the last decade this company is starting to be reorganized in line with MTRC (Seah e.a., 2006).
 

The ‘indigenous inhabitants’ of the New Territories make up a last group that benefits from the extremely concentrated urban form of Hong Kong. However, their position is a mixed one. On the one hand, after the start of the 1898 lease, this group strived to protect their existing rights, which resulted in the decision of colonial government to acknowledge existing land uses (Hayes, 2006). In addition, these inhabitants gained other privileges like the ‘small house policy’ which grants any male descendants of the ‘indigenous inhabitants’ to build his own three storey house on a small plot of land. Granting these rights definitely privileged them over later immigrants, and this was possible because urban development didn’t have to take place on ‘their’ land. However, at the same time, these inhabitants have not been allowed to further develop their lands for residential or commercial uses. Such a wider competence to develop their own land would have made them much more wealthy, and would have limited the wealth that the big real estate developers. I would also have resulted in a much more dispersed urbanization pattern of Hong Kong.

The last group that is part of this dominant association are the Hong Kong inhabitants that are depicted to have an urban culture, which translates into an urban set of preferences. Time and again, real estate developers and researchers stress that somehow, Hong Kong inhabitants like a luxury way of life and prefer comfort to housing size. The existence of an urban culture thus is used as explanation for the existence of high-density podium buildings. In conclusion, government, big developers, train companies, ‘indigenous inhabitants’, and Hong Kong urbanites have a stake in concentrated urbanization and the related scarcity of land. Together with various objects – country parks, hills, podium buildings, train lines, tunnels and motorways – they form an association that reflects in Hong Kong space. This association is not uncon​tes​ted. Various authors stress that this situation led to extreme wealth differences and under​mined the quality of life of many Hong Kong inhabitants. However, so far this argument hasn’t resulted in the adoption of an alternative association. Therefore, so far main​stream analysis explains the concentrated urban form of Hong Kong from the existence of an urban culture, which explains the high-rise housing preferences of Hong Kong inhabitants, and from the lack of space due to the mountainous landscape and small size of Hong Kong. From an ANT point of view, this explanation itself is the outcome of the acceptance of associations. It therefore, misses the point that objects in the landscape, leading actors, and the urban culture are all the mutual effect of the acceptance of a new association. Especially, it doesn’t show, how the maintenance of the concentrated landscape and objects of Hong Kong also support and maintain the dominant coalition.
4.4 Planning and associations

Urban planning in Hong Kong relates in a very specific way to this dominant association of human and non-human actors. Just like other practices – new town development, recla​mation, the public housing policy, it functions as a means to translate the specific inter​pretations of Hong Kong space and urban development that are related to the dominant asso​ciation into space. Strikingly, Hong Kong plans are very effective, and construction is in line with plans. Ur​ban planners and plans are clearly part of the dominant Hong Kong association. This shows that successful planning is not the result of effective planning or planners themselves, but it stems from a good ‘fit’ with related practices for urban development, with an urban ideology, and with dominant actors that support these. Political capacity in urban planning practices directly relates to its institutional embeddedness. However, in the case of Hong Kong this also seems to limit the possibilities of planning and planners to oppose developments. Thus, planning doesn’t function as a neutral instrument for interest media​tion, but is a value laden political instrument in line with the dominant association. But the question is this is a problem has to lay in the hands of the Hong Kong inhabitants, that so far have accepted their role as comfort seeking urbanites that operate within an urban culture. The example of Guangzhou will show that only 200 kilometers up North, developments are very different.

5. Associations in Guangzhou

A full comparison of Hong Kong and Guangzhou necessitates a similar analysis of the emer​gence of associations in Guangzhou. However, the research in Guangzhou hasn’t been finished yet. Therefore, the analysis of this section of the developments in Guangzhou can only be based on provisional but ongoing research that was undertaken at the start of 2007. Luckily, probably partly because of its proximity to Hong Kong and its thriving academic world, there is an impressive literature on the developments in this city (e.g. Wu, 1995 and 1998; Wu and Yeh, 1997 and 1999; Gaubatz, 1999; Xu, 1999; Chan e.a., 2003; Wong and Tang, 2005; Xu and Yeh, 2005). This literature provides ad​di​tio​nal material for the relational interpretation of Guangzhou’s urban develop​ment in this sec​tion. The emphasis will be on the post-1978 transitions.

5.1 New associations

The description in section 3.1 shows that the urban form of Guangzhou differs a lot from Hong Kong. Also, it became clear how over the last three decades, concurrently new actors, new rules and institutions, and new objects have emerged in Guangzhou. Pre-1978 Guang​zhou was relatively con​cen​trated, had high densities, was internally subdivided in work-units, had inefficient land-use within work-units, and had poor trans​portation. Wu (1998: 263) shows that this spatial struc​ture emerged with an institutional setting of a planned economy, which strongly depended on Capital Construction Investments by National Government. These Investments were spatially translated by a sectoral-based planning in which land was allocated through the state to industries, which through a project-specific development resulted in factories and ‘danwei’. The leading actors in this setting were national government officials and sectoral planners that allocated funds, together with ‘dan​wei’ administrators. After 1978 the dominant association in Guangzhou changed dramatically. As was shown, the new landscape consist of large scale gated com​munities, sprawl, development zones, intercity motorways, and new residential and business centers. Wu (1998: 263) shows that this landscape relates to a new institutional setting where municipally-based comprehensive planning is combined with foreign capital and self-raised funds and real-estate development. Among the new leading actors are local governments under guidance of the city mayor, rural townships, foreign companies, real estate developers, and national government as infrastructure developer. 

Thus, the literature on Guangzhou’s urban development shows a direct link between the changing institutional setting and related dominant actors, and the landscapes that are produced. At the same time, in most explanations, actors and institutional settings are causes of change, and space seems to be a passive willing object that is morphed wherever the actors lead it. Thus, Xu (1999: 265) signals that “the urban built environment, traditionally charac​te​rized by the production space, has become a contested terrain that not simply articulates the ideological intent of political power, but also reflects the vested interests of the emerging entrepreneurial class” (italics added, B.W.). From an ANT pers​pec​tive, the interpretation that dominant actors produce Guangzhou’s new spaces is the result of the acceptance of new associations. Just like the new landscape with new objects, the mix of new dominant actors results from ‘translation’. In this process, a new association of objects and actors – or non-human and human ‘actors’ to be more precise – replaced the earlier association of work-units, bad roads, national administrators, sectoral planners, and work-unit administrators. What are the implications of this relational reformulation?

	
	First Association (1949-1978)
	Second Association (1978 – now?)

	Objects
	Danwei, industries, concentrated city, substandard roads
	Gated enclaves, development zones, interstate motorways, cars, podium buildings, Zhujiang new town, shopping malls

	Actors 
	Beijing, sectoral planners, danwei managers
	Local administrators, real estate developers, municipalities, foreign investors, Beijing, suburban inhabitants

	Institutions
	Urban and rural land system, capital construction investment, sectoral planning, danwei rules, collective service provision
	Leasehold system, land market, private enterprises, infrastructure investments


Table 2: Guangzhou Associations

5.2 Human and non-human ‘actors’: the emergence of new gated enclaves

According to Actor-Network-Theory, new ‘objects’ in Guangzhou’s landscape relate to and sup​port the emergence of new actors. Of course, a good understanding of this process necessitates a detailed analysis of the emergence of all of these individual objects. For now a much more general analysis of a single object has to do. The focus will be on the emergence of large scale gated housing enclaves in suburban Guangzhou. These housing enclaves have been built through market-based property development in the suburban areas of all cities in China roughly since 1990 (Wu, 2005). They are an important exemplar of the transition from public housing – most of which was provided through work-units – to private construction. Real estate developers play a leading role in the construction of housing enclaves (Hong, 2004). Until 1989 all developers were owned by the state. Thereafter, private developers were allowed into the market. In Guangzhou this resulted in 1500 active developers in 1998. In 2003, the amount already was less then 400. In order to be allowed to build an enclave, these developers have to obtain land through the land leasing system, which formally is only pos​sible when the lease is in line with the develop​ment plan. Another possibility is to buy land through transaction from another landowner, and thus transfer the right of use; or to obtain land from work-unit compounds that sell off excessive land.

Like in other big cities in China, the amount of new gated enclaves in suburban Guangzhou is astonishing. One such enclave is Star River (Xinhewan), along the San Zhi Xiang River, one of the many branches of the Pearl River in Panyu district. The community is located within the new planned Southern residential suburban subcentre, which Guangzhou municipality plans in line with its ‘Opening up South’. The enclave is well connected to the Tianhe District by metro no.3 and via a self built entrance and exit to Huanan Expressway. Entrance beyond the gates of this community is only possible upon invitation. The project occupies and area of more than 1000 acres and will be developed in seven phases of which now four phase with over 4000 units are completed. In a landscaped setting a mix of villa’s and 9 to 18 story buil​dings surrounds water gardens and shrubberies. Cars are parked underground. Star River facilities include a hotel, a clubhouse, a gym, swimming pools, tennis courts, a five hole driving range, Chinese and western restaurants, a shopping street, reading rooms, sauna’s, a kindergarten and a primary school. Star River is one example of the newly emerging suburban residential landscape. However many other compounds are not as perfect. Due to illegal building activities some compounds haven’t even been finished because in the early period of the liberalization of construction rogue developers took of with consumer money. Due to corruption, other gated enclaves are built on places that don’t fit in with government plans.

In line with the ‘narrative of loss’, explanations of the emergence of these gated communities in suburban Guangzhou would focus on consumer preferences as driving forces. Such an ex​planation would imply that inhabitants of Guangzhou have suburban housing preferences, or at least trade the bigger size of their house against longer travel times. Also, since they prefer a club setting they prefer the themed character of these enclaves. As was explained above, this demand-side explanation is not very convincing when thinking about space; it is not very probable that these preferences at once changed. Therefore, an explanation also has to pay attention to the supply of these projects. Luckily, probably also because of the marked changes in the institutional setup of the framework in which urban development in China takes place, many of the analyses of Guangzhou’s urban development start from such a supply side analysis. For instance, Xu (1999) shows how sprawl in Guangzhou has to be ex​plained from profit maximization of developers, and the need for money through land leases of the cash strapped Guangzhou municipality that also is faced with the impossibility to provide services like schools and roads. Other factors that receive full attention are the new investment structure, new policies on the tertiary sector, the commercialization of housing, and the introduction of the lease system (Wu and Yeh, 1997). 

Actor-Network-Theory won’t disagree with this ‘social’ explanation, but it does stress that this explanation only works after the acceptance of the associations of human and non-human actors that support it: motorways and gated compounds have become black boxes. Therefore, suburban compounds, inter city motorways, cars, inhabitants with suburban preferences, profit maximizing developers and land leasing municipalities are all linked in an association, and only after the acceptance of this association by all, does the ‘social’ explanation hold. But this only started to work, after the acceptance of the implicated black boxes, groups and interest. For instance, Chinese consumers are tempted to go live in suburban communities, buy cars and travel long times; and they accepted the ‘offer’. Then the related suburban living culture is the effect of the acceptance of the new association, and not the cause. Thus the main question is why the new association was accepted. After all, a different type of building and urban form is possible. Is it because Guangzhou inhabitants have suburban preferences; or because they don’t mind driving a car? Or is it because the houses in other places are too bad? Or maybe it is because gated enclaves produce such a high level standard of living? Is the main reason that municipal government wants to raise funds through leases? Because civil servants are corrupt? Or is it caused by the immigration into Guangzhou, which puts tremendous stress on the housing market? Or maybe the main explanation is the massive decrease in economic flows through economic globalization, which Actor-Network-Theory’s answer is none of these, or maybe all at once. After all, with the acceptance of the new association these explanations become viable. At the same time, because of this acceptance, the emerging landscape also support the leading role of real estate developers in real estate construction because they ‘know’ consumer preferences. Furthermore, in similar vein these compounds support the emergence of local government in the power structure of China. And in view of the Asian economic crisis, through the positive effects of massive construction projects on the economy, the compounds also support Beijing government (Xu, 1999: 270). 

In similar vein, the emergence of other objects like motorways, development zones, high-speed lines have to be studied. For instance, the emergence of development zones again involved local government and civil servants, and real estate developers; but it also involved foreign companies that have to be ‘tempted’ to the zones, and national government that thus generated more taxes. Motorways also included cars, suburbanites that are willing to wait long hours in traffic, and Beijing government that after the 1997 Asian financial crisis wants to stimulate the national economy through the car as an engine of economic growth. Furthermore, Beijing also to better connect many cities of China, thus increasing the potential for control. And the emergence of rural factories in townships involved foreign companies that were tempted to come, townships that can generate money. Of course all these actors involved in the emergence of the Guangzhou landscape have ‘interests’ that fit in with these objects, but the crucial ANT observation is that these interests themselves are also the product of the process of transformation, and that the emergence of the aforementioned ob​jects also supports the dominance of these actors.

5.3 Planning and associations

What then is the role of urban planning and urban plan in the formation of these associations in Guangzhou? The answer to this question is: very limited, because planning very often is not a part of dominant associations. In explaining this answer, we need to turn attention to the reorga​ni​zation of planning after 1978 (Xu, 1999: 97-99). The 1978 economic reforms led to a growing recognition of the need for a better-established land use planning. During the 1980 National Urban Planning Conference, it was made clear that mayors of municipalities should supervise planning, construction, and management of urban development, which with the City Planning Act (1989) translated into the preparation of local comprehensive plans (ibid: 97). In line with this Act, planning has to predefine the goals of urban development. Also, according to the rational comprehensive planning model of this Act, plan making has to follow several predefined steps like data collection, designing and selecting alternatives, and im​plemen​ta​tion. And plan making had to take account to various relevant issues; next to economic or material development these also included concerns about environment, land conservation and other value issues (ibid: 264). Under the new land regulation that accepted the paid transfer of land use rights next to administrative land allocation, development would only be acceptable with ‘two permits and one report’ (land use planning permit, building construction permit, site selection recommendation report) and all developments need prior permission from the planning authority, thus formally creating necessary control mechanisms.

Despite these regulations, urban development in practice deviates not only from the comprehensive intentions of the City Planning Act, but also from the formal plans (Xu, 1999: 264-265). First plans emerge in a setting in which real estate and other entrepreneurs try to maximize their profit. They find a ready ear in cash-strapped municipal governments and townships alike that both generate considerable funds, respectively by leasing enormous amounts of land, and by creating joint venture township enterprises with foreign companies. As a result, the adopted development concept in urban plans is economic growth oriented instead of comprehensive. But even when plans strive to control development, they can be undermined by several factors. First, the existence a land market next to administrative land allocation creates both illegal land transactions and a black land market. Second, because of the persistence of political autarchy, lack of transparency, and the absence of checks and balances, political cadres still have a large room to intervene in land market and planning affairs, and involve in corruption. These limits of the potential of land use planning to control development also translate into a growing tension between the Guangzhou Urban Planning Bureau and the Land & Housing Management Bureau, which easily represent different sides in the conflicts over urban development.

As a result of these constraining factors, planners and plans more often than not are no part of new associations. “Despite the planning system’s very considerable improvement during the reform era, it embodies constraints which systematically privilege those vested with formal power to make land use policies and plans and those with investment resources” (Xu, 1999: 263). And the formal attention for environment, land conservation and other value issues only seems to exist in terms acceptable to the Guangzhou government. From a planning perspec​tive, this leads to an uncontrollable physical expansion of the city, and to widespread illegal and incompatible land. Therefore, contemporary planning fails to perform its function to pro​mote a comprehensive development. This underlines the relational point of view that planners and plans only exert their influence when they become part of associations of human and non-human actors. However, in Guangzhou this is often not the case. The question arises if in concentrated Hong Kong, urban planning has a more positive role in urban development. And what then can be learned of that?

6. Planning Chinese Urbanization?

As was explained at the start, this paper is part of the Respace project that focuses on the contemporary restructuring of the Asian metropolis. It takes issue with the ‘narrative of loss’ that overstresses the role of elite- and TNC consumption in the production of ephemeral city regions. According to this framing consumers of spaces want to detach themselves from other groups and companies, thus creating their own world, which is supported by prime private infrastructures. Thus groups don’t mix anymore, which under​mines community feeling and solidarity. The paper criticized the demand-side explanation of urban form that implicitly informs the narrative. Through an analysis of urban form as product, it showed that in the inflexible and non-transparent property market, production is a determining factor in the creation of landscapes as well. And when studying production attention should not only focus on specific producers, but also in the settings in which these operate. Finally, also the objects which exist of emerge in urban landscapes have a formatting function in the production of space. Thus, attention has to focus on actors, institutions and objects and how they emerge mutually. From such a ‘symmetrical’ point of view, there is not one process of urban splin​tering, but there are many landscapes and these emerge in relationship to associations of actors and objects. As a result, a gated community – a physical object – is not the same everywhere, because it has to be analyzed in relationship to the associations in which it is embedded; and these associations vary from place to place.

From this theoretical perspective, the paper then analyzed the urban form of two Asian metropolises: Hong Kong and Guangzhou. The Hong Kong analysis showed that creating a concentrated urban structure has always guided spatial development. And although there seems to be continuity in this concentration-centered approach, again several associations turned out to support the emerging urban form and the related dominant actors. First, buildings mainly concentrated along Victoria Harbor. This fitted in with an association that amongst others also included a hardly accessible New Territories (before the building of new infrastructures after the 1950), Colonial government that didn’t want to build in the New Territories because the lease would terminate after 1997, and also because in the cold war building close to communist China, British Hongs that could operate along the banks of Victoria Harbor and that profited of land reclamation. This association changed after the 1950, when the influx of Chinese immigrants led to a dramatic growth in population figures, and the economy took of with unprecedented speed. A new association emerged that included public housing, real estate developers, the land bureau, podium buildings, letters A and B, New Towns, recla​ma​tions, train companies and train lines, mountains, and country parks. Notwithstanding this transformation, this association still related to a concentrated urban form. Mainstream analysis explains this concentrated urban form from the existence of an urban culture and from the lack of space due to the mountainous landscape and small size of Hong Kong. Again this explanation was criticized because it misses the point how landscape, leading actors, and the urban culture are all the mutual effect of the acceptance of a new association. Especially, it covers up how the maintenance of the concentrated landscape and objects of Hong Kong also support and maintain the dominant coalition. For the same reason, Hong Kong planning was critically evaluated. Urban developments are strikingly in line with formal plans, and ur​ban planners and plans are clearly part of the dominant Hong Kong association. However, in the case of Hong Kong this also seems to limit the possibilities of planning and planners to oppose developments. Thus, planning doesn’t function as a neutral arena for interest media​tion, but is a value laden political instrument geared to interests of the dominant association.

The analysis of Guangzhou shows an altogether different picture. This analysis was based on un​finished personal research and a secondary look at published material. It showed that over the last two to three decades, the urban form of Guangzhou made a dramatic transformation. Until 1978 it was a concentrated industrialized city mainly made up of work-units centered on factories, and with poor internal connections. After that year it transformed into an enor​mous spraw​ling and quickly suburbanizing urban field in which development zones, gated enclaves, motorways and high-speed train lines alternate remaining chunks of the original rural areas. Of course in the Chinese setting, this conversion happened simultaneously with China’s economic reforms of 1978, so not surprisingly, the literature on the urban trans​formation of Guang​zhou especially focuses on changes in the institutional structure of China’s political economy and the related regulations regarding building and construction. At the same time, the large-scale acceptance of gated communities in Guangzhou is explained from the emergence of a suburban culture that shows that real estate developers build houses according to the preferences of Guangzhou inhabitants. Instead, this paper stressed that gated compounds and other new ‘objects’ in Guangzhou emerged together with new actors as part of associations that both support each other. And planning turned out only to be partly rele​vant because it wasn’t part of these associations.

Now, there are several conclusions from this comparison of the urban form of Guangzhou and Hong Kong:

1. First, that there is no general development of urban form towards ephemeral cities. The urban landscapes relate to associations, which are specific to cities, and since many parts of these associations vary over places, the outcomes will remain varied. The specific urban landscapes of Hong Kong and Guangzhou relate to associations that link global and local, and human and non-human elements. There is not one post-modern or post-industrial landscape; only post-industrial landscapes. Based on this conclusion, the narrative of loss has too limited a view on urban restructuring. 

2. Second, and related, urban landscapes shouldn’t be studied as absolute, but need to be analyses in relation to the associations of which they are part. From this relational point of view, it becomes clear that actors not only create landscapes, but landscapes also maintain the position of dominant actors. Thus, it becomes clear that objects do play an active part in the emergence of urban form and dominant actors. Studying landscapes in this fashion implies that a physical object, like a gated community, ‘is’ not an object, but is a relation. Hong Kong and Guangzhou show how there are not only powering actors and a willing world of objects: these also have characteristics, and limits to be molded, and support some actors and others not! Objects are not only there because they are a success or they work: they are made to work because they fit in with dominant associations but they also structure the limits of this ‘making work’. Dominant groups, institutional settings and objects mutually emerge. They can only be discerned after acceptance. Then objects, culture and powering actors are used to explain the logical outcomes and the process of making space and actors is ‘covered up’.

3. Third, the differences in the urban form of Guangzhou and Hong Kong cannot be explained with a single reference to housing preferences and the difference between a suburban and urban culture. These preferences and cultures themselves emerge with associations and have to be explained. Again, the explanatory framework of the narrative of loss seems to be too limited.

4. Fourth, international comparison shows how actors and their interaction do not suffice as an explanation of urban outcomes. For instance, both in Guangzhou and in Hong Kong real estate developers have a leading role, but they operate differently, and define their interests in different ways. But developers in Hong Kong support a tight land policy, while their Guangzhou colleagues immerse in large-scale land acquisitions (and the other way around!). And why do train companies in Hong Kong have such a leading role? Therefore, analysis has to include why these actors emerge, and how their interests relate to institutional settings, other actors and physical objects.

5. Fifth, planning has to be studied relatively to these associations as well. Thus, it seems logical to conclude that effective planning has created the urban morphology of Hong Kong, and Guangzhou’s less desirable urban makeup results from lacking planning. How​ever, from a relational perspective this paper analyzes how planners and plans are em​bed​ded in associations of actors, things, and institutional properties. Success​ful planners and their plans turn out to be part of dominant associations. If planners and plans are no part of the dominant associations, as is the case in Guangzhou, then it’s influence for the time being will be limited. If however, planners and plans are part of the dominant association, as is for instance the case in Hong Kong, this still doesn’t mean that the evaluation has to be positive, since this participation can severely limit the potential contents of plans, and planning thus functions as an instrument of dominant actors. Hong Kong planning can be effective because it is em​bedded in matching practices for the production of spaces and accepted interpretations of the physical landscape.
6. Sixth, changes in institutional regulations can have enormous spatial impacts. In Hong Kong, the emergence of podium buildings. However, again these changes in regulations have to be studied in a relational fashion as parts of associations. Not only are they the starting point of changes; they are caused themselves as well.
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� The relationships between spatial restructuring and social life are the object of the Respace project on ‘the politics of spatial resegmentation’ in which five Asian metro�politan regions are studied: Tokyo, Bang�kok, Hong Kong, Guangzhou, and Mumbai (www.respace.org).


� Terhorst and Van der Ven (1997) for instance show that differences in the fragmented urban form of Brussels and the relatively integrated urban form of Amsterdam can be explained by differences in suffrage, electoral system and representative democracy in the Nether�lands en Belgium.


� For a critique of the relatively uninhabited character of early Hong Kong, see Faure (2003: xiii-xxx).


� On average, land costs make up a staggering 60% of development costs in Hong Kong.


� See Nissim (1998) on the balance between lease requirements and zoning plan requirements.


� At the moment, discussions on a merger of both companies create extensive political turmoil.
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