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As a designer, we often face changes such 

as demographic shifts, new technologies, 

new user behavior and other environmental 

considerations which shape our perception of 

‘design’.  It is important for us to see these 

changes sooner rather than later to avoid 

being blindsided and be able to develop a 

methodology to scan the perimeter of 

context. Similar to human vision, these 

‘signals’ emitted by contemporary society 

begin as weak signals at the periphery and 

are difficult to see and interpret but can be 

vital to the survival and success of our design 

career. To comprehend these new shifts in 

design and social changes, we must possess 

the abilities and capabilities to identify these 

platonic forces; to predict the eruptions and 

be prepared for the ‘Brave New World’.

“If someone is hungry do not give them fish. 

Give them a fishing rod and teach them how 

to fish”. This ancient wisdom shows us, now 

more than ever, the way out of the tunnel 

that a mistaken idea of comfort, and an 

equally mistaken idea of economic growth, 

have driven us into. In the last century the 

dominant idea, the idea generated and 

propagated throughout the world by the 

west, was: “If someone is hungry give them 

fast food or a tin of ready-to-eat (or, if they 

can afford it, give them a luxury restaurant)”. 

Whatever you do, give them something that 

requires no effort, no thought, no knowledge 

of how to prepare food; something that 

boosts the economic activities around food 

preparation. To be more precise, give them 

something that leads to a reduction in the 

informal economies of self-production and 

non-monetary exchange and an increase in 

the formal economy where, to meet a 

demand for food, there are other entities 

(private enterprise or public networks) that 

produce and deliver the services and 

products necessary.” - Manzini, E. [12]

There are different ways to determine the 

sophistication of a society. The overall 

economic and standard of living is one; 

environmental and social awareness are 

another. A society which has matured into a 

developed economy tends to become more 

aware of the sustainable implications of its 

actions. Over the past few decades, the 

developed economies of the West and 

Japan, having “arrived”, have increasingly 

turned their attention to sustainability. What 

began as grassroots activism has now 

become a mainstream concern. In 

‘Revolutionary Wealth’, Alvin and Heidi 

Toffler have re-defined wealth from our 

present day monetary system and predicted 

the ‘new waves of change’ to our society 

[17]. SE as a concept is just becoming hot in 

Hong Kong (HK), overtly discussed and 

pending for positive actions. HK Government 

held the 1st ‘Summit on Social Enterprises’ 

on 20 December, 2007; it acts as an 

instrument in enhancing the profile and 

visibility of social enterprises; and enables 

the public to better understand the nature, 

potential and challenges of developing local 

social enterprises in HK.

An overview of Sustainable Development

Beginning with the last century, in response 

to increasingly deteriorating environmental 

issues and depletion of finite resources, 

sustainable development has widely been 

understood and emphasized in almost all 

areas of the world. First coined at the United 

Nations Conference on the Environment and 

Development (UNCED), held in Rio de 

Janeiro in 1992, sustainable development is 

most  commonly  descr ibed as  

‘….development that meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own 

needs…’ [2] Based on Agenda 21, many 

nations have published relevant strategies of 

sustainable development aiming at native 

situations. From then on, the principles and 

frameworks of sustainable development 

have been defined and detailed gradually, 

Fig. 1 - China's Agenda 21 Framework 

As shown in Fig. 1, the concept of sustainability includes and is not limited to three major domains 

- social aspects, economic aspects and environmental aspects.
 

90   HKIA Journal

4th Wave Conceptual Economy 

Ho Kin Wai, Stephen

Architectural Facets

and have evolved into almost all subject 

areas as a guide to ‘… aim at providing a 

high quality environment and healthy 

economy for all the peoples of the world…’ 

[2]. The publication of proceedings in 

UNCED, Agenda 21, has provided a much 

more comprehensive outline of the possible 

scope of sustainable development, and a 

common framework of action for all countries 

to achieve sustainable development. 

To address more intelligible and feasible 

fulfillment based on different situations in 

countries, Agenda 21 calls for all nations to 

develop and put into effect their own national 

strategies, plans and policies for sustainable 

development, and to be prepared to deal with 

the common challenges facing mankind. 

Corresponding with Agenda 21 and 

reflecting the Chinese situation, not long 

after the UNCED, The Administrative Centre 

for China's Agenda 21 produced China's 

Agenda 21- White Paper on China's 

Population, Environment, and Development 

in the 21st Century. To make China's 

Agenda 21 comprehensive, workable and 

more authoritative, China's Agenda 21 

highlights overall strategies for sustainable 

development more concisely, including 20 

chapters which can be divided into four 

major sections (see Fig. 1) [1].

Strategics and Policies for
Sustainable Development

Sustainable Development
of the Society

7. Population, Consumption and Social Services

8. Eradication of Poverty

9. Health and Sanitation

10. Development of Sustainable Human Settlements

17. Disaster Mitigation

4. Economic Policies for Sustainable Development

11. Sustainable Agriculture and Rural Development

12. Sustainable Industry, Transportation and Communication

13. Sustainable Energy Production and Consumption

14. Conservation and Sustainable Use of Natural Resources (a)

15. Conservation of Biodiversity

16. Combating Desertification

18. Protection of the Atmosphere

19. Environmentally Sound Management of Solid Wastes

Sustainable Development
of the Economy

Protection of Resources
and the Environment



Social Sustainability

Reflexive Modernity – Collective Approach

In Risk society: towards a new modernity, U. 

Beck  argued tha t  the  process  o f  

modernization is gradually dissolving the 

industrial society from the pursuit of wealth 

and goods to a society organized around 

unforeseeable or barely calculable risks and 

the emergence of a more reflexive social 

order. Reflexivity views as a product of 

excesses, the destructive logic of processes 

that are integral to modernization itself. By 

questioning the production of uncertainties, it 

acts as the ‘push and pull’ forces for action 

and change. As modernization undercuts 

modernization, reflexive modernization offer 

a new way of thinking and engages us in a 

positive mode of conduct with risk, change 

and contingency. This model of reflexive 

modernization is widely promulgated by U. 

Beck, A. Giddens and S. Lash.  With the 

increasing impacts of ‘individualization’, i.e. 

alienation, loneliness, social isolation, 

increasing divorce rates and unemployment, 

we are forced to construct ourselves through 

the manufacturing of new certainties by 

active negotiation at work, at home and in 

civic political life [3].
 
Consumer Resistance – Individual Approach

Kalle Lasn the founder of ‘Adbuster’ 

magazine and author of the book ‘Culture 

Jam : the uncooling of America’ (1999), once 

said ‘…We all felt somehow that our culture 

had been stolen from us – by commercial 

forces, by advertising agencies, by TV 

broadcasters…. It felt like we were no longer 

singing our songs and telling stories, and 

generating our culture from the bottom up, 

but now we were somehow being spoon fed 

this commercial culture top down..’[9]  D. B. 

Holt (2002) in the paper, ‘Why do brands 

cause trouble? A Dialectical Theory of 

Consumer and Branding’ outlined the 

development of this counter-cultural 

resistance and identified two schools of 

thought in understanding why and how 

consumers resist in their daily consumption – 

i)  Reflexive Resistance: Filtering Out
    Marketing’s Influence; and 

ii) Creative Resistance: Consumers as
    Cultural Producers [8]. 

In reflexive resistance, marketing is viewed 

as a ‘distorted communication’ [7] in that 

cultural engineers control the time, place, 

information and mode of exchange. 

Consumers act as prop and have no choice 

but to follow the ‘magic flute’. This model of 

consumer culture is widely promulgated by 

Jeff Murray, Julie Ozanne (1991) and the 

Frankfurt School, they envisioned a method 

to react to such imposed social meanings 

and termed these resistance strategies as 

‘reflexively defiant consumer’ [13]. Consumer 

resistance is developed as the consumer 

becomes ‘code conscious’; acknowledges 

the structure and meaning behind and sets a 

Fig. 2  

Since the dawn of civilization to the present 

day, business as a form of human activity is 

influenced by the evolution and interaction of 

these four types of human technologies (see 

Fig. 2).
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re-orientation of society [11].  To give a better 

understanding of the situations and to 

comprehend the other side of the coin, the 

evolution of an enterprise will be discussed in 

the next section.

Enterprise

In ‘Third Waves’, Toffler (1980) explained the 

development of human civilizations from 

agricultural to industrial society and predicted 

the rise of the informative society [16]. In our 

contemporary society, we are constantly 

bombarded by enormous offerings both in its 

physical form and through other media such 

as television and the internet. In ‘A Whole 

New Mind’, Pink (2005) noted that our 

economy has begun evolving from the 

Information or Knowledge Age into a 

Conceptual Age [15]. It is important for a 

business to understand the requirements of a 

product or service that deliver the ‘needs’ of 

its contemporary society; the components or 

elements of experience and to utilize different 

models for designing and evaluating the 

experience in the coming Conceptual Age. In 

'Technologies of the Self', Michel Foucault 

(1954 ~ 1984) identified four major types of 

technologies [6]-

i) Technologies of production permit us to
 produce, transform, or manipulate things;

ii) Technologies of sign systems permit us to
 use signs, meanings, symbols, or
 signification;

iii) Technologies of power determine the
 conduct of individuals and submit them to
 certain ends or domination; and 

iv) Technologies of the self permit individuals
 to effect by their own means or with the
 help of others a certain number of
 operations on their own bodies and souls,
 thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so
 as to transform oneself in order to attain a
 certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom,
 perfection, or immortality.

distance away from the signifier. Once we are 

at a distance apart, we are able to fend off the 

imposed code and disassociate the function 

from the sign of the object.

In creative resistance, Fuat Firat and Alladi 

Venkatesh (1995) viewed the market as a 

totalitarian system dominating contemporary 

social life. Consumers are viewed as passive 

inert beings and acted upon as object. 

However, in the post modern society with the 

increasingly diverse and producer-orientated 

form of consumption, the marketer’s 

dominance and power are threatened. 

Post-modern consumers have begun 

gradually eroding the control from the cultural 

firms by ‘an explosion of consumption styles’; 

and eventually ‘liberate the consumer from 

the market’ [4]. Post-modern consumer has 

begun to break away from mass consumer 

culture and market dominance by creating 

‘alternate systems of making’ where they 

produce their own self and culture through 

consumption to suit their noncommittal 

fragmented ‘nomadic’ lifestyles [4].
 
These ‘alternate systems of making’ can be 

interpreted as ‘Design as metaphor’ [10] as 

post-modern consumers are actively 

alternating and re-defining the signs imposed 

by the cultural engineers; signifying a 

resistance to established values; and 

‘Material expression of alternative modes of 

production’ [5] where the increasingly 

self-productive consumption practices of 

post-modern consumers are slowly eroding 

the authoritarian control to free themselves 

from the market with an action that co-exists 

as reaction with equal but opposite force. As 

cultural engineers push the envelope of 

brand by injecting evermore ‘innovations’ 

such as ‘experience design’ such that a 

paradox limit is created between how the 

producers brand their products and how we 

consume.  With the advancement of 

technology, cultural engineers increased 

their push and tap into the minds of 

consumers by understanding their needs and 

motivation. Coupled with the advancement of 

information technology, consumers also 

become equally more aware of these 

techniques and begin to fend off these 

embarking codes which call for new ways and 

opportunities for innovation within the 

system. New opportunities and business 

models are generated from these new 

behaviors, i.e. ‘changes in the way 

individuals or communities act together to 

solve a problem’ and new ways of living, i.e. 

‘to adopt new ways of solving wide sets of 

integrated problems’ [11]. 

It is important for a designer to understand 

new consumer behaviors by adopting new 

ways of solving specific problems; identifying 

these patterns; and re-mapping the existing 

system. To understand, we should be able to 

‘observe’ the promising signals emitted from 

contemporary society; ‘reinforce’ these
signals for re-emission and ‘predict’ the    

Power

Human Activities
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New modes of business

Pine & Gilmore (1998) sound the horn of the new economy and argued 

that as services and goods become more like commodities, experience 

emerged as the next battle ground in the economic progression (see 

Fig. 3). Each of these economic shifts came about because of three 

important factors: affluence; technology and globalization [14].

Fig. 3 – Pine and Gilmore’s Economic Distinctions

In the 1st wave agrarian economy, commodities are fungible, directly 

extracted from nature and stored in bulk. Man depends heavily on 

nature and the technology of the production is simple and direct (see 

Fig. 4). Concepts of time and space are eternal but static.

Fig. 4
  
In the 2nd wave industrial economy, goods are standardized, tangible 

and about production, i.e. mass production, ‘Fordism’ etc. Concepts of 

time and space have changed dramatically.  Synchronization of 

production, space and culture has transformed the ways of living to 

mass production, mass education, mass media, mass culture and mass 

belief (see Fig. 5).

Fig. 5

In the 3rd wave service economy, tangible goods and intangible service 

are delivered on demand with customization and quality and about 

process, i.e. total quality management (TQM), Just-in-time, lean 

management, six sigma, mass customization etc. (see Fig. 6). 

Fig. 6

In the 4th wave experience economy is about stage, memory and 

sensation propelled by the ever changing of new technologies, talents 

and tolerance of a society (see Fig. 7). In the informative age, the life 

span of knowledge, authority, truth and belief have drastically 

compressed. Our relationship with time has changed from 

synchronization to de-synchronization and the line between producer 

and consumer has blurred which gives rise to a new class of ‘prosumer’, 

i.e. producer-consumer [16 & 17]. As designer, it is important for us to 

comprehend the emerging trends of the prosumer economy by Alvin 

Toffler –

i) Prosumers perform unpaid work through ‘third jobs’ and self-service
 activities;

ii) Prosumers buy capital goods from the money economy;

iii) Prosumers lend their tools and capital to users in the money
 economy;

iv) Prosumers ‘marketize’ products, services and skills;

v) Prosumers also ‘de-marketize’ products or services;

vi) Prosumers create value as volunteers;

vii) Prosumers provide valuable free information to for-profit companies;

viii) Prosumers increase the power of consumers in the money
 economy;

ix) Prosumers accelerate innovation;

x) Prosumers rapidly create knowledge, disseminate it and store it in
 the cyberspace for use in the knowledge-based economy; and

xi) Prosumers raise children and reproduce the labour force. [17] 

Producing Consuming 

Technologies of Production 

Producer Consumer 

SYSTEM of MAKING 

Producer Consumer 
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Fig. 7

In ‘The Experience Economy’, Pine and Gilmore further elaborated the 

idea of selling goods and services in a mass customization economy, is 

similar to a theatre set, the offerings and customers act as props [14]. 

For competitive product or service to differ from one another, it relies 

more and more on the intangible ingredients such as memorable events 

or good experiences associated with it. For a business to charge 

‘admission’ over the tangible value of a good or service, the customers 

must be drawn into the offerings and feel memorable, sensation and 

well-being. Creating experiences will become a major trend and top 

priority for business in the new economy as it will create opportunities 

for a new business model. One should fully understand and differentiate 

the fundamental differences between different business models these 

are – 
i)  Commodity business which provides undifferentiated products; 
ii)  Good business which provides distinctive tangible products; 
iii)  Service business which provides activities to perform; 
iv)  Experience business which provides feeling and sensation; and
v)  Transformation business which provides benefits to the customer
 during the experience.

Fig. 8
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Wolf (1999) argued that entertainment is one of the key factors and a 

major contributor to the success of a competitive business. It is 

important to understand ‘having fun’ and appreciate the full potential of 

‘fun-focused’ consumers [18]. In ‘A Whole New Mind’, Pink (2005) 

argued that with the abundance of goods and service; everything can 

be outsourced; and with advancement of automation technology, 

creativity becomes the only competitive difference that differentiate 

commodities. He concludes with six essential aspects for a business to 

be successful in the Conceptual Age [15].

DESIGN – STORY – SYMPHONY – EMPATHY – PLAY – MEANING

In the conceptual economy, the focus has gradually shifted from the 

technologies of production and sign to the technology of the self (see 

Fig. 8).
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China is widely recognized as the largest 
construction site in the world. The impressive 
pace of construction, the alarming quantity of 
buildings completed, the massive scale of 
building structures and the iconic architec-
ture for the 2008 Olympics in China attract 
international attention as a focus of enquiry.

In response to such huge building boom, 
there is recently a trend for publishing 
“coffee-table” books with attractive images 
on some prominent works in China; however, 
in-depth analytical studies on contemporary 
Chinese architecture illustrating the histori-
cal background and social context are rare. 

Contemporary Chinese Architecture
in Transformation 

Book Reviews : Building a Revolution - Chinese Architecture Since 1980
(2009 Chinese Edition) and Building Practice in China (2009)
Hing-wah Chau

Architectural Facets

Fig. 1 - Building A Revolution : Chinese
            Architechure Since 1980

Fig. 2 - Building Practice in China

As indicated by the author, Charlie Xue, the 
book Building a Revolution: Chinese 
Architecture Since 1980, instead of being 
another “coffee-table” book, is intended to fill 
the void of lacking books on “touching the 
essence of contemporary China and its 
architecture”.(1) In fact, the three books 
written by the same author: Building Practice 
in China (1999 & 2009), Building a Revolu-
tion: Chinese Architecture Since 1980 (2006 
& 2009 Chinese edition) and The Global 
Impact: Overseas Architectural Design in 
China (2006 Chinese edition) can be consid-
ered as a series of discussion, reviewing the 
contemporary Chinese architecture from 
various perspectives.

When the bilingual book Building Practice in 
China was first published in 1999, it really 
served as a timely reference for architectural 
practitioners to have an overview on the 
relevant system and policies of building 
industry in mainland China. Due to the 
dramatic changes in China during the past 
ten years, it is now an appropriate time for 
publishing a new edition offering updated 
information for reference. The release of the 
Chinese edition of Building a Revolution in 
2009,  together with an updated chronicle of 
major events in Chinese architecture 
covering the period from 1980 to 2008, can 
also present to the vast number of Chinese 
readers a clear picture of the latest develop-
ment.

As highlighted in the preface of Building 
Practice in China, in order to have a better 
understanding of the formation and rationale 
behind Chinese architecture, one has to be 
“cognizant of the powerful systems, policies 
and regulations.”(2) Similarly, Building a 
Revolution also points out a crucial                 
direction that: “social context has a 
profoundly important inf luence on 
architecture…architecture text epitomizes a 
society’s culture and its time…a profound 
understanding of the culture and spirit of an 
era can help us to more fully evaluate its 
architecture.”(3) Although the book title of 
Building a Revolution indicates that the 
content is focusing on the architectural 
development in China since 1980, it is 
noteworthy for the author to trace the 
evolution back to the early twentieth century. 
As a matter of fact, China experiences a 
remarkable transformation during the last 
century, from an imperial dynasty to a 
modernizing power with exponential 
economic growth. Besides, historical 
context, economic change and foreign 
influence also closely affect the architectural 
design approach in China.

Since the 1920s, after the return of a number 
of Chinese architectural students graduated 
overseas, especially from the University of 
Pennsylvania in US, the Beaux-Arts teaching 
programme and design method, originated 
from France in the 19th century, had been 
absorbed into China, influencing the 
adoption of eclectic approach in modern 
Chinese architecture. 

After the establishment of the People’s 
Republic of China in 1949, the post-war 
architecture in national form with socialist 
content emerged under Mao Zedong’s 
leadership, incorporating the Beaux-Arts 
models with political symbolism as fully 
exemplified in the Ten Grand Projects in 
Beijing completed in 1959 for the celebration 
of the tenth National Day. 

In the 1980s, China adopted the open-door 
policy under Deng Xiaoping’s reform, shifting 
from a planned economy into a market 
economy, attracting new investment, 
technology and information, fostering 
modernization in China. In view of globaliza-
tion and internationalization, there was a 
tendency to imitate traditional styles in 
architecture under the influence of postmod-
ernism.

As a result of the open-door policy, consider-
able amount of foreign architects have been 
given commissions in China and their 
architectural interaction with Chinese 
architects is unprecedented. After the entry 
into the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 
2001, the architectural market in China 
becomes more open to foreign participation. 
Importation of ideas and practices from the 
West facilitates cross-cultural dialogue in 
architecture, broadening the horizons of 
Chinese architectural practitioners, cultivat-
ing the sensibility towards cultural difference 
and promoting the reflection of own tradition. 

In the 1990s, the re-institution of profes-
sional registration system for architects in 
China initiated a fundamental change in 
architectural practice, allowing the co-
existence of traditional design institutes and 
private practice. Apart from the change in the 
policy, the continuous economic success, 
the liberalization in market economy, the 
expanding bourgeoisie in the society as well 
as the existence of design-oriented develop-
ers and entrepreneurs encourage young 
architects to explore in experimental 
architecture.

Building a Revolution not only provides an 
overview on the development of contempo-
rary Chinese architecture, but also includes 
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Destroy Not the Landmarks of Our Forefathers

Unlike the real adventurers, I did not arrive 
at Kashgar - a Silk Road outpost city in 
Xinjiang, China - on a camel. Instead, I 
reached the Uygur city cocooned in a 30-
seater coach on 9.5.2009. With only 17 
travellers, including a guide and a driver, 
the coach had plenty of leg room and 
unhindered window views. Nonetheless, 
the 11-hours-or-so vehicular journey from 
Hotan to Kashgar was sufficiently exhaust-
ing to give me a fresh appreciation for 
yester years’ pioneers and traders. They 
must have been hardy enough to endure 
the long arid distance, often taking months 
to traverse and with far less creature 
comfort. 

Although I was covered with sandy dust at 
the end of the coach ride, thanks to a good 
irrigation system, the desert country was 
pleasantly green. Any water source be it a 
river or surface runoff from a melting 
glacier was all channeled to where plants 
were cultivated. Lines of poplar trees 
acting as wind breaks were a common 
sight; walnut trees dotted in wheat fields 
co-existed with grape orchards.

My fellow travel companions came from 
Canada, Holland, U.K. and U.S.A. Gone 
were the days when being Chinese implied 

one knew something more about China 
than the non-Chinese. Some of my 
Putonghua-speaking companions have 
mastered the 4 tones far better than my 
Cantonese lilt. Not to mention they had 
also been to more Chinese provinces than 
this writer.

Kashgar was noticeably being modern-
ized. However, recently constructed 
buildings had little to distinguish them from 
those erected in other parts of China. Most 
were medium rises with flushed facades 
punctuated by predictable window 
openings at regular intervals. We were 
jolted from our indifference when greeted 
by the ‘Old City.’ At first sight it was a 
homogenous mound of earthy outcrop 
built of indigenous mud brick. Upon closer 
examination, the Old City had opened up a 
whole new dimension that was well worth 
exploring and had unequivocally made my 
day. (photo 1)
 
“The Kite Runner”, written by Khaled 
Hoesseini, was such a bestseller  that it 
inspired a film to be made. Albeit the story 
was based in Afghanistan, for various 
reasons the movie was filmed in Kashgar. 
This substitute location spoke volumes 
about the similarities between the two 

places as both are immersed in Islamic 
architecture. A stroll down the Old City 
streets provides an understanding of the 
daily activities of the inhabitants. To make 
room for the Muslim worshipers, prayer 
mats spread in front of a Mosque were 
extended to an adjacent spice shop. 
(photos 2 and 3)  In no way did the 
commercial dealings of the spice shop or 
frequent passers-by deter the faithful 
Muslims in carrying on with their prayers. 
There was also a bicycle repair shop that 
operated on the “waste not, want not” 
principle. Deflated tires, bent fenders, etc. 
were all salvaged and put to good use. 
(photo 4) Our guide bemoaned the fact 
that a good portion of the Old City was 
demolished almost overnight to make way 
for the infrastructure and modern develop-
ment. Fabric stores, copper ware stores, 
etc. were slowly but surely being moved to 
new shopping premises away from the Old 
City neighbourhood. 

Poised ladies draped in black burkas 
created a marked contrast from the 
vivacious children running along the 
narrow alley-ways. (photo 5) The little 
ones were uninhibited in posing for photo 
shoots. They jostled to see the digitized 
images taken of them with excitement and 

Mosque at Old City Spice shop adjacent to MosqueOld City at Kashgar

Street down the residential compoundBicycle repair shop
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relish. (photo 6) All of us – the outsiders -- 
were itching with curiosity to see where the 
covered up ladies and smiling urchins 
lived. We were not disappointed when our 
guide in his perfect Uygur dialect solicited 
an elderly home-returning gentleman to 
allow all 16 of us, sans driver, to have a 
peep at his abode. He most magnani-
mously flung open his front door and 
welcomed us in. 

Upon crossing the threshold, we entered a 
modest courtyard boasting a pomegranate 
tree amongst other greenery. Beautiful 
carvings could be seen all over the balus-
trades, columns and cornices that framed 
and supported the open-air courtyard. 
(photo 7 and 8) On two sides of the rectan-
gular house was an L-shaped, three-tiered 
habitable space. On the other two sides 
were a party wall and the entrance wall. 

A half basement sunken into the ground 
was used as bedrooms during summer. 
The above-ground rooms served as living 
quarters. Every inch of the living quarters 
was carefully and lovingly decorated. 
Wall-to-wall carpets covered the floor. 
Ornate alcoves housing an assortment of 
teapots, cups and saucers dominated the 
walls. Floral joists with fluted panels 
sealed off the ceiling. The flat roof had a 
carpentry room where tools and work area 

might be spilled into the open portion of 
the roof. (photo 9)  This particular house-
hold had certainly epitomized the architec-
tural WOW factor where a nondescript 
brown and bland exterior belied a domes-
tic hideaway sensitively and sensibly 
designed to provide rest for the weary.

A few paces down the alley we were 
further invited into another domicile. Once 
again the ubiquitous timber front portal 
opened into an oasis-like enclosed 
courtyard. Little did we realize the gracious 
hostess had laid out a table full of goodies 
to total strangers like us. Nan bread, fruit, 
nuts, local pastries and fragrant tea - what 
extraordinary generosity! (photo 10) We 
were understandably touched but declined 
to impose ourselves on the good hostess. 
To me the element of surprise often touted 
as an architectural punch line surely does 
not apply to architectural features alone, 
spontaneous kind gestures by users and 
occupants of the architectural spaces 
usually are the true originators of such 
surprises.

Before taking leave from my punishing 
Hong Kong working schedule to Xinjiang, I 
was inundated with Heritage information, 
for instance: the Queen’s Pier, King Yin 
Lei Mansion, Hollywood Road Police 
Quarters, etc. It is certainly encouraging to 

see positive measures taken by both the 
private and public sectors on the adaptive 
reuse of historical buildings. However, the 
balancing act we face in Hong Kong in 
charting an agreeable way to preserve our 
heritage is by no means unique. Further 
afield in Kashgar, the battle is also raging 
in keeping intact a part of the Uygur 
heritage that means so much to so many. 
What’s more, to the Uygurs it is not only 
about stand-alone historical buildings 
interspersed into an urban fabric. Rather, 
the whole way of Uygur living has been 
undergoing unprecedented changes. 

It’s hard to say whether the historical Old 
City or what’s left of it would withstand the 
test of time. But having actually wandered 
through the alleys, mingled with the 
children, being invited to eat at a table 
overflowing with goodies, I would hate to 
see this landmark of our forefathers 
destroyed and banished to obscurity. Do 
go and see it first hand if you haven’t done 
so yet!
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Adaptation, Addition and Alteration
Alex Lui

Architectural Facets
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Jane Jacobs in her book ‘The Death and Life of Great American Cities’ pointed out ‘At any particular place and 

time, under the given circumstances of regulations, technology, and financing, some particular way of packing 

dwellings on to the land is apt to be the most efficient way.’  She attributed this to be one of the causes of 

monotonous urban environment, because it could lead to standardization in building design for the whole 

neighborhood.  She also observed that ‘As soon as the range and number of variations in buildings decline, 

the diversity of population and enterprises is too apt to stay static or decline, instead of increasing.’

The above phenomenon is still found in many cities, including our own.  Since tearing old buildings down and 

replacing them with new ones has been the mainstay in Hong Kong, we have lost the variety found in many 

old buildings.  Not only would the urban scenes become monotonous, urban functions would be more limited 

due to a lack of diversity in spaces to accommodate different activities.  We must realize vibrant urban life 

depends on a wide array of mixed uses to co-exist and a variety of buildings to accommodate them.  These 

two examples in rural Tai Po and bustling urban Mongkok represent unorthodox approaches adopted by local 

residents and businesses to adapt, add and alter their own buildings to satisfy the changing needs for 

themselves and for the neighborhood.  Direct involvement by users in shaping their own spaces has brought 

interesting reliefs and variety to our urban scenes. 
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